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Preface

in 1999. We had both worked independently on the

Mialamadhyamakakarika for some years, having each arrived at our own

tentative translations of the bulk of the work. Pooling our resources
seemed like a natural step to take at the time, though we were no doubt overly
optimistic about how long it would take us to complete the project. We each
feel we have profited enormously from our joint enterprise, and we hope the
reader will concur in our judgment.

Many individuals and institutions contributed to our project. Mark Siderits
was greatly helped by the generous research support he received from BK
Foundation, and research support from the Numata Foundation facilitated his
stay in Kyoto in 2006. Shoryt Katsura wishes to thank the Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science, which supported his visit to Korea in 2011 as well as
Siderits’ short stay in Kyoto in 2012, by providing a Grant-in-Aid for Scientific
Research.

We thank Paul Harrison for his comments on an early draft and for urging us
to consider publishing our work with Wisdom. Graham Priest made very useful
comments on a later draft. David Kittelstrom has proven an extraordinarily
able editor whose sage advice and encouragement have been greatly
appreciated. And we wish to thank Megan Anderson for her assiduous
proofing, Laura Cunningham for her competence in guiding the book through
production, and the rest of the Wisdom staff for their help in bringing our
work to fruition.

O UR COLLABORATION had its inception in a cottage on the island of Miyajima



Introduction

foundational text of the Madhyamaka school of Indian Buddhist

philosophy. It consists of verses constituting twenty-seven chapters. In

it, Nagarjuna seeks to establish the chief tenet of Madhyamaka, that all
things are empty ($tinya) or devoid of intrinsic nature (svabhava). The claim
that all things are empty first appears in the Buddhist tradition in the early
Mahayana siitras known collectively as Prajiaparamita, beginning roughly in
the first century B.ck. Earlier Buddhist thought was built around the more
specific claim that the person is empty: that there is no separately existing,
enduring self, and that the person is a conceptual construction. Realization of
the emptiness of the person was thought to be crucial to liberation from
samsara. The earliest Mahayana texts go considerably beyond this claim,
asserting that not just the person (and other aggregate entities like the
chariot) but everything is devoid of intrinsic nature. While they assert that all
things are empty, however, they do not defend the assertion. Nagarjuna’s task
in MMK is to supply its philosophical defense.

As is usual in texts of this nature, the arguments are presented in highly
compressed form and so are extremely difficult to comprehend without a
commentary. This is due to the nature and purpose of such texts. A karika is a
work in verse form that contains a concise formulation of some (often
philosophical) doctrine; the karikas are the individual verses making up the
work. Texts of this sort were originally used because it is easier to memorize
information when it is put in verse form. The regular cadence that results
when a verse is constructed out of its four feet (referred to as a, b, ¢, and d),
each consisting of eight syllables, serves as an important mnemonic aid. On the
other hand, it would be difficult to clearly formulate and fully defend a

THE Mialamadhyamakakarika (MMK) by Nagarjuna (ca. 150 ck.) is the



sophisticated philosophical thesis within the form’s constraints. But texts of
this genre were not composed with that end in mind. The original expectation
seems to have been that the student would commit the verses to memory,
recite them to the teacher to demonstrate mastery, and then receive an
account from the teacher that fully explained the content of each verse. In
time these explanations of individual teachers came to be written down in the
form of prose commentaries. It is text plus commentary that together are
meant to do the work of formulating and defending the philosophical thesis in
question. Memorizing the verses would have given students the outline they
need in order to remember the full details of the system spelled out in the
commentary.

We know of four Indian commentaries on MMK: the Akutobhaya (author
unknown), the Madhyamakavrtti by Buddhapalita, the Prajiiapradipa by
Bhaviveka, and the Prasannapada by Candrakirti. They do not all agree on the
interpretation of every verse, and some provide more detailed explanations of
particular points than others. But they generally agree on such things as what
the argument of a particular verse is and which specific views are the subject
of refutation in a chapter. And without this information one would be free to
read any number of different interpretations into the verses. Of course we
cannot be certain that any of the classical Indian commentaries reflect
Nagarjuna’s original intentions. But it would be presumptuous on our part to
suppose that we knew better than they what Nagarjuna really meant.

Our translation of the verses has been guided by the commentaries. This
applies to more than just the question of which English term to choose where
the Sanskrit is ambiguous. In many cases a translated verse will contain some
material in square brackets. These are words the Sanskrit equivalents of which
are not in the original verse itself but without which the verse simply does not
make sense. When we supply such bracketed material, it is because the
commentaries make clear just what has been omitted. That there will be such
omissions in the verses proper is understandable given the constraints
imposed by the verse form discussed above. We should add that we have tried
quite hard to keep the number of square brackets to a minimum; we have, in
other words, been fairly liberal in our interpretation of what is “in the original
verse itself.” Where the context seems to make abundantly clear that a certain
term has been omitted just for the sake of brevity, we supply its English
equivalent without the use of square brackets. But those who wish to check our
translation’s fidelity to the Sanskrit original might wish to consult an earlier



version that was published in The Journal of Indian and Tibetan Studies, where
square brackets are used in a more rigorously scholarly fashion.

Rather than translating any one of the commentaries, we have provided our
own running commentary to our translation of the verses of MMK based on
the four classical Indian commentaries. We have tried to keep our interpretive
remarks to a minimum. Seldom do our elucidations go beyond anything stated
by at least one of these authors. It is our hope that the arguments will speak for
themselves once the larger context has been properly spelled out. We do each
have our own preferred ways of understanding Nagarjuna’s overall stance and
how his arguments are meant to function. But we have tried to avoid using this
translation as a vehicle to promote our own views on these matters.

Each chapter of MMK contains an analysis of a particular doctrine or
concept, usually one held by some rival Buddhist school. The text as we have it
does not tell us whether Nagarjuna supplied titles for each chapter, and if so
what they were. We have generally used the chapter titles supplied by
Candrakirti. But in a few cases where we thought it would be more
informative, we employed the title supplied by another commentator.

At this point some general introductory remarks concerning Nagarjuna’s
goals and strategies might not be amiss. In MMK Nagarjuna is addressing an
audience of fellow Buddhists. (In the other work generally accepted as by
Nagarjuna, the Vigrahavyavartani, his interlocutors also include members of the
non-Buddhist Nyaya school.) Of particular importance is the fact that his
audience holds views that are based on the fundamental presuppositions
behind the Abhidharma enterprise. Abhidharma is that part of the Buddhist
philosophical tradition that aims at filling out the metaphysical details behind
the Buddha’s core teachings of nonself, impermanence, and suffering. A
number of different Abhidharma schools arose out of significant controversies
concerning these details. They held in common, however, a core set of
presuppositions, which may be roughly sketched as follows:

1. There are two ways in which a statement may be true, conventionally and
ultimately.

a. To say of a statement that it is conventionally true is to say that action
based on its acceptance reliably leads to successful practice. Our
commonsense convictions concerning ourselves and the world are for the
most part conventionally true, since they reflect conventions that have
been found to be useful in everyday practice.



b. To say of a statement that it is ultimately true is to say that it corresponds
to the nature of reality and neither asserts nor presupposes the existence
of any mere conceptual fiction. A conceptual fiction is something that is
thought to exist only because of facts about us concept-users and the
concepts that we happen to employ. For instance, a chariot is a conceptual
fiction. When a set of parts is assembled in the right way, we only believe
there is a chariot in addition to the parts because of facts about our
interests and our cognitive limitations: We have an interest in
assemblages that facilitate transportation, and we would have trouble
listing all the parts and all their connections. The ultimate truth is
absolutely objective; it reflects the way the world is independently of
what happens to be useful for us. No statement about a chariot could be
ultimately true (or ultimately false).

2. Only dharmas are ultimately real.

a. To say of something that it is ultimately real is to say that it is the sort of
thing about which ultimately true (or false) statements may be made. An
ultimately real entity is unlike a mere conceptual fiction in that it may be
said to exist independently of facts about us.

b. The ultimately real dharmas are simple or impartite. They are not
products of the mind’s tendency to aggregate for purposes of conceptual
economy. They are what remain when all products of such activity have
been analytically resolved into their basic constituents. They may include
such things as indivisible material particles, spatio-temporally discrete
occurrences of color and shape, pain sensations, particular occurrences of
basic desires such as hunger and thirst, and individual moments of
consciousness. (Different Abhidharma schools give somewhat different
accounts of what dharmas there are.)

c. All the facts about our commonsense world of people, towns, forests,
chariots, and the like can be explained entirely in terms of facts about the
dharmas and their relations with one another. The conventional truth can
be explained entirely in terms of the ultimate truth.

3. Dharmas originate in dependence on causes and conditions.
While not all Abhidharma schools hold that all dharmas are subject to
dependent origination (pratityasamutpdda), all agree that most dharmas
are. And since anything subject to origination is also subject to cessation,
most (or all) dharmas are also impermanent.

4, Dharmas have intrinsic nature (svabhava).



a. An intrinsic nature is a property that is intrinsic to its bearer—that is, the
fact that the property characterizes that entity is independent of facts
about anything else.

b. Only dharmas have intrinsic nature. The size and shape of a chariot are
not intrinsic natures of the chariot, since the chariot’s having its size and
shape depends on the size, shape, and arrangement of its parts. The size
and shape of the chariot are instead extrinsic natures (parabhdva) since
they are not the “its own” of the chariot but are rather borrowed.

c. Dharmas have only intrinsic natures. A characteristic that a thing can
have only by virtue of its relation to another thing (such as the
characteristic of being taller than Mont Blanc) is not intrinsic to the thing
that has it. To suppose that the thing nonetheless has that characteristic
is to allow mental construction to play a role in our conception of that
which is real. For it requires us to suppose that a thing can have a
complex nature: an intrinsic nature—what it itself is like apart from
everything else—plus those properties it gets by virtue of its relations to
other things. To the extent that this nature is complex, it is conceptually
constructed by the mind’s aggregative tendencies.

d. A given dharma has only one intrinsic nature. Since dharmas are what
remain at the end of analysis, and analysis dissolves the aggregating that
is contributed by mental construction, a given dharma can have only one
intrinsic nature.

5. Suffering is overcome by coming to realize the ultimate truth about
ourselves and the world.

a. Suffering results from the false belief that there is an enduring “I,” the
subject of experience and agent of actions, for which events in a life can
have meaning.

b. This false belief results from failure to see that the person is a mere
conceptual fiction, something lacking intrinsic nature. What is ultimately
real is just a causal series of dharmas. Suffering is overcome by coming to
see reality in a genuinely objective way, a way that does not project any
conceptual fictions onto the world.

Nagarjuna does not deny that this is what dharmas would be like. Instead he
rejects the further implication that there actually are dharmas. His position is
that if there were ultimately real things, they would be dharmas, things with
intrinsic nature; but there cannot be such things. Not only are the person and



other partite things devoid of intrinsic nature and so mere conceptual fictions,
the same holds for dharmas as well. This is what it means to say that all things
are empty.

Given the nature of this claim, there can be no single argument that could
establish it. Such a “master argument” would have to be based on claims about
the ultimate natures of things, and given what would be required to establish
that such claims are ultimately true, this would involve commitment to
intrinsic natures of some sort or other. Nagarjuna’s strategy is instead to
examine a variety of claims made by those who take there to be ultimately real
entities and seek to show of each such claim that it cannot be true. Indeed the
commentators introduce each chapter as addressing the objection of an
opponent to the conclusion of the preceding chapter. The expectation is that
once opponents have seen sufficiently many of their central theses refuted,
they will acknowledge that further attempts at finding the ultimate truth are
likely to prove fruitless.

This expectation is based in part on the fact that Nagarjuna employs a
number of common patterns of reasoning in his refutations. Once one has seen
how a particular reasoning strategy may be used to refute several quite
distinct hypotheses, it becomes easier to see how it might apply as well to one’s
own preferred view concerning some metaphysical issue. Some patterns that
occur particularly often in MMK are the following. It is important to note that
in each case the hypothesis that is being refuted is meant by the opponent to
be ultimately true.

Infinite Regress: This is meant to show that hypothesis H cannot be true, since
the same reasoning that leads to H would, when applied to H itself, lead to a
further hypothesis H', a similar process would lead to hypothesis H", and so
on. But H was introduced in order to explain some phenomenon P. And a
good explanation must end somewhere. So H cannot be the correct
explanation of P. For examples of this style of reasoning see 2.6, 5.3, 7.1, 7.3,
7.6,7.19,10.13,12.7, 21.13.

Neither Identical Nor Distinct: This is meant to refute a hypothesis to the effect
that x and y are related in some way R. If they were, then x and y would have
to be either two distinct things or else really just one and the same thing
(under two different descriptions). But if x and y were distinct, then x exists
apart from y. And if x exists apart from y, x is not characterized by R. So it



cannot be ultimately true that x bears R to y. If, on the other hand, x and y
were identical, then x would bear relation R to itself, which is absurd. Where
R is the relation “being the cause of,” for instance, it would be absurd to
suppose that some event could be the cause of itself. For examples of this
style of reasoning see 2.18, 6.3, 10.1-2, 18.1, 21.10, 22.2-4, 27.15-16.

The Three Times: This is meant to refute a hypothesis to the effect that x has
some property P. For the hypothesis to be true, x must have P at one of the
three times: past, future, or present. But, it is argued, for various reasons it
cannot be true that x has P at any of the three times. Quite often the third
possibility—that of the present moment—is eliminated on the grounds that
there is no such thing as a present moment distinct from past and future.
The present is, in other words, a mere point without duration; what we
think of as an extended present is conceptually constructed out of past and
future. But in some cases the third possibility is ruled out on the grounds
that the ultimately real dharmas must be impartite simples. For examples of
this style of reasoning see 1.5-6, 2.1, 2.12, 2.25, 3.3, 7.14, 10.13, 16.7-8, 20.5-8,
21.18-21, 23.17-18.

Irreflexivity: This is usually deployed when the opponent seeks to head off an
infinite regress by claiming that an entity x bears relation R to itself. The
principle of irreflexivity says that an entity cannot operate on itself.
Commonly cited supportive instances include the knife that cannot cut itself
and the finger that cannot point at itself. Nagarjuna utilizes and supports
this principle at 3.2, 7.1, 7.8, 7.28.

Nonreciprocity: This is meant to refute a hypothesis to the effect that x and y
are in a relation of mutual reciprocal dependence—that x is dependent on y
in a certain way and y is dependent in the same way on x. Instances of this
may be found at 7.6, 10.10, 11.5, 20.7.

We have used the La Vallée Poussin edition (LVP) of MMK as the basis of our
translation of the verses, though where Ye’s more recent edition (Y) differs
substantially from the former, we have generally followed the latter. All
references to Candrakirti’s commentary are given with the pagination of the
Prasannapada in the former edition (LVP). Citations from the other three



commentaries are from the Pandeya edition (P). Since the Sanskrit of these
commentaries is Pandeya’s reconstruction, in all doubtful cases we checked the
Tibetan version. References to MMK are always by chapter and verse; thus “See
1.7” refers the reader to verse 7 of chapter 1. Abbreviations for the titles of
other texts we regularly refer to are given at the beginning of the bibliography.
Those with an interest in the text-critical study of MMK might wish to consult
the following:

MacDonald, Anne. 2007. “Revisiting the Mualamadhyamakakarika: Text-Critical
Proposals and Problems.” Studies in Indian Philosophy and Buddhism (Tokyo
University) 14: 25-55.

Saito, Akira. 1985. “Textcritical Remarks on the Miilamadhyamakakarika as Cited
in the Prasannapadad.” Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies 33(2): 24-28.

———. 1986. “A Note on the Prajiia-nama-mulamadhyamakakarika of Nagarjuna.”
Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies 35(1): 484-87.

———. 1995. “Problems in Translating the Milamadhyamakakarika as Cited in Its
Commentaries.” In Buddhist Translations: Problems and Perspectives, edited by
Doboom Tulku, pp. 87-96. Delhi: Manohar.
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Dedicatory Verse

anirodham anutpadam anucchedam asasvatam |
anekartham anandrtham anagamam anirgamam ||
yah pratityasamutpadam prapaficopasamam Sivam |
desayamasa sambuddhas tam vande vadatam varam |

I salute the Fully Enlightened One, the best of orators, who taught
the doctrine of dependent origination, according to which there is
neither cessation nor origination, neither annihilation nor the
eternal, neither singularity nor plurality, neither the coming nor the
going [of any dharma, for the purpose of nirvana characterized by]
the auspicious cessation of hypostatization.

also as an announcement of purpose. One often finds at the beginning of

an Indian treatise a statement indicating why one should read it: how

one will benefit from its contents. Nagarjuna does not explicitly claim
here that this work will help one achieve liberation from samsara (it is
Candrakirti who says this is the purpose of the text), but what he does say
suggests that is the intention behind his work.

The verse begins with the famous eight negations: “neither cessation nor
origination” and so on. (Our English translation reverses the word order of the
Sanskrit original in order to make the meaning more easily intelligible.) These
negations are said to describe the content of the Buddha’s central teaching of
dependent origination (pratityasamutpada). The verse thus claims that when we

THIS VERSE serves not only as a dedication of the work to the Buddha but



say everything is subject to dependent origination, what this actually means is
that nothing really ceases or arises, nothing is ever annihilated nor is there
anything eternal, that things are neither really one nor are they many distinct
things, and that nothing really ever comes here from elsewhere or goes away
from here.

Some of this would come as no surprise to Nagarjuna’s fellow Buddhists. For
instance, the claim that nothing ever really moves (discussed in chapter 2) was
widely accepted by Buddhist philosophers as one consequence of the
impermanence of existents; the idea that dependently originated entities form
a causal series was thought to explain why it appears to us that there is
motion. Likewise “Neither annihilation nor the eternal” echoes the Buddha’s
claim that dependent origination represents the correct middle path between
the extremes of eternalism and annihilationism. This is discussed in chapters
15,17, 18, 21, 22, and 27, though in ways that go considerably beyond what had
been the orthodox understanding. But the claim that there is neither cessation
nor origination (discussed in chapters 1, 7, 20, 21, and 25) would have come as a
shock to many, since dependent origination was thought to involve (and
explain) the origination and cessation of ultimately real entities. And while
“neither one nor many” will have a familiar ring to many Buddhists (the
Buddha did say that the person in one life and the reborn person in another
are “neither identical nor distinct,” e.g., at S 11.62, S 11.76, S 11.113), the standard
Abhidharma account of dependent origination relies on the notion that there
are many ultimately real dharmas that are mutually distinct. So when (as in
chapters 6, 14, and 27) Nagarjuna claims that what are thought of as two
distinct things can ultimately be neither one nor many, this will surprise quite
a few.

The purpose is not to shock, though. Instead, the commentators tell us, the
point of understanding dependent origination through these eight negations is
to bring about nirvana by bringing an end to hypostatizing (praparica). By
hypostatization is meant the process of reification or “thing-ifying”: taking what
is actually just a useful form of speech to refer to some real entity. Because the
doctrine of dependent origination plays so central a role in the Buddha’s
teachings, Abhidharma scholars developed a complex web of concepts
designed to explicate it. The suggestion is that the eight negations are meant
to remind us that conceptual proliferation can distract us from the real goal—
liberation—and perhaps even serve as a barrier to the achievement of the
cessation of suffering. (See 18.6, as well as chapters 24 and 27.) But these



negations (as well as other allied negations) are not to be accepted because
some wise person has told us so. MMK consists of philosophical arguments
meant to refute such things as cessation and origination. This work would then
be designed to help foster liberation by enlisting the tool of philosophical
rationality in the task of putting in their proper place the sorts of conceptual
distinctions developed by other Buddhist philosophers. The “proper place” of
these concepts is in the toolkit carried by every skillful Buddhist teacher, to be
used when appropriate given the circumstances of a particular suffering being.
(See 18.5-12.)



1. An Analysis of Conditions

is important to note at the outset that in classical Indian philosophy

causation is usually understood as a relation between entities (“the seed,

together with warm moist soil, is the cause of the sprout”) and not, as in
modern science, between events (“the collision caused the motion of the ball”).
It begins with a statement of the thesis: that existing things do not arise in any
of the four logically possible ways that causation might be thought to involve.
The Abhidharmika opponent (i.e., a member of one of the Abhidharma schools)
then introduces a conditions-based analysis of causation, which is a version of
the second of the four possible views concerning causation. The remainder of
the chapter consists of arguments against the details of this theory that
entities arise in dependence on distinct conditions. In outline the chapter
proceeds as follows:

THIS 1s THE first of several chapters investigating the concept of causation. It

Assertion: No entity arises in any of the four possible ways: (a)
1.1 from itself, (b) from a distinct cause, (c) from both itself and
something distinct, or (d) without cause.
1.2 General refutation of arising on possibilities a-d
Opponent: Entities arise (b) in dependence on distinct conditions
of four kinds.
1.4 Refutation of relation between conditions and causal activity
Definition of “condition” and argument for the impossibility of
anything meeting the definition
1.7-10 Refutations of each of the four conditions
1.11-14 Refutation of thesis that effect arises from conditions

1.3

1.5-6



na svato napi parato na dvabhyam napy ahetutah |
utpannd jatu vidyante bhavah kva cana ke cana [[ 1 ||

1. Not from itself, not from another, not from both, nor without cause:
Never in any way is there any existing thing that has arisen.

This is the overall conclusion for which Nagarjuna will argue in this chapter:
that existents do not come into existence as the result of causes and
conditions. There are four possible ways in which this might be thought to
happen, and he rejects all of them. According to the first, when an effect seems
to arise, it does so because it was already in some sense present in its cause; its
appearance is really just the manifestation of something that already existed.
The second view claims instead that cause and effect are distinct entities. The
third has it that cause and effect may be said to be both identical and distinct.
The fourth claims that things originate without any cause; since there are thus
no causes, an originating thing could not be said to originate either from itself
or from something distinct—it does not originate from anything.

We follow Ye 2011 and accordingly diverge from translations that follow the
La Vallée Poussin edition, in reversing the order of the second and third verses
of this chapter. (This ordering is clearly attested to by the Akutobhaya and the
commentaries of Buddhapalita and Bhaviveka.) On this reading, general
arguments against all four views are given in the next verse. But in his
comments on this verse Bhaviveka anticipates by giving arguments against the
four views. He says, for instance, that the fourth view would mean that
anything could be produced from anything at any time, something we know is
false.

na hi svabhavo bhavanam pratyayadisu vidyate |
avidyamane svabhave parabhavo na vidyate || 2 |

2. The intrinsic nature of existents does not exist in the conditions, etc.
The intrinsic nature not occurring, neither is extrinsic nature found.

According to the Akutobhaya, 2ab gives the argument against the first
possibility mentioned in verse 1, that an existent arises from itself (the view



known as satkaryavada). The argument is that if that out of which the existent
arose were really that existent itself, then it should have the intrinsic nature
(svabhava) of the existent. But this is simply not the case. Indeed as all the
other commentators point out, if this were the case, then arising would be
pointless. For instance we want to know the cause of fire because we want to
produce something with its intrinsic nature, heat. If that nature were already
present in its cause, then it would be pointless to produce fire. For then in
order to feel heat we would only need to touch unignited fuel.

Again according to the Akutobhaya, 2cd gives the argument against the
second possibility mentioned in verse 1, that an existent arises from something
distinct from itself (asatkaryavada). This would mean that the existent must
borrow its nature from its cause, thus making its nature something that is
extrinsic (parabhava). The argument is that in the absence of the intrinsic
nature of the existent in question, its extrinsic nature is likewise not to be
found. This is because in order for something to exist, its intrinsic nature must
occur: There is, for instance, no fire without the occurrence of heat. And
something cannot be in the position of borrowing a nature from something
else unless it exists. So an existent cannot arise from something distinct. (For
more on satkaryavada and asatkaryavada see chapters 10 and 20.) The third
possibility is to be rejected on the grounds that it inherits all the faults of the
first and second. And according to the Akutobhaya, the fourth is false because it
is one of the extreme views rejected by the Buddha. (Other commentators give
more philosophically respectable reasons to reject this view.) catvarah pratyaya
hetur arambanam anantaram |

tathaivadhipateyam ca pratyayo nasti paficamah || 3 ||

3. [The opponent:] There are four conditions: the primary cause, the
objective support, the proximate condition, and of course the
dominant condition; there is no fifth condition.

The commentators represent this as the view of a Buddhist opponent, someone
who holds the second of the four possible views about the relation between
cause and effect mentioned in verse 1. Candrakirti has this opponent begin by
rehearsing the reasons for rejecting the first, third, and fourth views. On the
first, origination would be pointless, since the desired effect would already
exist. We seek knowledge of causes because we find ourselves wanting to
produce something that does not currently exist. The third view is to be
rejected because it is the conjunction of the first and second, and we already



know that the first is false. The fourth view, that of causelessness, is one of the
absurd extremes said to be false by the Buddha (M 1.408, A 1.173). But, the
opponent claims, the second view was taught by the Buddha and so should not
be rejected.

The classification of four kinds of condition is the Abhidharma elaboration
of the Buddha’s teaching of origination. (See AKB 2.64a.) (1) The primary cause
is that from which the effect is thought to have been produced—for example,
the seed in the case of a sprout. (2) Only a cognition has an objective support,
namely its intentional object, that of which it is conscious. A visual cognition
has a color-and-shape dharma as its objective support, an auditory cognition
has a sound, etc. (3) The proximate condition is that entity or event that
immediately precedes the effect and that cedes its place to the effect. (4) The
dominant condition is that without which the effect would not arise. After
criticizing the basic notion of causation, Nagarjuna will take up each of these
four types in turn: primary cause in verse 7, objective support in verse 8,
proximate condition in verse 9, and dominant condition in verse 10.

Candrakirti sets the stage for verse 4 by having the opponent answer the
question raised by 2cd as follows: “Then, given such a refutation of the view
that origination is by means of conditions, the view will be entertained that
origination is by means of an action (kriya). The conditions such as vision and
color-and-shape do not directly cause consciousness [as effect]. But conditions
are so called because they result in a consciousness-producing action. And this
action produces consciousness. Thus consciousness is produced by a condition-
possessing, consciousness-producing action, not by conditions, as porridge [is
produced] by the action of cooking” (LVP p. 79).

kriya na pratyayavati napratyayavati kriya |
pratyaya nakriyavantah kriyavantas ca santy uta [[ 4 ||

4, An action does not possess conditions; nor is it devoid of conditions.
Conditions are not devoid of an action; neither are they provided
with an action.

This “action” is supposed to be the causal activity that makes the cause and
conditions produce the right kind of effect. It is supposed to explain why only
when a seed is planted in warm moist soil does a sprout appear (and why a



sprout doesn’t arise from a stone). But if this action is the product of the co-
occurrence of the conditions, and thus may be said to possess the conditions,
then presumably it occurs when these conditions are assembled. But is this
before or after the effect has arisen? If before, then it does not perform the
producing activity that makes an event an action. If after, then since the effect
has already been produced, the producing activity is no longer to be found.
And, adds Candrakirti, there is no third time when the effect is undergoing
production, since that would require that the effect be simultaneously existent
and nonexistent, which is a contradictory state.

If, on the other hand, one were to say that the action occurs independently
of the conditions, then we would be unable to explain why the productive
action takes place at one time and not at others. The action, being free of
dependence on conditions, would be forever occurring, and all such
undertakings as trying to make a fire would be pointless.

Given that one cannot specify a time when this action occurs, it follows that
it does not ultimately exist. And from this it follows that it cannot be
ultimately true that conditions either possess an action or do not possess an
action.

utpadyate pratityeman itime pratyayah kila |
yavan notpadyata ime tavan napratyayah katham [[ 5 ||

5. They are said to be conditions when something arises dependent on
them.
When something has not arisen, why then are they not
nonconditions?

naivasato naiva satah pratyayo rthasya yujyate |
asatah pratyayah kasya satas ca pratyayena kim [[ 6 ||

6. Something cannot be called a condition whether the object [that is
the supposed effect] is not yet existent or already existent.
If nonexistent, what is it the condition of? And if existent, what is the
point of the condition?

These two verses explain in greater detail the argument of verse 4. The



supposed conditions for the arising of a visual cognition—functioning eyes,
presence of an object, light, and so on—cannot be said to be conditions at the
time when the visual cognition does not yet exist, since they have not yet
performed the productive activity required to make them be what are properly
called “conditions.” But when the visual cognition does exist, no productive
activity is to be found. We might think there must be a third time between
these two, a time when the visual cognition is undergoing production. But
while we could say this about a chariot, it could not hold of something
ultimately real such as a cognition. A chariot might be thought of as something
that gradually comes into existence when its parts are being assembled. But
precisely because we would then have to say that during that process the
chariot both exists and does not exist, we must admit that the chariot is not
ultimately real. That we can say this about a chariot shows that it is a mere
useful fiction.

This pattern of argumentation, which we might call the “argument of the
three times,” will figure prominently in chapter 2. The point of the argument
as applied to the present case of origination is that for those who hold that
cause and effect are distinct (proponents of the view known as asatkaryavada),
the producing relation can only be a conceptual construction. According to
asatkaryavada, cause and conditions occur before the effect arises. To claim that
the effect originates in dependence on the cause and conditions, we must take
there to be a real relation between the two items. But that relation is not to be
found in either of the two available times. As for the third time, it holds only
with respect to conceptually constructed entities such as the chariot. It follows
that the relation of production or causation must be conceptually constructed.
It is something that we impute upon observing a regular succession of events,
but it is not to be found in reality.

na san ndasan na sadasan dharmo nirvartate yada |
katham nirvartako hetur evam sati hi yujyate [[ 7 ||

7. Since a dharma does not operate whether existent, nonexistent, or
both existent and nonexistent, how in that case can something be
called an operative cause?

Candrakirti explains that by “operative cause” (nirvartakahetu) is meant
primary cause, the first of the four kinds of conditions identified in verse 2. A
dharma is an ultimately real entity, something with intrinsic nature. The



argument is that in order for an entity to perform the operation of producing
an effect, it must undergo change, going from the state of not yet having
produced the effect to the state of having produced the effect. But an
ultimately real entity, a dharma, cannot undergo change when it exists, since
its existence just consists in the manifestation of its intrinsic nature. Nor can it
undergo change when it does not exist, since at that time there is no “it” to
serve as the subject of change. As for the third option, that the dharma is both
existent and nonexistent, the commentators explain that this thesis inherits
the defects of the first and second theses and that moreover the properties of
being existent and being nonexistent are mutually incompatible.

anarambana evayam san dharma upadisyate |
athanarambane dharme kuta arambanam punah [/ 8 ||

8. A dharma, being existent, is said to indeed be without objective
support.
Then why again posit an objective support in the case of a dharma
without an objective support?

The object of a mental state such as a visual cognition is said to be the objective
support (alambana-pratyaya) of that cognition. To call this a kind of condition is
to say that the cognition cannot arise without its object. The argument against
there being such a condition is once again like that of verses 6-7. At the time
when a cognition exists, its supposed objective support cannot be said to
produce it. Only something that does not yet exist can be produced.

Note that this argument differs from the time-lag argument that
Sautrantikas use to support a representationalist theory of perception. Both
arguments rely on the fact that the objective support exists before the
cognition. But the Sautrantika argument uses this fact to argue that the
cognition cannot be directly aware of what is called its objective support. The
argument here, by contrast, uses this fact to prove that what is called the
objective support cannot be said to be a causal condition of the cognition.

anutpannesu dharmesu nirodho nopapadyate |
nanantaram ato yuktam niruddhe pratyayas ca kah [[ 9 ||



9. Destruction does not hold when dharmas have not yet originated.
Thus nothing can be called a proximate condition; if it is destroyed,
how can it be a condition?

The argument here is also similar to that of verses 4-7, only this time directed
against the idea of a proximate condition (samanantarapratyaya), the third of
the four types of condition. The proximate condition can perform its function
neither before nor after the arising of the effect. A proximate condition must
undergo destruction in order to bring about its effect: it would not be the
immediately preceding condition unless it went out of existence before the
effect arose. But before the effect has arisen, it has not yet undergone
destruction. And once it has undergone destruction, since it no longer exists, it
cannot be said to be productive of an effect.

bhavanam nihsvabhavanam na satta vidyate yatah |
satidam asmin bhavatity etan naivopapadyate |/ 10 ||

10. Since things devoid of intrinsic nature are not existent,
“This existing, that comes to be” can never hold.

“This existing, that comes to be” is one standard formulation of dependent
origination, the Buddha’s doctrine of causation. The “this” in the formula is
identified by the Abhidharmika as the dominant condition (adhipati-pratyaya),
the fourth type of condition mentioned in verse 2. The claim here is that there
can be no such dominant condition for things that are ultimately real. The
argument is that anything that did originate in accordance with the formula
would lack intrinsic nature. We saw it claimed in verses 4-7 that there is no
third time when an ultimately real effect is undergoing production. This is
because for something to be ultimately real, it must bear its own intrinsic
nature and not borrow that nature from other things, in the way in which a
chariot borrows its nature (e.g., its size, shape, and weight) from the natures of
its parts. And this in turn means that something that is ultimately real must be
simple in nature. Something simple in nature either does exist or does not
exist; there is no third intermediate state when it is coming into existence.
Only things that are not ultimately real, such as a chariot, could be said to
undergo production. Hence the formula “This existing, that comes to be”



cannot apply to things that are ultimately existent.

na ca vyastasamastesu pratyayesv asti tat phalam |
pratyayebhyah katham tac ca bhaven na pratyayesu yat [[ 11 ||

11. That product does not exist in the conditions whether they are taken
separately or together.
What does not exist in the conditions, how can that come from the
conditions?

athasad api tat tebhyah pratyayebhyah pravartate |
apratyayebhyo pi kasman nabhipravartate phalam [[ 12 ||

12. If that which does not exist [in them] is produced from those
conditions, how is it that the product does not also come forth
from nonconditions?

The argument so far has focused on the conditions. Now it turns to the effect
but makes similar points. Here the view in question is that the effect is distinct
from its cause and conditions. In verse 11 the difficulty is raised that there is
then no explanation as to why this particular effect arises from these
conditions. Candrakirti gives the example of the cloth that is said to arise from
the threads, loom, shuttle, pick, and so on. The cloth is not in these conditions
taken separately, for the cloth is not found in the separate threads, the loom,
etc., and if it were in each of them, then it would be many cloths, not one. Nor
is the cloth in the conditions taken collectively or in the assembled state. For
when the threads are assembled, the cloth as a whole is not found in each of
the many threads that are its individual parts. Consequently the cloth and its
conditions must be said to be utterly distinct. In verse 12 it is pointed out that
it would then be equally sensible to expect the effect to arise from anything at
all—that is, from what would ordinarily be identified as nonconditions with
respect to that effect. (Cf. verse 3cd.) For as Bhaviveka points out, threads are
just as distinct from curd as they would then be from cloth, so we should
expect to be able to get curd from threads.

phalam ca pratyayamayam pratyayas casvayammayah |
phalam asvamayebhyo yat tat pratyayamayam katham [[ 13 ||



13. The product consists of the conditions, but the conditions do not
consist of themselves.
How can that which is the product of things that do not consist of
themselves consist of conditions?

Here the view in question is that the product or effect, while distinct from the
cause and conditions, arises from them in that it consists in them or is
composed of them. (The Nyaya school held this view.) It differs from the view
in question in verses 11-12 in that it restricts the term “condition” to just
those things that the effect can be said to be made of. The example used by the
commentators is that of the threads and a piece of cloth. Now we can say that
the cloth is made up of the threads. But it is not true that a thread is made up
of itself. The thread is in turn made up of its parts, such as its two tips and the
intermediate parts. But if something is composed of something else, the
intrinsic nature of that thing should be found in what it is composed of. For
instance the color of the cloth should be found in the threads. And the
property of being composed of threads, while found in the cloth, is not to be
found in the threads. A thread does not consist of itself; it consists of its tips
and the other parts. So the view in question cannot be correct.

tasman na pratyayamayam napratyayamayam phalam |
samvidyate phalabhavat pratyayapratyayah kutah || 14 ||

14. Therefore neither a product consisting of conditions nor one
consisting of nonconditions exists; if the product does not exist,
how can there be a condition or noncondition?

As verse 13 showed, the effect cannot be said to be made up of its conditions,
since the effect could derive its nature only from things that do not in turn
derive their nature from yet other things. The alternative would be to say that
the effect is made up of nonconditions. If the cloth is not made up of threads,
then perhaps it is made up of straw, which is the condition with respect to a
mat but a noncondition with respect to cloth. But this is obviously absurd. So
there is no plausible account of the origination of a real effect. And in the
absence of a real effect, nothing can be said to be either a condition or a
noncondition.



2. An Analysis of the Traversed, the Not Yet Traversed,
and the Presently Being Traversed

no going in any of the three times—past, present, and future. The

THE topic of this chapter is motion. It begins with the assertion that there is

opponent objects that motion does occur in the present; this is followed
by a detailed rebuttal. The remainder of the chapter investigates the
question of whether anything could be the entity that is involved in going,
commencing to go, and ceasing to go. In outline the chapter proceeds as

follows:

2.1
2.2

2.3-7

2.8

2.9-11
2.12
2.13-14
2.15
2.16-17ab

2.17cd
2.18-21

2.22-23

2.24-25ab

Assertion: There is no going in any of the three times.

Opponent: There is going in the present time.

Refutation of going occurring in the present

Assertion: There is no entity that goes.

Reason for the thesis “A goer does not go”

Assertion: A goer cannot commence motion in the three times.
Reason for this assertion

Assertion: There is no entity that stops moving (trilemma).

Reason for the thesis “A goer does not stop”

Summary: There is no act of going, nor the commencing or
ceasing of going.

A goer is neither identical with nor distinct from the act of going.
Refutation of the thesis that a goer is characterized by the
property of going

Summary: No entity, whether a goer, a nongoer, or a



goernongoer, goes in any of the three locations.
Ultimate conclusion: There is no going, no goer, and no

2.25cd .
¢ destination.

gatam na gamyate tavad agatam naiva gamyate |
gatagatavinirmuktam gamyamanam na gamyate |/ 1 ||

1. Just as the path traversed is not being traversed, neither is the path
not yet traversed being traversed.
The path presently being traversed that is distinct from the portions
of path traversed and not yet traversed is not being traversed.

If motion is possible, then it should be possible to say where the activity of
going is taking place. It is not taking place in that portion of the path already
traversed, since the activity of going has already occurred there. Nor is it
taking place in the portion not yet traversed, since such activity still lies in the
future. And there is no third place, the presently being traversed, where it
could take place. As the Akutobhaya explains, there is no present going distinct
from the already traversed and the not yet traversed, just like the flame of a
lamp. Chapter 9 of the Abhidharmakosabhdsya (AKB p. 472) explains the example
of the moving lamp as follows. When we say that a lamp moves, it is actually a
continuous series of flames we are referring to, each flame lasting just an
instant (that amount of time of which there can be no shorter). Since each
flame only occurs in one particular spot, none of them actually moves. But
because each flame arises in a different place from where its predecessor was,
it appears as if one enduring thing is moving. Since only the momentary flames
are real, strictly speaking there is no motion. Only when we run together past,
present, and future flames is there the illusion of motion. It is important to
keep this example in mind throughout the rest of the chapter. Many of the
arguments depend on the assumption that nothing lasts longer than an
instant.

This is an instance of the argument of the three times, in this case to the
effect that going cannot take place in past, future, or present. Similar
reasoning was also used in 1.5-6. The argument here is the same as that of



Zeno’s paradox of the arrow. Like that paradox, it relies on the assumption that
space and time are both infinitely divisible.

cestd yatra gatis tatra gamyamane ca sd yatah |
na gate ndgate cesta gamyamane gatis tatah || 2 ||

2. [The opponent:] Where there is movement, there is the act of going.
And since movement occurs in the path presently being traversed,
not in the traversed nor the not yet traversed, the act of going
occurs in the path presently being traversed.

gamyamanasya gamanam katham namopapatsyate |
gamyamanam vigamanam yada naivopapadyate [[ 3 ||

3. [Response:] How will it hold that the act of going is in the path being
traversed when it does not hold that there is a presently being
traversed without the act of going?

For something to be the locus of present going, there has to be an act of going.
And something x can’t be the locus of something else y unless x and y are
distinct things. In the ensuing verses 4-6, Nagarjuna will use this point to show
that it cannot be correct to locate going in the present.

gamyamandsya gamanam yasyd tasya prasajyate |
rte gater gamyamanam gamyamanam hi gamyate [[ 4 ||

4. 1f you say the act of going is in the path presently being traversed, it
would follow that the path being traversed is without the act of
going, since [for you] the path presently being traversed is being
traversed.

Since the locus of present going and the going are distinct (verse 3), the locus
itself must be devoid of any activity of going.

gamyamanasya gamane prasaktam gamanadvayam |
yena tad gamyamanam ca yac catra gamanam punah || 5 ||

5. If the act of going is in the path presently being traversed, then two



acts of going would follow: that by which the path presently being
traversed [is said to be such], and moreover that which supposedly
exists in the act of going.
For the locus to serve as locus of the act, it must itself be something whose
nature is to be presently being traversed. But this requires an act of going,
since something can’t be being traversed without there being an act of going.
So we now have two acts of going: the one for which we are seeking a locus,
and the one that makes this the right locus for the first.

dvau gantdarau prasajyete prasakte gamanadvaye |
gantaram hi tiraskrtya gamanam nopapadyate [/ 6 ||

6. If two acts of going are supplied, then it would follow that there are
two goers, for it does not hold that there is an act of going without
a goer.
Since this is an absurd consequence, the opponent’s hypothesis of verse 2 that
led to it must be rejected. Note that there is no reason to stop at two goers; the
logic of the argument leads to an infinite regress of goers. (See 5.3 for another
example of this.) gantaram cet tiraskrtya gamanam nopapadyate |

gamane ’sati gantatha kuta eva bhavisyati || 7 ||

7.1f it does not hold that there is an act of going without a goer,
how will there be a goer when the act of going does not exist?

It having been refuted that there is an act of going in the path being traversed,
it follows that there can be no goer there. Notice, though, that for this to
follow, what is required is that there be no goer without an act of going and
not (as is said here) that there can be no act of going without a goer.

ganta na gacchati tavad aganta naiva gacchati |
anyo gantur agantus ca kas trtiyo tha gacchati [[ 8 ||

8. Just as a goer does not go, neither does a nongoer go,
and what third person is there, apart from the goer and the nongoer,



who goes?

The argument so far has concerned what the locus of going might be—the path
traversed, not traversed, and so on. Attention now shifts to the question
whether there is anything that might be the agent of the act of moving. Three
possibilities come to mind: that the agent is a goer, something characterized by
movement; that the agent is a nongoer, something not characterized by
movement; and that the agent is both a goer and a nongoer, something that is
qualified both by movement and by nonmovement. The claim is that none of
these can be the agent of going. The next three verses give arguments against
the first possibility. No explicit argument is given against the second, for
obvious reasons. As for the third, it should be clear that nothing can be
characterized by contradictory properties.

ganta tavad gacchatiti katham evopapatsyate |
gamanena vind ganta yada naivopapadyate || 9 ||

9. How, first of all, will it hold that a goer goes
when it does not hold that there is a goer in the absence of the act of
going?

pakso ganta gacchatiti yasya tasya prasajyate |
gamanena vind ganta gantur gamanam icchatah [/ 10 ||

10. If you hold the thesis that a goer goes, it would follow that
the goer is without the act of going, for you wish to ascribe the act of
going to the goer.

Candrakirti sees the reasoning here as parallel to that of verse 5. He comments,
“As for the thesis that someone is a goer precisely because he or she is
provided with an act of going, since such a theorist wishes to say that the goer
goes, it would have to be said that the goer goes without the going, because the
theorist designated the goer by means of going. For there is no second act of
going. Hence it would not be correct to say that the goer goes” (LVP p. 99).



gamane dve prasajyete ganta yady uta gacchati |
ganteti cajyate yena ganta san yac ca gacchati [ 11 ||

11. If a goer does indeed go, then it would follow that there are two acts
of going: that by which the goer is said to be a goer and that by
which the goer really goes.

gate narabhyate gantum gantum narabhyate ‘gate |
narabhyate gamyamane gantum arabhyate kuha [/ 12 ||

12. Going is not begun in the path traversed, going is not begun in the
path not yet traversed, and going is not begun in the path
presently being traversed. Then where is going begun?

A new problem is raised for those who think there is such a thing as a goer:
When does that going whereby someone comes to be a goer commence? The
reasoning is spelled out in the next two verses.

na parvam gamanarambhad gamyamanam na va gatam |
yatrarabhyeta gamanam agate gamanam kutah [[ 13 ||

13. Before the act of going begins, there is neither a path presently being
traversed nor one already traversed where the act of going could
begin. And how could the act of going begin in the path not yet
traversed?

gatam kim gamyamanam kim agatam kim vikalpyate |
adrsyamana arambhe gamanasyaiva sarvatha || 14 ||

14. How can the path already traversed, presently being traversed, or not
yet traversed be imagined when the beginning of the act of going
is not in any way to be found?
At this point we can imagine an opponent objecting that since there is such a
thing as standing still, there must be such a thing as going. For, the opponent
would claim, standing still happens when going stops, so there must first be
going for there to be standing still. Nagarjuna replies in verses 15-17.

ganta na tisthati tavad aganta naiva tisthati |
anyo gantur agantus ca kas trtiyo 'tha tisthati || 15 ||



15. It is not, first, a goer who stops, nor indeed is it a nongoer who stops.
And who could be the third person distinct from goer and nongoer
who stops?

ganta tavat tisthatiti katham evopapatsyate |
gamanena vind ganta yada naivopapadyate || 16 ||

16. How will it ever hold, in the first place, that a goer stops
when it never holds that there is a goer without an act of going?

It could not be the goer who stops, since the goer is defined as the agent of the
act of going, and that act is incompatible with stopping, which is its cessation.
But neither can it be the nongoer who stops. Since the nongoer is not
characterized by the act of going, the nongoer cannot be characterized by its
cessation. And there is no third possibility, since something could not be both a
goer and a nongoer.

na tisthati gamyamanan na gatan nagatad api |
gamanam sampravrttis ca nivrttis ca gateh sama [ 17 ||

17. The goer is not said to stop when on the path presently being
traversed, the already traversed, or the not yet traversed.
The same [analysis] that applies to the case of the act of going also
applies to the commencing and ceasing of the act of going.

Nagarjuna points out that the same reasoning that refuted the act of going (vv.
3-6) also refutes the beginning (vv. 12-14) and the ending (vv. 15-17) of going.

yad eva gamanam ganta sa eveti na yujyate |
anya eva punar ganta gater iti na yujyate [/ 18 ||

18. It is not right to say that the goer is identical with the act of going;
nor, again, is it right to say that goer and act of going are distinct.
A new question for the opponent is now brought up: Is the goer identical with



the act of going, or are these two distinct things? Nagarjuna will give
arguments against each possibility in the next two verses.

yad eva gamanam ganta sa eva hi bhaved yadi |
ekibhavah prasajyeta kartuh karmana eva ca [[ 19 ||

19. If act of going and the goer were identical,
then it would also follow that agent and action are one.

The commentators use the example of a cutter and the action of cutting: It is
considered obvious to all that an agent such as a cutter cannot be identical
with the action of cutting that he or she performs. By the same token, then, the
goer and the act of going cannot be identical.

anya eva punar ganta gater yadi vikalpyate |
gamanam syad rte gantur ganta syad gamanad rte [[ 20 ||

20. If, on the other hand, the goer were thought to be distinct from the

act of going, then there would be the act of going without a goer,

and a goer without an act of going.
If they are not identical, must they not then be distinct? Not according to
Nagarjuna. For to say that they are distinct is to say that each has its nature
independently of the other. And then the act of going would exist without its
being the act of any goer, and the goer would be a goer without an act of going,.
The underlying logic of this argument is spelled out more carefully in 5.1-4.

ekibhavena va siddhir nanabhavena va yayoh |
na vidyate tayoh siddhih katham nu khalu vidyate | 21 ||

21. If two things are not established as either identical or distinct, then
how will they be established at all?

To say something is not established is to say there is no reason to believe it
exists. The claim here is that if goer and going were real then they would have
to be either identical or distinct. Since they can be neither, there is no reason



to think they are real.

gatyd yayajyate ganta gatim tam sa na gacchati |
yasman na gatipiirvo 'sti kas cid kim ciddhi gacchati || 22 ||

22. A goer does not obtain that going through which it is called a goer,
since the goer does not exist before the going; indeed someone goes
somewhere.

The argument here is similar to that of verse 10. It spells out in more detail the
reasoning behind the denial in verse 20 that goer and going are distinct. The
idea is that in order to obtain going as an attribute, and thereby become a goer,
the goer must exist distinct from the going. But something that existed distinct
from going would not be a goer; to be a goer is to go somewhere, which
requires the act of going.

gatyd yayajyate ganta tato ‘nyam sa na gacchati |
gati dve nopapadyete yasmad ekatra gantari [ 23 ||

23. A goer does not obtain going by means of something other than that
going through which it is called a goer, since it cannot be held that
there are two goings when just one goes.

The second going is the one that would be needed to make the goer be a goer
before it obtains the act of going. Once again there is an infinite regress
threatening.

sadbhiito gamanam ganta triprakaram na gacchati |
nasadbhiito 'pi gamanam triprakaram sa gacchati [ 24 ||

24. One who is a real goer does not perform a going of any of the three
kinds.
Neither does one who is not a real goer perform a going of any of the
three kinds.

gamanam sadasadbhiitah triprakdaram na gacchati |



tasmad gatis ca ganta ca gantavyam ca na vidyate [[ 25 ||

25. One who is a both-real-and-unreal goer does not perform a going of
any of the three kinds.
Thus there is no going, no goer, and no destination.

Going of “the three kinds” are going in the path traversed, in the path not yet
traversed, and the path presently being traversed. The claim in 24ab is thus a
summary of what has been argued for in most of this chapter. The “one who is
not a real goer” discussed in 24cd is the “nongoer” of verse 8. No separate
argument has been given for the claim made in 24cd, but perhaps none is
needed: Something that is not characterized by motion is not a good candidate
to be the thing that goes. And the same can be said for the claim of 25ab. The
final conclusion, stated in 25cd, is that there can ultimately be no such thing as
going, a goer, and a destination. No separate argument has been given for
there being no such thing as a destination, but here too the point seems
obvious: A destination is the place that is the objective of the goer’s going, so
without an ultimately real goer and going there could be no such thing as a
destination.



3. An Analysis of the Ayatanas

things that the Buddha employed in presenting his teachings about the

nature of reality. This doctrine divides all existents up into twelve basic

kinds consisting of six sense faculties and their respective objects: vision
and the visible (color-and-shape), hearing and the audible, and so on. (The
sixth sense is the inner sense known as “mind” [manas], which has mental
objects.) The aim of this chapter is to refute the view that these things are
ultimately real. It begins with a rehearsal of the Abhidharma doctrine of the
twelve ayatanas. The argument begins with a defense of the claim that the
faculty of vision cannot be ultimately real. From this it then follows that there
is no seer and no field of visible entities. The argument is then generalized to
the other sense faculties and their fields. In outline the chapter proceeds as
follows:

THE ayatana classification is one of three systems for classifying existing

Statement of the Abhidharma doctrine that there exist sense
faculties and sense fields
Argument for the claim that the faculty of vision does not see
visible things

3.3 Reply to an objection to this argument
3.4-5ab Refutation of the existence of the faculty of vision
3.5cd-6 Refutation of the existence of the seer and the field of the visible
Consequences of the nonexistence of the faculty of vision and the
tield of the visible

Generalization of the argument to the other sense faculties and
tields

3.1

3.2

3.7

3.8



darsanam sravanam ghranam rasanam sparsanam manah |
indriyani sad etesam drastavyadini gocarah [/ 1 ||

1. Vision, hearing, taste, smell, touch, and the inner sense (manas) are
the six faculties; the visible and so on are their fields.
This is the doctrine of the twelve ayatanas, which divides reality up into six
sense faculties and their respective fields. Abhidharma takes these to be
ultimately real. Nagarjuna will examine the sense faculty of vision and try to
show that it cannot be ultimately real. In verse 8 he will claim that the same
argument can be used to refute the rest of the ayatanas.

svam atmanam darsanam hi tat tam eva na pasyati |
na pasyati yad atmanam katham draksyati tat paran || 2 ||

2. In no way does vision see itself.
If vision does not see itself, how will it see what is other?

It is generally acknowledged that an entity cannot operate on itself: A knife
cannot cut itself, a finger cannot point at itself, and so on. Hence vision does
not see itself. The argument here is that because this is true, it follows that
vision does not see things other than itself either (i.e., vision does not see
anything at all). This argument seems puzzling. Why should it follow from the
fact that vision does not see itself that it sees nothing else? There are two
possible ways of interpreting the argument. The first represents how
Bhaviveka and Candrakirti understand it. The second is not advanced by any
commentator but seems plausible nonetheless.

(1) The scent of jasmine first pervades the flower and then pervades what
comes in contact with the flower. The general principle to be inferred from
this is that a property of something can come to pervade something else only if
that property first pervades the thing itself. For an object to be seen is for it to
be pervaded by the property of being seen. By the general principle just
mentioned, this can be so only if vision itself is first pervaded by the property
of being seen. But since vision does not see itself, this is not so. It follows that
no distinct object can be seen by vision either.*



(2) If seeing is the intrinsic nature of vision, then vision must manifest this
intrinsic nature independently of other things. This means that vision should
be able to see even in the absence of any visible object. For otherwise its
manifesting vision would be dependent on the existence of the visible object.
But seeing requires that there be something that is seen, and in the absence of
any visible object, only vision itself could be what vision sees. But vision does
not see itself. Hence seeing could not be the intrinsic nature of vision, so it
could not be ultimately true that vision sees visible objects.

To this argument we are to imagine the opponent raises an objection: The
principle of irreflexivity (that an entity cannot operate on itself) does not hold,
since there are counterexamples. A fire, while burning its fuel, also burns itself.
Hence it has not been proven that vision does not see itself.

na paryapto ‘gnidrstanto darsanasya prasiddhaye |
sadarsanah sa pratyukto gamyamanagatagataih || 3 ||

3. [Reply to implicit objection:] The example of fire is not adequate for
the establishment of vision.
Indeed that, together with vision, is refuted by the analysis [in
chapter 2] of “the presently being traversed, the traversed, and the
not yet traversed.”

The Akutobhaya commentary explains, “Just as the act of going is not found in
the traversed, the not yet traversed, or in what is presently being traversed, so
the act of burning is not to be found in the burnt, the not yet burnt, or the
presently burning.” The reply is thus that since no account may be given of
how an ultimately real fire could burn anything, fire cannot be said to burn
itself. Consequently it does not work as a counterexample to the irreflexivity
principle. The relation between fire and fuel is examined systematically in
chapter 10.

This commentary also suggests that this might be the missing argument for
the conclusion in verse 2. If vision cannot be said to see anything in any of the
three times, then it cannot be said to see. The difficulty with this
interpretation is that it is unclear what work is then left for the premise—that
vision does not see itself—to do. If the argument of the three times shows that
vision never sees anything, then one does not need to point out that vision



does not see itself in order to prove that vision does not see.

napasyamanam bhavati yada kim cana darsanam |
darsanam pasyatity evam katham etat tu yujyate [ 4 ||

4. When there is no vision whatsoever in the absence of seeing,
how can it be right to say “vision sees”?

This is the idea behind interpretation (2) of the argument in verse 2. If vision
were ultimately real, its intrinsic nature would be seeing. So it makes no sense
to suppose that vision might exist in the absence of any seeing. Note that to
attribute the capacity for seeing to a vision that is not actually seeing is to make
vision’s nature of seeing dependent on something else. In that case seeing
would not be its intrinsic nature.

pasyati darsanam naiva naiva pasyaty adarsanam |
vyakhyato darsanenaiva drasta capy avagamyatam [[ 5 |

5. Vision does not see, nor does nonvision see.
One should understand that the seer is explained in the same way as
vision.

drasta nasty atiraskrtya tiraskrtya ca darsanam |
drastavyam darsanam caiva drastary asati te kutah [ 6 ||

6. There is no seer with vision or without.
If the seer is nonexistent, how will there be what is to be seen and
vision?

Something is a seer through possessing vision. But vision can make something
a seer only if vision sees. Since (by the result of verses 1-4) vision does not see,
and nonvision obviously does not see, there appears to be no acceptable
analysis of how something could be a seer. If we then define the visible as what
can be seen by a seer, it is unclear how the visible could be ultimately real. The
same reasoning applies to vision.



At this point Candrakirti quotes the following verse (4.55) from Nagarjuna’s
Ratnavali: Just as the production of the son is said to depend on the mother and
father, just so the production of consciousness is said to depend on vision and
rupad.

Riipa here refers to what is visible (color-and-shape) and not to the category of
the physical in the doctrine of the five skandhas. According to the doctrine of
dependent origination, consciousness arises in dependence on sense faculty
and sense object (see S 11.95-97). Given this doctrine, the consequences of the
denial of vision can now be spelled out.

drastavyadarsanabhavad vijfianadicatustayam |

nastity upadanadini bhavisyanti punah katham [[ 7 ||

7. Due to the nonexistence of vision and what is to be seen, the four,
consisting of consciousness and so on, do not exist. How then will
appropriation and so on come to be?

“The four” are consciousness, contact, feeling, and desire. In the formula of
dependent origination, these are identified as successive steps leading to
appropriation (upadana), which is the affective stance of taking the elements of
the causal series as one’s own. So the argument is that in the absence of vision
there cannot be, with respect to all visual experience, the sense of ownership
that is relevant to the origination of suffering.

vyakhyatam sravanam ghranam rasanam sparsanam manah |
darsanenaiva janiydc chrotrsrotavyakadica [[ 8 ||

8. One should know that hearing, smelling, tasting, touch, and the inner
sense are explained by means of vision, as well as indeed the
hearer and what is heard, etc.

The same reasoning may be applied to the other five sense faculties. The result
will be that the conclusion of verse 8 extends to all possible experience.
Nagarjuna will follow the same strategy elsewhere: focusing on one example
and then claiming that the argument generalizes to an entire class. See, for
example, chapters 4, 5, and 19.



* The view that one must perceive the sense organ in order to perceive an external object by means of
that sense organ was held by the Stoics. See George Boys-Stones, “Physiognomy and Ancient
Psychological Theory,” in Seeing the Face, Seeing the Soul: Polemon’s Physiognomy from Classical Antiquity to
Medieval Islam, ed. Simon Swain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 84-85.



4, An Analysis of the Skandhas

classifying existing things that the Buddha employed in presenting his

teachings about the nature of reality. This doctrine divides all existents

up into five basic kinds: rapa (the corporeal or physical),* feeling,
perception, volition, and consciousness. Since the Buddha wused this
classificatory scheme (along with those of the ayatanas and dhatus) in his
instructions for more advanced disciples, Abhidharma thinkers took the
skandhas to be ultimately real. In this chapter Nagarjuna argues that the
skandhas cannot be ultimately real entities. The argument uses the example of
riipa and then in verse 7 generalizes the conclusion. One argument is that riipa
and its cause (the mahabhiitas) cannot exist separately from one another (such
mutual dependence being incompatible with the asymmetrical dependence
relation of causation). A second argument is that of the three times introduced
in 1.5-6. A third argument is that a causal relation cannot hold between two
things whether they resemble one another or not. The thread of the argument
is as follows:

THE skandha classification is the second of three major systems for

Assertion: (a) Ripa is not distinct from its cause; (b) its cause is
not distinct from riipa.

4.2 Argument for (a)

4.3 Argument for (b)

4.4 Whether riipa does or does not exist, there is no cause of riipa.
4.5 Ripa cannot be said to be uncaused.

4.6 Effect can neither resemble cause nor not resemble cause.

4.7 Generalization of argument to the other four skandhas

4.1



4.8-9 Defense of the generalization in reply to an implicit objection

rapakarananirmuktam na ripam upalabhyate |
ripendpi na nirmuktam drsyate riupakaranam [ 1 ||

1. Riipa is not found separate from the cause of riipa.
Nor is the cause of riipa seen without ripa.

According to Abhidharma doctrine, riipa skandha is made up of the five
external sense-field ayatanas: the visible (rGpa in the narrow sense, color-and-
shape), the audible, the tangible, tastes, and smells. These are said to have as
their cause the four elements of earth, water, fire, and air (the mahabhiita). The
four elements occur in the form of atoms, and an atom of one sort is always
accompanied by an atom of each of the other three sorts. They are said to be
the cause of riipa in the sense that the visible and so on never occur apart from
occurrences of the four elements. The four elements thus serve as the support
of the occurrence of the sensible phenomena that make up riipa; their causal
role is to be a kind of material cause. As Candrakirti explains the claim of 1ab, if
rlpa is distinct from the four elements, it is no more their effect than a piece of
cloth is the effect of a pot. On the other hand, 1cd asserts, if there is no riipa,
then nothing can be said to be the cause of riipa. The two claims of this verse
are defended in the next five verses.

riapakarananirmukte riipe riipam prasajyate |
ahetukam na casty arthah kascid ahetukah kva cit || 2 ||

2. If rlipa were separate from the cause of riipa, then it would follow
that riipa is uncaused; but no object whatsoever is without any
cause.

If ripa were distinct from its cause, the four elements, then it would be
possible for riipa to exist separately from them. But then it would exist
independently of the four elements, just as the cloth exists separately from the
pot. But the fact that the pot and the cloth exist separately is what makes it



true that the cloth is not the effect of the pot. So riipa would be without cause.
Buddhapalita explains that this would have two absurd consequences: (1) It
would be possible for anything to come into existence at any time, and (2) all
effort at producing something would be futile.

ripena tu vinirmuktam yadi syad riapakaranam |
akaryakam karanam syad nasty akaryam ca karanam || 3 ||

3. Moreover, if the cause of riipa were separate from riipa,
the cause would be without effect; but there is no cause that is
without effect.

There are likewise absurd consequences if the cause, the four elements, were
distinct from riipa. To say they are separate is to say they exist independently
of one another, as a bowl exists independently of a pot. But if they exist
independently, then the elements do not cause riipa as effect. And an effectless
cause is absurd, because by definition a cause must have an effect.

riipe saty eva riipasya karanam nopapadyate |
riipe saty eva riipasya karanam nopapadyate || 4 ||

4., 1f riipa exists, it does not hold that there is a cause of riipa.
If riipa does not exist, it does not hold that there is a cause of riipa.

If the four elements are the cause of riipa, they must be its cause either when
riipa already exists or else when it does not yet exist. But something x cannot
be a cause of something else y when y already exists. As Buddhapalita asks,
what would be the point of a cause in that case? If, on the other hand, the
effect does not exist, how can something be said to be its cause? An existing
thing cannot bear any sort of real relation, including the relation of being a
cause, to something unreal. The reasoning here is just like that of 1.5-6.

niskaranam puna ripam naiva naivopapadyate |
tasmad ripagatan kamscin na vikalpan vikalpayet [[ 5 ||



5. But it also does not at all hold that riipa exists without a cause—not at
all.
Thus one should not impose any concepts on riipa.

Given what was said in verse 4, it would be natural to think Nagarjuna wants us
to conclude that riipa is without cause. But that would be incorrect. We have
good reason to deny that riipa is uncaused. If it were, then as the Akutobhaya
points out, all undertakings would be pointless. Here Nagarjuna points out that
one can deny that riipa has a cause without affirming that riipa is causeless. If
there are good reasons to deny both that riipa has a cause and that riipa is
causeless, then perhaps we should affirm neither (“not impose any concepts on
ripa”) and instead look for some hidden assumption that leads to the
paradoxical situation. One possibility is the assumption that riipa is ultimately
real, something with intrinsic nature.

na karanasya sadrsam karyam ity upapadyate |
na karanasyasadrsam karyam ity upapadyate [[ 6 ||

6. It does not hold that the effect resembles the cause.
It does not hold that the effect does not resemble the cause.

The question of whether effect resembles cause was widely discussed among
Indian philosophers. For those who maintained that the effect is something
new, existing distinct from the cause, there is the difficulty of explaining why
we can only produce pots from clay and not from milk (which is just as distinct
from a pot as is a lump of clay). If they could claim the effect always resembles
the cause, this might help them answer the question. But there are cases where
effect does not resemble cause, as when we produce solid curds from liquid
milk. Suppose we were to ask this question concerning riipa and its cause.
Nagarjuna would call this a case of “imposing concepts on riipa,” something he
has just said we should not do. Riipa and the four elements do not resemble
one another. For instance, as Candrakirti points out, riipa is cognized by vision,
hearing, smell, and taste, while the four elements are cognized by touch. So
one could not say this is a case where the effect resembles the cause. But even
if they did resemble one another, this would not be sufficient to establish
causality. There is no reciprocal cause-effect relation between similar grains of



rice. On the other hand, the cause-effect relation is not the relation of
dissimilarity. A grain of rice and nirvana are dissimilar, but neither is the cause
of the other.

vedandcittasamjfianam samskarandam ca sarvasah |
sarvesam eva bhavanam ripenaiva samah kramah || 7 ||

7. Feeling, consciousness, perceptions, and the volitions, collectively—

indeed all existents should be considered in the same way as riipa.
The argument of the chapter so far generalizes to all the skandhas. As
Candrakirti puts it, “Indeed, when the Madhyamika seeks to prove the
emptiness of one dharma, that of all dharmas [is proven]” (LVP p. 127). The
argument against riipa has depended on there being something that is held to
be the cause of riipa. But as the commentators point out, it is generally agreed
that the other four skandhas originate in dependence on riipa. If riipa is not
ultimately real, then the other four skandhas cannot be either.

vigrahe yah pariharam krte stinyataya vadet |
sarvam tasyaparihrtam samam sadhyena jayate | 8 ||

8. There being a refutation based on emptiness, were someone to utter
a confutation, for that person all becomes a question-begging
nonconfutation.

vyakhyane ya upalambham krte sanyataya vadet |
sarvam tasyanupalabdham samam sadhyena jayate [[ 9 ||

9. There being an explanation based on emptiness, were someone to
utter a criticism, for that person all becomes a question-begging
noncriticism.

According to Candrakirti, the opponent here is someone who thinks the
refutation of riipa skandha can be answered or confuted by asserting the
ultimate reality of feeling skandha, etc. The difficulty in this opponent’s
strategy is precisely that he ignores the lesson of verse 7, that the same
reasoning that undermines the ultimate reality of riipa applies equally well to
the other four skandhas. Since the reasoning that undermines the ultimate
reality of riipa applies equally to the other skandhas, it is up to the opponent to



show how they might be real; this cannot merely be assumed. To do so is to
commit the logical fallacy known as begging the question—merely assuming
the point that is in question and so needs to be proven.

This point is important to Madhyamaka methodology. Nowhere does
Nagarjuna give an argument that can be taken as a conclusive proof of
emptiness. Instead he refutes specific views of specific opponents who hold
that there are non-empty things, things with intrinsic nature. His strategy thus
depends on the opponent seeing that the strategy of a particular refutation
may be applied to other cases. The opponent who, in the face of a refutation of
the existence of riipa, simply pounds the table, insisting that the reality of
feeling and so on shows that there are real skandhas, is failing to meet his
obligation as a participant in a philosophical discussion.

* Ripa is often translated as “form,” but here that would be misleading, since the ripa skandha consists
of the objects of the five external senses; smells and tastes, for instance, do not have a “form” or shape.



5. An Analysis of the Dhatus

reality accepted in Abhidharma. It is commonly given as a list of eighteen

THE dhatu classification is the last of the three major ways of analyzing

kinds: the twelve ayatanas plus the six resulting forms of consciousness.

But here it is the variant list of six that is investigated: earth, water, fire,
air, space, and consciousness. (See, e.g., M 111.237.) The dhatu space is the target
of the chapter, but the argument is said to generalize to the other dhatus as
well. The argument focuses on the relation between space as an entity and the
defining characteristic that makes it be the sort of entity that it is. In outline it
proceeds as follows:

5.1ab

5.1cd-2
5.3

5.4-5

5.6

5.7
5.8

Assertion: Space does not exist prior to its defining
characteristic.

Argument for assertion

Refutation of defining characteristic

Consequent refutation of bearer, defining characteristic, and
existent entities

Consequent refutation of nonexistent and both-existentand-
nonexistent entities

Summary and generalization to the other dhatus

Soteriological significance of refutation

nakasam vidyate kim cit purvam akasalaksanat |



alaksanam prasajyeta syat ptrvam yadi laksanat [ 1 ||

1. Space does not at all exist prior to the defining characteristic of
space.
If it existed prior to its defining characteristic, it would follow that
something exists without defining characteristic.

As a dhatu, space is held by the Abhidharmika to be ultimately real. This means
it must have its own intrinsic nature, which is here called a “defining
characteristic” (laksana). The defining characteristic of space is said to be
nonresistance: If there is space between the desk and the wall, then one may
put something there without the space resisting. The subject of Nagarjuna’s
examination will be the relation between space and its defining characteristic.
Since these are said to be related (through the characterizing relation), the
question arises how these two things come to be so related. Is it that space, as
the bearer of the defining characteristic, is in itself a bare something that is
devoid of defining characteristic? On this view the bearer would in itself be a
characterless substrate, something that comes to be space (that which is
nonresistant) through being characterized by the defining characteristic of
nonresistance. Nagarjuna rejects this view on the grounds that it would
require there to be something that is devoid of defining characteristic.

alaksano na kascic ca bhavah samvidyate kva cit |
asaty alaksane bhave kramatam kuha laksanam || 2 ||

2. Nowhere does there exist any such thing as an existent without
defining characteristic.
An existent devoid of defining characteristic being unreal, where
would a defining characteristic function?

None of the commentators provides an argument for the claim that there
could be no existent devoid of defining characteristic. This is no doubt because
it seemed to the Abhidharma opponent perfectly obvious that real things must
have their own distinctive natures. But it might seem to us that we can, after
all, make sense of the idea of a bare stuff that then takes on the nature it is
given by its defining characteristic. When we think this, though, we are



covertly attributing a defining characteristic to this bearer: the defining
characteristic of “bare-stuffness.” This would suggest that the idea of a
characterless bearer is actually incoherent.

nalaksane laksanasya pravrttir na salaksane |
salaksanalaksanabhyam napy anyatra pravartate || 3 ||

3. There is no functioning of the defining characteristic whether the
bearer is without defining characteristic or with defining
characteristic.

And it does not function anywhere other than where there is or is
not a defining characteristic.

The function of a defining characteristic is to characterize its bearer. In the
case of space this would mean making it something whose nature is to be
nonresistant. Now this function requires that there be a bearer, and that
bearer is (prior to the functioning of the defining characteristic) itself either
without defining characteristic or with defining characteristic. Since there is
no such thing as space that is devoid of defining characteristic, the first
possibility is ruled out. Candrakirti sees two problems with the second:

(1) A defining characteristic would then be superfluous. Since space would
already have a nature, why would it need something else to make it be the sort
of thing it already is?

(2) An infinite regress results. To explain how nonresistance functions to
characterize space, we suppose that space already has a defining characteristic,
nonresistance). But now we can ask the same question about nonresistance;

that we asked about nonresistanceq: Does it characterize a bearer that is

without defining characteristic or a bearer already with its own defining
characteristic? The former has been ruled out. The latter answer means we
must supply a nonresistances. And the regress shows no sign of stopping here.

laksanasampravrttau ca na laksyam upapadyate |
laksyasyanupapattau ca laksanasyapy asambhavah [[ 4 ||

4. And if there is no function of the defining characteristic, it does not



hold that there is a bearer of defining characteristic.
And if a bearer of defining characteristic does not hold, a defining
characteristic is likewise impossible.

tasman na vidyate laksyam laksanam naiva vidyate |
laksyalaksananirmukto naiva bhavo ’pi vidyate || 5 ||

5. Therefore neither a bearer of defining characteristic nor a defining
characteristic exists.
And certainly no existent whatsoever occurs devoid of both a bearer
of defining characteristic and a defining characteristic.

Space cannot be an ultimately real existent, since we can make sense neither of
space as bearer nor of nonresistance as defining characteristic.

avidyamane bhave ca kasyabhavo bhavisyati |
bhavabhavavidharma ca bhavabhavav avaiti kah [[ 6 ||

6. When the existent is not real, with respect to what will there come to
be nonexistence?
And existent and nonexistent are contradictory properties; who
cognizes something, whether existent or nonexistent?

To deny that space is an existent is not to affirm that it is nonexistent. To
affirm the nonexistence of space, one would need to be able to say what space
is. As Buddhapalita puts it, “It would be the nonexistence of what existent?” (P
p. 93). And the argument so far has been to the effect that we cannot say what
an ultimately real space would be. Moreover, there is no third possibility apart
from saying that space is existent and saying that space is nonexistent. So
apparently no statement about space could be ultimately true.

Although the commentaries do not mention it, one implication of this is
worth pointing out. Opponents of Madhyamaka often claim that its doctrine of
emptiness leads to the absurd result that nothing whatsoever exists
—“metaphysical nihilism.” The argument of the present chapter has been that
space is not ultimately real. If this argument can be generalized, then it would
seem to lead to the conclusion that no supposed existent can be said to be



ultimately real. The objection of metaphysical nihilism seems to be sustained.
But metaphysical nihilism is the doctrine that all supposedly existing things
are ultimately nonexistent. If the argument of verse 6 is correct, can this be
true?

tasman na bhavo nabhavo na laksyam napi laksanam |
akasam akasasama dhatavah parica ye ‘pare || 7 ||

7. Therefore space is not an existent, not a nonexistent, not a bearer of
defining characteristic, nor indeed a defining characteristic.
The other five dhatus are the same as space.

The argument generalizes to the other dhatus—earth, water, fire, air, and
consciousness—as well.

astitvam ye tu pasyanti nastitvam calpabuddhayah |
bhavanam te na pasyanti drastavyopasamam sivam || 8 ||

8. But those of little intellect who take there to be existence and
nonexistence with respect to things,
they do not see the auspicious cessation of what is to be seen.

The Akutobhaya explains that by “auspicious cessation” is meant nirvana,
which is the cessation of hypostatization. Apparently the conclusion to be
drawn from this is that those who seek nirvana should cease hankering after
ultimate reality. Note that this is not because our deluded intellects are
incapable of grasping the ultimate nature of reality. It seems instead to be
because the very idea of an ultimate nature of reality is incoherent.



6. An Analysis of Desire and the One Who Desires

and the possessor of that state, its subject, such as the one who desires. It

is widely thought that a state cannot exist unless there also exists

something that has that state—that there cannot, for instance, be desire
unless there is a subject that is the locus of the desire. The question examined
here is whether there is any coherent account of the relation between state
and subject. By “the one who desires” we ordinarily understand a person. But
for the Abhidharmika, persons are not ultimately real. In verse 10 Nagarjuna
will generalize the argument concerning desire and the one who desires to all
dharmas or ultimately real things. So we should understand this as an
argument concerning the relation between state and subject in general, with
desire and the one who desires serving as mere illustrative examples.

The argument proceeds by looking at all possible temporal relations
between subject and state: that subject exists prior to state, that state exists
prior to subject, and that subject and state arise simultaneously. The last of
these being the commonly accepted view, it receives the greatest attention.
The argument against it is based on the assumption that cooccurring entities
must be either identical or distinct. The thread of the argument is as follows:

THE suBjJecT of this chapter is the relation between a state, such as desire,

Refutation of desire on the assumption that desirer exists before
the desire and that it exists after the desire

Refutation of desirer on the assumption that desire exists before
the desirer and that it exists after the desirer

6.3 Assertion: Desirer and desire cannot arise together or cooccur.
Argument for the assertion based on fact that cooccurring

6.1-2ab

6.2cd

6.4-9



entities must be either identical or distinct
6.10 Summary and generalization of argument

ragad yadi bhavet parvam rakto ragatiraskrtah |
tam pratitya bhaved rago rakte rago bhavet sati [[ 1 ||

1. If the one who desires existed prior to and without desire,
then desire would be dependent on that; there being the one who
desires, desire would then exist.

Either state and subject arise together or one precedes the other. If the subject
preceded the state, then they would be distinct, and the state would be
dependent on the subject. But it is absurd to suppose that desire could be
dependent on something that is itself free of desire, for their natures are
contradictory. (Candrakirti provides the example of an arhat, someone who is
by nature free of craving.) To suppose there is a subject who goes from being
without desire to being with desire, we must conceptually construct an
enduring thing with distinct parts, for instance the part that exists before the
occurrence of desire and the part that exists when the desire has arisen. So we
would no longer be considering something that is ultimately real by
Abhidharma standards.

rakte ’sati pund ragah kuta eva bhavisyati |
sati vasati va rage rakte 'py esa samah kramah [[ 2 ||

2. But how will desire itself come to be if there is none who desires?
Whether the desire exists or not, the analysis with respect to the one
who desires will also go the same way.

To suppose, on the other hand, that desire, something whose occurrence is
dependent on a locus of desire, could exist in the absence of a desiring subject
is likewise absurd. So says 2ab. In 2cd, according to Candrakirti, Nagarjuna is
replying to an opponent who points out that so far we've only had an



argument against the existence of desire, not against the possessor of desire.
The argument was that whether or not the subject exists, desire cannot arise.
This does not show that the subject does not exist. And if we can say there is a
possessor of desire, we will have to say there is desire as well, so the difficulty
will be resolved. Nagarjuna replies that the same kind of analysis he used
against desire in 1-2ab can be turned on the subject; it can be shown that the
subject cannot exist whether desire exists or not. For if desire existed prior to
the possessor of desire, then desire would occur without a locus, which is
absurd. And if there were no desire, how could there come to be one who
desires?

sahaiva punar udbhiitir na yukta ragaraktayoh |
bhavetam ragaraktau hi nirapeksau parasparam [[ 3 ||

3. But moreover it cannot be that desire and the one who desires arise
together; desire and the one who desires would then be mutually
independent.

So far we have considered the possibility that desire and the one who desires
arise successively. Suppose on the other hand it were said that state and
subject arise together. This might be thought to ground a relation of mutual or
reciprocal causation, wherein each supports the other. But this will turn out to
be problematic. The problems begin with the fact that if they are said to arise
together, then they must be thought of as two distinct, independently existing
things. The reason for this is spelled out in 4ab.

naikatve sahabhavo ’sti na tenaiva hi tat saha |
prthaktve sahabhavo 'tha kuta eva bhavisyati [[ 4 ||

4. If there is unity [of state and subject] there is no cooccurrence; there
is not that with which the thing comes together.
If there is distinctness, how indeed will there be cooccurrence?

Cooccurrence (sahabhdva) is the existing simultaneously of two things. (It is an
important constituent of the causal relation.) But now state and subject must
be either identical or distinct. Suppose state and subject were really just one
thing (perhaps one that was presented in two different ways). Then we could



not say there is cooccurrence between them: It takes two to be concomitant.
Nagarjuna then asserts that cooccurrence is likewise incompatible with there
being two distinct things. The reason for this will emerge in verses 5-9.

ekatve sahabhavas cet syat sahayam vindpi sah |
prthaktve sahabhavas cet syat sahayam vindpi sah || 5 ||

5. If there were cooccurrence in the case of unity, then that would be
possible without one of the relata.
If there were cooccurrence in the case of distinctness, then that too
would be possible without one of the relata.

Suppose there is the relation of cooccurrence between x and y. Then either x
and y are really just one thing (“the case of unity”) or they are distinct things.
If they were one thing, then the cooccurrence of x and y would really be just
the cooccurrence of the one thing x. But cooccurrence is a binary relation, a
relation between two things. It would be absurd to say that this relation holds
between a thing and itself. If on the other hand x and y were distinct, then it
would be possible for each of them to occur separately from the other. And if
cooccurrence-with-y is really a state of x, then when x occurs separate from y,
it should be in the state of cooccurrence-with-y, which is absurd.

prthaktve sahabhavas ca yadi kim ragaraktayoh |
siddhah prthakprthagbhavah sahabhavo yatas tayoh [ 6 ||

6. And in the case of distinctness, if there were cooccurrence, how
would desire and the one who desires be established as mutually
distinct, on the basis of which there could be cooccurrence of the
two?

Candrakirti cites the case of a cow and a horse as an example of two things that
may cooccur. But these are two distinct things precisely because each may
occur independently of the other. Desire and the one who desires do not, he
says, occur separately, so they may not be said to cooccur.

siddhah prthakprthagbhavo yadi va ragaraktayoh |
sahabhavam kim artham tu parikalpayase tayoh || 7 ||



7. Alternatively if the distinctness of desire and the one who desires is
established, what would be the point of this cooccurrence that you
suppose between them?

prthag na sidhyatity evam sahabhavam vikarksasi |
sahabhavaprasiddhyartham prthaktvam bhiya icchasi || 8 ||

8. Saying that one is not established distinct from the other, you aim at
cooccurrence, [yet] you posit distinctness for the sake of
establishing cooccurrence.

To say that the two are cooccurrent, one must first establish that they are
separate, distinct existents. Having done so, however, one has thereby
undermined their cooccurrence.

prthagbhavaprasiddhes ca sahabhavo na sidhyati |
katamasmin prthagbhdve sahabhavam saticchasi [[ 9 ||

9. And if distinctness is not established, cooccurrence is not established.
If there is distinctness of the two, in which do you posit
cooccurrence?

evam raktena ragasya siddhir na saha nasaha |
ragavat sarvadharmanam siddhir na saha nasaha [[ 10 ||

10. Thus there is establishing of desire neither together with the one
who desires nor apart from the one who desires.
As with desire, so for all dharmas, there is establishing neither
together nor apart.

That is, no coherent account can be given of those features of reality that
depend for their occurrence on the occurrence of something else in the way in
which desire is thought to depend on the locus in which it occurs. Notice that
this does not mean that state and the locus that is its subject are really one. It
means instead that wherever we find this relation of dependence, neither of
the relata can be thought of as ultimately real.



7. An Analysis of the Conditioned*

existence on factors other than themselves. As such they are

characterized by origination, duration, and cessation. (See AKB 2.46,

where it is discussed whether there is a fourth characteristic of aging.)
Moreover, their being conditioned is said to itself be an observable
phenomenon and as such to also be conditioned (cf. A 1.152, S 111.37). It was
disputed among Abhidharmikas how to interpret this, but some took it to
mean that for each conditioned dharma, there are three more dharmas
representing the conditioned dharma’s origination, duration, and cessation.
The question then arose whether for each of those dharmas there are three
additional dharmas. This is the question with which Nagarjuna will begin his
examination. But this leads to the larger question of how we should take the
claim that existing things are subject to dependent origination (pratitya-
samutpada). Since the doctrine of dependent origination is central to the
Buddha’s teachings, it might seem problematic for a Buddhist to maintain
anything that calls into question the reality of dependent arising.

The greater part of the chapter is taken up with arguments against the
ultimate existence of origination; in the remainder parallel arguments are
given against duration and cessation. The examination of origination begins
with the point that if it is ultimately real, it must either itself be a conditioned
entity or else be unconditioned. Since the first option is the more plausible, a
variety of ways of making it work are explored, among them the view that
there is the origination of origination and the view that origination is reflexive
(originates itself as well as other things). The argument in outline is as follows:

ﬁ LL DHARMAS are said to be conditioned—that is, dependent for their

7.1-3 Introduction to the problem



7.1: Difficulty 1: Origination is either itself conditioned or not.

7.2: Difficulty 2: Origination, duration, and cessation either occur
simultaneously or not.

7.3: Difficulty 3: Origination is either characterized by
origination, duration, and cessation or not; if so then there is
an infinite regress; if not then origination will not originate,
etc.

7.4-21 Refutation of origination

7.4: Opponent: Originationy originates originationj, which in

turn originates originationy.

7.5-7: Refutation of opponent’s thesis
7.8: Opponent: Origination is reflexive, like light that illuminates
itself.
7.9-12: Refutation of example of light
7.13: Refutation of thesis that origination is reflexive
7.14-21: Further arguments against origination
7.22-25 Parallel refutations of duration
7.26-32 Parallel refutations of cessation
Conclusion: Absent origination and so on, there can be neither
7.33-34 the conditioned nor the unconditioned; origination and so on are
illusory appearances.

yadi samskrta utpadas tatra yukta trilaksant |
athasamskrta utpadah katham samskrtalaksanam [[ 1 ||

1. If origination is conditioned, then the three characteristics [of
origination, duration, and cessation] apply to it.
But if origination is not conditioned, how can it be a characteristic of
the conditioned?

Suppose that origination is something that is conditioned. If everything
conditioned is characterized by the three characteristics, then origination



must itself be subject to origination, duration, and cessation. According to the
Akutobhaya, this must be rejected since it leads to an infinite regress: The
origination of origination will likewise be subject to its own origination,
duration, and succession, and so on. Candrakirti thinks the problem is instead
that then what is supposed to be a characteristic of dharmas becomes itself
another dharma that is among the things to be characterized by the
characteristics of origination and so on. And how can a characteristic
characterize itself? (In Candrakirti’s interpretation, the problem of infinite
regress will come later, as a result of the opponent’s attempts to escape this
difficulty.) If, on the other hand, we suppose that origination is not
conditioned, then it would have to be permanent. In that case it would be
difficult to also claim that it characterizes those dharmas that are themselves
conditioned and thus impermanent.

utpadadyas trayo vyasta nalam laksanakarmani |

samskrtasya samastah syur ekatra katham ekada || 2 ||

2. If the three consisting of origination, etc., occurred separately, they
would not be able to function as characterizing the conditioned.
If they occurred together, how could they exist in the same place at
the same time?

Do the three characteristics occur separately or together when they
characterize a conditioned entity? If separately, then origination would occur
apart from duration and cessation. So origination would not endure, and
neither would it cease and thus make way for duration and cessation. Likewise
duration would never originate, etc. Hence the three characteristics would not
perform their function of making a conditioned thing impermanent. But if
they occurred together, then origination and cessation would exist
simultaneously, which is absurd since they have contradictory natures.

utpddasthitibhanganam anyat samskrtalaksanam |
asti ced anavasthaivam nasti cet te na samskrtah || 3 ||

3. If origination, duration, and cessation possessed another set of
characteristics of the conditioned [i.e., origination, etc.], there
would be an infinite regress; if not, then they would not be



conditioned.

In order to avoid the problem of verse 2, the opponent might introduce the
idea that the origination of a conditioned thing itself has an origination (as
well as a duration and a cessation). Suppose the origination of a conditioned
thing were itself conditioned. As a conditioned thing it would require its own
origination, duration, and cessation. But the same would apply to these, etc. So
there would be an infinite regress. Suppose on the other hand they were not
conditioned. Then they should be eternal. It is precisely because space is
unconditioned that it is thought (by some Abhidharmikas) to be eternal. So the
origination of a conditioned thing would go on forever, and likewise its
duration and its cessation. And it is difficult to see how something
unconditioned and eternal could characterize things that are conditioned and
impermanent.

utpdadotpada utpado milotpadasya kevalam |
utpadotpadam utpado maulo janayate punah [/ 4 ||

4. [Opponent:] The origination of origination is only the origination of
the primary origination; that primary origination in turn brings
about the origination of origination.
The opponent introduces a distinction between the primary (maula)
origination, which is the origination of a dharma, and the origination of
origination, which is what originates the primary origination. In order to avoid
the infinite regress that arises when we ask (as in verse 3) what originates the
origination of the origination, the opponent claims this is originated by the
primary origination.

utpdadotpada utpado miilotpadasya te yadi |
maulendjanitas tam te sa katham janayisyati || 5 ||

5. [Reply:] If, according to you, origination is what originates the
primary origination, then how, on your account, will this, which is
not produced by the primary origination, produce that [primary
origination]?
How, in other words, does the origination of origination itself originate? If it is
what originates the primary origination, then as a conditioned thing it must



also originate. How does that come about? Suppose the opponent answers that
the origination of origination is originated by the primary origination.
Nagarjuna responds: sa te maulend janito maulam janayate yadi |

maulah sa tendjanitas tam utpadayate katham [/ 6 ||

6. If, as you say, that which is produced by the primary origination
produces the primary, the primary is not produced by that
[origination of origination]; how will it originate that?

The question here is how the origination of origination, which supposedly
originates the primary origination, itself originates. Since the origination of
origination originates the primary, it cannot be that the primary originates the
origination of origination; that would be circular. Candrakirti explains, “If the
origination known as the origination of origination, which is produced by the
primary origination, produces the primary origination, how will that primary
origination produced by the origination of origination, being [as yet] unreal,
produce the origination of origination? It is thus incorrect to say that an
existing origination of origination produced by the primary origination
produces the primary. And thus because there is no mutual reciprocal
causation, there is indeed the absurd consequence of infinite regress; there is
no origination” (LVP p. 150).

ayam utpadyamanas te kimam utpadayed imam |
yadimam utpadayitum ajatah saknuyad ayam || 7 ||

7. Granted you may say that this [primary origination] while
undergoing origination would bring about the origination of that
[origination of origination] on its own, if you said that this, though
unproduced, was capable of bringing about the origination of that.

Here the difficulty in mutual reciprocal causation is spelled out. If the primary
origination originated the origination of origination while the origination of
origination was originating the primary origination, then the primary
origination would have to be able to originate something before it came into
existence. And that is clearly impossible. The opponent will thus proceed to try
anew tack.



pradipah svaparatmanau samprakasayate yatha |
utpdadah svaparatmandv ubhav utpadayet tatha [ 8 ||

8. [Opponent:] As a light illuminates both itself and what is other, so
origination brings about the origination of both itself and what is
other.

The opponent now abandons the idea that there is an origination of
origination in addition to the primary origination. In its place the opponent
introduces the hypothesis that just as light illuminates itself as well as other
things, so origination originates both itself and the distinct dharma that is
undergoing origination. Like the example of fire that supposedly burns itself,
the example of the light is another alleged counterexample to the irreflexivity
principle. The ensuing discussion of the hypothesis will be more thorough than
the discussion in chapter 3, verse 3, of the example of fire. Nagarjuna gives a
similar treatment of the claim that light illuminates itself at Vigrahavyavartani,
vv. 34-39.

pradipe nandhakaro ’sti yatra casau pratisthitah |
kim prakasayate dipah prakaso hi tamovadhah [[ 9 ||

9. [Reply:] There is no darkness either in the light or where it is placed.
What does the light illuminate? Illumination is in fact the destruction
of darkness.

To illuminate is to destroy darkness. There is no darkness in the light itself or
in the place it occupies. So a light cannot be said to be illuminated.

katham utpadyamanena pradipena tamo hatam |
notpadyamano hi tamah pradipah prapnute yada [ 10 ||

10. How is darkness destroyed by a light that is originating,
when an originating light does not come in contact with darkness?

Perhaps it will be said that light destroys darkness when it originates. And
when it originates there is darkness where the light is. So the problem pointed



out in verse 9 is overcome. Nagarjuna responds that there is likewise no
darkness when a light is originating. As Buddhapalita, Bhaviveka, and
Candrakirti all explain, light and darkness are mutually contradictory qualities,
so one cannot occur where the other is. But for one thing to destroy another,
the two things must come in contact. And contact requires that the two occur
in the same place.

aprapyaiva pradipena yadi va nihatam tamah |
ihasthah sarvalokastham sa tamo nihanisyati [/ 11 ||

11. Or if darkness is destroyed by a light that has not yet come in contact
with it, then [the light] that is here will destroy darkness located
throughout the world.

The only remaining option is that light need not come in contact with darkness
to destroy it. This would explain how light could destroy darkness while it is
originating. But it has the absurd consequence that a single light would
illuminate the entire world. The Akutobhaya: “For the noncontact is the same.
What difference is there between destroying darkness situated where the light
is and destroying darkness situated throughout the world?” (P p. 120).

pradipah svaparatmanau samprakdsayate yadi |
tamo 'pi svaparatmanau chadayisyaty asamsayam [/ 12 ||

12. If light illuminates both itself and what is other,
then darkness as well will certainly conceal both itself and what is
other.

Does darkness conceal itself as well as other things? Then darkness could never
be perceived. But if we say that light illuminates itself, we seem committed to
saying this as well.

anutpanno 'yam utpadah svatmanam janayet katham [
athotpanno janayate jate kim janyate punah [/ 13 ||

13. How could this origination that is not yet originated produce itself?



If you say it produces [itself] having already been originated, how can
it be produced for the second time?

In order for something to produce, it must already exist. But to exist it must
already have been originated. So in order to originate itself, it would have to
bring itself into existence after it has already been brought into existence.
Hence “be produced for the second time.”

The focus now shifts to the claim that origination brings about the arising
of what is distinct from itself. The question is raised whether origination does
this to something already originated, something not yet originated, or
something undergoing origination: notpadyamanam notpannam nanutpannam
katham cana |

utpadyate tad akhyatam gamyamanagatagataih [ 14 ||

14. In no way whatsoever is the presently originating, the already
originated, or the not yet originated originated, just as was
expounded [in chapter 2] about the presently being traversed, the
traversed, and the not yet traversed.

The argument of the three times, as developed in chapter 2, will apply here as
well. Origination cannot happen to what is already originated nor to what is
not yet originated, and there is no third state of presently originating.

According to Candrakirti, the opponent’s next move is to introduce an act of
origination. (Cf. 2.2, where the opponent made a similar move.) “It is indeed
the presently originating that is originated, not the originated and not the not
yet originated. What you believe, that the presently originating is not
originated because it is not possible for there to be a presently originating
distinct from the originated and the not yet originated, that is wrong. Since the
presently originating is designated in connection with the act of originating,
where there is the act of origination, because the establishment of presently
originating is dependent on the act of origination, it is the presently
originating that is originated, and origination originates that presently
originating” (LVP p. 158). Nagarjuna replies: utpadyamanam utpattav idam na
kramate yada |

katham utpadyamanam tu pratityotpattim ucyate [[ 15 ||



15. As the presently originating does not succeed an act of origination,
why is presently originating nonetheless said to depend on an act of
origination?

As Buddhapalita understands it, the argument is that for this strategy to work,
it must be said how presently originating—for example, of a cloth—is to be
individuated when it is dependent on an act of origination. The difficulty is
that there is no distinction to be drawn between the presently originating of
the cloth and the act of origination. The one is never found without the other.
So the presently originating of the cloth cannot be said to depend on the act of
origination. And in that case we are back to the difficulty of verse 14: The
presently originating of the cloth cannot be found, so it cannot be said to be
what is originated.

At this point, the commentators agree, the opponent raises a pointed
objection: If you deny origination, you must deny dependent origination, the
doctrine at the heart of the Buddha’s teachings: “When this exists, that exists;
when this arises, that arises. When this does not exist, that does not exist;
when this ceases, that ceases” (M II1.63). The Madhyamika is, in short, a
nihilist. Nagarjuna then replies: pratitya yad yad bhavati tat tac chantam
svabhavatah |

tasmad utpadyamanam ca santam utpattir eva ca [ 16 ||

16. Whatever exists in dependence, that is free of intrinsic nature.
Hence the presently originating is free [of intrinsic nature], as is the
act of origination itself as well.

Candrakirti takes Nagarjuna to be turning the tables on the opponent—
showing that it is the opponent, not the Madhyamika, whose views are at odds
with the Buddha’s teaching of dependent origination. For it is agreed that what
is ultimately real must have intrinsic nature: “A real entity has intrinsic
nature, it invariably possesses its own intrinsic nature by means of its own
essence. Because it is real, it depends on nothing else, nor is it originated” (LVP
p. 160). But this means that what is ultimately real cannot be dependently
originated. And presently originating and an act of origination would have to
originate in dependence on other things. So it is incompatible with the



Buddha’s teaching of dependent origination to claim that presently originating
and the act of origination are ultimately real.

The Madhyamika holds that the teaching of dependent origination should
be understood in two ways. Understood as a conventional truth, it applies to
such things as the pot and the cloth, which arise in dependence on causes and
conditions. Understood as an ultimate truth, however, it is the teaching that
no ultimately real things ever arise. (See 1.1; also 24.18, where it is asserted
that anything dependently originated must be empty.) The opponent has
grasped only the conventional meaning of dependent origination and has
failed to appreciate the deeper truth of emptiness, the truth that all things are
“free of intrinsic nature.”

yadi kascid anutpanno bhavah samvidyate kvacit |
utpadyeta sa kim tasmin bhava utpadyate sati [[ 17 ||

17. If some sort of unoriginated entity existed somewhere,
then it could be originated; but what is originated when that entity
already exists?

For some action to be done to some object, the object must already exist. So for
the action of origination to be done to something like a pot, the pot must
already exist. The hypothesis under consideration here is that the object has a
kind of being: It exists as an as-yet-unoriginated entity. (Although the
commentaries do not mention a particular school here, the Sarvastivadins did
hold such a view.) But if the pot had this peculiar sort of shadowy future being,
then it could not be said to undergo origination, for origination is the coming
into existence of something that did not exist before.

utpadyamanam utpado yadi cotpadayaty ayam |
utpdadayet tam utpadam utpadah katamah punah [[ 18 ||

18. And if this origination originated the presently originating,
then which origination would in turn originate that origination?

anya utpadayaty enam yady utpado navasthitih |
athanutpada utpannah sarvam utpadyatam tatha [[ 19 ||



19. If another origination is what originates that [presently originating],
there is an infinite regress.
If on the other hand what is originated were without another
origination, then everything should likewise be originated.

If the presently originating requires another origination to explain it, then an
infinite regress ensues. If on the other hand another origination is not
required, then the presently occurring origination is without cause. This
means that absolutely anything could be originated at any time.

satas ca tavad utpattir asatas ca na yujyate |
na satas casatas ceti parvam evopapaditam || 20 ||

20. It is not right to say that there is the act of origination, whether of
the existent, of the nonexistent, or of what both exists and does
not exist; this was shown earlier.

See the argument of 1.6-7.

nirudhyamanasyotpattir na bhavasyopapadyate |
yas canirudhyamanas tu sa bhavo nopapadyate [[ 21 |

21. It cannot hold that an entity that is undergoing cessation is
originating.
But it also does not hold that there is an entity that does not undergo
cessation.

The act of origination cannot occur when the entity is undergoing cessation.
Undergoing origination and undergoing cessation are, as the Akutobhaya says,
contradictory properties, so they cannot be properties of one and the same
thing. Hence the act of origination would have to take place at a time when
cessation is not occurring—that is, a time when the entity is exempt from
impermanence. And, says Candrakirti, there is no such present time distinct
from past and future.

The argument now shifts to the second of the three characteristics of



conditioned things, duration. Then in verses 26-32, cessation will be the
subject of attack.

na sthitabhavas tisthaty asthitabhavo na tisthati |
na tisthate tisthamanah ko 'nutpannas ca tisthati || 22 ||

22. An entity that has already endured is not enduring, an entity that has

not yet endured is not enduring, that which is presently enduring

is not enduring, and what unoriginated entity is there that is

enduring?
An existing thing that, by virtue of existing, has endured is not what the
characteristic of duration characterizes, for what role could the characteristic
play in something that is already enduring? As Buddhapalita says, to claim that
it is through contact with duration that the existing thing endures is to supply
a second duration (which threatens to lead to an infinite regress). Something
that has not yet endured is likewise not what duration characterizes, since
enduring and not yet enduring are contradictory properties. As for the third
possibility, there is no such thing as presently enduring: At any given moment
either something has endured or it has not. And since every existing thing is
impermanent, everything must originate at some time or other. Thus there
could not be real things that are unoriginated, and so the unoriginated could
not be what endures.

sthitir nirudhyamanasya na bhavasyopapadyate |
yas canirudhyamanas tu sa bhavo nopapadyate [[ 23 ||

23. It does not hold that an entity that is presently undergoing cessation
is enduring, but it also does not hold that there is an entity that
does not undergo cessation.

jaramaranadharmesu sarvabhavesu sarvada |
tisthanti katame bhava ye jaramaranam vina || 24 ||

24. It being the case that all entities are always characterized by aging
and death, which entities are they that endure without aging and

death?
The argument of verses 23-24 parallels that of verse 21. Aging and death may



be interpreted as just special cases of cessation.

sthityanyaya sthiteh sthanam tayaiva ca na yujyate |
utpdadasya yathotpado natmana na paratmana || 25 ||

25. 1t is not right to say that the enduring of duration is by means of
another duration or by itself, just as the origination of origination
is not by means of itself or by means of another origination.

See verses 4-13 for the argument against the origination of origination.

nirudhyate naniruddham na niruddham nirudhyate |
tatha nirudhyamanam ca kim ajatam nirudhyate || 26 ||

26. What is not yet ceased is not undergoing cessation, what has already
ceased is not undergoing cessation; likewise for what is currently
undergoing cessation, and what unarisen thing is there that is
undergoing cessation?

The argument here is exactly as in verse 22.

sthitasya tavad bhavasya nirodho nopapadyate |
nasthitasyapi bhavasya nirodha upapadyate [[ 27 ||

27. Just as it does not hold that an entity that is enduring is undergoing
cessation, so it does not hold that an entity that is not enduring
[i.e., is nonexistent] is undergoing cessation.

The argument here parallels that of verse 23. Cessation must characterize
something that exists and so endures. But duration and destruction are

contradictory characteristics.

tayaivavasthayavastha na hi saiva nirudhyate |
anyayavasthayavastha na canyaiva nirudhyate || 28 ||

28. A given state is not itself made to cease by means of that very state;
nor is it the case that a given state is made to cease by some distinct
state.



The first possibility is ruled out by the irreflexivity principle. It can also be
seen to be impossible from the fact that it would require the entity in question
both to exist (in order to bring something about) and to not exist (since the
effect of cessation is nonexistence). The second requires us to suppose that
when milk ceases to exist through turning into buttermilk, it is the buttermilk
that brings about the cessation of the milk. The difficulty here is that since the
milk no longer exists when the buttermilk exists, the latter cannot bring about
the cessation of the former.

yadaiva sarvadharmanam utpado nopapadyate |
tadaivam sarvadharmanam nirodho nopapadyate [[ 29 ||

29. Just as it does not hold that there is the origination of any dharma,
so it does not hold that there is the cessation of any dharma either.

Since it was shown earlier that there can be no origination of an ultimately real
thing, and it is also true that a real thing would have to be originated, it follows
that there can be no ultimately real thing for cessation to characterize.

satas ca tavad bhavasya nirodho nopapadyate |
ekatve na hi bhavas ca nabhavas copapadyate [[ 30 ||

30. On the one hand it does not hold that an entity that exists is
undergoing cessation, for one thing cannot be both existent and
nonexistent.

asato 'pi na bhavasya nirodha upapadyate |
na dvitiyasya Sirasas chedanam vidyate yatha || 31 |

31. On the other hand it does not hold that an entity that does not exist
is undergoing cessation, just as there is no cutting off of a second
head.
To say that an existent undergoes cessation is to say that an existing entity is
nonexistent. What is the entity that both exists and is nonexistent? But it
likewise cannot be the nonexistent that ceases. Cessation renders something
nonexistent, and it would be superfluous to render nonexistent something that
is already nonexistent. To this it could be added that cessation cannot



characterize something that is both existent and nonexistent, nor something
that is neither existent nor nonexistent.

na svatmana nirodhasya nirodho na paratmana |
utpdadasya yathotpado natmana na paratmana || 32 ||

32. The cessation of cessation does not take place by means of itself, nor
does it take place by means of another cessation, just as the
origination of origination is not by means of itself or by means of
another origination.

Cessation must itself cease, lest it continue on forever. What makes it cease?
The cessation of the milk cannot be what makes that very cessation cease. But
if there is a distinct cessation that makes this cessation cease, we have the start
of an infinite regress.

utpddasthitibhanganam asiddher nasti samskrtam |
samskrtasyaprasiddhau ca katham setsyaty asamskrtam [/ 33 ||

33. Since origination, duration, and cessation are not established, there is
nothing that is conditioned.
And in the absence of the establishment of the conditioned, what
unconditioned thing will be established?

The conditioned would have to undergo origination, duration, and cessation.
Since none of these three characteristics can be made sense of, we must
conclude that the conditioned does not exist. But according to Nagarjuna, we
should not conclude from this argument that what is ultimately real must be
unconditioned. For we could say that something is unconditioned only if we
could explain how something could be conditioned. And it has been the gist of
this chapter that we cannot do that. The reasoning here parallels that of 5.6.

yatha maya yatha svapno gandharvanagaram yatha |
tathotpadas tatha sthanam tatha bhanga udahrtam [[ 34 ||

34. Like an illusion, like a dream, like the city of the gandharvas,



so origination, duration, and cessation are declared to be.

The gandharvas are a class of mythical beings that supposedly live in the sky.
“The city of the gandharvas” is a stock example of a mirage or illusion.

* We follow our usual practice of giving the chapter the title found in the LVP edition of Prasannapada
(here found also in the Akutobhaya), but Ye (2011, 107) corrects this to “An Analysis of Origination,
Duration, and Cessation,” the title given also by Buddhapalita and Bhaviveka.



8. An Analysis of Object and Agent

activity aimed at some goal. And by “object” (karman) is meant the goal

of the agent, the entity or state that its activity is intended to bring

about. This terminology derives from the theory of karakas, or
grammatical cases, developed by the school of Grammarians. This semantic
analysis of the categories expressed by six different case-endings of nouns in a
Sanskrit sentence was widely accepted and employed by Indian philosophers.
The present use of “agent” is not confined to the instance of persons. Since
anything that can be the subject of a verb in the active voice can play the role,
it includes all that may be thought of as causally efficacious. (Cf. chapter 6,
where the concept of “the one who desires” was likewise not restricted to
persons.) So a rock would count as an agent if it performed the action of falling
with the object of hitting the ground. The investigation will concern the
relation between the agent and the object that it is thought to produce.

The two entities involved in this relation may both have the same
ontological status at a given time—both real, both unreal, both real-and-unreal
—or they may have different ontological statuses—agent real and object
unreal, agent real and object real-and-unreal, and so on. For instance it might
be thought that the agent currently exists while the object does not yet exist;
this would be a case of real agent and unreal object. All together there are then
nine possible ways in which the relation between agent and object might hold.
(For another case of this ninefold analysis, see Candrakirti’s Prasannapada
comments on 2.24 [LVP p. 108], where goer and going may each have any of the
three ontological statuses at a given time.) Nagarjuna gives arguments against
each of these nine possible combinations with respect to agent and object. It is
clearly crucial to Nagarjuna’s goal that the nine possibilities he considers are

BY “AGENT” (kartr/karaka) is here meant anything that engages in an



really all the possibilities there might be.

In the following table a number is assigned to each of the nine possible
cases, with these numbers used in the outline of the chapter’s line of
argumentation given below.

AGENT

OBJECT

Ic EI.J

rc;1|

unrc ﬂ.]

un rc.1|

rc aJ-and-un ]'L‘:J.]

rca I- an d-un rc ﬂ.l

Ic EI.J

un rca|

Ic EI.J

rca I- an r.{-un FCEI.I

un TCH] rca| G
L'[J'.I]'L‘EI.J rca|-an|:l-unrca| i
rca]-and-unrca] F{.‘JI 8
rca]-and-unrca] unrc.1| 9

Assertion: Agent and object cannot (1) both be real, nor can they
(2) both be unreal.

8.2 Refutation of (1)

8.3 Refutation of (2)
8.4-6 Unwanted consequences of the result of both being unreal
Refutation of possibility (3) that agent and object are both real-
and-unreal
Refutation of possibility (4) that agent is real and object unreal
and (6) that agent is unreal while object is real
Refutation of possibility (4) that real agent produces object that
is unreal or (5) that is both real and unreal
Refutation of possibility (6) that unreal agent produces object
that is real or (7) that is both real and unreal
Refutation of possibility (8) that a both-real-and-unreal agent
produces an object that is real or (9) that is unreal

8.1

8.7

8.8

8.9

3.10

8.11



8.12 Reply to implicit objection that Madhyamika is a nihilist:
conventional reality of agent and action
Soteriological significance of refuting agent and object: applying

8.13 . o
the refutation to the case of appropriation

sadbhiitah karakah karma sadbhiitam na karoty ayam |
karako napy asadbhiitah karmasadbhiitam ihate || 1 ||

1. A real agent does not bring about a real object;
nor does an unreal agent aim at an unreal object.

Nagarjuna’s strategy will be to first show that agent and object cannot have the
same ontological status (both are real, both are unreal, etc.). In this verse he
asserts the conclusion he will argue for in verses 2-6: that if both are real or
both are unreal, the agent cannot be said to bring about the object.

sadbhiitasya kriya nasti karma ca syad akartrkam |
sadbhiitasya kriya ndsti karta ca syad akarmakah || 2 ||

2. There is no activity (kriya) with respect to an agent that is real, [so]
the object would be without an agent.
There is no activity with respect to an object that is real, so too the
agent would be without an object.

According to Candrakirti, the arguments for both claims involve denying that
there is a second activity (kriya). So the arguments parallel those of 2.3-6. The
argument for the first claim is that something that is a really existing agent
may be called such only by virtue of there being an activity associated with it,
namely the activity of bringing about some object. If it is already an agent, this
activity must already have occurred. But if the object also truly exists, there
should be an activity that explains how the agent brought it about. This would
require a second activity, and it would be unwarranted to supply one in order
to make up this deficiency. So the object cannot truly exist.



The argument for the second claim is that a truly existing object may be
designated as such only if it is associated with an activity, namely the activity
consisting of the production of that object. So if it is already an existing object,
that activity must already have occurred. There would then need to be a
second activity that explains how the agent (which we are supposing is also
presently existing) comes to be an agent. And no such second activity can be
supplied. So the agent cannot truly exist.

karoti yady asadbhiito 'sadbhiitam karma karakah |
ahetukam bhavet karma karta cahetuko bhavet || 3 ||

3.1f an unreal agent brought about an unreal object,
the object would be without cause and the agent would be without
cause.

Suppose neither the agent nor the object were presently existent. The cause of
the object is the productive activity of the agent. And a productive activity
cannot exist in something unreal. So the object would then be without cause.
And the agent would likewise be uncaused.

hetav asati karyam ca karanam ca na vidyate |
tadabhave kriya karta karanam ca na vidyate [ 4 ||

4, 1f there is no cause, then the effect and the causal condition do not
exist.

In their absence, productive activity, agent, and instrument do not
exist.

dharmadharmau na vidyete kriyadinam asambhave |
dharme casaty adharme ca phalam tajjam na vidyate || 5 ||

5. Virtue and vice do not exist if productive activity and so on are not
possible.
Virtue and vice not existing, the fruit produced by them does not
exist.



phale ’sati na moksaya na svargayopapadyate |
margah sarvakriyanam ca nairarthakyam prasajyate [ 6 ||

6. The fruit not existing, it cannot hold that there are paths to
liberation and to heaven.
And there follows the pointlessness of all productive activity.

The results of the argument of verse 3 are applied to the case of karmic
causation. According to the doctrine of karma, every action produces a fruit:
Morally good actions produce pleasurable fruits, and morally bad actions
produce painful fruits. But actions are not possible if there are no agents and
productive activity. So if we accept the initial hypothesis, we must conclude
that there is no karma. Notice, however, that Nagarjuna does not accept this
conclusion. Here, as in 24.33-37, he is treating the denial of karma as an
unacceptable consequence of the opponent’s theory.

karakah sadasadbhuitah sadasat kurute na tat |
parasparaviruddham hi sac casac caikatah kutah [[ 7 ||

7. An agent that is both real and unreal does not bring about an object
that is both real and unreal, for how can the real and the unreal,
which are mutually contradictory, be one?

To complete the consideration of the hypothesis that object and agent have
the same ontological status, it is necessary to consider the possibility that each
of them is both real and unreal. This can be taken to mean that agent and
object are no longer nonexistent (i.e., merely future), but not yet fully existent
(i.e., presently existing) either. It is easy to rule out this hypothesis. There can
be no such thing as what is both existent and nonexistent; the two states are
incompatible. So this possibility can be rejected.

sata ca kriyate ndsan ndsata kriyate ca sat |
kartrd sarve prasajyante dosas tatra ta eva hi [[ 8 ||

8. An unreal object is not brought about by a real agent, and neither is a
real object brought about by an unreal agent.
In that case all the same difficulties follow that were already



indicated.

If it were said that some existing thing is the agent of an object that does not
yet exist, there would be the difficulty pointed out in 2ab. If it were said that an
existing object is produced by an agent that does not now exist, there would be
the problem pointed out in 4ab.

nasadbhiutam na sadbhiitah sadasadbhiitam eva va |
karoti karakah karma purvoktair eva hetubhih [ 9 ||

9. A real agent does not bring about an unreal object, and neither does
it bring about an object that is both real and unreal, for the
reasons given earlier.

When the agent exists but the object does not, the agent cannot be said to be
acting. And the object cannot be said to be both existent and nonexistent, since
there is no third possibility besides existent and nonexistent.

nasadbhiito 'pi sadbhiitam sadasadbhiitam eva va |
karoti karakah karma pturvoktair eva hetubhih [ 10 ||

10. An unreal agent does not bring about a real object, and neither does
it bring about an object that is both real and unreal, for the
reasons given earlier.

karoti sadasadbhiito na san nasac ca karakah |
karma tat tu vijaniyat purvoktair eva hetubhih || 11 ||

11. An agent that is both real and unreal does not bring about an object
that is real or one that is unreal; that should be understood for the
reasons given earlier.

As was pointed out in verse 3, an unreal agent can do nothing. Likewise, as we
saw in verse 2, a real object cannot be produced. And as was argued in verse 7,
there can be no such thing as an agent that is both real and unreal. And so on



for the rest of the possibilities under consideration here. This completes the
treatment of the hypothesis that agent and action have different ontological
status. All the logical possibilities have now been examined, and on none of
them can it be said that an agent brings about an object. Candrakirti
summarizes the situation as follows: There is no productive activity with
respect to what is real, and the doer would be without object—this is why a real
object is not brought about. Also an unreal object would be causeless; it would
not be brought about for the reason given earlier, “If there is no cause, then
the effect ...” Thus the establishment of agent and object through all possible
theses of sameness being incorrect, what was said [by the opponent]—that
compounded dharmas with compounded natures, such as consciousness and
the like, are found due to the real relation of agent and object—is incorrect.

He then introduces the next verse by having the opponent accuse the
Madhyamika of nihilism.

Here it is said [by the opponent], “Is it believed by you that things do
not exist?” [We reply:] Not at all. But for you who believe that
existents have intrinsic nature, the refutation of all existents is
possible, due to the absence of intrinsic nature with respect to
existents. As for us, on the other hand, since all existents are
dependently arisen, we do not perceive intrinsic nature, so what is
there to be refuted? ... How can it be established that all existents are,
as you say, devoid of intrinsic nature? The worldly delusion being
accepted, the establishment of conventionally real entities, which are
imagined like the water of a mirage, is through agreement on the
basis merely of dependence of this on that and not in any other way.
(LVP p. 188) pratitya karakah karma tam pratitya ca karakam |

karma pravartate nanyat pasyamah siddhikaranam [[ 12 ||

12. The agent occurs in dependence on the object, and the object occurs
in dependence on the agent; we see no other way to establish
them.



It is the opponent who is the (unwitting) nihilist. For the Madhyamika, on the
other hand, agent and object are merely conventionally real, so there is no
problem in recognizing their mutual dependence.

evam vidyad upadanam vyutsargad iti karmanah |
kartus ca karmakartrbhyam sesan bhavan vibhavayet [/ 13 ||

13. Appropriation [and the appropriator] should be known thus through
the abandonment of object and agent.
All remaining existents should be considered in accordance with
object and agent.

The argument generalizes to all existing things. Appropriation is the activity
through which constituents of a causal series come to consider other parts of
the same causal series as their “own.” Its correct analysis is thus of paramount
importance for Buddhists. This is the subject of the next chapter.



9. An Analysis of What Is Prior

underlie and so exist prior to the various sense faculties and states that

persons are thought to possess. While common sense holds there to be

such a thing, most Buddhists deny this. Not all, however; the Buddhist
school known as Pudgalavada (“Personalism”) claims that such an entity must
exist. This chapter is meant to refute this view. It proceeds by investigating the
relation between the person and its faculties and states.™ The opponent claims
not only that the person must exist since the faculties and states cannot exist
without a subject but also that the person exists distinct from faculties and
states. The refutation turns on the point that if it can exist separately from
them, then they can exist separately from it, in which case there is no ground
for positing the person as a distinct entity. In outline the argument proceeds as
follows:

THE “priorR” of this chapter is the person, the subject who is thought to

Statement of opponent’s thesis and reason: Person exists prior to

172 faculties and states since they depend on a bearer.
935 Refutation of opponent’s argument: Dependence requires
' simultaneous existence of the dependent and its basis.
9.6 Opponent’s response: Person exists prior to faculties and states

taken individually, not all together.
9.7-9 Refutation of opponent’s response
Refutation of alternative proposal that person depends for its
9.10 existence not on its faculties and states but on the material
elements of which it is composed

Consequent refutation of faculties and states, given the
9.11



refutation of person
512 Ultimate conclusion: We should not say that the person either
" does or does not exist.

darsanasravanadini vedanadini capy atha |
bhavanti yasya prag ebhyah so 'stity eke vadanty uta [/ 1 ||

1. Some [opponents] say, “Vision, hearing, and the rest [of the sense
faculties], as well as feeling and the rest [of the mental
constituents]— that to which they belong exists before them.,

katham hy avidyamanasya darsanadi bhavisyati |
bhavasya tasmat prag ebhyah so ’sti bhavo vyavasthitah [[ 2 ||

2. “How indeed will vision and so on come to belong to a nonexistent
entity?
Hence before they occur there exists an established entity.”

Bhaviveka and Candrakirti identify the “some” of verse 1 as belonging to a
Pudgalavada or “Personalist” school such as the Sammitiyas. These Buddhists
claim that since appropriation requires an appropriator (just as action requires
an agent), there must be some underlying thing to which the sense faculties
and the mental constituents belong. This something they identify as the
person (pudgala). Since they hold that it must exist prior to vision, feeling, etc.,
this chapter is called an analysis of “what is prior.” The Pudgalavadins claim
that the person (pudgala) differs from the self (atman) in that (1) the person
does not exist ultimately (those who believe in a self hold it to be ultimately
real); and (2) the person is named and conceptualized in dependence on the
five skandhas (a self would be named and conceptualized on the basis of its
own intrinsic nature). For more on their view see SNS as well as AKB 9.

darsanasravanadibhyo vedanadibhya eva ca |
yah prag vyavasthito bhavah kena prajfiapyate 'tha sah || 3 ||



3. [Reply:] But this entity that is established prior to vision, hearing,
etc., and feeling, etc., by means of what is it conceived?

If the person is real then it must have some nature on the basis of which it may
be named and conceptualized. The first possibility that will be considered here
is that its nature is independent of the senses and mental contents that it is
said to underlie. This was not the view of the Pudgalavadins. It is being
examined here just to make certain that all possibilities are considered.

vindpi darsanadini yadi casau vyavasthitah |
amiiny api bhavisyanti vind tena na samsayah [/ 4 |

4, 1f this is established even without vision, etc.,
then no doubt they will exist without this as well.

ajyate kena cit kas cit kim cit kena cid ajyate |
kutah kim cid vina kas cit kim cit kim cid vina kutah || 5 ||

5. Someone is made manifest by means of something [that manifests it],
something [that manifests] is manifested by someone [underlying].
How can someone [be made manifest] without something [that
manifests]; how can something be manifested without someone
[whom it manifests]?

If the nature of the person is distinct from the natures of the senses and mental
contents, then, verse 4 points out, each can exist independently of the other.
But the Personalists’ argument for the existence of the person was that vision
and the rest cannot exist without an underlying entity. They are said to
manifest it, and manifestation requires that manifestor and manifested exist
simultaneously: The idea of a manifestor is the idea of something evident to
the senses that reveals the existence of some non-evident underlying thing the
existence of which is required in order to explain the occurrence of the
manifestor.

sarvebhyo darsanadibhyah kascit ptirvo na vidyate |



ajyate darsanadinam anyena punar anyada [ 6 ||

6. [The opponent:] No one whatsoever exists prior to all of vision and
the rest taken together.
By means of one or another of the faculties of vision and the rest [the
underlying person] is made manifest at different times.

For the reason given in verses 4-5, the Personalists want to claim that the
person is named and conceptualized in dependence on the sense faculties and
mental constituents (“vision and the rest”). The question they must then
confront is why the person is not a mere conceptual fiction. To answer that
they need to show that the person is in some sense independent of vision and
the rest. Here they concede that a person could not exist prior to all of vision,
etc., taken collectively. But, they point out, the person that exists prior to
vision might be named and conceptualized in dependence on hearing, the one
that exists prior to hearing might be named and conceptualized in dependence
on smell, and so forth.

sarvebhyo darsanadibhyo yadi piirvo na vidyate |
ekaikasmat katham pirvo darsanadeh sa vidyate || 7 ||

7. [Reply:] If the person does not exist prior to all of vision and the rest
[taken together], how does the person exist prior to each of vision
and the rest taken individually?
As Candrakirti says, “If there is no forest prior to all the trees, then it likewise
does not exist prior to each of them individually” (LVP p. 192). Suppose we
plant a tree in a forest. We might then say that the tree is now one part of the
forest though the forest existed before that tree. Candrakirti is saying this
cannot be ultimately true. If it were true, then we would have to say that the
same forest existed before another of its trees was planted and so on. In the
next two verses Nagarjuna will pose the question whether it is the same forest
that exists before and after we add a new tree.

drasta sa eva sa $rota sa eva yadi vedakah |
ekaikasmad bhavet parvam evam caitan na yujyate [[ 8 ||



8. If precisely the one that is the seer is also the hearer and the feeler,
then it would exist prior to each individually, which is not
possible.

The existence of this person prior to each kind of cognition individually is not
possible, says Buddhapalita, because it would then follow that the being that
exists prior to seeing is the hearer and feeler, like someone who goes out
through different (sensory) windows. And as Bhaviveka asks, how can
something be both a hearer and a feeler in one and the same instant? To be a
hearer, something must hear; to be a smeller, something must smell; etc. And
these faculties cannot all be exercised simultaneously. But we can also see the
difficulty by asking whether the person who exists prior to seeing is the same
as the one that exists prior to hearing. If the person could exist prior to one of
the senses, then why not prior to two? But this leads to the hypothesis that the
person could exist prior to all of vision and the rest, which has already been
rejected in verses 3-5.

drastanya eva srotanyo vedako 'nyah punar yadi |
sati syad drastari srota bahutvam catmanam bhavet || 9 ||

9. But if the seer were itself distinct from the hearer and from the
feeler, then when there was a seer there would also be a hearer,
there would be a multiplicity of subjects.

The alternative is to suppose that what exists prior to vision is a hearer, and a
smeller, and a taster, etc., each one distinct from the rest. But this is clearly not
what the opponent wants, since then it would be one person who sees, another
who hears, and so on. In that case persons could never taste what they saw.

The term that we translate as “subject” is atman. 1t is of course well known

that this term is usually translated as “self” and that all Buddhists deny there is
such a thing as the self. But here and in the next chapter it is being used to
characterize the Pudgalavadin view, and this is why it would be incorrect to
translate it as “self” in this context. These Personalists agree with all other
Buddhists that there is no such thing as a self understood as a substance that
endures through different life-stages and stands in thoroughgoing relation
with the skandhas that it owns or possesses. They claim, though, that while
there is no self, there must exist something that stands in the relation of
appropriation to the skandhas—something that regards the skandhas as its
own. Nagarjuna’s use of atman here reflects the fact that in ordinary Sanskrit



this word is also used as a reflexive pronoun. To speak of the subject of states
like those of seeing and hearing is to speak of something that is aware of its
own states. Of course all other Buddhists, including Nagarjuna, disagree with
the Personalists when they claim there must be such a subject and that its
existence is compatible with the nonexistence of a self. Still fairness requires
that the investigation of their claim be carried out in a neutral language.

darsanasravanadini vedanadini capy atha |
bhavanti yebhyas tesv esa bhiitesv api na vidyate [/ 10 ||

10. Those elements from which seeing, hearing, and the rest, and feeling

and the rest, come into existence, this entity does not exist among

them.
According to Candrakirti, the opponent has pointed out that seeing and the
rest arise on the basis of the five skandhas, which are in turn based on the four
elements (see 4.1). So perhaps the prior being is named and conceptualized on
the basis of the four elements. The difficulty with this proposal, says
Bhaviveka, is that if all these things are real (and not just different ways of
conceptualizing the four elements), then they must be thought of as existing in
succession: First there are the four elements, then the five external sense-field
ayatanas (see 4.1), then seeing and the rest. So the person who the opponent
supposes to exist prior to seeing and the rest does not exist at the time there is
seeing and the rest. The appropriator must exist not only prior to what is
appropriated but also simultaneously with the appropriated. And if they exist
simultaneously, as do the pot and the atoms in which it inheres, then the
appropriator is not ultimately real.

darsanasravanadini vedanadini capy atha |
na vidyate ced yasya sa na vidyanta imany api || 11 ||

11. Seeing, hearing, and the rest, and feeling and the rest—
if that to which these belong does not exist, surely they too do not
exist.

If on the other hand we say that there is nothing to which the senses and the
mental contents belong, then it makes no sense to say that these exist either,



for they are understood as what is appropriated. We cannot, for instance,
understand what it would mean for there to be vision without someone whose
vision it was; vision is something that serves a purpose for something else. But
notice that this does not license an inference to the existence of a real subject
of vision and so on. See the next verse.

prak ca yo darsanadibhyah sampratam cordhvam eva ca |
na vidyate sti nastiti nivrttas tatra kalpanah [[ 12 ||

12. What entity is prior to seeing and the rest, what entity is
simultaneous, and what entity comes after— these do not exist; the
concepts of existence and nonexistence no longer apply there.

We cannot say that there exists the prior entity imagined by the opponent, but
we also cannot say that it does not exist (see v. 11). Nagarjuna thinks it goes
without saying that there is no third possibility here: that this prior entity
somehow both exists and does not exist. As for the possibility that they might
be simultaneous, this is refuted by the fact that ultimately real things existing
simultaneously cannot be in a relation of dependency. (Recall that the
opponent claims this entity is named and conceptualized in dependence on
seeing and the rest and that they exist in dependence on it.) The same
difficulty rules out the possibility that the entity exists after vision and the rest
do.

Notice the care with which Nagarjuna states the conclusion of the chapter:
“The concepts of existence and nonexistence no longer apply there.” We think
that either the subject of vision does exist or it does not. Nagarjuna is telling us
that neither thought is well formed.

* This is the relation known as “appropriation” (upddana) that is thought to hold between appropriator
(the person) and what is to be appropriated (the skandhas). The alternative title for the chapter given by
Buddhapalita and Bhaviveka is “An Analysis of What Is to be Appropriated and the Appropriator.”



10. An Analysis of Fire and Fuel

appropriator, a notion that the Pudgalavadins rely on to establish their

theory that there is a person who appropriates the five skandhas, karma,

and the like. Here the opponent proposes a new analogy to explain how
appropriator and what it appropriates can be in a relation of mutual
dependence and yet both be ultimately real. The analogy is the example of fire
and fuel. (See AKB 9 for another discussion of this analogy.) As Candrakirti
explains the example, fire is dependent on fuel (since there is no fire without
fuel), but fire is ultimately real (since it has the intrinsic nature of heat). Yet
fuel, while also being real in its own right, is composed of the four elements
and so depends on the fire element.

THE LasT Two chapters have shown difficulties with the notion of an

10.1ab Refutation of possibility that fire is identical with fuel
10.1cd-5 Refutation of possibility that fire is distinct from fuel
Opponent proposes alternative way of understanding the fire-
fuel relation.
10.7 Refutation of this proposal
10.8-10 Refutation of mutual dependence of fire and fuel

Refutation of dependence of fire on fuel based on the problem of
the three times

Conclusion: Fire is neither dependent on nor independent of fuel,
fuel is neither dependent on nor independent of fire.

10.13ab Fire does not arise from itself or from another.

10.13cd Fuel is not burned in any of the three times.

Summary using fivefold examination: Fire is not identical with

10.6

10.11

10.12



10.14 fuel, is not distinct from fuel, does not possess fuel, does not have
fuel as locus, is not locus of fuel.

10.15 Generalization to case of person and the appropriated

Conclusion: Person and the appropriated can be neither identical

10.16 nor distinct.

yad indhanam sa ced agnir ekatvam kartrkarmanoh |
anyas ced indhanad agnir indhanad apy rte bhavet | 1 |

1. If the fuel were identical with the fire, then agent and object would
be one.
If fire were distinct from fuel, then there would be fire without fuel.

nityapradipta eva syad apradipanahetukah |
punararambhavaiyarthyam evam cakarmakah sati || 2 ||

2. Fire would be always alight; it would be without a cause of lighting.
A second beginning is pointless, and if it were so it would be devoid
of object.

If fire and fuel are ultimately real, then they must be either identical or
distinct; either the fire is really nothing but fuel, or it is a separately existing
thing. The first hypothesis must be rejected on the grounds that it makes the
agent (that which does the burning) and the object (that which is burned) one
and the same thing. This is absurd, for there is a difference between a potter
and a pot, between the forester who chops wood and the wood that is chopped.

If fire were a separately existing thing, however, then it would be possible
for fire to exist apart from any fuel. This would mean (1) that fire could
continue to exist after the fuel had been exhausted, so it would always stay
alight. This would also mean (2) that there can be no such thing as lighting or
starting a fire. And this would (3) make pointless any attempt to start a fire by
finding fuel, since that would be trying to begin something that has already
begun. Moreover, (4) fire would be devoid of an object, something on which its



activity is exercised. Points 1-3 are all made explicit in the next verse.

paratra nirapeksatvad apradipanahetukah |
punararambhavaiyarthyam nityadiptah prasajyate || 3 ||

3. Because it is not dependent on another, it is without a cause of
lighting.

It being permanently alight, it would follow that restarting is
pointless.

Fire that is not dependent on something else for its existence would not
require anything in order to come to be lit. In that case it would always be lit,
and so the action of lighting a fire could not bring it about that a previously
nonexistent fire came into existence. Since we know that there is such a thing
as starting a fire, these consequences are quite absurd, and the hypothesis that
fire is quite distinct from fuel must be rejected.

tatraitat syad idhyamanam indhanam bhavatiti cet |
kenedhyatam indhanam tat tavanmatram idam yada [ 4 ||

4. 1f you were then to say, “Fuel is that which is being burned,”
then by what [distinct entity] is that fuel to be burned when it is
[fuel] only as long as it is being burned?

The opponent claims that fuel and fire can still be independent provided we
define fuel as that which is burned by fire. Presumably then fire can be said to
be distinct from fuel and yet dependent on it. The point of this verse is that if
fuel is by definition what is burned by fire, then fuel can be said to exist only
when there is fire. So fuel is not independent of fire after all, and the difficulty
pointed out in verse 1 will recur.

anyo na prapsyate prapto na dhaksyaty adahan punah |
na nirvasyaty anirvanah sthasyate va svalingavan || 5 ||

5. If fire is other than fuel, it will not touch [fuel]; not having touched, it



will not burn it up; and if it does not burn it up, it will not go out. If

it will not go out, then it will endure precisely as something with

its own mark.
“With its own mark” means having an intrinsic nature. The argument,
according to Candrakirti, is that just as light does not destroy darkness that it
has not reached or come in contact with (see 7.10-11), so fire that is distinct
from fuel will not touch fuel, will not burn it, and so will not exhaust it. This in
turn means that fire will not go out, since exhausting its fuel is the cause of a
fire’s going out. It will endure as something whose nature it is to be alight. To
this the opponent responds in the next verse.

anya evendhanad agnir indhanam prapnuyad yadi |
stri samprapnoti purusam purusas ca striyam yatha [ 6 ||

6. [Objection:] Fire could touch fuel even though distinct from fuel,
just as a woman touches a man, and a man touches a woman. anya
evendhanad agnir indhanam kamam apnuyat |

agnindhane yadi syatam anyonyena tiraskrte || 7 |

7. [Reply:] Fire, being distinct from fuel, would surely be able to touch
fuel if fire and fuel were mutually independent.

The example of a woman and a man is put forward by the opponent to show
that two distinct things can come into something like the relation of mutual
interaction found in the case of fire and fuel. The difficulty with this example is
that we know the man and the woman can exist separately. But we never see
fire that is not in contact with fuel. And as for fuel, while it may seem to exist
separately, it is called fuel only by virtue of its relation to fire; we see fuel as
something that is potentially fire.

The term that we translate as “touch,” pra+Vap, actually means “to reach,”
and by extension “to obtain.” There is a kind of play on words involved in the
opponent’s example of the man and the woman, since when someone is said to
obtain another in marriage, there is physical contact between the two. This is
why we have chosen to use “touch,” since this preserves the equivocation:
“Touch” can be used to mean either coming into physical contact or being
intimate.



The opponent concedes that the case of fire and fuel is indeed different
from that of woman and man. Fire and fuel are mutually dependent in the
sense that each depends for its existence on that of the other. This is not true
of the woman and man who enter into a relationship. But why, the opponent
asks, can’t fire and fuel still have their own intrinsic natures? After all, if they
are in a relationship of mutual dependence they must exist, for there can be no
relation of mutual dependence between unreal things like the son and
daughter of a barren woman. The answer is given in the next three verses.

yadindhanam apeksyagnir apeksyagnim yadindhanam |
katarat purvanispannam yad apeksyagnir indhanam [/ 8 ||

8. If fire depends on fuel and fuel depends on fire,
which of the two is arisen first, fuel or the fire that is dependent on
that?

The argument against mutual dependence of fire and fuel involves
investigating the question of whether they exist simultaneously or else in
succession. Suppose they exist in succession, and it is fuel that exists first.
Candrakirti says there would follow the absurd consequences that fuel could
exist unlit and things like grass would all count as fuel. These consequences
might not strike us as absurd. Buddhapalita says we must understand the
dependence of fuel on fire as conceptual. By this he seems to mean that we see
something as fuel only because we anticipate the arising of fire. But this would
seem to leave open the possibility that fuel might exist in the unlit state. What
Buddhapalita’s comment brings out, however, is that when we think of fuel as
something that can exist both before the fire and also when there is fire, this
“fuel” is something we have conceptually constructed. Anything that could
exist in either the unlit state or the lit state must be made of parts. So if by
“fuel” we mean something ultimately real, and fuel is related to fire, fuel could
only exist when there is fire.

yadindhanam apeksyagnir agneh siddhasya sadhanam |
evam satindhanam capi bhavisyati niragnikam [/ 9 ||

9. If fire is dependent on fuel, then there is the establishing of an



already established fire.
If so then also fuel would come to be without relation to fire.

Candrakirti explains the argument of 9ab as follows. Suppose that fuel exists
before fire and fire is dependent on fuel. But fire cannot be dependent on fuel
if fire does not exist. So fire must already exist. But to say fire depends on fuel
is to say that it is established by fuel. And if it already exists when fuel exists,
then fuel’s establishing fire would be the establishing of something that is
already established—that is, already exists. The argument of 9cd is that fuel
must likewise exist in order to be dependent on fire. But a fuel that already
exists when fire does cannot be dependent on that fire.

The expression that we translate as “establishing of what is already
established,” siddhasya sadhana, is also the name of a fallacy in Indian logic: the
proving of something that is already accepted as proven. Here, as elsewhere in
MMK, Nagarjuna is using the term “establish” (siddhi) to mean not “prove” but
rather “bring about.” But it seems likely that he chose the expression he uses
here with its other logical use in mind as well.

The opponent now agrees that mutual dependence is incompatible with one
of the pair existing before the other. But why not say that the two things arise
simultaneously, each in dependence on the other?

yo ‘peksya sidhyate bhavas tam evapeksya sidhyati |
yadi yo ‘peksitavyah sa sidhyatam kam apeksya kah [/ 10 ||

10. If an entity x is established in dependence [on something else y], and
in dependence on that very entity x there is established that y on
which x’s establishment depends, then what is dependent on
what?

If fire truly depends on fuel, then fuel must first exist before there can be fire.
But if fuel in turn depends on fire, it cannot exist prior to fire. The mutual
dependence that the opponent claims to hold between fire and fuel (or
between person and skandhas) appears to be incoherent.,

yo ‘peksya sidhyate bhavah so 'siddho 'peksate katham |
athapy apeksate siddhas tv apeksasya na yujyate [[ 11 ||



11. The entity that is established in dependence [on something else], how
does it, before being established, depend [on that]?
But if it is something established that is dependent [on something
else], it is not right to say that it depends [on something else].

What is it that is established in dependence on something else? Before
something is brought into existence it cannot be said to be dependent on
something else. But if it already exists, how can it be called dependent? For it
to be dependent is for it to stand in need of something else for its existence.

apeksyendhanam agnir na nanapeksyagnir indhanam |
apeksyendhanam agnim na nanapeksyagnim indhanam [ 12 ||

12. Fire is not dependent on fuel; fire is not independent of fuel.
Fuel is not dependent on fire; fuel is not independent of fire.

This summarizes the reasoning so far. Bhaviveka is careful to point out that
each of the four possibilities (fire is dependent on fuel, etc.) has been negated.
He thereby calls attention to the fact that nothing is being affirmed about fire,
fuel, or their relation. The point has been merely to rule out all the statements
we might think are ultimately true concerning the fire and fuel. This might
also be expressed by saying, “We cannot say that fire is dependent on fuel, ...”

dgacchaty anyato nagnir indhane ‘gnir na vidyate |
atrendhane sesam uktam gamyamanagatagataih [ 13 ||

13. Fire does not come from something else; fire is not found in fuel.
As for fuel, the same can be said of it as was said of the presently
being traversed, the traversed, and the not yet traversed.

In 13ab, Nagarjuna returns to the two views of causation discussed earlier,
asatkaryavada, the view that the effect arises from something else (that cause
and effect are distinct things), and satkaryavada, the view that the effect arises
from itself insofar as it already exists in unmanifest form in the cause (see 1.1-
2). The difficulty with the first view as applied to the case of fire and fuel is that



then fire would be uncaused. To say that fire exists distinct from fuel is to say
that fire can exist without fuel.

But the second view, discussed in 13b, might seem more promising. The
opponent claims there is fire already in the fuel but in unmanifest form. But
under the right circumstances, such as rubbing two pieces of fuel together, this
fire can be made manifest. As Candrakirti represents it, the argument against
this hypothesis is simple. Manifestation is said to be an effect of the rubbing. As
an effect, does it exist in its cause or not? If not, then the satkaryavada
hypothesis has been abandoned. This means that the opponent, like all
asatkaryavadins, now owes us an explanation of why the rubbing produces
manifestation of fire and not some other effect. If it does exist in its cause, then
it must be in unmanifest form. What then makes this manifestation become
manifest? This is the start of an infinite regress.

In 13cd, Nagarjuna claims that the logic of the three-times argument
against going (see 2.1) also applies to the fuel considered as that which is
burned. Candrakirti provides a verse to explain: The already burned is not
what is being burned up; the not yet burned is not what is being burned up; the
presently being burned that is distinct from the burned and the not yet burned
is not what is being burned up.

As usual, the third option is rejected on the grounds that there is no third time
between past and future in which the activity of being burned up can take
place.

indhanam punar agnir na nagnir anyatra cendhanat |
nagnir indhanavan nagnav indhanani na tesu sah [/ 14 ||

14. Again, fire is not fuel, fire is not elsewhere than where fuel is,
fire does not possess fuel, fuel is not in fire, and fire is not in fuel.

This verse summarizes the results of the chapter using the device of the
fivefold examination, which is elsewhere used to consider the relation between
the person and the skandhas (e.g., at 16.2, 22.1, and MA 6.150). Two things x
and y might be (1) identical, (2) distinct, (3) x might possess y, (4) y might have
x as its locus, or (5) x might have y as its locus. As the commentators explain,
(1) fire is not fuel because this would lead to the problem of identifying agent



and action discussed in verse 1ab. Fire is not (2) distinct from fuel and located
elsewhere, as this leads to the difficulty of fire’s being independent that is
discussed in verses 1cd-4. If (3) fire possesses fuel, this is either (a) as two
distinct things, like the cow and its owner, or (b) as one and the same thing,
like the chariot and its parts. Option 3a is ruled out by the fact that fire never
appears distinct from fuel, while 3b would mean that fire is not ultimately real.
Theses (4) and (5) are both ruled out by the fact that they require fire and fuel
to be distinct, which has been shown to be impossible.

agnindhanabhyam vyakhyata atmopadanayoh kramah |
sarvo niravasesena sardham ghatapatadibhih || 15 ||

15. All ways without remainder of explaining subject and the
appropriated, along with the pot, the cloth, and the like, are to be
understood in terms of fire and fuel.

Recall that the Pudgalavadins introduced the fire-fuel example as a way of
understanding their claim that the person (pudgala) is the subject that
appropriates the skandhas. Nagarjuna says that since the fire-fuel example has
been refuted, the Pudgalavadin claim about the person as appropriator has
likewise been refuted. The same analysis also applies to such examples as the
relation between pot and clay, cloth and threads, and so forth.

On the use of the term “subject” here see the comments on 9.9. The term we
here translate as “the appropriated” is upadana, which is commonly rendered
“appropriation.” As this term is used in the twelvefold chain of dependent
origination, it means the act of appropriation—coming to consider certain
skandhas in a causal series to be “me” or “mine.” But in the present context it
is used to refer to what are elsewhere called the upadana skandhas, those
elements that are appropriated—that is, considered to be “me” or “mine.”

It is also worth noting that the same word is widely used to denote what
Western philosophers call the material cause of an object, that out of which the
object is composed. So for instance the clay counts as the upadana-cause of the
pot, the threads as the upadana-cause of the cloth. Of course most Buddhists
would deny that the cloth exists over and above the threads as anything more
than a conceptual construction. But the Pudgalavadins claim that in addition
to the upadana skandhas, there is the subject or person that appropriates them.



atmanas ca satattvam ye bhavanam ca prthak prthak |
nirdisanti na tan manye $asanasyarthakovidan [/ 16 ||

16. They are not considered by us to be wise instructors in the teachings
of the Buddha who describe the subject and existents [i.e., the
appropriated] in terms of identity and difference.

Recall that the Pudgalavadin introduced the fire-fuel example in order to
illustrate just how the relation of person as appropriator to the appropriated
skandhas might work. Investigation has revealed that it cannot be ultimately
true that fire and fuel stand in anything like the appropriator-appropriated
relation, whether they are identical or distinct. Just as fire and fuel cannot be
said to be either identical or distinct, so the appropriating subject and the
existing states that are to be appropriated, such as vision and feeling, cannot
be described as identical or distinct either.



11. An Analysis of the Prior and Posterior Parts (of
Samsara)

discernible prior limit or beginning at S 11.178ff. It is unclear whether this

means that the series of lives actually has no beginning (has gone on from

all past eternity) or just that we could never determine that any past life
is the first. (It might be that I can remember no life earlier than life n simply
due to failure of memory.) Nagarjuna seems to be operating with the first way
of understanding this claim: My present life is just the latest in a series that has
no beginning. Presumably this is because whatever was posited as the
beginning of the series would be posited as itself without cause, and it is
assumed that everything conditioned (like birth) has a cause, so it makes no
sense to suppose there could be a first life in the series of lives.

This declaration of the Buddha’s is here taken to mean that samsara is also
without end. This is somewhat puzzling, since nirvana is said to be an end to
rebirth for those individuals who attain it. And presumably what bodhisattvas
aspire to is bringing about the end of rebirth for all sentient beings, so that the
end of samsara is at least possible in principle. What the Buddha actually says
in the Samyutta Nikaya passages is that samsara has no prior limit, which
situation he describes as making samsara “without first and last” (anavaragra).
Perhaps all he means by this is that the number of lives one has lived is
nondenumerable, which is not the same thing as saying that there is no end to
the series of lives one will live. To see this compare the claim that there is no
beginning to the series of negative integers (no matter how far back one
counts, there is always a larger negative number), which is true, with the claim
that there is no end to the series, which is false (the series ends at -1).

Nagarjuna will use this claim about the prior and posterior phases of rebirth

SAMsARA, the cycle of rebirth, is said by the Buddha to be without a



as the starting point for an attack on the notion that within each life there are
real stages called birth, aging, and death. This notion was developed by
Abhidharmikas as part of their account of rebirth and suffering. But it also
came to be applied to the existence in time of all ultimately real things. Thus
the three phases of origination, duration, and cessation (see chapter 7) are
sometimes characterized as birth, old age, and death. In verses 7-8 Nagarjuna
will generalize the argument to all existing things.

According to Candrakirti, however, the target of the present chapter is once
again the Pudgalavadin, who takes the existence of samsara to prove that there
must be something that is reborn, namely the person. The point of the chapter
is, he holds, to show that samsara cannot be ultimately real, that it could at
best be conventionally real. In that case the inference from the occurrence of
samsara to the existence of a person undergoing rebirth can only be valid
conventionally and not ultimately, as the Pudgalavadin wants; all Buddhists
agree that it is conventionally true that persons undergo rebirth. The thread of
the argument is as follows:

11.1 Samsara is without beginning and end.

No series lacking beginning and end can have a middle and so

cannot constitute a series.

Argument: Birth cannot precede old age and death, cannot come

11.3-6 after old age and death, cannot be simultaneous with old age and
death, and so cannot make up a series.

11.7-8 Generalization to all cases involving succession

11.2

purva prajiayate kotir nety uvaca mahamunih |
samsaro ‘navaragro hi nasyadir napi pascimam [[ 1 ||

1. The Great Sage declared that the prior part of samsara cannot be
discerned; samsara is without first and last—it has no beginning
and end.

naivagram navaram yasya tasya madhyam kuto bhavet |
tasman natropapadyante purvaparasahakramah [[ 2 ||



2. How could there be a middle of that which lacks a beginning and an
end?
Thus here there cannot be series in which one precedes another, one
succeeds another, or two occur simultaneously.

The argument of 1-2ab is that something can be in the middle only if it comes
between the beginning and the end in a series. Since the series of births is said
to lack a first and last, it cannot contain a middle either. The reasoning might
be put as follows: The middle is the midpoint in a series, equidistant from the
endpoints of the series. But if the series goes on indefinitely in each direction,
every point could be said to be equidistant from the ends of the series, which
are infinitely far from any point. And if every point in the series could equally
be called the midpoint, then none of them really is. So if the series of lives has
no prior and posterior limits, the present life cannot be called one life in the
series of lives.

Candrakirti takes this to show that samsara can only be conventionally real,
something dependent on useful ways of conceptualizing the world. He
compares it to the case of the whirling firebrand, where we see a circle of fire
that doesn’t really exist. It might be thought that even if the series of lives had
no beginning, middle, or end, it could still be true that one life comes between
two other lives. So it might seem as if there could still be a real samsara. But
this assumes that distinct lives occur earlier and later in time. In order for this
to be ultimately true, there must be a real time in which lives can occur. This
assumption will be discussed in chapter 19. But if this assumption turns out to
be false, then a given life could be part of a series only through its relations to
other lives: Its occurring at a particular place in the series is a property that it
can only have by borrowing.

From this it is said to follow that there is no sequence of birth (prior), death
(posterior), and aging (present) in a single life. The reasoning for this
conclusion is given in verses 3-6.

purvam jatir yadi bhavej jaramaranam uttaram |
nirjaramarand jatir bhavej jayeta camrtah [[ 3 ||

3. If birth were prior and old age and death were posterior,
there would be birth without old age and death, and one who had not



died would be born.

If birth were seen as the first in the series, it would be uncaused. But according
to the explanation of rebirth given in the doctrine of dependent origination,
birth is caused by old age and death.

pascadj jatir yadi bhavej jaramaranam aditah |
ahetukam ajatasya sydj jaramaranam katham [/ 4 ||

4, Suppose birth were later and old age and death came first;
how could there be a causeless old age and death of one who is not
born?

If the series began with old age and death (as cause of rebirth), then since these
would not themselves have birth as cause, they would be causeless. Since
nothing is without cause, this must be ruled out.

na jaramaranam caiva jatis ca saha yujyate |
mriyeta jayamanas ca syac cahetukatobhayoh [[ 5 ||

5. And it is indeed not right that birth be simultaneous with old age and
death.
That which is undergoing birth would at the same time die, and both
would be without cause.

We cannot say that the two arise together in mutual reciprocal dependence.
First, being born and dying are incompatible, like light and dark, so they
cannot occur together. Second, if they arose simultaneously, some third thing
would be needed to explain their origination. As Candrakirti puts it, the two
horns of a cow, which arise simultaneously, do not mutually cause one
another. Since no such cause of both seems to be forthcoming, they would thus
appear to originate without cause, which is impossible.

yatra na prabhavanty ete purvaparasahakramah |
praparicayanti tam jatim taj jaramaranam ca kim [[ 6 ||



6. Where there cannot be series in which x precedes y, x succeeds y, or x

and y occur simultaneously, how could they hypostatize: “This is

birth and that is old age and death”?
The reasoning has been that by the laws of dependent origination (which the
opponent Pudgalavadin must accept), no event can count as the absolute
beginning of the life of a person. For any event in such a life must have as its
cause another prior event in the life of the person. One way to avoid this
conclusion is to suppose that there is a first moment in the life of a person that
is caused by some prior event that is not an event in the life of a person. (This
would be like solving the problem of “the chicken or the egg” by saying that
there was an egg that was not caused by a chicken.) But this would mean
denying dependent origination as the correct account of samsara. One might
still want to claim that birth in this life came before death in this life while
aging in this life occurs in between the two. But this assumes that we can speak
of this life as coming in the middle of a series of lives that includes past and
future lives. And the argument of verse 2 was that this cannot be ultimately
true.

The verb that we here translate as “hypostatize,” pra+Vparic, literally means
to be prolix or excessively wordy, but in the Buddhist context it comes to have
a specialized meaning. In the Nikayas it is used to mean the tendency to
develop a variety of names and concepts whereby one may think and speak
about an object that one finds desirable or undesirable (see M 1.111-12). This
tendency is said to play an important role in bondage to samsara, insofar as it
fuels the defilements of desire, aversion, and delusion. Thus it comes to refer to
the drawing of conceptual distinctions, but in a way that connotes that there is
something problematic about the process in question. In the Madhyamaka
context the problem is identified as one of reification: taking what may be
perfectly useful conceptual distinctions to indicate ultimately real entities and
properties. For an especially clear instance of this usage, see chapter 18.

karyam ca karanam caiva laksyam laksanam eva ca |
vedand vedakas caiva santy artha ye ca ke cana [[ 7 ||
purva na vidyate kotih samsarasya na kevalam |
sarvesam api bhavanam purva koti na vidyate [ 8 ||

7. Effect and cause, as well as the characterized and the characteristic,
feeling and that which feels, and whatever other things there are,



8. Not only is there no prior part of samsara,
there is as well no prior part of any existents.

The analysis of this chapter applies not only to living things but to anything
the existence of which involves successive parts. So this supplements the
earlier analyses of effect and cause (chapter 1), thing characterized and
characteristic (chapter 5), and feeling and that which feels (chapter 9). These
all involve succession in time, which cannot be accounted for without positing
an absolute beginning, a posit that would be irrational. So there can be no
account of how such things come to exist.



12. An Analysis of Suffering

originates in dependence on causes. The question raised here is the

following. How is suffering related to its cause; is it self-caused, is it

caused by something distinct from itself, by both, or by neither? (These
four alternatives are discussed by the Buddha at S 11.18-19.) Beginning in verse
4 the opponent introduces the hypothesis that it is caused by a person. Then
the hypothesis that it is self-caused becomes the view that it is caused by the
person who experiences it in this life, while the alternative is that it is caused
by someone else in a distinct life. Since all Abhidharmikas save the
Pudgalavadins claim that the person is only conventionally real (is a mere
conceptual fiction), this opponent must be a Pudgalavadin. (Pudgalavada
claims it is absurd to hold that there could be suffering without someone who
feels it.) The first and second hypotheses (that suffering is self-caused and
other-caused) are discussed in verses 2-8, and the third and fourth in verse 9.

THE seconp of the Buddha’s four noble truths proclaims that suffering

Assertion: Suffering is not self-made, not made by someone else,
not both self-and other-made, not without cause.

12.2-4 Refutation of suffering being self-made

12.5-8 Refutation of suffering being made by another

Refutations of suffering being made by both self and other, and
being causeless

12.10 Application of the same strategy to refute external objects

12.1

12.9



svayam krtam parakrtam dvabhyam krtam ahetukam |
duhkham ity eka icchanti tac ca karyam na yujyate |/ 1 |

1. Some say that suffering is self-made, some that it is made by another,
some that it is made by both, and some that it is without cause; but
it is not correct to think of suffering as an effect.

The final part of this verse states the conclusion for which Nagarjuna will
argue: that it cannot be ultimately correct to think of suffering as an effect,
something that originates either from itself, something else, both, or neither.
The argument for this conclusion begins with the next verse.

svayam krtam yadi bhavet pratitya na tato bhavet |
skandhan iman ami skandhah sambhavanti pratitya hi || 2 ||

2. If it were self-made then it would not be dependent [which is absurd],
for these skandhas originate dependent on those [past] skandhas.

For the doctrine of the five skandhas see 4.1. The five skandhas, when taken as
objects of appropriation (i.e., when considered as “me” or “mine”), are said to
all be of the nature of suffering. If it is the skandhas that are suffering, then to
say that suffering is self-made would be to say that the skandhas are self-made,
that they exist independently of all else. But the skandhas are all
impermanent: They originate in dependence on causes and conditions, namely
prior (equally impermanent) skandhas. So suffering cannot be self-made. If it
were it would be eternal, and there would be no path to its cessation.

yady amibhya ime 'nye syur ebhyo vami pare yadi |
bhavet parakrtam duhkham parair ebhir ami krtah || 3 ||

3. If these were distinct from those, or those were other than these,
then suffering would be produced by another, for these would be
made by those others.

The hypothesis here is that the suffering that is made up of the present
skandhas is caused by distinct skandhas in the preceding life. This is a way of



understanding what it would mean for suffering to be “made by another,” that
is, caused by something distinct from that very suffering. According to
Candrakirti, the argument against this is that a causal relation between distinct
things is never seen. In support of this he cites a later verse, 18.10. The
argument will be that if cause and effect were distinct, then anything could be
the cause of anything else, so that we could just as well make a pot from a pail
of milk as from a lump of clay. Since there must be some relation between
cause and effect, it follows that the suffering consisting in the present
skandhas cannot be brought about by distinct earlier skandhas.

At this point the Pudgalavadin objects that by “suffering is self-made” is not
meant that a given occurrence of suffering is made by that very suffering itself.
What is meant is instead that suffering is made by the very person who suffers;
it is not inflicted on that person by some distinct person. Nagarjuna replies:
svapudgalakrtam duhkham yadi duhkham punar vina |

svapudgalah sa katamo yena duhkham svayam krtam [[ 4 ||

4. If suffering is made by persons themselves, then who is that person
without suffering by whom suffering is self-made?

The difficulty is that the Pudgalavadin holds the person to be named and
conceptualized in dependence on the skandhas. Since it is in these skandhas
that suffering is found, this amounts to saying that the person is named and
conceptualized in dependence on suffering. Now when the Pudgalavadin says
the person is named and conceptualized in dependence on x, this means that
the person is never found apart from the occurrence of x. And this would seem
to mean that the person just consists in x. So the Pudgalavadin position is that
the person just consists in suffering. If the person just consists in suffering,
then the hypothesis that suffering is made by the person herself really means
that suffering is self-caused. That hypothesis was rejected in verse 2. Since it is
already agreed that suffering cannot be caused by that very suffering, the
Pudgalavadin owes us an explanation as to who this person is by whom
suffering could be said to be “self-made.” Who is this “the person herself” who
exists apart from suffering?

The alternative for the Pudgalavadin is to say that suffering is “made by
another” in the sense of being made by a distinct person from the person



whose suffering it is. This hypothesis is explored in the next four verses.

parapudgalajam duhkham yadi yasmai pradiyate |
parena krtva tad duhkham sa duhkhena vina kutah || 5 ||

5. If suffering [of person y] is made by another person x, then how,
suffering having been made by that other person x, would there be
this [person y] without suffering to whom the suffering is
bestowed?

The second alternative is that suffering is made by one person in one life and
bestowed on another person in another life. This would appear to make karma
unfair, since then one person is being rewarded or punished for the good and
bad deeds of someone else. But the problem Nagarjuna brings up is that
suffering can’t be bestowed on someone who doesn’t exist. In order for it to be
possible for x to give something to y, y must exist prior to the giving. And if
someone exists before the suffering is bestowed, then that person exists
without suffering. This contradicts the Pudgalavada position that the person is
named and conceptualized in dependence on the skandhas, and hence on
suffering.

parapudgalajam duhkham yadi kah parapudgalah |
vind duhkhena yah krtva parasmai prahinoti tat [/ 6 ||

6. If suffering is generated by a distinct person, who is this distinct
person who, while without suffering, having made it, bestows it on
another?

Moreover, who is the person who bestows the suffering? Such a one cannot be
without suffering. Was the suffering bestowed on the person by another? The
difficulty with this is taken up in the next verse.

svayam krtasyaprasiddher duhkham parakrtam kutah |
paro hi duhkham yat kuryat tat tasya syat svayam krtam || 7 ||

7. The self-made being unestablished, how can suffering be made by



another?
For the suffering the other made would surely be self-made with
respect to that other person.

If it is a person in one life who makes the suffering responsible for the
suffering of the person in another life, then who makes the suffering
responsible for the existence of the former person? If the person is named and
conceptualized in dependence on skandhas, and these exist because of prior
suffering, then we have the start of an infinite regress. The only way to avoid
this infinite regress is to say that the suffering whereby the former person
exists is self-made. And this has already been shown to be impossible.

na tavat svakrtam duhkham na hi tenaiva tat krtam |
paro natmakrtas cet syad duhkham parakrtam katham || 8 ||

8. Suffering is, first of all, not self-made, not at all is that made just by
that.
If the other could not be self-made, how would suffering be made by
the other?

This summarizes the argument against suffering’s being either self-made or
other-made. As Candrakirti points out, it is contradictory to suppose that
something could produce itself. But without something that is self-caused, how
will we ever find that which produces something else?

syad ubhabhyam krtam duhkham syad ekaikakrtam yadi |
parakarasvayamkaram duhkham ahetukam kutah [ 9 |

9. Suffering might be made by both self and other if it were made by
one or the other.
And how can there be a suffering not caused by self or other, or that
is causeless?

The third hypothesis, that suffering is made both by the sufferer him-or herself
and by someone else, inherits the defects of the first and second hypotheses. It



also has the difficulty that the terms “self” and “other” are mutually
incompatible. The fourth hypothesis would have us believe that suffering
arises for no reason whatsoever. As the Akutobhaya comments laconically, this
would be “a big mistake.”

na kevalam hi duhkhasya caturvidhyam na vidyate |
bahyanam api bhavanam caturvidhyam na vidyate [[ 10 ||

10. Not only can suffering not be found under any of the four
possibilities, external objects also cannot be found under any of
the four possibilities.
According to Buddhapalita the argument against external objects would go as
follows: Matter is either caused by itself, or by something distinct, or by both,
or else it is uncaused. But matter cannot be self-caused, since nothing is;
matter cannot be caused by something distinct, since that would be self-made;
and so forth.



13. An Analysis of the Composite

Literally this word means “made through a coming together”—that is,

composite or compounded—but there is an ambiguity here. This could

mean something that is composite in the sense of being made of parts,
like a chariot. Or it could mean something that is produced through the
coming together of a set of causes and conditions. Buddhists all agree that
anything that is composite in the first sense is not ultimately real, that it lacks
intrinsic nature. But Abhidharmikas hold that while dharmas are composite in
the second sense, they are not composite in the first sense. And so, they claim,
there is no difficulty holding that dharmas are ultimately real. Madhyamikas
disagree. They claim that anything that is composite in the second sense is just
as empty as something composite in the first sense. And since everything
thought of as real is the product of causes and conditions, this means that
everything is without intrinsic nature. This dispute is examined here through
the lens of competing interpretations of a remark of the Buddha’s.

The importance of this chapter is often overlooked. This may be in part
because of the title Candrakirti assigned to it, “An Analysis of the Composite.”
The Akutobhaya and Bhaviveka call it instead “An Analysis of Reality (tattva),”
while Buddhapalita calls the chapter “An Analysis of Emptiness.” Now since
Madhyamikas hold that everything composite is empty, and that all of reality
is characterized by emptiness, these three titles all indicate the same fact. But
the importance of that fact might be more evident under a different title. The
outline of the chapter’s argument is as follows:

THE suBJecT of this chapter is, according to Candrakirti, what is samskrta.

13.1-2 Appeal to Buddha’s teachings in support of emptiness



13.3-4ab Objection: Fact of alteration is evidence that not all things are
empty in the Madhyamaka sense.

13.4cd-6 Reply: There could be no alteration of non-empty things.
Diagnosis: Objection wrongly assumes that emptiness must be a
property of real things.

Conclusion: Emptiness removes all metaphysical views, including
13.8 emptiness itself understood as a metaphysical view; emptiness is

itself empty.

13.7

tan mrsa mosadharma yad bhagavan ity abhasata |
sarve ca mosadharmanah samskaras tena te mrsa || 1 ||

1. The Blessed One said that whatever is deceptive in nature is vain
and that all composite things being deceptive in nature, they are
vain.

The commentators give a full quotation from an unnamed siitra: “Indeed the
ultimate truth, O monks, is that nirvana is not deceptive in nature. Whatever
things are composite, those are deceptive in nature and vain.” (Close parallels
are to be found at M 111.245, M 11.261, S 111.142, and Sn 160-61.) The Buddha’s
point seems to have been that since anything composite is impermanent, to
hanker after it would be useless and foolish. Composite things are deceptive in
that they falsely appear as if they might endure. Only nirvana, the one
noncomposite thing, is truly worth striving for.

tan mrsa mosadharma yad yadi kim tatra musyate |
etat tiktam bhagavata sunyataparidipakam || 2 ||

2. 1f the Buddha’s statement “Whatever is deceptive in nature is vain” is
true, then what is there about which one is deceived?
This was said by the Blessed One for the illumination of emptiness.

According to the Akutobhaya, the question in 2ab is triggered by the fact that to



say all composite things are deceptive in nature and vain is to say that they are
not ultimately real. But in that case there is nothing that is genuinely
deceptive, nothing about which we are genuinely mistaken. So the Buddha
must have been getting at some deeper point in saying this. And according to
the Madhyamika this deeper point is that all composite things are empty or
devoid of intrinsic nature.

The Akutobhaya has the opponent then object that in this siitra the Buddha
is not teaching the emptiness of all dharmas but rather just the emptiness of
the person: The person is not ultimately real, something with intrinsic nature,
because it is “composite” in the first sense of being a whole made of parts. It is
then vain because, being composite in this sense, it must be impermanent. This
is an instance of a characteristic dispute between Abhidharma and Mahayana:
Both agree that there are things that are empty or devoid of intrinsic nature,
but they disagree as to what things are empty. The former teaches that the
person is devoid of intrinsic nature (pudgalanairatmya) and so is not ultimately
real, while the latter teaches that all things are empty or devoid of intrinsic
nature (dharmanairatmya). And as Candrakirti points out, the opponent rejects
the latter interpretation on the grounds that it leads to nihilism, the clearly
false view that nothing whatsoever exists. The opponent gives an argument for
his own interpretation of the siitra in verses 3-4ab.

bhavanam nihsvabhavatvam anyathabhdvadarsanat |
nasvabhavas ca bhavo ’sti bhavanam sanyata yatah [[ 3 ||

3. [Objection:] For existents there is lack of intrinsic nature, because
they are seen to alter.
There is no [ultimately real] existent that is without intrinsic nature,
due to the emptiness of existents.

The Akutobhaya explains that in 3ab and 3d the “existents” are the person and
other things that are composite in the first sense, while the “existents” in 3c
are dharmas, things that are only composite in the second sense. In 3ab the
opponent is explaining why persons and other composite things must be said
to be empty, while in 3c the opponent claims dharmas could not be empty of
intrinsic nature. Composite things can be said to be empty because they
undergo alteration. Something can change only if one part of it remains the



same while another changes. So anything that changes must have parts, and
thus must be without its own intrinsic nature. But it could not be true that all
things, including dharmas, are empty. For then there wouldn’t be anything to
be empty. The Madhyamika and the opponent agree that anything that is
empty in the sense of being devoid of intrinsic nature is not ultimately real.
But the Madhyamika claims that all things are empty in this sense. The
opponent thinks this is incoherent. Candrakirti represents the opponent as
saying: “There is no existent devoid of intrinsic nature. Emptiness is regarded
by you as the attribute of existents. But the bearer of the attribute being
nonexistent, there cannot be the attribute dependent on it. Indeed the son of a
barren woman being nonexistent, black color cannot be attributed to him.
Therefore the intrinsic nature of existents does indeed exist” (LVP p. 240). If
anything at all is empty, there must be ultimately real things, and these must
be non-empty. The opponent continues the objection in the first half of verse
4,

kasya syad anyathabhdavah svabhavas cen na vidyate |
kasya syad anyathabhdavah svabhavo yadi vidyate [ 4 ||

4, Of what would there be alteration if intrinsic nature were not real?
[Reply:] Of what would there be alteration if intrinsic nature were
real?

According to the Akutobhaya, the opponent is arguing in 4ab that there must be
dharmas with intrinsic nature in order for there to be the type of alteration
known as “change of situation.” The Vaibhasikas claimed that dharmas exist in
all three times (past, present, and future), but a dharma’s functioning varies
depending on its temporal situation: A dharma situated in the present is
functioning, a dharma situated in the past has functioned, and a dharma
situated in the future will function. The Vaibhasikas hold that this must be true
if we are to explain why composite entities like persons seem to undergo
alteration. And, they argue in 4ab, there could not be change of situation
unless there really were dharmas to undergo the change of situation. A real
dharma must have an intrinsic nature throughout the three times, so it cannot
be that all things are empty.

Nagarjuna replies in verse 4cd that there couldn’t be any alteration if there



were things with intrinsic nature. The argument for this will come in the next
two verses. But Candrakirti provides the useful example of the heat of fire:
Since there is no fire that is not hot, heat is the intrinsic nature of fire. He will
later (in 15.2) give the heat of water as an example of a property that is not the
intrinsic nature of that which has the property. (Both examples should be
understood in terms of our ordinary conceptions of these substances and not
in terms of any sophisticated theory of the elements developed by Abhidharma
schools.) Reflection on why the heat of hot water could not be intrinsic to
water will help us better understand the argument.

We know that water need not be hot to exist. So we say that heat is an
extrinsic property of water, because we think that the cause of water’s being
hot is distinct from the cause of water’s existing. This means that water can
undergo alteration from being cold to being hot. But now when water
undergoes this alteration, there must be something about it that makes it
continue to be water—first cold water and then hot water. Suppose we were to
call this something the intrinsic nature of water—say, wetness. Now we have
given water two natures, an extrinsic nature (either being hot or being cold)
and an intrinsic nature (wetness). But this in turn means that water (at least
water as commonly understood) cannot be an ultimately real thing. For
something with two natures is something with parts, something composite in
the first sense. We have arrived at our conception of water by bundling
together two distinct properties, which shows that water is something that is
conceptually constructed.

Now the Vaibhasika view of “change of situation” purportedly concerns
dharmas, things with natures that are simple. But the fact that these dharmas
are said to undergo “change of situation” shows that this cannot be true. For
just as with the example of water, there must be one part that remains the
same through time and another part that changes over time. In the case of fire
(understood now as a dharma), the first would be heat, while the second would
be its functional status (not yet functioning, presently functioning, no longer
functioning). But this would show that heat is not actually the intrinsic nature
of fire. For only ultimately real things have intrinsic natures, and this would
show that fire is not ultimately real. Alteration is only possible for things that
are composite, not for the ultimately real things with intrinsic nature. “When
intrinsic nature must thus be undeviating, then due to its lack of deviation
there could be no alteration; for cold is not found in fire. Thus if intrinsic
nature of existents were accepted, then there would be no alteration. And the



alteration of these is found, so there is no intrinsic nature” (LVP p. 241).

tasyaiva nanyathabhavo napy anyasyaiva yujyate |
yuva nd jiryate yasmad yasmdj jirno na jiryate [ 5 ||

5.1t is not correct to say that alteration pertains to the thing itself that
is said to alter or to what is distinct.
For a youth does not age, nor does the aged one age.

If a youth were ultimately real, its intrinsic nature would be youthfulness.
Aging is the destruction of youthfulness, so a real youth could not be what
ages. An old person is distinct from a youth, lacking youthfulness, so it likewise
cannot be what ages. If we say that it is the person who ages, first being a
youth and then later being aged, we implicitly accept that a person is
composite in the first sense, and so not ultimately real. For we would then be
thinking of a person as something that always has the nature of person-ness
but sometimes has the property of being youthful and at other times has the
property of being aged. So at any given time the person has at least two
natures, which would make the person something that is made up of parts.

The opponent now proposes a new example, milk changing into curds. We
do, after all, say that milk becomes curds. This suggests that there is one thing
that undergoes alteration from one state to another.

tasya ced anyathabhavah ksiram eva bhaved dadhi |
ksirad anyasya kasyatha dadhibhavo bhavisyati [[ 6 ||

6. If alteration pertained to it, then milk itself would be curds.
On the alternative, what else but milk would come to have the nature
of curds?

Suppose that milk and curds were ultimately real. Milk is liquid, while curds
are solid. So if it were milk that underwent the alteration into curds, the
solidity of curds would already be in milk. Since this is false (if it were true
then it would be pointless to make curds), we can reject the hypothesis that it
is milk that undergoes the alteration. But the alternative is to suppose that it is
something distinct from milk that undergoes alteration. This is contrary to our



experience: We can’t produce curds from water, for instance. Notice that the
argument is an application of the refutation from chapter 1 of production
either from itself or from another.

The opponent now repeats the objection first lodged in verse 3, to the effect
that denying intrinsic nature is tantamount to nihilism. But the objection is
put in a new way. It is now put as the claim that it would be incoherent to
claim that all things are empty. As Candrakirti puts it, “There is no existent
whatsoever that is without intrinsic nature, and you claim there is the
emptiness of existents. Therefore there is a locus of emptiness as something
with intrinsic nature” (LVP p. 245). Nagarjuna’s reply to this objection is
contained in the next two verses.

yady asunyam bhavet kim cit syac chiinyam iti api kim cana |
na kim cid asty astinyam ca kutah stinyam bhavisyati || 7 ||

7. 1If something that is non-empty existed, then something that is empty
might also exist.
Nothing whatsoever exists that is non-empty; then how will the
empty come to exist?

While both sides agree that some things, such as chariots and persons, are
empty of intrinsic nature, the opponent holds that, for there to be emptiness,
there must be ultimately real things to serve as the ground or locus of
emptiness. Here Nagarjuna agrees with the opponent that emptiness could not
ultimately occur without ultimately real things that it characterized. But he
does not withdraw his claim that all things are empty—that nothing
whatsoever has intrinsic nature. How is this possible? As he hints in verse 8,
and says explicitly in 18.11 and 24.18, the Madhyamika does not claim that the
emptiness of things is ultimately real. To say of things that they are empty is
just to say that they are not ultimately real, and their not being ultimately real
is not itself ultimately real.

$tnyata sarvadrstinam prokta nihsaranam jinaih |
yesam tu Sunyatadrstis tan asadhyan babhasire || 8 ||

8. Emptiness is taught by the conquerors as the expedient to get rid of



all [metaphysical] views.
But those for whom emptiness is a [metaphysical] view have been
called incurable.

The “views” in question concern the ultimate nature of reality, or
metaphysical theories. The word translated here as “expedient” literally means
something that expels or purges. So emptiness is here being called a sort of
purgative or physic. Candrakirti quotes the following exchange between the
Buddha and Kasyapa at section 65 of the Kasyapaparivarta Sttra: “It is as if,
Kasyapa, there were a sick person, and a doctor were to give that person a
physic, and that physic having gone to the gut, having eliminated all the
person’s bad humors, was not itself expelled. What do you think, Kasyapa,
would that person then be free of disease?”

“No, lord, the illness of the person would be more intense if the
physic eliminated all the bad humors but was not expelled from the
gut.”

So to the extent that emptiness gets rid of all metaphysical views, including
itself interpreted as a metaphysical view, it might be called a metaphysic.*
Buddhapalita sums up the situation more positively by describing those who
do not make this error and instead see things correctly: “They see that
emptiness is also empty.”

* The analogy of the purgative that purges itself was also used by the Pyrrhonian skeptics of ancient
Greece. See Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, vol. 2 (Cambridge MA: Harvard University
Press, 1931), p. 76.



14. An Analysis of Conjunction

vision, and its object, such as color-and-shape, resulting in the arising of

a consciousness, such as seeing a colored patch (see 3.7). The

commentators represent the opponent as objecting to the arguments
presented in the preceding chapters, saying that since the Buddha taught the
conjunction of the senses and their sense objects, there must be ultimately real
things that come in contact with each other. And thus there must be things
with intrinsic nature; it cannot be that all things are empty. The whole of this
chapter is given over to Nagarjuna’s response to this objection; it is structured
as a refutation of the possibility of conjunction being ultimately real.

CONJUNCTION (or contact) is the relation that occurs between a sense, like

Assertion: No entities ever enter into relation of conjunction

14.1-2 .
(contact) with one another.

Reason: Conjunction requires that conjoined entities be distinct,
and there is no distinctness.
14.5-7 Refutation of distinctness

Conclusion: Since there is no distinctness, there can be no

conjunction.

14.3-4

drastavyam darsanam drasta triny etani dviso dvisah |
sarvasas ca na samsargam anyonyend vrajanty uta [ 1 ||



1. The visible object, vision, and the seer, these three, whether in pairs
or all together, do not enter into conjunction with one another.

Candrakirti explains that the visible object is color-and-shape, vision is the eye
(understood as a power), and the seer is consciousness. This is one of six triples
(one for each of the five external senses and the inner sense) that collectively
make up the eighteen dhatus. On some interpretations of the doctrine of the
twelvefold chain of dependent origination, there is contact among all three,
and this serves as the cause of first feeling and then desire. On other
interpretations, contact is between visible object and vision, with visual
consciousness the result. Nagarjuna’s argument is meant to apply to all
interpretations of the doctrine, hence the “whether in pairs or all together.”

evam ragas ca raktas ca rafijaniyam ca drsyatam |
traidhena Sesah klesas ca sesany ayatanani ca [[ 2 ||

2. So desire, the one who desires, and what is desirable should [also] be
seen.
Likewise the remaining defilements and the remaining ayatanas are
to be seen by means of the threefold division [of action, agent, and
object].

The three defilements (klesas) are desire, aversion, and delusion, so by “the
remaining defilements” is meant the two besides desire. For the remaining
dyatanas see 3.1. In all these cases there are three things involved: an active
power (e.g., vision, desire), an agent (e.g., the seer, the one who desires), and
an object (e.g., a visible object, a desirable object). Nagarjuna will argue that in
each case none of these three things can come into conjunction or contact with
the others.

anyenanydsya samsargas tac canyatvam na vidyate |
drastavyaprabhrtinam yan na samsargam vrajanty atah || 3 ||

3. Conjunction is of one distinct thing with another distinct thing, and
distinctness does not exist with respect to the visible object and
the rest; thus they do not enter into conjunction.
Contact or conjunction requires two or more distinct things. Bhaviveka gives



support by pointing out that an entity does not come in contact with itself.
And as Nagarjuna will argue, there is ultimately no such thing as one thing’s
being distinct from another. In that case there cannot be conjunction among
the visible object and the rest.

na ca kevalam anyatvam drastavydder na vidyate |
kasyacit kenacit sardham nanyatvam upapadyate [ 4 ||

4. And not only is there no distinctness of the visible object and the
rest, so mutual distinctness of anything with something else is not
possible.

The argument, which begins in the next verse, will generalize to the cases of all
the ayatanas and defilements. Since in none of these cases can action, agent,
and object be ultimately distinct from one another, they cannot be ultimately
in conjunction.

anyad anyat pratityanyan nanyad anyad rte 'nyatah |
yat pratitya ca yat tasmat tad anyan nopapadyate [[ 5 ||

5. What is distinct is distinct in dependence on that from which it is
distinct; it is not distinct apart from that from which it is distinct.
When x is dependent on y, it does not hold that x is distinct from y.

yady anyad anyad anyasmad anyasmad apy rte bhavet |
tad anyad anyad anyasmad rte nasti ca nasty atah [[ 6 ||

6. If the distinct thing were distinct from that from which it is distinct,
then it would be distinct [even] without that from which it is
distinct.

But the distinct thing cannot be distinct without that from which it is
distinct; hence there is no distinctness.

nanyasmin vidyate nyatvam ananyasmin na vidyate |
avidyamane canyatve nasty anyad va tad evava || 7 ||



7. Distinctness is not found in what is distinct, nor is it found in what is
nondistinct.
And distinctness not being found, there can be neither the distinct
nor the nondistinct.

The argument is that the distinctness of something always involves reference
to the other, that from which it is distinct. So something’s distinctness cannot
be an intrinsic property of that thing. Its distinctness is dependent on the
existence of the other. Candrakirti gives the example of short and long: Since
something can be called short only in comparison with something else that is
longer than it, something’s being short is not an intrinsic property, a property
that a thing could have apart from how everything else is. Distinctness “is not
found under ultimate analysis”; it is not ultimately true that there are distinct
things. (Note that this does not mean it is ultimately true that everything is
one.) Instead distinctness is “established by worldly convention.” That is,
distinctness is, like the chariot, something we find in the world only because of
facts about the way we talk and think.

Another way to see why distinctness could not be a property of an
ultimately real thing is to consider what it would mean to call distinctness an
intrinsic property. An intrinsic property is a property that something might
have even if it were the only thing existing in the universe. Could such a thing
be said to be distinct? For that matter, could it be said to be nondistinct? What
this suggests is that in order to think of something as distinct, we must set that
thing alongside other things. It is the mind’s imaginative power that does this.
(And likewise for the thing’s being nondistinct, i.e., identical with itself.) So
distinctness is a property imposed on the world through the mind’s
imaginative power.

na tena tasya samsargo nanyenanyasya yujyate |
samsrjyamanam samsrstam samsrasta ca na vidyate || 8 ||

8. It is not correct to say that conjunction is of this with itself, nor that
there is the conjunction of this with another.
The presently being conjoined, the conjoined, and that which
conjoins—none of these exist.



The argument of 8ab is, according to the Akutobhaya, that conjunction would
have to either involve a thing taken separately from all else, or else be between
things that are mutually distinct. As was just argued, for two things to be
mutually distinct from one another, they must be brought into a relation of
mutual dependence: The pot is distinct from the cloth only in dependence on
the cloth’s being distinct from the pot. Since two things in a relation of mutual
dependence cannot be ultimately distinct, and conjunction requires distinct
things, conjunction is not possible on this hypothesis. The alternative is to
consider the pot without reference to the cloth. But for there to be conjunction
there must be two distinct things; conjunction cannot be between a thing and
itself. Hence conjunction cannot be ultimately real.



15. An Analysis of Intrinsic Nature

(svabhava). Something is ultimately real just to the extent that its being
what it is does not depend on the natures of other things. The test for
something’s having intrinsic nature is to see if it retains its nature after
being either divided up or analyzed. (See AKB 6.4.) Thus the chariot is not
ultimately real precisely because its nature is not to be found among its parts.
In this chapter Nagarjuna will argue that anything originating in dependence
on causes and conditions must lack intrinsic nature and thus be empty. Since
most Buddhists believe that all things originate in dependence on causes and
conditions, this is tantamount to an argument for the claim that all things that
are accepted as real by Buddhists are empty.
We here follow the usual practice of using Candrakirti’s chapter titles. But it
is worth noting that the Akutobhaya, Buddhapalita, and Bhaviveka all use a
different title: “An Analysis of the Existent and Nonexistent”
(bhavabhavapariksa). This may better represent the purpose of the chapter. For
after Nagarjuna establishes that anything dependently originated must be
devoid of intrinsic nature, he uses this result to claim for Madhyamaka the
status of being a “middle path” between the extremes of existence and
nonexistence—of holding either that there are ultimately existing things or
that ultimately nothing exists. In doing this he is attempting to show not only
that the Madhyamaka teaching of the emptiness of all things avoids the
problem of metaphysical nihilism (see chapter 13) but also that this represents
a legitimate extension of the Buddha’s teachings. The thread of reasoning
traced by the chapter is as follows:

ﬁ ccorpING T0 Abhidharma, to be ultimately real is to have intrinsic nature

Argument: Nothing that originates in dependence on distinct

11 9



10.174

causes and conditions can have intrinsic nature.
15.3 If there is no intrinsic nature, there can be no extrinsic nature.
If there is neither intrinsic nor extrinsic nature, there can be no
existents.
15.5 If there is no existent, there can be no nonexistent.
Assertion: The Buddha’s rejection of eternalism and
15.6-7 annihilationism is the denial that ultimately things either exist
or do not exist.
15.8-11 Argument for assertion
15.8-9: Anything with intrinsic nature could not cease to exist.
15.10-11: Why saying that things ultimately exist amounts to
eternalism, and saying that things ultimately cease to exist
amounts to annihilationism

15.4

na sambhavah svabhavasya yuktah pratyayahetubhih |
hetupratyayasambhiitah svabhavah krtako bhavet [[ 1 ||

1. It is not correct to say that intrinsic nature (svabhava) is produced by
means of causes and conditions.
An intrinsic nature that was produced by causes and conditions
would be a product.

Candrakirti explains the argument as follows. The intrinsic nature of a newly
arisen thing cannot have already been in the causes and conditions that
produced that thing. For if it were, the production of that thing would have
been pointless: If there is already heat in the fuel, why bother to start a fire to
obtain heat? So if there is intrinsic nature, it would have to be a product of
causes and conditions. But this cannot be, for it creates a difficulty that is
discussed in the next verse.

Buddhapalita’s comments make it possible to interpret the verse somewhat
differently. While Candrakirti illustrates production (sambhava) with the
examples of the seed producing a sprout and ignorance producing
predispositions, Buddhapalita gives the example of threads and cloth. While



Candrakirti’s examples involve a product that comes into existence after its
cause and conditions, the relation between threads and cloth is more like that
of the chariot and its parts, the relation of composition that holds between
things that exist simultaneously. Understood in this way, the argument would
be that the intrinsic nature of an existent could not be something that depends
on its component parts and their natures, since that would turn what is
supposedly an intrinsic nature into something extrinsic or borrowed from
those component parts. The chariot is not an ultimate existent precisely
because all its properties are borrowed from the properties of its parts. If the
argument is interpreted in this way, then the problem discussed in our
comments on verse 2 does not arise.

svabhavah krtako nama bhavisyati punah katham |
akrtrimah svabhavo hi nirapeksah paratra ca [ 2 ||

2. But how could there ever be an intrinsic nature that is a product?
For intrinsic nature is not adventitious, nor is it dependent on
something else.

The difficulty in an intrinsic nature’s being a product is that the two terms are
mutually contradictory. Candrakirti explains that we ordinarily say the heat of
hot water or the red color of quartz (something that is normally white) are not
their intrinsic natures because these properties are products of distinct causes
and conditions. Hot water is hot because of the proximity of fire; the quartz
may be red because of excess iron. The water and the quartz get these
properties in dependence on causes and conditions that are adventitious or
extraneous to the existence of the quartz and the water. But in verse 1 it was
argued that intrinsic nature would also have to be a product of causes and
conditions. The fire would have to acquire its heat in dependence on the fuel,
air, and friction. So heat, as a product, could not be an intrinsic nature of fire.
We might step back from the text and the commentaries for a moment and
reflect on this argument. Madhyamikas often claim that the emptiness of
something follows from its being dependently originated. Candrakirti says as
much, for instance, in his comments on 1.10 (LVP p. 87), 18.7 (LVP p. 368), and
22.9 (LVP p. 440). And we will see Nagarjuna make an equivalent claim in 24.18.
But the argument presented in this verse appears to be the only one that



explicitly offers support for this claim. There might be other ways to support
it; for instance, if it is true that the causal relation is conceptually constructed
(as chapters 1 and 20 seek to show), then one might argue that nothing that is
thought to arise through causes and conditions can be ultimately real. But the
present argument appears to be the only one where Nagarjuna seeks to show
that an intrinsic nature cannot be caused. The question is whether the
argument succeeds.

It might be thought that it does not, since there is an important difference
between the case of the quartz and the case of fire. We would call red an
extrinsic or adventitious property of quartz because the cause of its being red
is distinct from the cause of its coming into existence. Quartz can (and
normally does) come into existence without red color. This is not true, though,
of the heat of fire. Whenever fire comes into existence, heat also occurs. So it
looks like the cause of the heat is just the cause of the fire. And in that case it
would seem odd to say that heat is extrinsic or adventitious with respect to the
fire. The fact that heat is the product of causes and conditions seems irrelevant
to the question of whether it is the intrinsic nature of fire.

But there may be a way to answer this objection. What Nagarjuna might
have had in mind is that the fire must be thought of as existing distinct from
the property of heat because otherwise the heat could not be thought of as
something the fire “owns,” something it receives from the causes and
conditions and takes as its own. If the test of something’s being ultimately real
is that it have intrinsic nature, then the thing and its nature must be
conceptually distinguishable. This conception of a dharma is actually built into
one account of the term that is commonly accepted among Abhidharmikas:
that a dharma is that which bears its intrinsic nature. (See, e.g., AKB 1.2, also As
§94 p. 39.) It would seem as if the consistent position for Abhidharma would be
to identify a dharma with its nature (thus treating dharmas as equivalent to
what philosophers now call tropes). And there were Abhidharmikas who did
espouse this view. (This is Candrakirti’s target when he discusses the example
of the head of Rahu; see LVP p. 66.) But this may not have been widely held
until well after Nagarjuna.

kutah svabhavasyabhave parabhavo bhavisyati |
svabhavah parabhavasya parabhavo hi kathyate || 3 ||

3. Given the nonexistence of intrinsic nature, how will there be



extrinsic nature (parabhava)?
For extrinsic nature is said to be the intrinsic nature of another
existent (parabhava).

Extrinsic nature is nature that is borrowed from something distinct, such as
the heat of water or the shape of the chariot. Nagarjuna claims that having
proven there is no intrinsic nature, he can also conclude there is no extrinsic
nature. There are two ways to understand the argument. (1) In order to say
that heat is the extrinsic nature of water, we need to first establish what water
is. We can’t say that heat is a merely adventitious property of water unless we
know what water is essentially, what it has to be like to be water. And this
requires that water have an intrinsic nature. (2) In order for the chariot to
borrow its shape from its parts, those parts must themselves exist. And for
them to exist ultimately they must have intrinsic natures. Thus if nothing has
intrinsic nature, nothing can be said to have extrinsic nature either. Nothing
can borrow a nature unless there is something that owns a nature.

svabhavaparabhavabhyam rte bhavah kutah punah |
svabhave parabhave ca sati bhavo hi sidhyati [[ 4 ||

4, Further, without intrinsic nature and extrinsic nature how can there
be an existent (bhava)?
For an existent is established given the existence of either intrinsic
nature or extrinsic nature.

Something can be called an existent only if it has some nature, either intrinsic
or extrinsic. And since neither sort is coherent, it follows that there can
ultimately be no existents. But there may be a play on words here as well: The
Sanskrit word bhava can mean either “nature” or “existent.”

bhavasya ced aprasiddhir abhavo naiva sidhyati |
bhavasya hy anyathabhavam abhavam bruvate janah [[ 5 ||

5. If the existent is unestablished, then the nonexistent (abhava) too is
not established.
For people proclaim the nonexistent to be the alteration of the



existent.

It is tempting to take the conclusion of verse 4 to mean that nothing
whatsoever exists, that all is nonexistent. But Nagarjuna denies this. For an
action of mine to be impolite, it must be possible that certain actions are polite.
Without at least the possibility of politeness, there can be no impoliteness.
Likewise for existence and nonexistence. For it to be ultimately true that all is
nonexistent, it must at least be possible for there to be ultimate existents. But
that requires that we be able to make sense of intrinsic nature. The argument

of this chapter so far has been that we cannot do that on terms acceptable to
the Buddhist.

svabhavam parabhavam ca bhavam cabhavam eva ca |
ye pasyanti na pasyanti te tattvam buddhasasane [[ 6 ||

6. Intrinsic nature and extrinsic nature, existent and nonexistent—
who see these do not see the truth of the Buddha’s teachings.

katyayanavavade castiti ndstiti cobhayam |
pratisiddham bhagavata bhavabhavavibhavina || 7 ||

7. In “The Instructing of Katyayana” both “it exists” and “it does not
exist”
are denied by the Blessed One, who clearly perceives the existent and
the nonexistent.

The reference is to the Sanskrit parallel of Kaccayanagotta Sutta (S 11.17, 111.134-
35). There the Buddha tells Katyayana that his is a middle path between the
two extreme views of existence and nonexistence. Abhidharmikas interpret
this text as rejecting two views about the person: that there is a self, so that
persons exist permanently; and that since there is no self, the person is
annihilated or becomes nonexistent (at the end of a life, or even at the end of
the present moment). The middle path is that while there is no self, there is a
causal series of skandhas that is conveniently designated as a person.
Nagarjuna holds that while the Abhidharma claim about persons is not
incorrect, there is a deeper meaning to the Buddha’s teaching in the stitra. This



is that there is a middle path between the extremes of holding that there are
ultimately existing things and holding that ultimately nothing exists. And as all
the commentators make clear, to call the doctrine of emptiness a middle path
is to say that one can deny each extreme view without lapsing into the other.
How one does this is a matter of some dispute. But Candrakirti quotes the
Samadhiraja Satra:

“It exists” and “it does not exist” are both extremes; “pure” and
“impure” are both extremes.

The wise man, avoiding both extremes, likewise does not take a stand
in the middle. (LVP p. 270)

This suggests that the Madhyamaka middle path is not a “moderate” or
compromise position lying on the same continuum as the two extremes.
Instead it must involve rejecting some underlying presupposition that
generates the continuum.

The disagreement over the interpretation of the siitra is a variant on the
dispute between Abhidharma and Mahayana over emptiness: Is it of all
dharmas, or only of persons? (See 13.2.) The Abhidharmika claims that if all
dharmas were empty, then the absurd consequence of nihilism (universal
nonexistence) would follow. Nagarjuna may be seen as here responding to that
charge.

yady astitvam prakrtya syan na bhaved asya nastita
prakrter anyathabhavo na hi jatapapadyate || 8 ||

8. If something existed by essential nature (prakrti), then there would
not be the nonexistence of such a thing.
For it never holds that there is the alteration of essential nature.

prakrtau kasya vasatyam anyathatvam bhavisyati |
prakrtau kasya va satyam anyathatvam bhavisyati [[ 9 ||

9. [Objection:] If essential nature did not exist, of what would there be
the fact of alteration?
[Reply:] If essential nature did exist, of what would there be the fact



of alteration?

By “essential nature”(prakrti) is here meant just intrinsic nature. A new
argument: If there were things that ultimately existed because they had
intrinsic nature, they could not cease to exist. If intrinsic nature is not
dependent on causes and conditions, then something’s having that nature is
not dependent on any other factor. But this should mean that there could be
no reason for it to lose that nature—and thus cease to exist. So the doctrine
that there are ultimately real things with intrinsic nature leads unwittingly to
the conclusion that what exists is eternal and unchanging.

astiti sasvatagraho nastity ucchedadarsanam |
tasmad astitvandstitve nasriyeta vicaksanah [[ 10 |/

10. “It exists” is an eternalist view; “It does not exist” is an
annihilationist idea.
Therefore the wise one should not have recourse to either existence
or nonexistence.

asti yad dhi svabhdvena na tan ndstiti sasvatam |
nastidanim abhiit purvam ity ucchedah prasajyate [[ 11 ||

11. For whatever exists by its intrinsic nature does not become
nonexistent; eternalism then follows.
“It does not exist now [but] it existed previously”’—from this,
annihilation follows.

The two extreme views the Buddha refers to in “The Instructing of Katyayana”
are also called eternalism and annihilationism. (For more on these, see the
comments on 17.10.) Nagarjuna here interprets these to refer respectively to
the view that things exist having intrinsic nature and the view that the lack of
intrinsic nature means that things are utterly unreal. The argument is that the
first leads to the conclusion that ultimately real things are eternal, while the
second leads to the conclusion that ultimately nothing whatsoever exists. So
even if the Buddha did not explicitly claim that his was a middle path between
the existence and the nonexistence of entities in general and was instead only



discussing the existence or nonexistence of the person, Nagarjuna takes this to
be a plausible extension of the Buddha’s remarks to Katyayana.



16. An Analysis of Bondage and Liberation

there must be intrinsic nature, since there would be no bondage to the

wheel of samsara and no liberation from samsara unless there were existing

things undergoing rebirth. There are two possibilities as to what might be
reborn: first, the composite things or samskaras, those impermanent
psychophysical elements (the skandhas) that originate in dependence on prior
causes and conditions (and are thus composite or samskrta in the sense
examined in chapter 13); and second, the person (pudgala) that is thought of as
consisting of the composite elements. In this chapter both possibilities are
examined. Here is the thread of the argument:

IN RESPONSE to the conclusion of the last chapter, the opponent retorts that

Refutation of the claim that it is psychophysical elements that

are reborn

16.1d-3 Refutation of the claim that it is the person that is reborn

Refutation of the possibility that either the elements or the

person is what is liberated

16.6 Bondage cannot be explained by appropriation.

Refutation of the possibility of bondage and liberation in any of

the three times.

Soteriological consequences of the refutation of bondage and

liberation

16.9: Paradox of liberation: The thought that one might attain
liberation prevents one from achieving it.

16.10: Resolution of paradox: Ultimately there is neither rebirth
nor liberation.

16.1a-c

16.4-5

16.7-8

16.9-10



samskarah samsaranti cen na nityah samsaranti te |
samsaranti ca nanityah sattve ‘py esa samah kramah [[ 1 ||

1. If it is composite things that undergo rebirth, they are not reborn as
permanent entities nor as impermanent entities; if it is the living
being that is reborn, the method [of refutation] is the same.

Suppose it were the composite psychophysical elements that underwent
rebirth. They must be either permanent or else impermanent. If the
psychophysical elements were permanent, then they would be changeless. And
anything that is changeless does not perform any function; an entity does
something only by changing in some way. But being reborn involves doing
something: going from one life to another on the basis of one’s actions in the
one life. So permanent psychophysical elements could not be what is reborn.
But neither could impermanent psychophysical elements. To say these are
impermanent would be to say they do not endure from one moment to the
next. In that case they can neither undergo alteration nor be causally
efficacious. (Compare the reasoning of 1.6-7.) And for the same reason that a
changeless permanent thing cannot go through rebirth, so an impermanent
changeless thing could not be said to be reborn either.

This might make it seem as if it must be not the elements but the person
who is reborn. If the person or living being is what is made up of the
psychophysical elements, then it might seem as if it is just the right sort of
thing for rebirth. For then it could serve as the enduring thing that has
different collections of impermanent psychophysical elements as its
constituents at different times. So it could both endure and undergo alteration.
But Nagarjuna denies that this solution will work, since the same reasoning
applies to it as to the hypothesis that it is composite things that are reborn. If
the person is permanent, then it performs no function. And if it is
impermanent, then it is likewise not causally efficacious. The argument against
its being the person who is reborn continues in the next two verses.

pudgalah samsarati cet skandhayatanadhatusu |
paficadhd@ mrgyamano ’sau ndasti kah samsarisyati || 2 ||



2. If it is said that it is the person that is reborn, it—being investigated
in the fivefold manner with respect to the skandhas, ayatanas, and
dhatus—does not exist; who then will be reborn?

For the skandhas see chapter 4, for the ayatanas see chapter 3, and for the
dhatus see chapter 5. According to Candrakirti, the five possibilities are: (1)
The person has the intrinsic nature of the skandhas, etc. (i.e., the person is
identical with the psychophysical elements); (2) the person is distinct from
them; (3) the person exists possessing the skandhas, etc.; (4) the person is in
the skandhas, etc.; (5) the skandhas and so on exist in the person. And he refers
us to the analysis of fire and fuel for the reasoning involved in rejecting each.
(See 10.14.) upadanad upadanam samsaran vibhavo bhavet |

vibhavas canupadanah kah sa kim samsarisyati || 3 ||

3. Being reborn from one appropriation [i.e., state of being] to another,
it would be extinct.
And being extinct and without appropriation, who is it that will be
reborn to what?

According to the Akutobhaya, the argument is that the person who is thought
to undergo rebirth does so either with the basis of appropriated
psychophysical elements or else without this as basis. Suppose (3ab) the person
who undergoes rebirth has appropriated psychophysical elements as a basis of
appropriation. But it is different elements that the person would depend on in
the prior life and in the present life. And rebirth means going from one life to
another. So the person would be without appropriated elements when
undergoing rebirth and thus would be extinct or deprived of the state of being
(vibhava). Thus there is no person who is reborn. The alternative (3c) is that the
person who undergoes rebirth is without skandhas to serve as basis of
appropriation. But there can be no such thing as a person without any basis of
psychophysical elements. We can see this from the fact that when some
Buddhists (just which is a matter of some controversy) supply the idea of an
intermediate state of being (antarabhava) to fill the gap between death and
rebirth, this “being” is always furnished with skandhas that are thought to
pertain to it. To be utterly without any psychophysical elements whatsoever



seems tantamount to being utterly extinct. Hence the question of 3d: Who is
this person and where is it that he or she is going?

samskaranam na nirvanam katham cid upapadyate |
sattvasydpi na nirvanam katham cid upapadyate |/ 4 ||

4. The nirvana of composite things is not in any way possible.
Nor is the nirvana of a living being in any way possible.

Buddhapalita explains that the same reasoning applies to the attainment of
nirvana as was just used in the case of rebirth. Regardless of whether it were
the composite elements or it were the person that attained nirvana, this would
be either as permanent or as impermanent entities. But permanent things do
not undergo change, while impermanent things perform no function.

na badhyante na mucyanta udayavyayadharminah |
samskarah pirvavat sattvo badhyate na na mucyate [/ 5 ||

5. The composite things, whose nature it is to come to be and pass
away, are neither bound nor liberated.
As before, a living being is neither bound nor liberated.

Neither bondage nor liberation can pertain to the composite elements, because
their transitory nature means that they do not abide in any state or condition.
The living being or person is neither bound nor liberated because, as was said
in verse 2, it is not to be found in any of the five ways it might be related to the
composite elements.

bandhanam ced upadanam sopadano na badhyate |
badhyate nanupadanah kimavastho 'tha badhyate || 6 ||

6. If binding means appropriating, then what has appropriation is not
bound.
Something without appropriation is not bound. Then in what state is
one bound?



Suppose that bondage to samsara comes about through appropriation—taking
the psychophysical elements as “me” and “mine.” Then what is it that is
bound, something in the state of having appropriated the composite things or
something without such appropriation? It cannot be something that has
appropriation as its nature, for such a thing has already been bound and so
cannot be bound again. But neither can it be something that is without
appropriation, for such a thing is by nature unbound, like the enlightened one.

badhniyad bandhanam kamam bandhyat parvam bhaved yadi |
na casti tac chesam uktam gamyamanagatagataih || 7 ||

7. If there were binding prior to what is to be bound, then it would
assuredly bind [what is to be bound].

But that does not exist; the rest of [the argument is to be understood

in terms of] what was said with presently being traversed, the
traversed, and the not yet traversed.

Binding requires an agent, something that, due to ignorance, desire, and the
like, engages in appropriation and thus brings about bondage to samsara. The
difficulty is that prior to binding there is no such agent; ignorance, desire, and
the like are devoid of locus.

Thus binding cannot occur before there is something that is bound. Nor,
clearly, can binding occur after there is something bound, since this would be
superfluous. And the third possibility—that binding occurs at some third time
when there is neither what is bound nor what is not yet bound—is ruled out by
the argument of the three times, as was worked out in the analysis of motion in
chapter 2. Buddhapalita applies the logic of that chapter to the case of bondage
thus: “The already bound is not bound. The not-yet bound is not bound. The
presently being bound that is distinct from the already bound and the not-yet
bound is not bound” (P vol. 2, p. 11).

baddho na mucyate tavad abaddho naiva mucyate |
syatam baddhe mucyamane yugapad bandhamoksane |[ 8 ||

8. It is not, on the one hand, the bound that is liberated; nor indeed is
the not-yet bound liberated.



If the bound were undergoing liberation, there would be
simultaneous binding and liberation.

Who or what is liberated? It cannot be something that is bound, for if its nature
is to be bound, then it cannot be liberated without ceasing to exist. Nor can it
be something that is not yet bound, for in that case liberation would be
pointless. We may then think that there must be a third possibility here, that
what is bound undergoes a process of liberation. And Buddhapalita concedes
that this is what people do say. But that fact should tell us that this can be true
only conventionally, not ultimately. Since bondage and liberation are opposed
states, something that is bound could undergo a process of becoming liberated
only if there could be one portion of it that was still bound while another
portion was now liberated. So the subject of this process of undergoing
liberation is something with parts. And so it is a mere conceptual fiction, not
something ultimately real. What is ultimately real is without parts. Hence it
would have to be either bound or liberated.

nirvasyamy anupadano nirvanam me bhavisyati |
iti yesam grahas tesam upadanamahagrahah [[ 9 ||

9. “Being without appropriation, I shall be released; nirvana will be
mine.”
For those who grasp things in this way, there is the great grasping of
appropriation.

If release from samsara comes about through the cessation of appropriation—
through ceasing to have thoughts of “I” and “mine”—then the desire for one’s
own liberation constitutes an obstacle to its attainment. This is the Buddhist
formulation of the so-called paradox of liberation. This paradox is recognized
by virtually all schools of Indian philosophy concerned with release from
suffering and rebirth. Here the paradox is put in terms of the notion that when
one has the thought, “I shall be released,” one is identifying with and
appropriating the psychophysical elements—which is just what causes
bondage to samsara.

na nirvanasamaropo na samsarapakarsanam |



yatra kas tatra samsaro nirvanam kim vikalpyate [ 10 ||

10. Where nirvana is not reified nor samsara rejected, what samsara is
there, what nirvana is falsely imagined?

The argument of this chapter has shown that there can be no such thing as the
overcoming of ignorance and attaining of nirvana. Or to be more precise, it
cannot be ultimately true that there is such a process. And in the absence of
such a process, it is difficult to see how there could be the two states of
samsara and nirvana. Hence the suggested conclusion: that we cease
attempting to conceptualize the two and no longer take up attitudes of desire
and aversion respectively toward them. But this is ambiguous. It might be
taken to mean that while samsara and nirvana are ultimately real, their nature
is ungraspable. Or it might mean that the very idea of ultimately real things is
incoherent. Nagarjuna will have more to say on this question at 25.19-20.



17. An Analysis of Action and Fruit

consequence or fruit (phala), the relation specified by what are now

commonly called the laws of karma. Note the word karman is being used

quite differently here than in chapter 8: There it was used in the
Grammarians’ sense of the object or goal of an action, whereas here it means
the action itself. The first five verses lay out the common understanding of the
relation between action and fruit shared by several schools. In verse 6 a
question is raised concerning how this can be compatible with the doctrine of
impermanence. The following thirteen verses give solutions proposed by
different schools. Then beginning in verse 21 Nagarjuna subjects these to his
own critical examination.

THIS CHAPTER examines the relation between an action (karman) and its

Presentation of orthodox understanding of action and its
classification

Difficulty for the orthodox theory: What endures between time of
17.6 action and time of fruit to guarantee that the action is
appropriately rewarded or punished?
17.7-11 Solution 1: the seed hypothesis
17.12 Objection to the seed hypothesis
17.13-20 Solution 2: the hypothesis of the unperishing
17.21 Nagarjuna’s assertion: Action is without intrinsic nature.
17.22-25 Reasons for assertion that action is without intrinsic nature
17.26 Emptiness of action and the defilements
17.27 Emptiness of the body/person
17.28 Objection: Action must exist, since there are agents and enjoyers.
Reply: There is neither action, nor agent; there is neither fruit

17.1-5

17 202N
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nor enjoyer.

Conclusion: Action, fruit, and all associated with them are

17.31-33 .
illusory.

atmasamyamakam cetah paranugrahakam ca yat |
maitram sa dharmas tad bijam phalasya pretya ceha ca [[ 1 ||

1. Self-control, being thoughtful of others,

and friendliness—these states of mind are meritorious and the seeds
of fruit both hereafter and here.

The laws of karma have to do with the relation between an action and its
consequences for the agent. But by “action” is meant more than a mere bodily
movement such as breathing or blinking, which are typically done without
thought. 1t is the state of mind behind an action that determines what sort of
fruit the agent will reap. Here are detailed the states of mind that result in such
good fruits as human rebirth, both in this life (“here”) and in future lives

(“hereafter”). By implication, the opposed states of mind yield unpleasant
consequences for the agent.

cetand cetayitvd ca karmoktam paramarsina |
tasyanekavidho bhedah karmanah parikirtitah || 2 ||

2. Action was said by the Supreme Sage to be volition and what is
brought about by volition.

He has proclaimed there to be many distinct varieties of action.

Bhaviveka explains “Supreme Sage” to include not only the Buddha but also
the $ravakas (the “hearers,” those who have become enlightened through
hearing the Buddha’s teachings), pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas.
Candrakirti takes the term to refer to just the Buddha. Anticipating the next



verse, he explains “what is brought about by volition” is a bodily or verbal
action that follows a volition.

tatra yac cetanety uktam karma tan manasam smrtam |
cetayitva ca yat tuktam tat tu kayikavacikam || 3 ||

3. Of these, that which is called “volition” is known as mental action.
And that which is called “what is brought about by volition” is bodily
and verbal action.

The two varieties of action mentioned in verse 2 are described. Volitions are
purely mental in nature; the disposition of friendliness—wishing for the
welfare of others—would be an example of a volition. The second variety,
“what is brought about by volition,” includes what would count as actions in
the normal sense of the term, namely bodily movements and speech. But as
Bhaviveka makes clear, these count as actions only if they occur intentionally
(i.e., are caused by a volition).

vagvispando 'viratayo yas cavijiiaptisamjfiitah |
avijfiaptaya evanyah smrtd viratayas tatha | 4 ||
paribhoganvayam punyam apunyam ca tathavidham |
cetand ceti saptaite dharmah karmarjanah smrtah || 5 ||

4. Speech, gesture, what is known as the unmanifest unrestrained,
likewise the other unmanifest called the restrained, 5. merit
connected with utilization, demerit connected with utilization,
and volition—these seven dharmas are said to be types of action.

In order to explain how volition, speech, and bodily actions could give rise to
fruits much later (such as in another life), some Abhidharmikas developed a
theory of seven varieties of action dharma involved in the causal chain leading
from volition to fruit. Since the idea behind much Abhidarma theorizing is to
assist individuals in making progress toward enlightenment, these states were
classified in terms of whether they produced fruits conducive to liberation
(and so were “meritorious”) or not (and so counted as “demeritorious”). In
verse 2, speech and gesture were identified as the two varieties of action called
“what is brought about by volition.” Both involve activity that is evident to



others. And this publicly manifest activity results from the occurrence of a
volition.

In addition, four types of unmanifest action dharmas are mentioned. The
first and second are involved in the situation in which a volition that normally
leads to speech or gesture does not do so owing to some external circumstance
such as lack of opportunity. These unmanifest action dharmas are meant to
explain how an earlier volition can bring about a much later act when there is
no manifest connecting link. In what is called the unrestrained unmanifest, the
volition is bad in nature, while the restrained unmanifest involves a good
volition. (By “restraint” is meant the sort of abstaining or refraining from
wrong action that is central to the taking of monastic vows.) For the first sort,
Candrakirti gives the example of someone who resolves to make his or her
livelihood by killing (e.g., by fishing) but has not yet caught any fish and so has
not performed the bodily act of killing. It is a series of unmanifest unrestrained
action dharmas that explains how the original intention can lead to the later
act even when no connecting link is manifest to anyone in the interim. The
restrained unmanifest action dharma is used to explain the opposite sort of
case—formation of an intention to perform some good act coupled with lack of
opportunity to carry out the intention.

The fifth and sixth dharmas, also unmanifest action dharmas, involve what
is called “utilization” (paribhoga), by which is meant specifically the use of
something donated to a worthy cause such as the Samgha. Such gifts were
thought to generate a special sort of karmic merit, so it is perhaps not
surprising to find a category of dharmas devoted to accounting for their
efficacy. The idea of “merit connected with utilization” has support in the
Nikayas, where the Buddha is reported to have said that when a monk uses an
item donated to the Samgha, this results in enhanced karmic merit for the
donor (A 11.54). The dharma known as “merit connected with utilization” is
meant to explain, at the level of dharmas, the mechanism that brings this
about. The second sort, “demerit connected with utilization,” has to do with
the case where a donated object is given with bad intention: Candrakirti gives
the example of having a temple constructed where living beings are killed
(perhaps in sacrifice). The idea seems to be that the bad karma incurred by
making such a donation with that intention is compounded whenever such a
killing is carried out by others.

This account matches the classification of action given by the Vaibhasika
school: I. Volition



II. Action brought about by volition

1. Manifest action brought about by volition

a. Speech
b. Bodily action (gesture)

2. Unmanifest action brought about by
volition

a. Productive of speech

i. Restrained

ii. Unrestrained

iii. Neither restrained nor unrestrained
b. Productive of bodily action

i. Restrained

ii. Unrestrained

iii. Neither restrained nor unrestrained

Types Il.1a and Il.1b are both subdivided into the meritorious and the
demeritorious. Types Il.2a.i and I.2b.i, flowing as they do from intentions
governed by the sort of restraint characteristic of good conduct, are always
meritorious. Types I1.2a.ii and 11.2b.ii are always demeritorious since they flow
from the opposite sort of intention. Types II.2a.iii and I1.2b.iii, which represent
situations involving the use of a donation, may be either meritorious or
demeritorious. Also included in the Vaibhasika classification but not
mentioned here are unmanifest action dharmas involved in meditative states.

tisthaty a pakakalac cet karma tan nityatam iyat |
niruddham cen niruddham sat kim phalam janayisyati [/ 6 ||

6. If the action endures to the time of maturation, then it would be
permanent.

If it is destroyed, then being destroyed, what fruit will it produce?



In this verse a difficulty is raised for anyone who accepts the account of karma
outlined in verses 1-5. According to the general law of karma, an action gives
rise to a fruit. But the fruit typically occurs some time after the action—often
in another lifetime. The question then is how an action that occurs at one time
can bring about a fruit at a later time. One possibility is that the action endures
from the time of its occurrence until its maturation, when the fruit arises. But
if the action endures, then it is eternal. For if something does not perish at one
moment, there can be no reason why it should perish at some other moment.
So if it endures for some time, then it will endure for all time. And something
eternal cannot produce anything. The alternative is to say that the action goes
out of existence immediately upon its occurrence. But in this case it would
seem impossible for it to produce a fruit that occurs later.

Different Abhidharma schools proposed various solutions to this problem.
One such solution is that of the Vaibhasikas, who held that each dharma exists
in all three times. (See 13.4.) In that case the action is still existent in some
sense when the fruit comes into existence. But their solution is not taken up
here. Instead Nagarjuna first presents the seeds hypothesis that was later
associated with the Sautrantika school and then the view of the Pudgalavadins.

yo rkuraprabhrtir bijat samtano ‘bhipravartate |
tatah phalam rte bijat sa ca nabhipravartate || 7 ||

7. A series starting with the sprout proceeds from a seed,
a fruit proceeds from that series, and without the seed the series does
not come forth,

bijac ca yasmat samtanah samtanac ca phalodbhavah |
bijaptirvam phalam tasman nocchinnam napi sasvatam || 8 ||

8. Since the series is from the seed, and the fruit is arisen from the
series, the fruit has the seed as its predecessor; thus it [the seed] is
neither annihilated nor eternal.

yas tasmdac cittasamtanas cetaso 'bhipravartate |
tatah phalam rte cittat sa ca nabhipravartate [[ 9 ||

9. Likewise a mental series proceeds from a mental element, a fruit



proceeds from that series, and without the mental element, the
series does not come forth.

cittac ca yasmat samtanah samtandc ca phalodbhavah |

karmapurvam phalam tasman nocchinnam napi sasvatam [/ 10 ||

10. Since the series is from the mental element, and the fruit is arisen
from the series, the fruit has the action as its predecessor; thus the
action is neither annihilated nor eternal.

The idea is that just as a mango seed can serve to bring a mango into existence
even though the seed goes out of existence long before the mango appears, so
an action can cause a karmic fruit to occur long after the action took place. In
the case of the mango seed, there is a causal series of intermediary entities: the
sprout, the sapling, the young tree, and the flowering tree. Under the right
conditions, the last entity in this series gives rise to the mango fruit. But since
this series was started by the seed, we can say that the fruit has the seed as its
ultimate cause. By the same token, an action can cause a type of mental event
called a karmic trace. Since every existing thing is momentary, this karmic
trace will only exist for a moment. But it will cause a successor karmic trace of
the same sort. And this in turn will cause another trace like itself. This causal
series will continue until such time as conditions are appropriate for the
ripening of the karmic trace, at which time the karmic fruit will appear. The
proximate cause of this fruit is the immediately preceding karmic trace. But
this trace owes its existence to its predecessor, and so on, backward along the
series to the action. So the action may be called the ultimate cause of the
karmic fruit.

The Buddha called his view a middle path between the extremes of
eternalism and annihilationism. One thing this has been taken to mean is that
a Buddhist account of the person reconciles the continued existence of a
person over one or more lifetimes with the absence of any permanent or
eternal constituent of the person. The dilemma posed in verse 6 in effect asks
how this reconciliation can take place. If no part of the person endures, how
can an action in one life produce a fruit in another life? And if the action in this
life is annihilated prior to the fruit that comes in the next life, then the one
who enjoys that fruit does not deserve it, since he or she is not the one who
acted. The solution that would come to be associated with Sautrantika posits a
causal series to mediate between action and karmic fruit. Since it is just such a
series that is conveniently designated as a person, it is conventionally true that



the person who acted in the one life enjoys the fruit of that action in another
life. At the same time, ultimately nothing endures; what we call a “person” is
just a series of momentary entities and events. The series endures—it is not
annihilated—but its constituent elements are momentary, each going out of
existence the moment after it was produced. (For other examples of this
strategy see Mil 40-50; see also Vism 553-55.) dharmasya sadhanopayah suklah
karmapatha dasa |

phalam kamagunah pafica dharmasya pretya ceha ca [[ 11 ||

11. There are ten pure paths of action that are means for establishing the
meritorious.
The fruit of the meritorious is the objects of the five senses, both
hereafter and here.

bahavas ca mahantas ca dosah syur yadi kalpana |
syad esa tena naivaisa kalpanatropapadyate [/ 12 ||

12. [Objection:] There would be many gross errors on this hypothesis
of yours; so this hypothesis [of a seed-generated series] does not hold
here.

The objection in verse 12 is said to come not from Nagarjuna but from another
opponent. According to Buddhapalita, Bhaviveka, and Candrakirti, the
difficulty being raised for the view just presented is that the example of the
seed-fruit series is not sufficiently like the case of the action-fruit connection.
For the seed of a mango will only produce a mango tree, never an oak tree. But
a given action may in one case yield human rebirth, in another divine rebirth;
in one case the fruit may be pleasant, in another case it may be painful; and so
on.

imam punah pravaksyami kalpanam yatra yojyate |
buddhaih pratyekabuddhais ca sravakais canuvarnitam [[ 13 ||

13. I, however, shall here propose the following hypothesis that is



suitable and that has been expounded by buddhas,
pratyekabuddhas, and $ravakas.

pattram yathaviprandsas tatharnam iva karma ca |

caturvidho dhatutah sa prakrtyavyakrtas ca sah || 14 ||

14. The unperishing is like the pledge pen, the action is like the debt.
It is fourfold with respect to sphere, and it is by nature
indeterminate.

“The unperishing” is a dharma that is said to result from an action that does
not immediately produce its karmic fruit. The analogy here is to the pen with
which one pledges to repay a debt and, by extension, to the written record of
one’s debt. While the action of incurring the debt by signing the pledge is in
the past, the record remains as long as the debt has not been repaid, and it
serves as the immediate cause of the repayment. So by analogy there is an
“unperishing” that occurs following an action; it abides until such time as the
fruit arises. One may thus think of it as a sort of karmic debt. The Akutobhaya
tells us that its four varieties have to do with the cosmic sphere in which it
may be operative: that of desire (the mundane world) or one of the three
transmundane spheres attained in meditation—those of form, formlessness,
and the undefiled. It is indeterminate in nature insofar as it is not in and of
itself conducive toward either pleasure or pain. As Candrakirti explains this, if
the karmic debt incurred by acts conducive to pain were itself conducive to
pain, it could not exist in those who have overcome desire. And if the karmic
debt incurred by acts conducive to pleasure were itself conducive to pleasure,
then it could not be found in those whose roots of good conduct have all been
destroyed. Its indeterminacy thus reflects the complexity of the workings of
karma—the complexity that this opponent used against the seeds hypothesis in
verse 12.

prahanato na praheyo bhavanaheya eva va |
tasmad aviprandsena jayate karmanam phalam [ 15 ||

15. It is not to be relinquished by abandonment; it is to be avoided only
by meditation or otherwise.
Thus the fruit of actions is produced by the unperishing.



The unperishing, one’s karmic debt, is not left behind just by understanding
the four noble truths—that is, understanding how all acts of appropriation lead
to suffering. Such understanding leads to the abandonment of those ways of
being, such as the life of the householder, that generate new karmic debt. But
it does not by itself eliminate the unperishing dharmas generated by actions in
the present life prior to one’s attaining understanding. This karmic debt can
only be escaped in one of two ways: through the path of meditation or
“otherwise”—which the commentators explain as rebirth on a different plane
of existence, something attained by advanced practitioners approaching
liberation. Short of these, such dharmas will produce the appropriate fruit.

prahanatah praheyah syat karmanah samkramena va |
yadi dosah prasajyerams tatra karmavadhadayah |[[ 16 ||

16. If it were to be relinquished by abandonment or by transference of

the action, various difficulties would result, including the

disappearance of the [past] action.
Two hypotheses concerning how one’s karmic debt might be evaded are here
argued against. The first is the one already rejected in verse 15, that
abandonment—what the commentators refer to as the “path of
understanding”—could bring about the destruction of the imperishable
dharmas generated by one’s actions. The second is that one leaves behind all
one’s karmic debts at death, when there is transference to a new life. (This is
“normal” death and rebirth, as opposed to the sort of rebirth in a higher plane
of existence mentioned in verse 15.) To suppose that mere abandonment of the
mundane way of life or transference to existence in a new life could free one
from one’s karmic debts is to suggest that a past action might have no fruit or
that the fruit that arises in one’s life might not be due to one’s own past
actions. To these opponents such ideas are deeply threatening to the moral
order.

sarvesam visabhaganam sabhaganam ca karmandam |
pratisamdhau sadhatianam eka utpadyate tu sah [[ 17 ||

17. At the moment of rebirth there occurs a single [unperishing] with
respect to all actions of the same sphere, both dissimilar and



similar.

karmanah karmano drste dharma utpadyate tu sah |
dviprakarasya sarvasya vipakve ’pi ca tisthati [[ 18 ||

18. It arises with respect to all the individual actions of the two different
sorts in this world, and even though the fruit be ripened, it
persists.

In the rebirth process there is a kind of “karmic debt consolidator” for all past
actions, whether karmically meritorious, demeritorious, or neutral. So while
each of the many actions one performed in this life that have not yet borne
their fruit are still present at the time of death, these are then expunged by the
one unperishing that consolidates their respective efficacies and determines
the nature of the new life. So the many unperishings may be said to cease, just
as one’s many old debts are repaid when one takes out a debt-consolidation
loan. But as this theorist warned in verse 16, this should not be thought of as
the relinquishment of one’s actions.

The commentators are not sure whether the two different sorts of action
referred to in verse 18 are: volition and what is brought about by volition (see
v. 2); or that conducive to pleasure and that not conducive to pleasure; or the
pure (leading to liberation) and the impure (not leading to liberation).

phalavyatikramad va sa maranad va nirudhyate |
andasravam sasravam ca vibhagam tatra laksayet [[ 19 |

19. It is destroyed either by going beyond the fruit or by death.
In the latter case it shows itself as the distinct states of pure and
impure.

While the fruits of one’s actions cannot be evaded, the unperishing can be
destroyed. Here we are told that there are two ways this might happen. “Going
beyond the fruit” means winning release from samsara by means of the path of
meditation discussed in verse 15. Destruction by death refers to the fact that
the many individual karmic debts accumulated in a lifetime are eliminated by
the “karmic debt consolidator” at the time of rebirth. Depending on the overall



tenor of the actions in the preceding life, the new life will be either pure or
impure. For this one unperishing determines all the significant facts about the
situation into which one is born, including the station of one’s family, the
nature of one’s body and sense faculties, place and time, and so on.

$tinyata ca na cocchedah samsaras ca na sasvatam |
karmano vipranasas ca dharmo buddhena desitah [ 20 ||

20. There is emptiness but there is no annihilation; there is samsara but
there is no eternity.
And the unperishing dharma of action was taught by the Buddha.

This opponent claims his is the orthodox Buddhist view. First and foremost, he
claims it was taught by the Buddha that there is such an entity as the
unperishing dharma. (He no doubt has in mind the verse that is cited in the
commentaries on verse 21.) And since he agrees that it is destroyed (as
discussed in verse 19), it does not exist intrinsically and so can be said to be
empty or devoid of intrinsic nature. Yet while it is subject to destruction and
consequently empty, the wrong view of annihilationism is avoided, since one’s
karmic debts remain until they are fulfilled. This in turn shows how there can
be rebirth without the existence of an eternal entity such as an enduring self.
So the doctrine of the unperishing plays a role in reconciling some core
Buddhist teachings.

At this point we are to imagine Nagarjuna entering the discussion. The
Abhidharmika opponents have given their different accounts of the relation
between action and fruit. These accounts presuppose the real existence of
action and fruit and some sort of real connection between them. Nagarjuna
retorts that no action is to be found. The opponent then asks why this is.
Nagarjuna responds: karma notpadyate kasman nihsvabhavam yatas tatah |

yasmdc ca tad anutpannam na tasmad vipranasyati || 21 |

21. Why is an action not arisen? Because it is without intrinsic nature.
And since it is unarisen, it does not perish.

Ultimately no action is to be found because all actions are empty or devoid of



intrinsic nature. The evidence for this claim will be developed in subsequent
verses. But the opponent has a more immediate concern. In a verse cited by
both Bhaviveka and Candrakirti (P vol. 2, pp. 37-38) the Buddha is represented
as saying: Actions do not perish even after billions of cosmic epochs;

the right set of conditions and the right time having been attained,
they assuredly produce fruit for living things.

If an action does not perish, then it must surely be real and so have intrinsic
nature; hence Nagarjuna’s claim in 21b cannot be correct. To this Nagarjuna
then replies that an action is said not to perish because ultimately no actions
arise. Something that never occurred in the first place cannot be said to perish.
The Buddha’s claim about actions must be taken as a mere facon de parler and
not as a description of the ultimate truth about action and fruit.

karma svabhavatas cet sydc chasvatam syad asamsayam |
akrtam ca bhavet karma kriyate na hi sasvatam [[ 22 ||

22. If the action were something with intrinsic nature, then it would
doubtless be eternal.
And the action would be undone, for the eternal is not something
that is done.

Candrakirti explains that the action would be eternal if it had intrinsic nature
because anything with intrinsic nature cannot undergo alteration of nature. It
then follows that the action would never be done or performed. This is so
because in order for the action to be done, it must alter from the state of being
undone to the state of being done. But the eternal is changeless, so it could not
undergo this alteration.

akrtabhyagamabhayam syat karmakrtakam yadi |
abrahmacaryavasas ca dosas tatra prasajyate [ 23 ||

23. If the action were not done [by the agent], then there is the concern
that there would be a result of what was not done [by the agent],



and there then follows the fault of incontinence.

To call an action “undone” means, in this context, not done by the person
currently reaping the fruit. From this there then follows the absurd result
called “the state of incontinence.” The commentators have slightly different
accounts of what this fault is. According to Candrakirti, it means that someone
who has lived a faultless life of continent behavior might still reap the fruit of
incontinence. According to the other commentators the absurd result is that
someone who has lived a life of incontinence might reap the fruit of
continence, and so make progress toward nirvana.

vyavahara virudhyante sarva eva na samsayah |
punyapdapakrtam naiva pravibhagas ca yujyate || 24 ||

24. Without doubt this would contradict all worldly conduct.
And it would not be correct to distinguish between those who have
done the meritorious and those who have done wrong.

If the fruit of an action could come from an undone action, then such worldly
pursuits as farming and weaving would be undermined. For one would be as
likely to get a crop by not sowing as by sowing. Likewise the karmic laws that
specify which actions should be done and which should not would be
undermined. For the assumption behind recommending certain actions as
meritorious and others as wrong is that doing actions of the first sort brings
about pleasant fruit while doing actions of the second sort brings about
unpleasant fruit. If the fruit can arise from an undone action, then this
assumption is undermined. The Akutobhaya adds that this holds as well for the
distinction between actions that are wholesome (conducive to nirvana) and
unwholesome (not conducive to nirvana).

tad vipakvavipakam ca punar eva vipaksyati |
karma vyavasthitam yasmat tasmat svabhavikam yadi || 25 ||

25. And that action that has already ripened will produce a fruit yet
again if it follows from the action’s being determinate that it is
endowed with an intrinsic nature.

The action-fruit connection depends on there being determinate kinds of



actions: An action of this sort leads to this kind of fruit, an action of that sort
leads to that kind of fruit, and so on. The opponent takes the determinacy of an
action to consist in its having its own nature. Nagarjuna’s point here is that in
that case the action must always have that nature. And from this he claims it
follows that even when the action has produced its fruit, it will continue to
have the nature that led to its producing that fruit. So an action that has
already produced its fruit will continue to produce more such fruit.

Our translation reflects the reading of 25cd given by three commentators.
Candrakirti understands it somewhat differently: “... if it follows from an
action’s having intrinsic nature that it is determinate.” But the underlying
logic of the argument is not significantly affected, since “being determinate”
and “having intrinsic nature” are virtually synonymous for the opponent.

karma klesatmakam cedam te ca klesa na tattvatah |
na cet te tattvatah klesah karma syat tattvatah katham [[ 26 ||

26. You hold that action is by nature defiled and the defilements are not
ultimately real.

If for you the defilements are not real, how would action be
ultimately real?

The defilements are desire, aversion, and delusion. All unwholesome actions
are said to be conducive to remaining in samsara by virtue of their being
caused by one or another of these defilements. But as Nagarjuna will argue in
chapter 23, the defilements cannot themselves be said to be ultimately real.
One argument for this will be that the defilements are all themselves based on
the mistaken view that there is an agent of actions. Since it is not ultimately
true that there is a self (see 18.6), it cannot be ultimately true that there are
defilements. The present argument is that, given this result about the
defilements, it makes no sense to suppose that actions are ultimately real.

karma klesas ca dehanam pratyayah samudahrtah |
karma klesas ca te stunya yadi dehesu ka katha || 27 ||

27. Action and the defilements are described as conditions for the arising
of the body.



If action and the defilements are empty, then what is to be said of the
body?

According to the twelve-link chain of dependent origination, the occurrence of
the body in a new life is dependent on the actions and their root defilements in
the prior life. The argument so far has been that the defilements and action
lack intrinsic nature and thus are empty. This verse extends that result to the
body that is said to be their product.

The opponent now seeks to defend his view by citing the teachings of the
Buddha, who appears to have accepted the existence of beings that are both
agent and enjoyer when he spoke of something that is “enclosed in ignorance
and bound by thirst.”

avidyanivrto jantus trsnasamyojanas ca yah [
sa bhokta sa ca na kartur anyo na ca sa eva sah [ 28 ||

28. [Objection:] The person who is enclosed in ignorance and bound by
thirst, that person is the enjoyer; but that one is neither someone
other than the agent nor someone identical with the agent.

The Buddha said that beings are “enclosed in ignorance and bound by thirst.”
(The passage quoted by both the Akutobhaya and Candrakirti, and identified by
the Akutobhaya as from the “Anavaragra Sttra,” is found at S 11.178.) And as the
context makes clear, such beings must be both agent of the action and enjoyer
of the fruit of the action. For in the twelve-link formula of dependent
origination, ignorance is said to occur in one life while thirst is a fruit that
results from that ignorance in the succeeding life. But the Buddha also said
(e.g., at S11.76) that the person who acts and the person who reaps the fruit are
neither the same person nor are they distinct persons. Since agent and enjoyer
are said by the Buddha to exist, the opponent reasons that action must likewise
exist.

na pratyayasamutpannam napratyayasamutthitam |
asti yasmad idam karma tasmat kartapi nasty atah [[ 29 ||

29. [Reply:] Since the action does not exist dependent on conditions and
does not exist having sprung up without dependence on



conditions, therefore the agent also does not exist.

If actions are empty (v. 27), it cannot be ultimately true that they arise—
whether their arising is dependent on conditions or is unconditioned. But in
the absence of ultimately real actions, there cannot be an agent of those
actions.

To this it might be added that when the opponent sought to support his
view by quoting the Buddha, he missed an important point. When the Buddha
said that agent and enjoyer are neither identical nor distinct, this was not a
way of saying that there is a real agent who bears some sort of indeterminate
relation to a real enjoyer. Instead this was a way of saying that, strictly
speaking, there is no such thing as the agent (or the enjoyer, either). This is the
Buddha’s “middle path” solution discussed above in the comments on verse 10.

karma cen nasti karta ca kutah syat karmajam phalam |
asaty atha phale bhokta kuta eva bhavisyati [/ 30 ||

30. If there is neither action nor agent, how would there be the fruit born
of the action?

Moreover if the fruit does not exist, how will there be its enjoyer?

Something is a karmic fruit only if it arises in dependence on an action. So if
there ultimately are no actions, there likewise can be no ultimately real fruits.
And something is the enjoyer of a fruit only if there are fruits to be enjoyed.

yatha nirmitakam sasta nirmimitarddhisampada |
nirmito nirmimitanyam sa ca nirmitakah punah || 31 |
tatha nirmitakakarah kartd yat karma tatkrtam |
tadyatha nirmitenanyo nirmito nirmitas tatha [/ 32 ||

31. Just as the Teacher by his supernatural power fabricates a magical
being that in turn fabricates yet another magical being,

32. so with regard to the agent, which has the form of a magical being,
and the action that is done by it, it is like the case where a second
magical being is fabricated by a magical being.

klesah karmani dehas ca kartaras ca phalani ca |



gandharvanagarakara maricisvapnasamnibhah [[ 33 ||

33. Defilements, actions, and bodies, agents,
and fruits,

are similar to the city of the gandharvas; they are like a mirage, a
dream.

For the city of the gandharvas see 7.34. The guiding image of these three verses
is that of a buddha endowed with supernatural powers that are of use in
teaching the Dharma. Among these powers is that of making the audience see a
magician who then produces various magical illusions. These illusions are thus
products of something that is itself a magical illusion. Applied to the subject
matter of this chapter, the analogy gives the result that agent and enjoyer of
fruit are mere appearances that merely appear to produce the apparent action
and enjoy the apparent fruit respectively, and that all these appearances are
useful for attaining the end of the Buddha’s teachings: nirvana.



18. An Analysis of the Self

the commentators introduce it as being concerned with the nature of

reality. The connection between these two topics is as follows.

Buddhists all agree that there is nothing in reality that is the basis of
our sense of “I” and “mine.” They agree that it is our mistaken belief in the
existence of something behind this sense of “I” and “mine” that brings about
suffering. So they should all agree that reality is characterized by the absence
of self. The question is, what is this reality that falsely appears as if it included
a self? For Abhidharma, the answer is that reality is just the impermanent,
impersonal dharmas. Abhidharma holds that there must be such a reality on
which the false belief in “I” and “mine” is superimposed. Madhyamaka agrees
that belief in “I” and “mine” is false. But Madhyamaka disputes the claim that
there must be dharmas, things with intrinsic nature, underlying this false
belief. (The dual focus of this chapter is reflected in the name given it by
Buddhapalita and Bhaviveka, “An Analysis of the Self and Dharmas.”) The
argument proceeds by examining the common ground shared by both sides—
rejection of a self—and then exploring the consequences of this for our
conception of reality.

It begins with what looks like a perfectly orthodox account of the doctrine
of nonself and the role its realization plays in the cessation of suffering. But in
verse 5 a new note is struck: Liberation requires realization of the emptiness of
all things. In the remainder of the chapter Nagarjuna tries to show that this
central Madhyamaka claim is fully in line with the core teachings of the
Buddha. This will involve attempting to dispel what for the Madhyamika are
misconceptions about those teachings, such as that the doctrine of nonself was
meant to represent a description of the ultimate nature of reality, or that the

WHILE we FoLLow Candrakirti in calling this chapter an analysis of the self,



ultimate nature of reality is to be grasped through a kind of non-conceptual
intuition. In three pairs of verses he will present a core Buddhist teaching first
in positive terms and then purely negatively; the first represents how other
Buddhists have understood the doctrine, the second is the Madhyamaka
understanding. In each case the suggestion will be that while other
interpretations of the teaching in question all have their place in the path to
liberation, the Madhyamaka stance represents the culmination. In outline the
chapter may be represented as follows:

18.1-3

18.4
18.5

18.6-11

18.12

Establishment of nonself

18.1: Refutation of the self

18.2: Refutation of what belongs to the self

18.3: Refutation of the person

Soteriological consequences of nonself: liberation

Liberation requires realization of emptiness

Madhyamaka as expressing core elements of the Buddha’s

teachings

18.6-7: The Buddha’s graded teachings on the self, with cessation
of hypostatization through realization of emptiness as the
final step

18.8-9: The Buddha’s graded teachings about the nature of
reality, with the realization that reality lacks an ultimate
nature being the final step

18.10: How emptiness establishes the Buddha’s middle path
between eternalism and annihilationism

18.11: The Buddha’s teachings themselves characterized by
emptiness

Significance of pratyekabuddhas to correct understanding of the

Buddha’s teachings

atma skandha yadi bhaved udayavyayabhag bhavet |
skandhebhyo 'nyo yadi bhaved bhaved askandhalaksanah |[ 1 ||



1. If the self were the skandhas, it would participate in coming to be and
passing away.
If it were something other than the skandhas, it would be something
having the defining characteristic of a non-skandha.

For the skandha classification see chapter 4. Candrakirti tells us that by “self”
(atman) is meant the object of the sense of “I.” He also says that while
elsewhere the relation between self and skandhas is examined using the
fivefold schema that was used in looking at the relation between fire and fuel
(see 10.14, 16.2), here the analysis will consider just the two possibilities of
identity and distinctness. To say that the self is identical with the skandhas is
to say that the self is nothing more than these psychophysical elements, in the
same way in which a pile of bricks is just the individual bricks. The argument
against the self being identical with the skandhas is simply that since they
come into and go out of existence many times over the course of a single life
(and likewise over the course of rebirth), one would have many selves over
time. This clearly conflicts with our sense of an “1,” for we each take ourselves
to be a single entity that endures over time. The argument against the self
being distinct from the skandhas is that it should then be grasped as something
with its own intrinsic nature, distinct from the intrinsic natures of the five
skandhas. Yet no such thing is ever grasped in our experience of persons.

atmany asati catmiyam kuta eva bhavisyati |
nirmamo nirahamkarah samad atmatmaniyayoh || 2 ||

2. The self not existing, how will there be “what belongs to the self”?
There is no “mine” and no “I” because of the cessation of self and
that which pertains to the self.

“177

Our ordinary conception of the person involves the notion of an “I” and also
the notion of the “mine.” The “I” is conceptualized as the subject or owner,
while the “mine” is what this “I” appropriates or takes as its own. The
commentators explain that by “mine” or “what belongs to the self” is here
meant specifically the five appropriation skandhas—those psychophysical
elements that are the basis of identification. The argument here is that if there
is no self, there can likewise be no appropriation skandhas, which are by



definition elements that the person appropriates. And, says the Akutobhaya, the
nonexistence of the self and what belongs to the self is the defining
characteristic of reality. Notice, however, that this need not be taken to mean
that there are no skandhas. All this argument seems to show is that if there are
skandhas, they do not have the property of being appropriated by the self.

nirmamo nirahamkaro yas ca so 'pi na vidyate |
nirmamam nirahamkaram yah pasyati na pasyati || 3 ||

3. And who is without “mine” and “I”’-sense, he is not found.
One who sees that which is without “mine” and “I”-sense does not
see.

This verse comes in response to an objection: If reality is devoid of “I” and
“mine,” then those who know reality are themselves devoid of “I” and “mine.”
But in order for this to be true, there must be such beings who are lacking in all
sense of “I” and “mine.” And for there to be such beings, there must be a self
and the skandhas that that self appropriates. This objection in effect says that
the Buddhist thesis of nonself cannot coherently be stated, for if it were true
then it would be false.

The response to this objection is that only defective vision could make one
see a person where there is no self and no appropriation skandhas. For the
person is named and conceptualized in dependence on the skandhas that are
thought of as its own. So without a self and without appropriation of skandhas,
how could there be any conception of a person?

mamety aham iti ksine bahirdhadhyatmam eva ca |
nirudhyata upadanam tatksayaj janmanah ksayah [/ 4 ||

4. The senses of “mine” and “I” based on the outer and the inner being
lost,
appropriation is extinguished; because of losing that, there is the
cessation of birth.

This is the standard account of nirvana accepted by all Buddhists: One attains
release from samsara by ridding oneself of all sense of “I” and “mine”; this



leads to an end of appropriation of the skandhas, hence to an end of the
processes responsible for rebirth. “Outer” is explained as whatever is thought
of as distinct from the self and is thus a potential object of appropriation.
“Inner” is explained as whatever is taken as the core or essence of the person.

karmaklesaksayan moksah karmaklesa vikalpatah |
te praparicat praparicas tu sanyatayam nirudhyate [/ 5 ||

5. Liberation is attained through the destruction of actions and
defilements; actions and defilements arise because of falsifying
conceptualizations;

those arise from hypostatization; but hypostatization is extinguished
in emptiness.

For the defilements see 14.2. By “falsifying conceptualizations” (vikalpa) is here
meant all thoughts involving the concepts of “I” and “mine.” Actions cannot
arise out of the defilements without these concepts. Action based on aversion,
for instance, requires the concepts of the “I” and the “not-1.” Such
conceptualizations in turn require the occurrence of hypostatization
(prapafica), which is the tendency to reify what are actually just useful ways of
talking. (See 11.6.) But this tendency is undermined through coming to realize
the emptiness of all dharmas.

The commentators explain “emptiness” to mean the lack of intrinsic nature
of all dharmas and not just the emptiness of essence that Abhidharmikas agree
characterizes the person. This is the distinctively Madhyamika use of
“emptiness,” something that would not be readily accepted by Abhidharmikas
given their view that dharmas are ultimately real precisely because they bear
intrinsic natures. Abhidharmikas agree that liberation requires knowledge of
emptiness but only in the sense of the emptiness of the person. Madhyamikas
claim that liberation requires knowledge of the emptiness of all dharmas. (See
13.2.) As Candrakirti explains, “These falsifying conceptions are aroused due to
various hypostatizations stemming from repeated practice over the course of
beginningless births of such dichotomies as cognition and the cognized, what
is expressed and expression, agent and action, instrument and act, pot and
cloth, crown and chariot, ripa and feeling, woman and man, profit and loss,
pleasure and pain, fame and infamy, blame and praise, and so on” (LVP p. 350).



All such dichotomies, in other words, contribute to suffering when we take
them to reflect the nature of reality and fail to see them as mere useful tools.

atmety api prajiiapitam anatmety api desitam |
buddhair natma na canatma kascid ity api desitam [/ 6 ||

6. “The self” is conveyed and “nonself” is taught
by buddhas; it is taught as well that neither self nor nonself is the
case.

That the Buddha sometimes explained his teachings in a way that could be
taken to express belief in a self is generally acknowledged by Buddhists. But
this is taken to be an example of the Buddha’s pedagogical skill (upaya). For the
occasions of such teachings involve audiences who do not acknowledge karma
and rebirth and consequently believe that their good and evil deeds die with
them. Since this belief led these people to conduct that bound them ever more
firmly to samsara, the Buddha judged it best that they first come to accept the
existence of rebirth. Since rebirth is most easily understood in terms of the
idea of a self that transmigrates, this led to discourses that appear to convey
belief in a self. But the Buddha’s pedagogical strategy was to help these people
achieve a less deluded view of reality so that they would eventually be able to
understand the teaching of nonself.

This orthodox understanding of the Buddha’s teachings seems to suggest
that nonself is the accepted view for all Buddhists. But this verse goes on to
suggest otherwise. It suggests that when the Buddha taught nonself, he was
likewise employing his pedagogical skill, so that this too is not to be taken as
the ultimately correct account of reality. Candrakirti explains that to so take
the teaching of nonself is to overlook the Buddha’s insistence that his is a
“middle path.” According to Candrakirti, “self” and “nonself” are
counterpoised theses, each of which is required to give the other meaning. So
if the doctrine of self does not accurately represent the nature of reality, then
the doctrine of nonself likewise cannot. There is then a third teaching, to the
effect that there is neither self nor nonself. One might take this for
Madhyamaka’s final teaching on the self, what it takes to represent the
ultimate truth on the matter. But if this verse and the next verse follow the
pattern of verses 8 and 9 below, then all three views discussed in this verse



would be “graded teachings,” none of which counts as ultimately true by
Madyamaka standards. (The third may, however, represent a distinctively
Mahayana view held, for instance, by some members of the Yogacara school.)

nivrttam abhidhatavyam nivrttas cittagocarah |
anutpannaniruddha hi nirvanam iva dharmata || 7 ||

7. The domain of objects of consciousness having ceased, what is to be
named is ceased.
The nature of things is to be, like nirvana, without origination or
cessation.

The Akutobhaya explains that once one has understood that ripa and other
dharmas are empty of intrinsic nature, one realizes that ultimately there are
no objects of which to be aware. And when one is no longer aware of anything
ultimately real, the temptation to employ dichotomous concepts and
hypostatizing discourse concerning such things as pots and cloth, crowns and
chariots, ceases. This might be taken to show that realization of emptiness (in
the Madhyamaka sense) is connected to the meditational state of the “signless”
(animitta) that the Buddha says immediately precedes the attainment of
nirvana (see D 11.102). But it also suggests that emptiness represents the final
stage on the path that other Buddhists took to culminate in insight into
nonself. For while all agree that hypostatization lies at the root of the problem
of suffering, only Madhyamaka appreciates that it is not just hypostatization
concerning “I” and “mine” that is problematic. The realization that all things
are devoid of intrinsic nature is required in order to bring to a halt our
tendency to see ultimately real entities behind what are merely useful
concepts.

sarvam tathyam na va tathyam tathyam catathyam eva ca |
naivatathyam naiva tathyam etad buddhanusasanam [[ 8 ||

8. All is real, or all is unreal, all is both real and unreal,

all is neither unreal nor real; this is the graded teaching of the
Buddha.



The “all” here refers to the skandhas, ayatanas, dhatus, and the like, things
that Abhidharmikas claim exist. Their being real would consist in their actually
existing with the natures they are thought to possess (such as vision’s having
the power to apprehend color and shape). This verse appears to affirm at least
one of the four possibilities that arise with respect to this thesis. But it does not
rule out the possibility that all four might be true. And the third and fourth
possibilities themselves seem to be contradictory. Moreover, the
commentaries explain that all four possibilities may be affirmed. So it may
seem as if Nagarjuna is here asserting one or more contradictions.

The invocation of the notion of a “graded teaching” is meant to forestall the
objection that only one of these four possibilities could be true. This notion is a
variant on the idea of the Buddha’s pedagogical skill that was invoked in verse
6. It involves the idea that each of the Buddha’s different (and seemingly
conflicting) teachings on a given topic can be placed within a hierarchy, so that
all can be reconciled as leading toward some single understanding or goal.

According to the Akutobhaya, the hierarchy involved here is as follows: “All
is real” affirms the Abhidharma theses about the skandhas and so on as
conventionally true. (Abhidharmikas would obviously disagree; they claim that
their accounts of these entities are ultimately true.) “All is unreal” refers to the
fact that none of these theses is ultimately true (since all these entities are
empty and thus lack the intrinsic natures that they appear to possess). “All is
both real and unreal” asserts that the Abhidharma theses are both
conventionally true and ultimately false. And “All is neither real nor unreal”
expresses the insight of the yogins, who, because they investigate reality in a
way that does not involve superimposition of falsifying concepts, can find
nothing to be said or thought concerning the nature of reality.

One might wonder whether the Madhyamika is entitled to say that there is
a hierarchy here. To say that there is is to suggest that each position comes
closer to accurately reflecting the nature of reality than its predecessor. And it
is to suggest that the last position best represents how things ultimately are. If
Madhyamikas were to say this, they would seem to contradict their claim that
nothing bears an intrinsic nature. For an account to accurately reflect how
things ultimately are, it would seem that it must correctly describe their
intrinsic natures. If nothing bears an intrinsic nature, then no account can be
true to the intrinsic natures of things. (See 13.7-8.) But perhaps the hierarchy
here is not based on increasing accuracy but on increasing usefulness for
achieving our goal (in this case, the cessation of suffering).



aparapratyayam santam prapaficair apraparcitam |
nirvikalpam anandrtham etat tattvasya laksanam [ 9 ||

9. Not to be attained by means of another, free [from intrinsic nature],
not populated by hypostatization,
devoid of falsifying conceptualization, not having many separate
meanings—this is the nature of reality.

While in verse 5 “falsifying conceptualization” and “hypostatization” would
have been taken by an Abhidharmika to refer to our tendency to construe
experience in terms of “I” and “mine,” in this verse they clearly refer to our
tendency to suppose that things have intrinsic natures. In other words, while
verse 5 could be understood as concerned with the “emptiness of the person”
(the person’s being devoid of essence), this verse is clearly concerned with the
emptiness of dharmas (dharmas’ lack of intrinsic nature). For Mahayana
Buddhists, this is the most important difference between the Mahayana and
the Abhidharma understandings of reality.

To say that the nature of reality is not to be attained by means of another is
to say that one must apprehend it directly for oneself. Candrakirti provides the
example of someone who sees hairs everywhere because of an eye disorder.
While such a person can come to understand that the hairs are unreal through
being told so by someone with normal vision, this will not prevent the person
from still seeing the hairs. Only through some sort of personal transformation
can that person come to no longer see hairs everywhere. By the same token,
we can come to understand that nothing actually bears the nature that it
presents to us in our experience, but this alone will not prevent our
experiencing things as having their natures intrinsically. It is possible to come
to experience the emptiness of things directly, but this requires a kind of
personal transformation.

To say that reality lacks many separate meanings is to say that all things are
fundamentally of the same nature—namely, empty of intrinsic nature. But the
commentators all add that this is also a consequence of reality’s being grasped
without using falsifying conceptualization. For if nothing has an intrinsic
nature, then a correct seeing of things cannot use the natures of things in
order to draw conceptual distinctions. In order to discriminate between “this”
and “that,” one must be able to locate some difference in the natures of the
“this” and the “that.” This will prove impossible if things lack their own



natures.

Finally, notice that while both verse 8 and verse 9 concern the nature of
reality, the views canvassed in verse 8 are said to all fall short of the final
characterization of its ultimate nature, while no such qualification is made
about the view put forward in verse 9. And notice as well that all the terms in
verse 9 are negative.

pratitya yad yad bhavati na hi tavat tad eva tat |
na canyad api tat tasman nocchinnam napi sasvatam [ 10 ||

10. When something exists dependent on something [as its cause], that is
not on the one hand identical with that [cause],
but neither is it different; therefore that [cause] is neither destroyed
nor eternal.

Nagarjuna is here drawing several parallels between the Madhyamaka teaching
of the emptiness of all dharmas and the Buddha’s teachings concerning the
person. For instance, the Buddha said that the reaper of the karmic fruit is
neither identical with nor distinct from the sower of the karmic seed. And he
claimed that through understanding this one could see how his account of
persons avoids the extremes of eternalism and annihilationism. Nagarjuna
here claims that when one dharma causes another, the two can be neither
identical nor distinct. And he says that for this reason the extremes of
annihilationism and eternalism with respect to dharmas can be avoided.

The argument for the claim that the cause is neither identical with nor
distinct from the effect is the one given at 1.1-7, 4.1-3, 10.1-7, and 12.2-3. If
cause and effect were identical, producing the effect would be pointless. If they
were distinct, then anything could be the cause of anything. That it follows
from this that dharmas are neither annihilated nor eternal depends on the
point that in order for something to be either eternal or subject to
annihilation, it must be ultimately real. Any two ultimately real things must be
either identical or else distinct. If cause and effect are neither, then it cannot
be ultimately true that the cause is either eternal or subject to annihilation.
The strategy here precisely parallels the Buddha’s in presenting his claim that
sower and reaper are neither identical not distinct.

Other Buddhists would not accept the Madhyamaka claim that cause and



effect are neither identical nor distinct when applied to the case of dharmas.
They would, though, agree that when there is a causal relation between two
things that turn out on analysis to be neither identical nor distinct, that allows
us to say that the cause is neither annihilated nor eternal. This was precisely
the Buddha’s strategy of the middle path: show that the person is neither
subject to annihilation nor eternal by showing that because sower and reaper
can be neither identical nor distinct, these can only represent hypostatizations
of the elements in a causal series.

anekartham ananartham anucchedam asasvatam |
etat tal lokanathanam buddhanam $asanamrtam || 11 ||

11. Not having a single goal, not having many goals, not destroyed, not
eternal:
This is the nectar of the teachings of the buddhas, lords of the world.

Typically, a classical Indian treatise on some subject begins with a statement of
the goal or purpose (artha) of the inquiry contained in that treatise. Here the
Buddha’s teachings are said to have neither just a single goal nor many goals.
The Akutobhaya and Buddhapalita give attaining heaven and attaining
liberation as examples of goals that such a teaching might be thought to have.
The idea here is that if all things are empty, then such things as goals cannot
be ultimately real.

Candrakirti, though, understands the word we have translated as “goal”
(artha) differently. He takes it to here be used in its other sense of “meaning.”
So he takes the first line of this verse to say that the Buddha’s teachings should
be understood as being “free of both unity and diversity when analyzed, and
beyond both eternalism and annihilationism” (LVP p. 377).

The key point in this verse, however, comes with the claim that the
Buddha’s teachings are neither destroyed nor eternal. If we follow the logic of
verse 10, this would mean that the Buddha’s teachings are empty. If for
instance we take dependent origination to be central to the Buddha’s middle
path, then this would turn out not to represent the fixed order of how things
ultimately are in themselves.

sambuddhanam anutpdde sravakanam punah ksaye |



jAianam pratyekabuddhanam asamsargat pravartate [ 12 ||

12. Though the completely enlightened ones do not arise and the
sravakas disappear,
the knowledge of the pratyekabuddhas arises independently.

A pratyekabuddha is someone who attains nirvana entirely on his or her own,
without learning the path to nirvana through encountering the teachings of a
buddha. This is also true of buddhas (“completely enlightened ones”). But
buddhas share their realization with others while pratyekabuddhas do not. The
Sravakas, or “hearers,” are those who attain liberation through following the
teachings of a buddha. According to the Akutobhaya, Nagarjuna brings up this
trichotomy of enlightened figures in order to show that Buddhism has always
recognized a kind of enlightening insight that is “not to be attained by means
of another” (v. 9). But the figure of the pratyekabuddha might also serve as a
concrete image illustrating the point that the Buddha’s teachings are neither
annihilated nor eternal. For pratyekabuddhas arise at a time when the most
recent buddha’s teachings have been forgotten and a new buddha has not yet
appeared.



19. An Analysis of Time

concerning the status of time. On the face of it there seem to be just two

possibilities: that time is itself among the things that are ultimately real

and that time is a conceptual fiction constructed on the basis of facts
about those things that are ultimately real. Nagarjuna considers the first
possibility in verses 1-5 and the second in verse 6.

Time consists of three phases: past, present, and future. So if time is real,
then these three must likewise be real. Do they exist independently of one
another, or are they in relations of mutual dependence? Buddhapalita begins
his commentary on this chapter by rejecting the thesis of independence. The
grounds for this rejection are that if, say, the future existed by itself, then
where it existed would always be the future and never the present or the past.
The result would be that time would be static and unchanging: what exists in
the future would never be anything but future. In this case, since the existence
of time is supposed to explain the possibility of change, an inquiry into time’s
nature would be futile. So if there is time, we must conclude that the three
phases of time exist dependent on one another: something is, for instance, the
present or future only by virtue of occurring later than the past.

In outline the argument proceeds as follows:

Assumption: Time must either (a) itself be ultimately real, or else (b) exist
dependent on the existence of entities.

Suppose (a).

Refutation of possibility that present and future exist dependent
on the past

Refutation of possibility that present and future exist
independently of the past

ﬁ NY account of the ultimate nature of reality must include something

19.1-2

19.3ab



19.3cd Conclusion: Present and future do not exist on assumption (a).
Same strategy refutes possibility of past and present in
19.4 dependence on the future, of past and future in dependence on
the present; also applies to other cases of interdefined triples
Reply to implicit objection that since time can be measured it
19.5 must exist: Only that which abides can be measured, and time
cannot be abiding.
Refutation of (b) on the grounds that no entities ultimately exist

19:6 (something established in the other chapters of this work)

pratyutpanno ‘'nagatas ca yady atitam apeksya hi [
pratyutpanno 'nagatas ca kale tite bhavisyatah [ 1 ||

1. If the present and the future exist dependent on the past, then

present and future would be at the past time.
The difficulty with the thesis of dependence is that then present and future
must exist not only in the present and future respectively but in the past as
well. And the present cannot be what it is—namely the time in which what is
now occurring takes place—if it exists not just now but also in the past. For if it
existed in the past, then what is occurring would also be what has already
occurred, which is absurd. Why, though, does the thesis of dependence require
that present and future exist in the past? The next verse addresses this
question.

pratyutpanno ‘nagatas ca na stas tatra punar yadi |
pratyutpanno 'nagatas ca syatam katham apeksya tam [[ 2 ||

2. If, moreover, present and future do not exist there,
then how would present and future exist dependent on that?

The argument is simply that there cannot be dependence of one thing on
another thing unless they both exist at the same time. The son is dependent for
his being a son on the father, and this relation of dependence requires that the



two exist together at some time.

anapeksya punah siddhir natitam vidyate tayoh [
pratyutpanno 'nagatas ca tasmat kalo na vidyate [[ 3 ||

3. There is no establishment of the two, moreover, if they are
independent of the past.
Therefore neither present nor future time exists.

The argument for this would appear to be the one that Buddhapalita gave in
framing the argument of verse 1.

etenaivavasistau dvau kramena parivartakau |
uttamadhamamadhyadin ekatvadims ca laksayet |/ 4 ||

4. In this manner one would regard the remaining two cases.
Thus one would regard best, worst, and middling as well as
singularity and so on.

The same reasoning can be used to show that past and future would have to
exist in the present and that past and present must exist in the future, thereby
demonstrating the absurdity of supposing that the three times could exist in
dependence on one another. Likewise one could develop an argument along
the same lines in order to demonstrate a problem with other such triads: best,
worst, and middling, for instance, and singularity, duality, and plurality.
Buddhapalita adds that the same reasoning would undermine the real
existence of such pairs as near and far, earlier and later, cause and effect, and
so forth.

nasthito grhyate kalah sthitah kalo na vidyate |
yo grhyetagrhitas ca kalah prajfiapyate katham [/ 5 ||

5. A nonabiding time cannot be apprehended; an abiding time that can
be apprehended does not exist. And how is a non-apprehended
time conceived?



The opponent has objected to the preceding argument on the grounds that
time must surely exist since it can be measured in such units as instant,
moment, hour, and the like. Nagarjuna then responds with a dilemma: Does
this time that can be measured exist as something that abides or remains
unchanging, or does it exist as something nonabiding, as something that
undergoes change? As Buddhapalita explains, only that which is fixed or
settled can be measured, so a nonabiding time could not be measured. But if we
then suppose that time must abide since it can be measured, we run into the
difficulty that then time becomes static, which is unacceptable. The only time
that might exist and so be measured is one that cannot be apprehended and
consequently cannot be measured. So if it is a fact that time can be measured,
it cannot follow from this that time is real.

Candrakirti has the opponent concede at this point that time cannot be an
independently existing ultimately real thing. But the opponent thinks there is
still a way to acknowledge the reality of time, namely to have it be something
that is named and conceptualized on the basis of things that are ultimately real
(in the same way in which the person is said to be named and conceptualized
on the basis of ultimately real psychophysical elements): True, what is known
as time does not in any sense exist as a permanent entity, distinct from riapa
and so on, endowed with an intrinsic nature. What then? Time, which is
designated by such words as “instant” and the like, is conceptualized on the
basis of conditioned entities such as riipa and the like. Here there is no fault.
(LVP p. 387) The idea is that time is a derivative notion, a useful way of
conceptualizing the occurrence of compounded (and thus impermanent)
entities. What exist are those entities; time is our way of understanding their
relations. Nagarjuna then responds: bhavam pratitya kalas cet kalo bhavad rte

kutah [
na ca kas cana bhavo ’sti kutah kalo bhavisyati || 6 ||

6. If time exists dependent on an existent, how will time exist in the
absence of an existent?
No existent whatsoever exists; how, then, will there be time?

The hypothesis in question requires that there be ultimately real entities. And
as Candrakirti laconically points out, this has already been refuted at some



length.



20. An Analysis of the Assemblage

The “assemblage” referred to in the title is the conjunction of cause and

conditions, this conjunction corresponding to what is now called the total

cause. The stock illustration of this idea is the case of the production of a
sprout. While we might be tempted to call the seed the cause of the sprout, this
would not be true if by “cause” we meant the necessary and sufficient
conditions for the sprout’s production. In addition to the seed, there must be
such factors as soil, moisture, and warmth before the sprout can arise. The
assemblage is the set of all these factors occurring together. In Abhidharma the
members of this set are called “cause and conditions” (hetupratyaya). The
“cause” (hetu) usually corresponds in certain respects to what Aristotle called
the material cause (in this case the seed). The “conditions” (pratyaya) are the
other factors.

Now the causal relation is usually thought to be one of producing: To cause
is to bring the effect into existence; this is what explains the effect’s arising.
But now that we have distinguished between what is commonly called the
cause (e.g., the seed) and the aggregate of cause and conditions (e.g., the
occurrence of seed together with soil, moisture, warmth, etc.), we can ask just
what it is that does the producing. Is it the aggregate, or is it just one member
of the aggregate, the cause, that actually does the producing? The title we use
here is Candrakirti’s, but other commentators give different titles.
Buddhapalita and Bhaviveka use the title “An Examination of the Assemblage
and Causal Factors,” and this better conveys what Nagarjuna will do here. First
he will argue that the aggregate cannot be what produces the effect. To this it
might be replied that the aggregate does produce the effect in a metaphorical
sense, namely by virtue of the fact that one of its components, the cause,

IN THIS CHAPTER Nagarjuna returns to the relation between cause and effect.



produces the effect. And so the argument then turns to an examination of
whether the cause can be said to produce the effect. Nagarjuna will argue that
cause and effect cannot be related to one another in the way that would be
necessary in order for it to be literally true that cause produces effect and so
metaphorically true that the aggregate produces the effect. The argument
proceeds in part by examining the two possibilities for such a relation’s
obtaining: that the effect exists in its causal antecedents and that the effect is
not to be found there. These possibilities are reflected in the two theories of
causation known as satkaryavada and asatkaryavada, which we encountered
earlier (see 1.3, 4.6, 10.13). But here the consequences of these two views are
traced out in much greater detail than above.

The subject of this chapter is closely related to that of chapter 1, which
asked whether existing things may be said to arise from cause and conditions.
But the question in this chapter is whether the aggregate of cause and
conditions can be said to produce the effect. We use “produce” here instead of
“arise” because the verb Nagarjuna uses here, Vjan, is different than the one he
used in chapter 1, sam-utvpad. Both verbs are used to refer to the relation
between producer and produced; the first applies to what produces, the second
to what is produced. We see no reason to think that the change in verbs has
philosophical significance.

The argumentative thread runs as follows:

20.1-8 Refutation of the assemblage of the cause and conditions

20.1-4: An effect neither exists nor does not exist in the
assemblage.

20.5-6: Assemblage has no causal nature that explains production
of a distinct effect because it could neither be given to the
effect nor cease with the assemblage.

20.7-8: Assemblage does not produce a distinct effect whether
assemblage exists simultaneous with effect or prior to the
effect.

20.9-22 Refutation of the cause

20.9-10ab: The ceased cause does not produce an effect.

20.10cd-11: The cause can be neither connected nor unconnected
to its effect.

20.12-15: There can be no contact between cause and effect.



20.16: A cause is neither empty nor non-empty of effect’s
intrinsic nature.

20.17-18: Effect is neither empty nor non-empty of intrinsic
nature.

20.19-20: Cause and effect can be neither identical nor distinct.

20.21: An effect is neither real nor unreal.

20.22: Unproductive cause is not a cause.

Conclusion: Assemblage of the cause and conditions does not

20.23-24
produce an effect.

heto$ ca pratyayanam ca samagrya jayate yadi |
phalam asti ca samagryam samagryd jayate katham [/ 1 ||

1. If the effect is produced by the assemblage of the cause and the
conditions and the effect exists in the assemblage, how will it be
produced by the assemblage?

To say that the effect exists in the assemblage is to affirm satkaryavada, the
view that the effect exists in unmanifest form in its cause. The argument here
is that in that case we cannot say that the assemblage produces the effect. In
order for something to be produced, it must come into existence at a particular
time, the time of production. If the sprout already exists in the assemblage of
seed, soil, moisture, warmth, etc., then we cannot say that these produce the
sprout. For if the sprout already exists, then they cannot bring it into
existence.

heto$ ca pratyayanam ca samagryd jayate yadi |
phalam ndsti ca samagryam samagrya jayate katham [[ 2 ||

2. 1f the effect is produced by the assemblage of the cause and the
conditions and the effect does not exist in the assemblage, how
will it be produced by the assemblage?
If satkaryavada must be denied, it would seem that we should then embrace
asatkaryavada. But this verse claims otherwise. The argument is that to say the



effect is produced by the assemblage is to say that the one is produced from
the other. And what is not existent in the assemblage cannot be produced from
them, any more than sesame oil can be produced by pressing sand.

heto$ ca pratyayanam ca samagryam asti cet phalam [
grhyeta nanu samagryam samagryam ca na grhyate || 3 |

3. If the effect existed in the assemblage of the cause and the

conditions, would it not be perceived in the assemblage? And it is

not perceived in the assemblage.
No matter how closely we look, we shall never find a sprout among the seed,
soil, moisture, warmth, etc. Thus there are no grounds for maintaining that the
effect exists in the assemblage. Of course, as Candrakirti points out, the
supporter of satkaryavada will maintain that there are inferential grounds, such
as the fact that one cannot produce sesame oil from sand or curds from a water
pot. And as Bhaviveka recognizes, the Samkhya will also claim that the reason
we do not perceive the effect in the assemblage is that it has not yet been made
manifest. But, says Bhaviveka, the manifestation theory has already been
refuted. (See 10.13.) And, says Candrakirti, the sesame-seeds inference is an
argument against asatkaryavada; it is not directly an argument for satkaryavada.
It would be such an inferential ground for holding satkaryavada only if the two
theories exhausted the possibilities, so that one or the other had to be true.
And this is just what the Madhyamika denies.

heto$ ca pratyayanam ca samagryam nasti cet phalam |
hetavah pratyayas ca syur ahetupratyayaih samah |/ 4 ||

4, 1f the effect did not exist in the assemblage of the cause and the
conditions, then causes and conditions would be the same as
noncauses and nonconditions.

The most fundamental difficulty for asatkaryavada is to explain why we can
produce a pot but not curds by throwing and firing clay. The assemblage of the
clay, the throwing, and the firing counts as cause and conditions with respect
to the pot but counts as noncause and nonconditions with respect to the curds.
According to asatkaryavada, neither the pot nor the curds exists in the
assemblage. What then explains the difference?



hetum phalasya dattva ca yadi hetur nirudhyate |
yad dattam yan nirudham ca hetor atmadvayam bhavet || 5 ||

5. If the cause, having given its causal character to the effect, were to

cease, there would be a double nature of the cause—what is given

and what is ceased.
On the Buddhist formulation of asatkaryavada, the cause goes out of existence
when the effect is produced. (See 1.5-6.) The opponent might try to answer the
difficulty raised in verse 4 by claiming that the cause transfers its causal
capacity to the effect when it goes out of existence. But to say this is to
attribute to the cause two distinct natures: the nature whereby it is said to
have gone out of existence and the nature whereby it is said to have causal
capacity. For if it only had a single nature, then that nature would cease when
it went out of existence and would not continue on as the nature of the effect.
The difficulty Candrakirti sees with this hypothesis is that the two natures
have contradictory characters: The nature that is transferred to the effect is
enduring, while the nature that ceases with the cause is transitory. And one
thing cannot have two contradictory natures.

hetum phalasyadattva ca yadi hetur nirudhyate |
hetau niruddhe jatam tat phalam ahetukam bhavet [ 6 ||

6. And if the cause were to cease without having given its causal
character to the effect, the effect, being produced when the cause
is extinguished, would be without cause.
If the opponent seeks to avoid the above difficulty by claiming that the cause
has a single nature that perishes with it, then we are back to the problem of
explaining why just these causes and conditions produced this effect. For then
the asatkaryavadin can no longer explain this by claiming that the cause has a
causal capacity that it gives to the effect. So on this formulation the effect
could perfectly well arise from any aggregate of causes and conditions.

phalam sahaiva samagrya yadi pradurbhavet punah |
ekakalau prasajyete janako yas ca janyate [[ 7 ||

7. 1f the effect were to become manifest simultaneously with the



assemblage, it would follow that the producer and that which is
produced are simultaneous.
If the opponent seeks to avoid the last-mentioned difficulty by having
assemblage and effect occur simultaneously, then as Buddhapalita points out,
it would be impossible to say which is the cause and which the effect. The
father is said to cause the son precisely because the father exists prior to the
son.

purvam eva ca samagryah phalam pradurbhaved yadi |
hetupratyayanirmuktam phalam ahetukam bhavet (8 ||

8. And if the effect were to become manifest before the assemblage,
then the effect, being devoid of cause and conditions, would be
without cause.

The third possibility, besides those of effect succeeding assemblage (vv. 5-6)
and effect being simultaneous with assemblage (v. 7), is that the effect occurs
before the assemblage. This has the obvious defect that in that case the
assemblage cannot possibly cause the effect, which must then be considered to
arise causelessly. The argument of these four verses is another instance of the
three-times schema applied to the case of causation, parallel to that of 1.5-6.

niruddhe cet phalam hetau hetoh samkramanam bhavet |
purvajatasya hetos ca punarjanma prasajyate [[ 9 ||

9. 1f it were held that, the cause having ceased, there were transference
of the cause to the effect, it would follow that there is another
birth of a cause that had already been produced.
At this point, according to the commentators, a new opponent (identified by
Bhaviveka as a Samkhya) enters the discussion. This opponent agrees that the
aggregate does not produce the effect; instead the effect is produced by the
cause (hetu). The hypothesis under scrutiny here is that when the cause ceases,
its nature is transferred to the effect. But as Candrakirti points out, this is just
like saying that the cause has changed into the dress of an effect. It thus
conflicts with the fundamental Buddhist tenet that nothing is permanent, for it
is saying that something endures through the change of clothing from that of



cause to that of effect. And since the opponent holds that the effect is
produced or born, this birth will be its second, for the effect is just the cause in
new clothing, and the cause was previously produced. This is likewise an
absurd consequence. Buddhist philosophers agree with Locke, who said that a
given thing can only have one beginning of existence. (See An Essay Concerning
Human Understanding 11.27.1.) janayet phalam utpannam niruddho ’stamgatah
katham |

hetus tisthann api katham phalena janayed vrtah || 10 ||

10. How could what is ceased and ended produce an arisen effect?
How, on the other hand, could a cause that is connected with the
effect, though enduring, produce the effect?

Suppose the opponent were to respond to the above difficulty by reverting to
the view that the cause goes out of existence before the effect comes into
existence. In that case the cause cannot be what is responsible for the nature of
the effect. For an entity that no longer exists can do nothing. If, in order to
remedy this defect, the opponent were to claim that cause and effect stand in
some sort of relation that makes possible the cause’s determining the nature of
the effect, then they must exist together. And if they exist together while the
cause brings about the determination of the effect’s nature, then the effect
must have already come into existence before the cause produced it. So once
again the cause cannot be what produces the effect.

athavrtah phalenasau katamaj janayet phalam |
na hy adrstva na drstvapi hetur janayate phalam [ 11 ||

11. And if unconnected with the effect, what sort of effect will that
produce?
The cause will not produce the effect whether it has seen or not seen
[the object].

Here 11ab continues the line of argument of verse 10. An opponent who agrees
that the cause cannot have the appropriate sort of connection to the effect
must then concede that the cause cannot determine the nature of the effect.



Thus there is no reason why it should produce any one sort of effect rather
than some other.

According to the Akutobhaya and Bhaviveka, 11cd introduces an example to
make a related point. The example is the production of visual consciousness by
the sense faculty of vision. The question is whether vision produces this effect
having already itself seen what is visible or having not seen it. If one says the
former, then vision’s production of visual consciousness will be production of
what has already arisen, since its having seen the visible just is an instance of
visual consciousness. As for the alternative that vision produces visual
consciousness without having seen the visible object, in that case anything
whatever might be seen, regardless of what vision has come in contact with.
Suppose my eyes come in contact with a patch of blue and this contact results
in visual consciousness. If my vision produces this visual consciousness
without having itself seen blue, why should the resulting visual consciousness
be of blue and not of red, which is equally unseen by my vision?

natitasya hy atitena phalasya saha hetuna |
najdtena na jatena samgatir jatu vidyate [[ 12 ||

12. Never is there contact of a past effect with a past cause,
with a future cause, nor with a present cause.

na jatasya hy ajatena phalasya saha hetuna |
ndtitena na jatena samgatir jatu vidyate [[ 13 ||

13. Never is there contact of a future effect with a future cause,
with a past cause, nor with a present cause.

najatasya hi jatena phalasya saha hetuna |
najdatena na nastena samgatir jatu vidyate || 14 ||

14. Never is there contact of a present effect with a present cause, with a
future cause, nor with a cause that has perished.
For the cause to determine the effect, there must obtain some relation of
contact between the two. And this requires that they exist together. Things
that are past and things that are future do not exist: Past things no longer



exist, while future things do not yet exist. This explains why real contact is
ruled out in all cases where one or both of the relata are either past or future.
The one remaining case is where both are presently occurring. The difficulty
with this, the commentators explain, is that cause and effect are never
simultaneous. So the overall argument here is essentially the same as that of
1.5-6.

asatyam samgatau hetuh katham janayate phalam |
satyam va samgatau hetuh katham janayate phalam [ 15 ||

15. In the absence of contact, how could a cause produce an effect?
But then if there is contact, how could a cause produce an effect?

This verse summarizes the reasoning of the preceding three verses. The
production relation that must hold between cause and effect requires that both
exist together. Yet when they do exist together, the production of the effect
becomes superfluous, since it already exists.

hetuh phalena $tinyas cet katham janayate phalam |
hetuh phalenasinyas cet katham janayate phalam || 16 |

16. If the cause is empty of the effect, how will it produce the effect?
If the cause is not empty of the effect, how will it produce the effect?

To say that the cause is empty (or devoid) of the effect is to say that the
intrinsic nature of the effect is not found in the cause. The reason for rejecting
this hypothesis is the same as in verse 4: In that case the alleged cause is no
different from other factors that we agree are noncauses. The alternative is to
say that the intrinsic nature of the effect is found in the cause. But in this case
the effect already exists, since its existence is just the occurrence of its
intrinsic nature. So in this case the cause cannot be said to produce the effect.

phalam notpatsyate ’Siinyam astinyam na nirotsyate |
aniruddham anutpannam astinyam tad bhavisyati || 17 ||



17. A non-empty effect will not arise, a non-empty effect will not cease.
Being non-empty, it will be unceased and unarisen.

To say the effect is non-empty is to say it bears its own intrinsic nature. The
argument for the claim that something with intrinsic nature can neither arise
nor cease was given in chapter 15.

katham utpatsyate sinyam katham $tnyam nirotsyate |
$tinyam apy aniruddham tad anutpannam prasajyate [/ 18 ||

18. How will what is empty arise? How will what is empty cease?
It follows that what is empty is also unceased and unarisen.

Since what is empty or devoid of intrinsic nature is not ultimately real, it
cannot be ultimately true that an effect that is empty arises or ceases.

hetoh phalasya caikatvam na hi jatipapadyate |
hetoh phalasya canyatvam na hi jattapapadyate [[ 19 ||

19. It can never hold that cause and effect are one.
It can never hold that cause and effect are distinct.

ekatve phalahetvoh syad aikyam janakajanyayoh |
prthaktve phalahetvoh syat tulyo hetur ahetuna || 20 ||

20. Given oneness of cause and effect, there would be unity of producer

and product.
Given separateness of cause and effect, there would be equivalence of

cause and noncause.

Are cause and effect identical or are they distinct? If they are identical, then
father is identical with son, vision is identical with visual consciousness, seed is
identical with sprout, and so on. If, on the other hand, they are distinct, then
once again the cause is no different from a noncause, and the effect would be
utterly independent of the cause.



phalam svabhavasadbhiitam kim hetur janayisyati |
phalam svabhavasadbhiitam kim hetur janayisyati [ 21 ||

21. How will a cause produce an intrinsically real effect?
How will a cause produce an intrinsically unreal effect?

The argument here is essentially the same as that of verses 17-18.

na cajanayamanasya hetutvam upapadyate |
hetutvanupapattau ca phalam kasya bhavisyati || 22 ||

22. If something is not producing [an effect], it cannot be the cause.
And if it cannot be the cause, whose effect will [the effect] be?

Something has the nature of a cause only if it actively produces. No adequate
account of production seems to be forthcoming. But something can be an
effect only if it is produced by a cause. Hence there can likewise be no effects.

na ca pratyayahetianam iyam atmanam atmand |
ya samagri janayate sa katham janayet phalam || 23 ||

23. If an assemblage of cause and conditions does not produce itself by
means of itself, how could it produce an effect?

Should the opponent object that the argument has strayed from the original
hypothesis—that the assemblage produces the effect—to the different view
that a single cause produces the effect, the response is that the assemblage is
not itself ultimately real, being a whole made of parts. As such it is incapable of
performing any real function.

na samagrikrtam phalam nasamagrikrtam phalam |
asti pratyayasamagri kuta eva phalam vina || 24 ||

24. The effect not being made by the assemblage, the effect is also not
made without the assemblage.



How indeed can there be an assemblage in the absence of an effect?

Since the assemblage is not itself a real entity, it cannot be what produced the
effect. But to say that the effect is produced without the assemblage is to say
that the effect is uncaused, which is impossible. For by “the assemblage” is
meant the occurring together of cause and conditions. So one cannot say that
there is an effect. And in this case one equally cannot say that there is an
assemblage of cause and conditions. The existence of such an assemblage
obviously depends on their together possessing the capacity to produce an
effect, and we are unable to find an effect.



21. An Analysis of Arising and Dissolution (of Existents)

of chapter 19, time, insisting that it must be real since there really occur

the arising and dissolution of existents. Since arising and dissolution

cannot take place without differences in time, and such differences
cannot exist unless time exists, the opponent claims time must be ultimately
real. What follows is an investigation of the notion that there can be such
things as the arising (coming into existence) and dissolution (cessation or
disappearance) of existing things. Given impermanence, if there are real
entities then there must be arising and dissolution. What the chapter seeks to
determine is what it would mean for entities to exist under conditions of
impermanence. As comes out explicitly in verse 14, however, the underlying
concern is with what the Buddha meant when he warned against the extreme
views of eternalism and annihilationism (see 15.6-11, 17.10, 18.10). Something
that does not undergo arising and dissolution is eternal, while anything that
does undergo arising and dissolution is, upon its dissolution, annihilated.
Abhidharmikas take the Buddha’s warning to apply just to partite entities, like
the person, and use the idea that dharmas undergo arising and dissolution as
part of their account of the impermanence of persons. Nagarjuna will here call
that attempt into question.

ﬁ cCorDING to all the commentators, the opponent now reverts to the topic

Assertion: Arising and dissolution occur neither together nor
separately.
21.2-7 Reasons for assertion
Mutual dependence of arising and dissolution and the entity they
" characterize



21.9 Arising and dissolution can characterize neither the empty nor
the non-empty.

21.10 Arising and dissolution are neither identical nor distinct.
Arising and dissolution are illusory because there can be no
existent they characterize.
An existent can be produced neither from an existent nor from a
nonexistent, neither from itself nor from what is other.
Existence of entities requires that one hold one of the extreme
views of eternalism and annihilationism.
Opponent: The two extremes are avoided by acknowledging a
21.15 series of existents in which dissolution of one existent is always
followed by arising of another.
Reply: This proposal still amounts to embracing either eternalism
or annihilationism.
Dissolution of cause cannot precede arising of effect, dissolution
of cause cannot succeed arising of effect, dissolution of cause and
arising of effect cannot be simultaneous, and hence there can be
no such thing as a causal series of existents.

21.11
21.12-13

21.14

21.16-17

21.18-21

vind va saha va nasti vibhavah sambhavena vai |
vind va saha va nasti sambhavo vibhavena vai [ 1 ||

1. Dissolution does not at all exist either with or without arising.
Arising does not at all exist either with or without dissolution.

Dissolution is the going out of existence of an existing entity. Arising is its
coming into existence. Each member of the pair occurs either separately or
else accompanied by the other. Nagarjuna claims that none of the four
resulting hypotheses holds. The reasons are given in the next four verses.

bhavisyati katham nama vibhavah sambhavam vina |
vinaiva janma maranam vibhavo nodbhavam vina || 2 ||



2. How could there ever be dissolution without arising?
There is no death without [prior] birth, [and likewise] there is no
dissolution without origination.

Dissolution or cessation can only occur to something that exists, and nothing
exists that has not undergone arising, just as no one dies who was not first
born,

sambhavenaiva vibhavah katham saha bhavisyati |
na janma maranam caiva tulyakalam hi vidyate || 3 ||

3. How could there be dissolution together with arising?
For death and birth do not take place at the same time.

In verse 2 it was argued that dissolution is dependent for its occurrence on
arising, hence that dissolution cannot occur distinct from arising. It is now
argued that it cannot occur together with arising either, since the two have
opposed natures.

Of course one might want to object that the dependence obtaining between
arising and dissolution need not require that the two occur simultaneously; the
opponent may claim that although dissolution is dependent on arising, the
arising of the entity occurs earlier than the dissolution. But recall that the
opponent wishes to establish the real existence of time based on the existence
of arising and dissolution. To claim that arising and dissolution may occur at
distinct times is to presuppose the reality of time. So the opponent cannot
object to the argument in this way.

bhavisyati katham nama sambhavo vibhavam vina |
anityata hi bhavesu na kadacin na vidyate [[ 4 ||

4. How indeed will there be arising without dissolution?
For never is there not found impermanence among existents.

Having shown that dissolution cannot occur either together with or apart from
arising, the argument now turns to the case of arising. To say that arising



occurs without dissolution is to say that something that comes into existence
never goes out of existence. This violates the fundamental fact about the world
at the heart of the Buddha’s teachings: that all is impermanent.

sambhavo vibhavenaiva katham saha bhavisyati |
na janma maranam caiva tulyakalam hi vidyate || 5 ||

5. How indeed will there occur arising together with dissolution?
For death and birth do not take place at the same time.

Arising cannot occur without dissolution, but it also cannot occur together
with dissolution. The reason is the same as in verse 3.

sahanyonyena va siddhir vinanyonyena va yayoh |
na vidyate tayoh siddhih katham nu khalu vidyate [ 6 ||

6. Concerning these two things that are not established either as
together or separate from one another, how will their
establishment ever occur?

Since it is difficult to see what other possibility there might be besides arising
and dissolution occurring conjointly or distinctly, it is reasonable to conclude
that they cannot be ultimately real. Thus their occurrence cannot be used in
support of the claim that time exists.

ksayasya sambhavo nasti naksayasyasti sambhavah |
ksayasya vibhavo ndsti vibhavo naksayasya ca || 7 |

7. There is no arising of what is characterized by destruction; nor is
there the arising of what is not characterized by destruction.
There is no dissolution of what is characterized by destruction, nor
again the dissolution of what is not characterized by destruction.

Candrakirti explains the argument as follows. Arising and dissolution are
events that occur to existing things. And existing things are either



characterized by destruction or not characterized by destruction. We may thus
ask whether arising and dissolution are to be understood as belonging to an
existent that is characterized by destruction or is not characterized by
destruction. Something characterized by destruction, however, could not be
the locus of arising, since arising and destruction are mutually incompatible.
And since there can be no arising of such a thing, there likewise cannot be its
dissolution. As for what is not characterized by destruction, there can be no
origination of something whose nature it is to never be nonexistent. And the
dissolution of such a thing is likewise impossible, since it lacks the nature of
something that can be both existent and nonexistent.

sambhavam vibhavam caiva vina bhavo na vidyate |
sambhavo vibhavas caiva vina bhavam na vidyate || 8 ||

8. An existent does not occur without arising and dissolution.
Arising and dissolution do not occur without an existent.

We here follow the order given in Y 352, which reverses the order of 8ab and
8cd as given in LVP, since Ye’s ordering is supported by the Akutobhaya,
Buddhapalita, and Bhaviveka. Arising and dissolution are properties, and
properties require a locus. In this case the locus must be an existent entity, for
only an existent can be characterized by arising and dissolution. The difficulty
is that while arising and dissolution are properties of an existent, it is also true
that an impermanent existent cannot occur without them. There is thus a
relation of mutual dependence between an existent and its properties of
arising and dissolution: Neither can exist without the other.

sambhavo vibhavas caiva na tinyasyopapadyate |
sambhavo vibhavas caiva nasinyasyopapadyate || 9 ||

9. Arising and dissolution do not hold with respect to that which is
empty.

Arising and dissolution do not hold with respect to that which is non-
empty.

That which is empty is devoid of intrinsic nature and so is not ultimately real.



So arising and dissolution cannot characterize a being that is empty. But
neither can it characterize what is not empty—that is, what has intrinsic
nature. According to Candrakirti, the reason is that since there is nothing that
is not empty, arising and dissolution would then be without a locus. But the
Akutobhaya explains the argument differently: What is non-empty has a fixed,
determinate nature, and this is incompatible with arising and dissolution.

sambhavo vibhavas caiva naika ity upapadyate |
sambhavo vibhavas caiva na nanety upapadyate [[ 10 ||

10. It does not hold that arising and dissolution are one.
It does not hold that arising and dissolution are distinct.

The two states must, if they are real, be either identical or distinct. They
cannot be identical, since arising conflicts with the nature of dissolution. But
neither can they be distinct. For there is invariable concomitance between
arising and dissolution: Wherever there is the one, the other is also found. And
if they were distinct, it would be possible to find an occurrence of the one
without the other.

drsyate sambhavas caiva vibhavas ceti te bhavet |
drsyate sambhavas caiva mohad vibhava eva ca [[ 11 ||

11. If you maintained that arising and dissolution of existents are indeed
seen, arising and dissolution are only seen because of delusion.
We observe the arising and dissolution of things in everyday life, so there
seems to be some reason to think that they are real phenomena. But the
Madhyamika says this is a mere appearance generated by the delusion that
fuels our bondage to samsara. The reason why this appearance is deceptive,
the commentators suggest, is that arising and dissolution must pertain to an
existent, and an existent could only be produced from an existent or from a
nonexistent. But neither possibility is tenable, as is argued in the next verse.

na bhavaj jayate bhavo ’bhavo bhavan na jayate |
nabhavaj jayate bhavo 'bhavo 'bhavan na jayate [/ 12 |



12. An existent is not produced from an existent, nor is a nonexistent
produced from an existent.
An existent is not produced from a nonexistent, nor is a nonexistent
produced from a nonexistent.

We here follow the order given in Y 354, which reverses the order of 12ab and
12cd as given in LVP, since Ye’s ordering is supported by the Akutobhaya,
Buddhapalita, and Bhaviveka. According to Candrakirti, the first possibility is
ruled out on the grounds that then cause and effect would be simultaneous
(since only presently existing things are existent), and production would be
pointless since the entity that is supposed to be the effect would already exist.
As for the second possibility, since nonexistence is incompatible with
existence, this is equivalent to saying that there could be darkness in the light.
The third possibility is ruled out on the grounds that then the daughter of a
barren woman could produce a real son. The fourth is ruled out on the grounds
that the cause-effect relationship cannot hold between two unreal things.

na svato jayate bhavah parato naiva jayate |
na svatah paratas caiva jayate jayate kutah [/ 13 ||

13. Not from itself nor from what is other is an existent produced,
and neither is it produced from both itself and what is other; from
what, then, is it produced?

The Akutobhaya gives as grounds for rejecting the first possibility that a
ceaseless arising would be pointless. The idea is that if a thing produced itself,
it would always be in the process of producing itself; but the arising of an
entity should be something that only occurs at one time. This is also said to
lead to an infinite regress. As for the second possibility, Buddhapalita explains
that something y can be distinct from a given existent x only if the entity x
itself exists, in which case production is once again pointless. The third
possibility must also be rejected, since it inherits all the problems of both the
first and the second.

bhavam abhyupapannasya sasvatocchedadarsanam |
prasajyate sa bhavo hi nityo 'nityo 'pi va bhavet || 14 ||



14. For one who acknowledges the existent, there would follow either
eternalism or annihilationism, for an existent would be either
permanent or impermanent.

If one holds that there are ultimately real existents, then they must be either
permanent or impermanent. But if they are permanent, then one holds that
there are eternal existents. And if they are impermanent, then one holds that
there is the annihilation of existents. And the views known as eternalism and
annihilationism were said by the Buddha to be extremes to be avoided. (See
also 15.6-11, 17.10, 18.10.) Note, however, that on the Abhidharma
interpretation of this warning, it applies only to such existents or “beings” as
persons and not to what Abhidharmas hold to be ultimately real, namely the
dharmas. On their understanding, eternalism is the view that the person exists
eternally (in the form of a self), and annihilationism is the view that the person
is annihilated at death (or upon the cessation of the present psychophysical
elements). For them, the middle path between these two extreme views is the
position that there is a causal series of impermanent dharmas, all of which are
empty of the nature of a self. Nagarjuna claims instead that the middle path
involves avoiding the extremes of eternalism and annihilationism with respect
not just to persons but to all things. In place of the Abhidharma doctrine of the
emptiness of persons (pudgalanairatmya), he advocates the emptiness of
dharmas (dharmanairatmya) as the true middle path.
bhavam abhyupapannasya naivocchedo na sasvatam |
udayavyayasamtanah phalahetvor bhavah sa hi [ 15 ||

15. [Objection:] For one who acknowledges existents there would be
neither annihilation nor eternity, for a state of being is a series
consisting of the arising and passing away of effect and cause.

The opponent here proposes a way out of the dilemma posed by Nagarjuna in
verse 14: In a causal series such as a state of being (bhava) or individual life, the
effect arises upon the passing away or dissolution of its cause. For instance, the
present psychophysical elements or skandhas making up an adult human
being came into existence due to the passing away of earlier psychophysical
elements that made up that human as a child. Thus the fault of eternalism is
avoided, since each existent entity passes away, but the fault of
annihilationism is also avoided, since something new is always being produced.



udayavyayasamtanah phalahetvor bhavah sa cet |
vyayasyapunarutpatter hetiicchedah prasajyate || 16 ||

16. [Reply:] If a state of being is a series consisting of the arising and
passing away of effect and cause, then annihilation of the cause
follows, for there is no re-arising of what passes away.

Nagarjuna responds that this strategy will not help the opponent avoid the
fault of annihilationism, since the dissolution of the cause at each step in the
series is precisely the annihilation of that existent. It cannot be claimed that
the cause is not annihilated due to its giving birth to the effect. For the effect
must be a distinct existent if it is to be the product of the cause. So the effect
cannot be seen as the cause reborn.

sadbhavasya svabhavena nasadbhavas ca yujyate |
nirvanakale cocchedah prasamad bhavasamtateh [[ 17 ||

17. There cannot be said to be the nonexistence of what exists
intrinsically.
And at the time of nirvana there would be annihilation, since the
series of states of being ceases.

Moreover, on the opponent’s interpretation of the middle path, cause and
effect are ultimately real entities and thus have intrinsic nature. Such entities
cannot cease to exist, since cessation would involve a change in their nature,
which is ruled out for ultimately real entities. (See 13.4cd-6.) Thus the fault of
eternalism has not been avoided. In addition, when the arhat attains nirvana,
or final cessation, the causal series of psychophysical elements ceases and
there is no rebirth. In this case the opponent cannot say that the fault of
annihilationism has been avoided, for there is no successor effect in the series.

carame na niruddhe ca prathamo yujyate bhavah |
carame naniruddhe ca prathamo yujyate bhavah [[ 18 ||

18. It is not correct to say that the first moment of the new state of being
occurs when the last moment of the old state of being has ceased.
Nor is it correct to say that the first moment of the new state of being



occurs when the last moment of the old state of being has not
ceased.

The final moment of one state of being is said to be the cause of the first
moment of the new state of being. Does the first moment of the new state of
being occur upon the cessation of the last moment of the old state of being, or
does it occur before the cessation of the last moment? It cannot be upon
cessation, since then the last moment will be no more causally efficacious than
the last moment in the life of an arhat. But neither can it be prior to cessation,
for then the old state of being has not ceased, so this could not count as
rebirth,

nirudhyamane carame prathamo yadi jayate |
nirudhyamana ekah syaj jayamano ‘paro bhavet [/ 19 ||

19. If the first moment of the new state of being were produced when the
last moment of the old state of being were ceasing, what was
ceasing would be one thing and what was being born would be
another.
It is presumably one being that undergoes rebirth. But if the last moment of
the old life were undergoing cessation at the same time that the first moment
of the new life were being produced, there would be an overlap of the two
lives. And there cannot be overlap between different periods in the life of a
single being. So there would be two beings involved in rebirth, not one.

na cen nirudhyamanas ca jayamanas ca yujyate |
sardham ca mriyate yesu tesu skandhesu jayate [[ 20 ||

20. It is not correct to suppose that ceasing and being born are
simultaneous.
Would one be born in just those skandhas in which one died?

The opponent might think to avoid the difficulty pointed out in verse 19 by
supposing that it is a single being who simultaneously undergoes death and
rebirth. The difficulty with this hypothesis is that for it to be the same being,
the same skandhas must be involved in both events. And if death and rebirth



were simultaneous, then these skandhas would simultaneously undergo death
and birth. Since the death and birth processes are quite the opposite of one
another, this is quite impossible.

evam trisv api kalesu na yukta bhavasamtatih |
trisu kalesu ya nasti sa katham bhavasamtatih || 21 ||

21. Thus in none of the three times can there be a series of states of
being.
How can it be a series of states of being if it does not exist in the
three times?

Verse 18ab rejects the possibility that the first moment occurs after the
cessation of the last moment. Verse 18cd rejects the possibility that the first
moment occurs before the cessation of the last moment. In verses 19-20 the
third possible time—simultaneous cessation and production—was considered
and rejected. Thus the notion that existence involves a series of causes and
effects cannot help the opponent avoid the faults of eternalism and
annihilationism.



22. An Analysis of the Tathagata

introduces this chapter by having the opponent object that the causal
series of lives must be ultimately real, since otherwise there could be no
Tathagata. The argument is that without such a series, there could be no
rebirth, and without rebirth there could not be the countless lives of practice
that are said to be necessary to attain the virtues and the skills of a buddha.
Nagarjuna’s response will be that ultimately there can be no such thing as
the Tathagata. That is, the Buddha will turn out to be just as empty as the
psychophysical elements on which he is thought to depend. This will in turn
provide an opportunity to revisit the question of eternalism and
annihilationism that was discussed in chapters 15, 17, 18, and 21. The thread of
the argument is as follows:

TATHAGATA is an epithet for the Buddha (or a buddha). Candrakirti

22.1-10 The emptiness of the Tathagata
22.1: A Tathagata with intrinsic nature is not found under the
tivefold analysis.
22.2-8: The Tathagata cannot depend on the skandhas.
22.2-4: A Tathagata without intrinsic nature cannot depend on
the skandhas, whether identical with or distinct from them.
22.5-7: A Tathagata that is neither identical with nor distinct
from the skandhas cannot depend on the skandhas.
22.8: Conclusion: Given the failure of the fivefold analysis, the
Tathagata cannot depend on the skandhas.
22.9-10: The skandhas on which the Tathagata is thought to
depend are empty, so both being empty, the one cannot



depend on the other.

Tetralemma concerning emptiness: Even emptiness is only
conventionally true.

Realizing the emptiness of the Tathagata brings to an end all
hypostatization concerning the Tathagata.

22.15-16 Implications of the emptiness of the Tathagata

22.15: Those who hypostatize the Tathagata do not see him.

22.16: The Tathagata being empty, the world too is empty.

2211

22.12-14

skandha na nanyah skandhebhyo nasmin skandha na tesu sah |
tathagatah skandhavan na katamo ’tra tathagatah [[ 1 ||

1. The Tathagata is neither identical with the skandhas nor distinct
from the skandhas; the skandhas are not in him nor is he in them;
he does not exist possessing the skandhas. What Tathagata, then,
is there?
Here the Tathagata is subjected to the same fivefold examination that was
applied to the person or living being earlier. (See 10.14, 16.2.) Candrakirti’s
commentary quotes extensively from previous discussions in chapters 10 and
18.

buddhah skandhan upaddya yadi nasti svabhavatah |
svabhavatas ca yo nasti kutah sa parabhavatah || 2 ||

2. If the Buddha is dependent on the skandhas, then he does not exist
intrinsically.

But how can someone who does not exist intrinsically exist
extrinsically?

Given the failure of the fivefold examination to turn up an ultimately real
Buddha, one might suppose that the Tathagata is named and conceptualized on
the basis of the five skandhas. But to say this is to say that the Buddha lacks
intrinsic nature and so fails to exist ultimately. Given this, one cannot claim



that the Tathagata exists dependent on other things that do have intrinsic
nature. The reason is given in the next verse.

pratitya parabhavam yah so ‘natmety upapadyate |
yas canatma sa ca katham bhavisyati tathagatah || 3 ||

3. It is possible that one who is dependent on extrinsic nature is
without an essence.
But how will one who is devoid of essence become the Tathagata?

The commentators compare that which lacks its own nature and only exists by
virtue of borrowing its nature from other entities to a magically created being
and a reflection in a mirror. The term that we here translate as “without an
essence,” namely andtman, also means “without self.” But Candrakirti explains
that here it means being without intrinsic nature or essence. As he
understands the argument, in order for the Tathagata to derive its nature from
other things (such as the skandhas), it must first exist. And in order for it to
exist, it must have a nature of its own, an essence. So since it lacks its own
nature, it cannot be in a position to borrow a nature from other entities.

yadi nasti svabhavas ca parabhavah katham bhavet |
svabhavaparabhavabhyam rte kah sa tathagatah | 4 ||

4, And if there is no intrinsic nature, how will there be an extrinsic
nature?
Besides intrinsic nature and extrinsic nature, what Tathagata is
there?

Presumably a real entity must either have its own nature or else have a nature
it borrows from other reals. Since neither possibility is tenable, it should follow
that we cannot make out a sense in which there might be a real Tathagata. But
now a new opponent, identified by Bhaviveka as a Vatsiputriya (a
Pudgalavadin), enters the discussion, claiming that the Tathagata has an
inexpressible status of being neither identical with nor distinct from the
skandhas. The Tathagata, though named and conceptualized in dependence on
the skandhas (and so presumably having only conventional existence), is



nonetheless ultimately real.

skandhan yady anupadaya bhavet kascit tathagatah |
sa idanim upadadyad upadaya tato bhavet [[ 5 |

5. If there were some Tathagata not dependent on the skandhas,
then he could attain dependence [on the skandhas]; thus he would be
dependent.

For this hypothesis to work, it must be the case that this indescribable
Tathagata exists prior to being conceived in dependence on the skandhas. For
it is only if he exists independently of this relation that he can come into the
relation of being named and conceptualized in dependence on the skandhas.

skandhams capy anupadaya nasti kascit tathagatah |
yas ca nasty anupadaya sa updadasyate katham [[ 6 ||

6. But there is no Tathagata whatsoever without dependence on the
skandhas.
And how will one who does not exist without dependence come to
depend on them?

Such a Tathagata that is without any dependence on the skandhas for its being
named and conceptualized does not exist. And since it does not exist, it is
unable to come into a relation of dependence on the skandhas.

na bhavaty anupadattam upadanam ca kim cana |
na casti nirupadanah katham cana tathagatah || 7 ||

7. Something cannot be what is depended upon without having been
depended upon [by someone].
Nor can it be that the Tathagata somehow exists devoid of what he
depends on.

The Akutobhaya and Buddhapalita explain the argument as being based on the



beginninglessness of samsara. For there to be the relation of dependence, there
must be that which is dependent and that on which it depends. In the present
case what is dependent would be the Tathagata, and what it is dependent on is
the skandhas. But because the round of rebirths in samsara is without
beginning, there cannot be the relation of prior and posterior between the
skandhas and the Tathagata that is required for the relation to hold. There is
no moment in the past about which we could say that before that moment
there were the skandhas but no Tathagata. For if samsara is beginningless,
then there is no first birth of the Tathagata. And in order for the Tathagata to
be dependent on the skandhas, the skandhas must be prior to the Tathagata.

The term that is here and in the next three verses translated as “what is
depended on” is upadana, which was translated earlier (e.g., at 3.7, 8.13, 10.15,
etc.) as “appropriation.” Both here and elsewhere, upadana refers to those
skandhas in dependence on which a person is named and conceptualized.
Unenlightened beings, however, identify with those skandhas that serve as the
grounds of their sense of “I,” and this identifying can also be called
“appropriating.” Presumably the Tathagata, as an enlightened being, does not
identify with those skandhas in dependence on which he is named and
conceptualized. So it may be inappropriate to call those skandhas associated
with the Tathagata an appropriation. That is why we have chosen to use the
more neutral “what is depended on” in this chapter.

tattvanyatvena yo ndsti mrgyamanas ca paricadha |
upadanena sa katham prajfiapyate tathagatah [/ 8 ||

8. Being something that does not exist as either identical with or
distinct from [the skandhas] when investigated in any of the five
ways [mentioned in verse 1 of this chapter], how is the Tathagata
conceptualized by means of what he depends on?

No real Tathagata has been found by considering the five ways in which he
might stand in relation to what is real, the skandhas. Nor is there any other
way in which such a being might be found. Hence it makes no sense to speak of
areal Tathagata.

yad apidam upadanam tat svabhdavan na vidyate |
svabhavatas ca yan ndsti kutas tat parabhavatah [[ 9 ||



9. Moreover that on which he depends does not exist by virtue of
intrinsic nature.
And how can what does not exist intrinsically exist extrinsically?

Candrakirti explains that “that on which he depends” is the five skandhas, that
which the Tathagata is said to be dependent on. These do not exist by virtue of
intrinsic nature because, being dependently originated, they lack intrinsic
nature. From this it is said to follow that the skandhas likewise do not exist
extrinsically. The argument is the same as that given in verses 2-3.

evam Sinyam upadanam upadata ca sarvasah |
prajfiapyate ca sinyena katham $tinyas tathagatah [ 10 ||

10. Thus both that on which he depends and the one who is dependent
are altogether empty.
And how is an empty Tathagata to be conceptualized by means of
something empty?

Both the Tathagata and that on which he supposedly depends for his being
conceptualized (the skandhas) are empty or devoid of the nature required to
be real. Thus the claim that the Tathagata is named and conceptualized in
dependence on the skandhas turns out to be utterly without meaning.

$tnyam iti na vaktavyam astinyam iti va bhavet |
ubhayam nobhayam ceti prajfiaptyartham tu kathyate [/ 11 ||

11. “It is empty” is not to be said, nor “It is non-empty,”
nor that it is both, nor that it is neither; [“empty”] is said only for the
sake of instruction.

When a Madhyamika says that things are empty, this is not to be understood as
stating the ultimate truth about the ultimate nature of reality. Instead this is
just a useful pedagogical device, a way of instructing others who happen to
believe there is such a thing as the ultimate truth about the ultimate nature of
reality. So the claim made here is in effect the same as the claim Nagarjuna will



make at 24.18, that emptiness is itself empty.

Here as elsewhere, Nagarjuna employs the device known as the tetralemma
(catuskoti) to express his point. He considers all four possible views concerning
emptiness, only to reject them all. But as Bhaviveka reminds us, and as
Candrakirti pointed out in his comments on 18.6, when the Buddha rejects all
four possibilities with respect to such questions as whether the world is eternal
(e.g., at M 1.484-85, 431), this is because while each may prove useful for
certain purposes under certain circumstances, all share a presupposition that
is false (see M 1.486-87). Candrakirti suggests that what we have here is
another instance of a “graded teaching,” with each of the four possibilities
representing a view held by certain philosophers. (See 18.8.) Interestingly, he
identifies the view that there are both empty and non-empty things with
Sautrantika (since they hold that only present things are ultimately real) and
the view that things are neither empty nor non-empty with Yogacara (since
they hold that reality is inexpressible—cf. the Madhyantavibhaga 1.3, which
Candrakirti quotes: “Therefore all is said to be neither empty nor non-empty”
[LVP 445]).

Bhaviveka considers the following objection: When Madhyamikas assert that
we should not make any of these four possible claims about the ultimate
nature of reality, they are guilty of an inconsistency. For they appear to be
saying that the ultimate nature of reality cannot be described in any of the
four possible ways, and yet this would seem to be a claim about the ultimate
nature of reality. Bhaviveka responds that there is no more fault here than
there is in the case of someone who, wishing to prevent sound, utters the
sound, “Quiet!”* Bhaviveka’s reply might be interpreted in either of two
different ways.

(1) While no statement about how things ultimately are can express their
nature (since all conceptualization falsifies reality), some (strictly negative)
statements come closer to adequately representing reality, namely those that
reject various false superimpositions.

(2) Statements are to be judged true or false not on the basis of how
adequately they express the ultimate nature of reality (there being no such
thing) but on the basis of how effective they are at achieving the speaker’s aim.
The Madhyamika’s aim is to bring an end to our tendency to hypostatize—to
suppose that there must be some ultimate reality that our statements are
meant to depict. This aim is best achieved by making statements, but different
statements will be effective in different contexts.



sasvatasasvatady atra kutah sante catustayam |
antanantadi capy atra kutah $ante catustayam [/ 12 ||

7«

12. How can “It is eternal,” “It is noneternal,” and the rest of this
tetralemma apply [to the Tathagata], who is free of intrinsic
nature?

And how can “It has an end,” “It does not have an end,” and the rest
of this tetralemma apply [to the Tathagata], who is free of intrinsic
nature?

The Tathagata being ultimately empty of intrinsic nature, none of the four
possibilities in the tetralemmas concerning being eternal and having an end
can apply. (On these see the discussion below at 25.17-18.) The Tathagata
could, for instance, be said to be eternal only if there were such an ultimately
existing entity as the Tathagata. And to say that the Tathagata is empty is to
say there is no such thing.

ghanagraho grhitas tu yendstiti tathagatah |
nastiti sa vikalpayan nirvrtasyapi kalpayet |[ 13 ||

13. But one who has taken up a mass of beliefs, such as that the
Tathagata exists, so conceptualizing, that person will also imagine
that [the Tathagata] does not exist when extinguished.

One who throughout countless past lives has employed various useful
conceptual distinctions will be inclined to apply them to the case of the
Tathagata. The Tathagata, having attained final nirvana, is not available as an
object to which conceptual distinctions might apply. But due to one’s
inveterate tendency to use concepts, one is likely to want to know whether,
after final nirvana, the Tathagata continues to exist, does not exist, both exists
and does not exist, or neither exists nor does not exist.

svabhavatas ca sanye 'smims cinta naivopapadyate |
param nirodhad bhavati buddho na bhavatiti va || 14 ||

14. And the thought does not hold, with reference to this (Tathagata)
who is intrinsically empty, that the Buddha either exists or does



not exist after cessation.
Because the Buddha is extinguished in final nirvana, there is no entity
available concerning whose postmortem status we might speculate.

praparicayanti ye buddham praparicatitam avyayam |
te praparicahatdh sarve na pasyanti tathagatam || 15 ||

15. Those who hypostatize the Buddha, who is beyond hypostatization

and unwavering, they all, deceived by hypostatization, fail to see

the Tathagata.
Candrakirti explains that the Buddha is said to be unwavering inasmuch as,
being by nature empty and so unarisen, the Buddha is not the sort of thing that
could undergo change. Only an ultimately existing Buddha could be the sort of
thing for which the question of change could arise (when that question is
understood to concern ultimately real things).

tathagato yatsvabhavas tatsvabhavam idam jagat |
tathagato nihsvabhavo nihsvabhavam idam jagat |[ 16 ||

16. What is the intrinsic nature of the Tathagata, that is the intrinsic
nature of this world.
The Tathagata is devoid of intrinsic nature; this world is devoid of
intrinsic nature.

By “this world” is meant the realm of samsara. (It can also mean the beings
who inhabit it.) As Buddhapalita explains, both the Tathagata and this world
are conceptualized in dependence on other things, and hence both are devoid
of intrinsic nature. They are alike in being empty.

For many Buddhists, the expression “the Tathagata” is not just the name of a
historical person but stands as well for the supposedly transcendent reality of
nirvana. Taken in this way, the equivalence stated here is the same as that
asserted in 25.19, which says explicitly that there is no difference between
nirvana and samsara.

Buddhapalita’s commentary, the Buddhapalitavrtti, seems to end at this point.
What is represented in some texts as the comments on chapters 23-27 of
Buddhapalitavrtti appears to be a repetition or a paraphrase of the comments of



the Akutobhaya on those chapters.

* In Vigrahavyavartani, Nagarjuna considers an objection that likens the Madhyamika to someone who,
wishing to prevent all sound, says “Do not make a sound.” For his response to this objection, see
Vigrahavyavartani verse 28 (where he quotes 24.10).



23. An Analysis of False Conception

because of ignorance concerning such things as our identity, permanence,

and the possibility of happiness. We suffer, it is claimed, because we

conceptually construct a world that exists nowhere but in our fancy. Out of
this imagining there develop those habits of thinking and acting known as the
defilements, which in turn are said to fuel the round of rebirth known as
samsara. All this could be taken to mean that there must ultimately be such
things as false conception and the defilements that occur dependent on it.
Indeed it might be thought that there cannot be such a thing as false
conception unless there is also such a thing as the ultimate truth concerning
how things really are. This chapter claims otherwise. It attempts to refute the
ultimate existence of false conception and defilements and thereby undercut
the view of truth and falsity that led Abhidharmikas to their conception of
ultimately real entities. The argumentative thread is as follows:

IT 1s A fundamental tenet of the Buddha’s teachings that suffering arises

Presentation of orthodox view that real defilements arise
dependent on false conception, etc.

Reply: Defilements are not real because they are dependent on
distinct causes.

23.3-5 Defilements are not real because they lack a locus.

23.6 Defilements are not real because their distinct causes are unreal.
Objection: The defilements are real because they arise in
dependence on six real objects.

Reply: The six objects are themselves merely imagined
93 g_g constructions, so defilements cannot ultimately depend on

23.1

23.2

23.7



objects based on them.
23.10-12 Refutation of desire and aversion based on refutation of their
cause
Refutation of delusion based on refutation of its cause, false
conception
23.13-14: Refutation of false conception based on emptiness
23.15-20: Refutation of the locus of false conception
23.21-22: Refutation of the four kinds of false conception

The defilements can be abandoned through realization of
emptiness.

23.13-22

23.23-25

samkalpaprabhavo rago dveso mohas ca kathyate |
Subhasubhaviparyasan sambhavanti pratitya hi [ 1|

1. Desire, aversion, and delusion are said to arise from false
discrimination.
These arise in dependence on the good, the bad, and false
conception.

This verse presents a view about the roots of suffering that is held in common
by most Buddhists. (The commentators disagree as to whether it reports the
view of Nagarjuna or of an opponent, but this is immaterial to the argument of
the chapter.) Desire, aversion, and delusion are the three defilements or klesas
(see 14.2). They are said to arise from three sorts of cognitive mistakes: Desire
arises in dependence on false discrimination concerning what is good or
pleasant in nature (Subha), aversion on false discrimination concerning what is
bad or unpleasant in nature, and delusion in dependence on false conception.
(Throughout this chapter we will use the expression “the good, the bad, and
false conception” for these three kinds of error.) subhasubhaviparydsan
sambhavanti pratitya ye |

te svabhavan na vidyante tasmat klesa na tattvatah || 2 ||



2. What arise in dependence on the good, the bad, and false conception,
those things do not exist intrinsically, therefore the defilements are
not ultimately real.

Because the three defilements arise in dependence on the three kinds of false
imagining, and intrinsic nature cannot be contingent or dependent on another,
it follows that they lack intrinsic nature and are thus not ultimately real.

atmano ’stitvandstitve na katham cic ca sidhyatah |
tam vindstitvandastitve klesanam sidhyatah katham || 3 ||

3. Neither the existence nor the nonexistence of the self is in any way
established.
Without that establishment, how will there be the establishment of
the existence or nonexistence of the defilements?

The self is not found under ultimate analysis. It might be thought that this is
equivalent to establishing the nonexistence of the self. But Candrakirti
apparently takes “establishing the nonexistence of the self” to mean
establishing that it is the many ultimately real, impermanent psychophysical
elements such as consciousnesses that together perform the functions we
mistakenly attribute to a single enduring self. And these things have likewise
been shown not to ultimately exist. Consequently it cannot be said to be
ultimately true either that there is a self or that the self does not exist.
(Compare 18.6.) The bearing that this has on the existence of the defilements is
discussed in the next verse.

kasya cid dhi bhavantime klesah sa ca na sidhyati |
kascid aho vind kamcit santi klesa na kasyacit |/ 4 ||

4. So these defilements belong to something, yet no such thing is
established.
Without something [to be their locus], the defilements are
defilements of nothing whatsoever.



The defilements must have a locus, just as the color brought about by baking a
brick has the brick as its locus. But the locus of the defilements cannot be the
self, since it has been established that there is no such thing. Nor is it any of
the psychophysical elements, such as consciousness, for they have likewise
been shown to not ultimately exist. So the defilements lack a locus and hence
cannot be ultimately real.

svakayadrstivat klesah kliste santi na paficadha |
svakayadrstivat klistam klesesv api na paficadha [[ 5 |

5. As with the theory that the “I” is one’s own body [of skandhas], the
defilements are not related to the defiled one in any of the five
ways.

As with the theory that the “I” is one’s own body [of skandhas], the
defiled one is also not related to the defilements in any of the five
ways.

Candrakirti explains that the word kaya, which ordinarily means “body,” here
means the five skandhas taken collectively. (For this usage see AKB ad AK 5.7,
Pradhan p. 281.) Thus the view known as svakaya is the view that the “I” is just
that collection of psychophysical elements that is one’s own. Hence the “five
ways” are the five different manners in which a subject that is the source of
the sense of “I” and “mine” could be related to the five skandhas (see 18.1,
22.1-8). The “defiled one” is the locus of the defilements, the subject that has
them. The claim of verse 5ab is then that the defilements are not to be found,
since they could not be identical with the subject of the defilements, they
could not be distinct from it, it could not be in them, they could not be in it,
and it could not be their possessor. In verse 5cd it is claimed in turn that the
defiled one is likewise not to be found in any of the five ways it might be
related to the defilements.

svabhavato na vidyante subhasubhaviparyayah |
pratitya kataman klesah subhasubhaviparyayan [/ 6 ||

6. The good, the bad, and false conception do not occur intrinsically;
in dependence on what good, bad, and false conception will there



then be defilements?

The defilements of desire, aversion, and delusion, it will be recalled, are said to
arise in dependence on false discrimination concerning the pleasant, the
unpleasant, and false conceptions respectively. The argument that begins here
will be that the defilements are not ultimately real because the factors on
which they depend—the pleasant, the unpleasant, and false conception—are
themselves not ultimately real.

riapasabdarasasparsa gandha dharmas ca sadvidham |
vastu ragasya dosasya mohasya ca vikalpyate || 7 |

7. [Opponent:] Concerning desire, aversion, and delusion, there is
constructed six kinds of objects taken as real—color, sound, taste,
touch, smell, and the object of inner sense (dharmas).

This is the opponent’s answer to the question of 6cd. Our experience of the
world is, most fundamentally, the experience of colors, sounds, tastes, touches,
smells, and the objects of inner sense. It is on the basis of our experience in
these six modalities that we construct objects—things that have color, taste,
and so on. And these objects are what we take to be pleasant or unpleasant and
about which we have false conceptions. Our taking some object to be pleasant
is what gives rise to desire; our taking something to be unpleasant is what
gives rise to aversion; our falsely conceiving something as for instance
enduring is what gives rise to delusion. So the three defilements arise out of
our experience of colors, tastes, etc. The implication is that good, bad, and false
conception must after all exist.

riapasabdarasasparsa gandha dharmas ca kevalah |
gandharvanagarakara maricisvapnasamnibhah || 8 ||

8. [Reply:] They are only colors, sounds, tastes, touches, smells, and
objects of inner sense, similar to the city of the gandharvas, like a
mirage, a dream.

For the city of the gandharvas, see 7.34. To say that the six sense objects are
“only” color and so on is to say they are empty or devoid of intrinsic nature.



They are thus things that only appear to be ultimately real, as an illusion only
appears to be substantial.

asubham va subham vapi kutas tesu bhavisyati |
mayapurusakalpesu pratibimbasamesu ca [ 9 ||

9. How will their [determination] as either bad or good come to be,
when they [colors, etc.] are like the image of an illusory person and
the same as a [mere] reflection?

The object that is taken to be pleasant or unpleasant cannot be constructed if
the construction materials—the raw data of sense experience—are themselves
not ultimately real.

anapeksya subham nasty asubham prajfiapayemahi |
yat pratitya subham tasmac chubham naivopapadyate | 10 ||

10. Independent of the good there is no bad, the bad being that
depending on which we conceive of the good; therefore the good
itself cannot be.

The good and the bad are, Candrakirti says, like the two banks of a river, the
long and the short, etc.; the one exists only through relation to the other.

anapeksyasubham ndsti subham prajfiapayemahi |
yat pratityasubham tasmad asubham naiva vidyate || 11 ||

11. Independent of the bad there is no good, the good being that
depending on which we conceive of the bad; therefore the bad
itself cannot be.

avidyamane ca subhe kuto rago bhavisyati |
asubhe "vidyamane ca kuto dveso bhavisyati [[ 12 ||

12. And the good being unreal, how will desire come to be?



The bad also being unreal, how will aversion come to be?

We take things to be good and bad only by virtue of relations of mutual
contrast. Hence nothing is intrinsically good or bad, pleasant or unpleasant.
From this it follows that false discrimination concerning the good and the bad
lack an ultimately real object: Strictly speaking these convictions are about
nothing. But desire is said to be the effect of false discrimination concerning
the good, while aversion is said to be the effect of false discrimination
concerning the bad. So in order for desire and aversion to be ultimately real,
these two types of false discrimination must themselves be ultimately real.
Given the nature of the good and the bad, neither desire nor aversion can
ultimately arise.

anitye nityam ity evam yadi graho viparyayah |
nanityam vidyate Sinye kuto graho viparyayah [[ 13 ||

13. If it would be a false conception to think that impermanent things are
permanent, then, there being nothing that is impermanent with
regard to what is empty, how can there be a false conception?

The false conceptions are those basic ways of thinking that lead to the
wholesale delusion that keeps us in samsara. These include, most importantly,
the tendency to take what is in fact impermanent as permanent. In order for it
to be ultimately true that such a belief is a false conception, it would have to be
the case that there are ultimately real things that are impermanent. For it
could be ultimately true that it is a false conception only if this way of
conceiving of things failed to correspond to their real nature—only if it were
ultimately false that things are permanent. But if all things are indeed empty
or devoid of intrinsic nature, then there are no ultimately real things that
could be impermanent. So the tendency to take things as permanent would not
fail to conform to the nature of what is ultimately real. So it could not
ultimately be a false conception.

anitye nityam ity evam yadi graho viparyayah |
anityam ity api grahah $tinye kim na viparyayah || 14 ||

14. If it would be a false conception to think that impermanent things are



permanent, then, things being empty, isn’t conceiving that things

are impermanent also false?
The tendency to take things as permanent is thought to be a false conception
because it is thought to be ultimately true that all things are impermanent. But
given that all things are empty, the belief that all things are impermanent
equally fails to correspond to the nature of things. So it too should count as a
false conception. But something can count as a false conception only if there is
something that would count as a correct account of how things are. And there
is no third possibility here apart from things being permanent or
impermanent. So there can ultimately be no false conception.

yena grhnati yo graho grahitd yac ca grhyate |
upasantani sarvani tasmad graho na vidyate || 15 ||

15. That by means of which one conceives, the conceiving, the conceiver,
and what is conceived— all those things have been extinguished,
hence there is no conception.
The instrument, the action, the agent, and the effect of conceiving are all
empty or devoid of intrinsic nature. That is, these are revealed to be no more
than concepts with no real referents. Once our tendency to think of
instrument, action, and so on as ultimately real is extinguished, we come to see
that there can likewise not ultimately be any such thing as conception.

avidyamane grahe ca mithyd va samyag eva va |
bhaved viparyayah kasya bhavet kasyaviparyayah || 16 ||

16. And there being no conception, whether wrong or correct, who could
have false conception, who could have conception that is not
false?

Since conception is not ultimately real, neither wrong conceiving nor correct
conceiving is ultimately real. Moreover, both erroneous and non-erroneous
thought are generally believed to require a thinker. Quite apart from the fact
that we are unable to find a subject for the defilements (vv. 3-4), there is a new
worry with respect to true and false beliefs: Is the subject of, for instance, a
false belief someone who has already fallen into error, someone who has not
yet fallen into error, or someone presently falling into error? This is the topic



of the next two verses.

na capi viparitasya sambhavanti viparyayah |
na capy aviparitasya sambhavanti viparyayah [/ 17 ||

17. False conceptions are not possible in the case of one who has already
falsely conceived.
Nor are false conceptions possible in the case of someone who has
not yet falsely conceived.

na viparyasyamandasya sambhavanti viparyayah |
vimrsasva svayam kasya sambhavanti viparyayah [/ 18 ||

18. False conceptions are not possible in the case of one who is presently
falsely conceiving.
Examine it yourself: False conceptions arise for whom?

As the Akutobhaya points out, the argument here parallels that of chapter 2
concerning the traversed, the not-yet-traversed, and presently being
traversed. For the one who is already in error about impermanence, the error
concerning impermanence cannot arise for the simple reason that it already
exists. One who is not in error about the impermanent cannot be the one who
makes the error, for then error would pertain to those who are enlightened
and see things correctly. As for the third possibility, Candrakirti points out that
this asks us to imagine someone who is half wrong and half right. Leaving aside
the fact that this could be true only of something with parts (and hence
something that is not ultimately real), there is the difficulty that neither part
could be the one that is in error, for the reasons just given.

anutpannah katham nama bhavisyanti viparyayah |
viparyayesv ajatesu viparyayagatah kutah [[ 19 ||

19. How will unarisen false conceptions ever come to be?
False conceptions being unproduced, how can there be one who has
arrived at a false conception?



na svato jayate bhavah parato naiva jayate |
na svatah paratas ceti viparyayagatah kutah [ 20 ||

20. An entity is not born from itself, not born from what is other,
not born from both itself and the other; hence how can there be the
one who has arrived at a false conception?

Ye (Y 400) omits this verse, following Pingala, Bhaviveka, and the Akutobhaya.
But both Buddhapalita and Candrakirti attest the verse, and we follow La
Vallée Poussin and de Jong in accepting it. Here is yet another difficulty for the
hypothesis that there ultimately exists such a thing as false conception. The
one who has gone wrong presumably did not always suffer from the particular
error that he or she is now committing. This means the error must have been
produced. But then the conclusion of chapter 1 applies to this case: Real things
cannot be said to arise from themselves, from what is other, and so on. So
there can be no arising of error in the one who is thought to have gone wrong,
which is absurd.

atma ca suci nityam ca sukham ca yadi vidyate |
atmd ca suci nityam ca sukham ca na viparyayah || 21 ||

21. If the self, purity, permanence, and happiness existed,
then [belief in] the self, purity, permanence, and happiness would
not be false.

natmd ca suci nityam ca sukham ca yadi vidyate |
anatma 'sucy anityam ca naiva duhkham ca vidyate || 22 ||

22. If the self, purity, permanence, and happiness do not exist,
then nonself, impurity, impermanence, and suffering do not exist.

What makes the belief that there is a self, for instance, erroneous, a case of
false conception, is that it is not the case that there is a self. If there were a self,
then this belief would not be erroneous. Its being erroneous, however, is the
consequence of the fact that all things are empty. Thus it does not follow that



its being erroneous stems from its being ultimately true that there is no self.
For if all things are empty, then “There is no self” cannot be ultimately true. If
all things are empty, then no statement about reality can be ultimately true.

evam nirudhyate 'vidyd viparyayanirodhanat |
avidyayam niruddhayam samskaradyam nirudhyate [[ 23 ||

23. Ignorance is thus ceased because of the cessation of false
conceptions.
Ignorance having ceased, the volitions/dispositions and so on [that
cause rebirth] are ceased.

This is the standard Buddhist account of the cessation of suffering. The
twelvefold chain of dependent origination begins with ignorance. For it is out
of ignorance that the defilements are said to spring. Once we have dispelled
false discrimination concerning the good and the bad and false conceptions,
the series of causes leading to old age, death, rebirth, and suffering will be
stopped. This much the Madhyamika must agree to. In this chapter Nagarjuna
has developed a line of reasoning in support of the claim that false conceptions
and defilements do not ultimately exist. Presumably this is meant to help us
escape our ignorance and so achieve liberation. But now the opponent will
object that this means the defilements and the false conceptions that are their
cause must exist. The Madhyamika must agree that defilements and false
conceptions can and should be stopped. Otherwise why would they be trying to
undermine what they take to be erroneous views? The question is how they
can maintain this if they also hold that all things (including false conceptions
and defilements) are empty. The next two verses attempt to answer this
question.

yadi bhiitah svabhavena klesah kecid dhi kasyacit |
katham nama prahiyeran kah svabhavam prahasyati || 24 ||

24. If someone had some defilements that were intrinsically real,
how would they be abandoned? Who abandons intrinsic essence?

yady abhiitah svabhavena klesah kecid dhi kasyacit |



katham nama prahiyeran ko ’sadbhavam prahdsyati || 25 ||

25. If someone had some defilements that were intrinsically unreal,
how would they be abandoned? Who abandons the nonexistent?

It is thought that one attains liberation from samsara by uprooting and
destroying the defilements. The claim here is that this cannot be ultimately
true. For either the defilements are intrinsically real (i.e., have their intrinsic
nature), or else they are intrinsically unreal (i.e., are unreal by failing to have
their intrinsic nature). But intrinsic nature cannot be destroyed. Candrakirti
gives the example of space, whose nature of nonobstruction can never be lost.
But it is likewise impossible to destroy that which is intrinsically unreal. The
example here is a cold fire: Since a cold fire does not exist, it is impossible to
destroy such a fire by removing the property of cold from it. Hence it cannot
be ultimately true that the defilements are destroyed.

Note, however, that this does not mean the defilements cannot be
abandoned. The Madhyamika might draw a distinction between saying
“Defilements are ultimately abandoned” and saying “Defilements are
abandoned.” The distinction would be that the former statement requires that
there be ultimately real defilements while the latter does not. To put the point
in a slightly different way, the Madhyamika could claim that while the
statement “Defilements are destroyed” cannot be ultimately true (or
ultimately false either), it is conventionally true. It is a statement the assertion
of which is sometimes useful for bringing about the cessation of suffering.



24. An Analysis of the Noble Truths

truths. In the first six verses the opponent objects that if, as Nagarjuna

THE suJecT of this chapter is the Buddha’s teaching known as the four noble

claims, all is indeed empty, then this teaching, as well as all that follows

from it, is put in jeopardy. In replying, Nagarjuna first claims that the
opponent has misunderstood the purport of the doctrine of emptiness. He then
seeks to turn the tables on the opponent and show that what would actually
jeopardize the Buddha’s teachings is denying emptiness, or affirming that
there are things with intrinsic nature. In outline the argument goes like this:

24.1-6

24.7

24.8-10

24.11-12

24.13-15

24.16-17

24.18-19

24.20-25

24 26-27c

Objection: Emptiness is incompatible with the core teachings of
the Buddha—e.g., the four truths and the three jewels—as well as
with ordinary modes of conduct.

Reply: The opponent misunderstands emptiness.

The opponent does not understand the distinction between the
two truths.

The Buddha hesitated to teach emptiness for fear of its being
misunderstood.

Assertion: The faults pointed out by the opponent are in fact
found in his arguments.

Reason: If things existed with intrinsic nature, they would not
originate in dependence on cause and conditions.

To affirm that all things arise in dependence on causes and
conditions is to affirm that all things are devoid of intrinsic
nature.

If things were not empty, the four noble truths could not hold.

If things were not empty, there could not be the four activities



— are s~

24.27d-30

24.31-32

24.33-35

24.36-37
24.38

24.39

24.40

that constitute the path to nirvana.
If things were not empty, the three jewels—Samgha, Dharma, and
Buddha—could not exist.

If things were not empty, then these things would all be
essentially unrelated: being a buddha, enlightenment, following
the Buddha’s teaching, and the path of the bodhisattva.

If things were not empty, there would be neither good nor bad
actions together with their respective results.

The denial of emptiness means the denial of worldly conduct.

If things were not empty, the world would be completely static.

If things were not empty, then conduct aiming at attainment of
nirvana would also make no sense.

Conclusion: One who sees dependent origination sees the four
truths.

yadi sainyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah |
caturnam aryasatyanam abhavas te prasajyate [ 1 ||

1. [Objection:] If all this is empty, there is neither origination nor
cessation.
It follows for you that there is the nonexistence of the four noble
truths.

If all is empty, then there is nothing that is ultimately real. In that case it
cannot be ultimately true that things such as suffering undergo origination
and destruction. But the second noble truth claims that suffering arises in
dependence on causes and conditions, while the third noble truth claims that
suffering ceases when these causes and conditions are stopped. So if all things
are empty, these claims cannot be ultimately true.

parijfia ca prahanam ca bhavana saksikarma ca |
caturnam aryasatyanam abhavan nopapadyate [[ 2 ||



2. Comprehension, abandonment, practice, and personal realization—
none of these is possible due to nonexistence of the four noble
truths.

The four activities mentioned here represent the basic constituents of the
Buddha’s path or program leading to the cessation of suffering. By
“comprehension” is meant the clear understanding of suffering (the first noble
truth). “Abandonment” means bringing to an end the attachments that are the
chief cause of suffering (the second noble truth being that suffering has a
cause). “Practice” refers to practicing the path to the cessation of suffering
(the third noble truth being that there is the cessation of suffering). And
“personal realization” means completion of the path to nirvana or cessation
(the fourth noble truth being that there is such a path). The opponent is here
claiming that these four activities could lead to that result only if the four
noble truths represent an accurate assessment of the fundamental nature of
reality. So the doctrine of emptiness would entail that the Buddha’s teachings
are not effective.

tadabhavan na vidyante catvary aryaphalani ca |
phalabhave phalastha no na santi pratipannakah || 3 |/

3. And due to the nonexistence of those, the four noble fruits [of
stream-winner, once-returner, never-returner, and arhat] do not
exist.

If the fruits are nonexistent, then there are neither the strivers for
nor the attainers of those fruits.

If the path does not lead to the cessation of suffering, then no one has ever
strived for or attained any of the four states of stream-winner and so on. These
represent different degrees of proximity to final cessation or exhaustion of
rebirth,

samgho ndsti na cet santi te "stau purusapudgalah |
abhavac caryasatyanam saddharmo ’pi na vidyate || 4 ||

4. The Samgha does not exist if the eight kinds of person do not exist.



And because of the nonexistence of the noble truths, the true
Dharma does not exist either.

The eight kinds of person are the four types of strivers for the fruits mentioned
in verse 3 and the four kinds of attainers of those fruits. The Samgha is the
collective body made up of all eight kinds of persons. The Dharma is the
teachings of the Buddha.

dharme casati samghe ca katham buddho bhavisyati |
evam triny api ratnani bruvanah pratibadhase || 5 ||
stunyatam phalasadbhavam adharmam dharmam eva ca |
sarvasamvyavaharams ca laukikan pratibadhase [/ 6 ||

5. Dharma and Samgha being nonexistent, how will the Buddha come to
be?
In this way you deny all three jewels when you proclaim

6. emptiness; you deny the real existence of the karmic fruit, both good
and bad actions, and all worldly modes of conduct.
The existence of a Buddha is dependent on the existence of Dharma and
Samgha. A Buddha is someone who, having discovered the Dharma (the causes
of and cure for suffering), teaches it to others and thus forms the Samgha. So if,
as verses 1-4 claim, Dharma and Samgha do not exist if all is empty, then the
Buddha likewise cannot exist if all things are empty.

Good and bad conduct are actions that lead to pleasant and painful fruits
respectively. Worldly modes of conduct include such mundane activities as
cooking, eating, coming, and going. All are denied, claims the opponent, if it is
held that all dharmas are empty. The reasoning is that since nothing
whatsoever could exist if all is empty, there can be no good and bad conduct,
etc.

atra brumah sunyatayam na tvam vetsi prayojanam |
$tnyatam sunyatartham ca tata evam vihanyase [[ 7 ||

7. [Reply:] Here we say that you do not understand the point of
[teaching] emptiness, emptiness itself, and the meaning of



emptiness; in this way you are thus frustrated.
Candrakirti comments that the opponent’s objection is based on the opponent
mistakenly imposing on the doctrine of emptiness his own nihilist reading—
that to say all things lack intrinsic nature is to say nothing whatsoever exists.
Candrakirti also states that the true purpose of teaching emptiness is that
given in 18.5: the extinguishing of hypostatization.

dve satye samupasritya buddhanam dharmadesana |
lokasamvrtisatyam ca satyam ca paramarthatah || 8 ||

8. The Dharma teaching of the Buddha rests on two truths:
conventional truth and ultimate truth.

The term we translate as “conventional” is a compound made of the two words
loka and samvrti. Candrakirti gives three distinct etymologies for samvrti. On
one etymology, the root meaning is that of “concealing,” so conventional truth
would be all those ways of thinking and speaking that conceal the real state of
affairs from ordinary people (loka). The second explains the term to mean
“mutual dependency.” On the third etymology, the term refers to conventions
involved in customary practices of the world, the customs governing the daily
conduct of ordinary people (loka). He adds that this samvrti is of the nature of
(the relation between) term and referent, cognition and the cognized, and the
like. So on this understanding, conventional truth is a set of beliefs that
ordinary people (loka) use in their daily conduct, and it is conventional
(samvrti) because of its reliance on conventions concerning semantic and
cognitive relations. It may be worth noting that when Indian commentators
give multiple explanations of a term, it is often the last one given that they
favor.

The Akutobhaya explains that the ultimate truth is the faultless realization
of the noble ones (aryas), namely that no dharmas whatsoever arise. There are
two ways that this might be understood. The first is that according to
Madhyamaka, ultimate reality does not contain anything that arises. (And
since Buddhists generally agree that there are no eternal entities, this would
mean that ultimate reality contains no entities whatsoever.) The realization of
emptiness would then be insight into the true character of reality: that it is
utterly devoid of existing entities. According to the second possible



interpretation, the ultimate truth according to Madhyamaka is just that there
is no such thing as the way that reality ultimately is. Or to put this in a
somewhat paradoxical way, the ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate
truth. On this reading, what the aryas realize is that the very idea of how things
really are, independently of our (useful) semantic and cognitive conventions, is
incoherent.

ye ‘nayor na vijananti vibhagam satyayor dvayoh |
te tattvam na vijananti gambhire buddhasasane [[ 9 ||

9. Who do not know the distinction between the two truths,
they do not understand reality in accordance with the profound
teachings of the Buddha.

Candrakirti has the opponent raise an interesting question for the
Madhyamika at this point: Suppose that the ultimate truth is indeed without
the hypostatization of intrinsic nature. Then what is the point of those other
teachings concerning the skandhas, dhatus, ayatanas, noble truths, dependent
origination, and the rest, none of them ultimately true? What is not true
should be rejected, so why was what should be rejected taught? (LVP p. 494)
Candrakirti replies that the opponent is right about the status of the Buddha’s
teachings, that they are not ultimately true. But the next verse answers the
question.

vyavahdram andsritya paramartho na desyate |
paramartham anagamya nirvanam nadhigamyate [[ 10 |/

10. The ultimate truth is not taught independently of customary ways of
talking and thinking.
Not having acquired the ultimate truth, nirvana is not attained.

The “customary ways of talking and thinking ” (vyavahara) referred to here are
the everyday practice of ordinary people, what we think of as “common
sense.” This consists of those ways of getting around in the world that have
proven useful in that they generally lead to success in meeting people’s goals.
As the basis of our commonsense beliefs, it can be equated with conventional



truth. So verse 10ab is asserting that ultimate truth cannot be taught without
reliance on conventional truth. Candrakirti likens conventional truth to the
cup that a thirsty person must use in order to satisfy a need for water.

The reply to the above objection is thus that ultimate truth cannot be
realized without first having mastered the conventional truth that the person
is a fiction constructed on the basis of skandhas and so on in relations of
dependent origination. The skandhas and so on are themselves conceptual
constructions, but they turn out to be useful for purposes of realizing the
ultimate truth. And without such realization, nirvana is not attained. In short,
what Abhidharma takes to be the ultimate truth turns out, on the
Madhyamaka understanding, to be merely conventionally true.

vinasayati durdrsta sunyata mandamedhasam |
sarpo yatha durgrhito vidya va dusprasadhita [[ 11 ||

11. Emptiness misunderstood destroys the
slow-witted,

like a serpent wrongly held or a spell wrongly executed.

As novice snake-handlers and apprentice sorcerers can attest, serpents and
magic spells are dangerous instruments in the hands of those who lack the
requisite knowledge. (See the Alagaddipama Sutta [M 1.130], where the Buddha
likens misunderstanding the Dharma to what befalls one who wrongly grasps a
snake.) The same is said to be true of emptiness. Candrakirti discusses two
ways in which the “slow-witted” can go astray. The first involves seeing
emptiness as the nonexistence of all conditioned things, while the second
involves supposing that emptiness is a really existing thing with a real locus.
Both errors stem from failing to understand the distinction between the two
truths, and both can destroy one’s chances of liberation.

atas ca pratyudavrttam cittam desayitum muneh |
dharmam matvasya dharmasya mandair duravagahatam [[ 12 ||



12. Hence the Sage’s intention to teach the Dharma was turned back,
considering the difficulty, for the slow, of penetrating this Dharma.

It is said that the Buddha, after attaining enlightenment, hesitated before
embarking on the career of a buddha—teaching others the Dharma he had
discovered so that they too could attain the cessation of suffering. His
hesitation was due to his realization that the Dharma is complex and difficult
to grasp. In the end, it is said, it was the intercession of the gods that convinced
him to take up his teaching career.

stunyatayam adhilayam yam punah kurute bhavan |
dosaprasango nasmakam sa sinye nopapadyate [[ 13 ||

13. Moreover, the objection that you make concerning emptiness
cannot be a faulty consequence for us or for emptiness.

By “the objection” is meant what was stated in verses 1-6. The opponent is
apparently among the “slow-witted,” for he is said to have failed to grasp
emptiness, its meaning and its purpose. For this reason the objection goes wide
of the mark.

sarvam ca yujyate tasya stinyatd yasya yujyate |
sarvam na yujyate tasya sinyam yasya na yujyate [[ 14 ||

14. All is possible when emptiness is possible.
Nothing is possible when emptiness is impossible.

By “all” is here meant the central teachings of Buddhism, which the opponent
claimed the Madhyamaka doctrine of emptiness jeopardized. Candrakirti
explains that when, for instance, it is acknowledged that everything is devoid
of intrinsic nature, then dependent origination becomes possible, and this in
turn makes it possible for the Buddha’s account of the origin and cessation of
suffering to be correct. To deny that all things are empty, on the other hand, is
tantamount to claiming that there exist things that are not dependently
originated, and this undermines Buddhism’s core tenets.



sa tvam dosan atmaniyan asmasu paripdatayan |
asvam evabhirtiidhah sann asvam evasi vismrtah || 15 ||

15. You, throwing your own faults on us,

are like the person mounted on a horse who forgets the horse.

It is the opponent, and not the Madhyamika, whose view calls into question the
Buddha’s Dharma. Candrakirti explains that the opponent is like someone who
rebukes another for stealing a horse, forgetting that he is mounted on that
very horse.

svabhavad yadi bhavanam sadbhdavam anupasyasi |
ahetupratyayan bhavams tvam evam sati pasyasi [ 16 ||

16. If you look upon existents as real intrinsically,
in that case you regard existents as being without cause and
conditions.

karyam ca karanam caiva kartaram karanam kriyam |
utpddam ca nirodham ca phalam ca pratibadhase [[ 17 ||

17. Effect and cause, as well as agent, instrument and act, arising and
ceasing, and fruit—all these you thereby deny.
If things have intrinsic nature, then they cannot originate in dependence on
causes and conditions. This in turn means that none of the components of the
causal relation—cause, effect, and so forth—can exist. For the arguments
meant to show that things with intrinsic nature could not undergo dependent
origination see chapters 12, 15, and 20.

yah pratityasamutpadah sanyatam tam pracaksmahe |
sa prajfiaptir upadaya pratipat saiva madhyama || 18 ||

18. Dependent origination we declare to be emptiness.



It [emptiness] is a dependent concept; just that is the middle path.

This is the most celebrated verse of the work, but some care is required in
understanding it. Candrakirti explains that when something like a sprout or a
consciousness originates in dependence on causes and conditions (respectively
the seed being in warm moist soil, and there being contact between sense
faculty and object), its so doing means that it arises without intrinsic nature.,
And anything that arises without intrinsic nature is empty or devoid of
intrinsic nature. On this understanding of 18ab, emptiness is not the same
thing as dependent origination; it is rather something that follows from
dependent origination. Anything that is dependently originated must be
empty, but this leaves it open whether there are empty things that are not
dependently originated.

To say of emptiness that it is a dependent concept is to say that it is like the
chariot, a mere conceptual fiction. Since the chariot is a mere conceptual
fiction because it lacks intrinsic nature (it is only conceived of in dependence
on its parts, so its nature is wholly borrowed from its parts), it would then
follow that emptiness is likewise without intrinsic nature. That is, emptiness is
itself empty. Emptiness is not an ultimately real entity nor a property of
ultimately real entities. Emptiness is no more than a useful way of
conceptualizing experience. On this point see also 13.7 and 18.11.

For the notion of the Buddha’s teachings as a middle path, see 15.7. To call
emptiness the middle path is to say that it avoids the two extreme views of
being and nonbeing. It avoids the extreme view of being by denying that there
are ultimately real existents, things with intrinsic nature. But at the same time
it avoids the extreme view of nonbeing by denying that ultimate reality is
characterized by the absence of being. It is able to avoid both extremes because
it denies that there is such a thing as the ultimate nature of reality.

apratitya samutpanno dharmah kascin na vidyate |
yasmat tasmad astnyo hi dharmah kascin na vidyate [[ 19 ||

19. There being no dharma whatsoever that is not dependently
originated,
it follows that there is also no dharma whatsoever that is non-empty.



Candrakirti quotes Aryadeva to this effect:

Never is there anywhere the existence of anything that is not
dependently originated, hence never is there anything anywhere
that is eternal. (CS 9.2)

Space and the like are thought to be permanent by ordinary people,

but the clear-sighted do not see [external] objects in them even by
their purified worldly cognition. (CS 9.3) While common sense, as
well as many non-Buddhist philosophers, holds that space is a real,
eternal entity, most (though not all) Buddhists deny this. (See
Candrakirti’s commentary on CS 9.5 for a representative argument
against the reality of space.) But note that there is no argument
given here to establish that all dharmas originate in dependence
on causes and conditions. So the present argument for the
conclusion that all things are empty seems to rely on our having
already accepted the premise that everything ultimately real is
dependently originated.

yady asunyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah |
caturnam aryasatyanam abhavas te prasajyate [[ 20 ||

20. If all this is non-empty, there is neither origination nor cessation.
It follows for you that there is the nonexistence of the four noble
truths.

Nagarjuna here begins to make good on his claim in verses 13-14 that it is the
opponent’s view and not the Madhyamika’s that undermines the basic
teachings of Buddhism. In verse 1 the opponent charged that emptiness
falsified the four noble truths. The response here is that if things were non-
empty or had intrinsic nature, then they would be eternal. The next five verses
spell out how this would falsify each of the four noble truths.

apratitya samutpannam kuto duhkham bhavisyati |
anityam uktam duhkham hi tat svabhavye na vidyate [[ 21 ||

21. How will suffering come to be if it is not dependently originated?



Indeed the impermanent was declared to be suffering, and it does not
exist if there is intrinsic nature.

The first noble truth is the claim that there is suffering. But the Buddha also
said that suffering is due to impermanence. And that which has intrinsic
nature, and so is not dependently originated, must be permanent. So if what is
real has intrinsic nature, then suffering does not really exist.

svabhavato vidyamanam kim punah samudesyate |
tasmat samudayo nasti sanyatam pratibadhatah [ 22 ||

22. How will something that exists intrinsically arise again?
Therefore the arising of suffering does not exist for one who denies
emptiness.

The second noble truth concerns how it is that suffering arises in dependence
on causes and conditions. But if suffering were a real entity with intrinsic
nature, then it would have existed from all past eternity. Hence causes and
conditions could only bring about a second arising of suffering. And it is agreed
by all that existing things do not undergo a second coming into existence. Thus
the denial of emptiness entails the rejection of the second noble truth.

na nirodhah svabhavena sato duhkhasya vidyate |
svabhavaparyavasthanan nirodham pratibadhase [[ 23 ||

23. There is no cessation of a suffering that exists intrinsically.
You deny cessation through your maintaining intrinsic nature.

The third noble truth claims that there is also such a thing as the cessation of
suffering. But things with intrinsic nature do not undergo cessation. So this
noble truth must also be rejected if emptiness is denied.

svabhavye sati margasya bhavand nopapadyate |
athasau bhavyate margah svabhavyam te na vidyate || 24 ||



24. The practice of a path that exists intrinsically is not possible.
But if this path is practiced, then you must say it does not have
intrinsic nature.

The fourth noble truth claims there is a path to the cessation of suffering. This
path consists in a variety of practices that are said to result in the attainment
of nirvana. But practices involve conduct, and conduct involves change: To
practice meditation, for instance, one must begin meditating at a certain time
and then cease at another time. If things existed with intrinsic nature, then
those things could not change in such ways. So the view that things exist with
intrinsic nature entails that there can be no path. If, on the other hand, there is
practice of a path, then it cannot have intrinsic nature, since practice requires
change, and things with intrinsic nature do not change.

yada duhkham samudayo nirodhas ca na vidyate |
margo duhkhanirodham tvam katamah prapayisyati | 25 ||

25. When there is neither suffering nor the arising and cessation of
suffering, then what kind of path will lead you to the cessation of
suffering?

Moreover, a path cannot lead to a nonexistent destination. And if suffering has
intrinsic nature, it can neither arise nor cease. So no path could lead to the
cessation of suffering. Hence the promise of the fourth noble truth is once
again called into question by the opponent’s thesis.

svabhavendparijfianam yadi tasya punah katham |
parijiianam nanu kila svabhavah samavasthitah [ 26 ||

26. If noncomprehension of suffering is intrinsic, how will there later be
its comprehension?
Isn’t an intrinsic nature said to be immutable?

The opponent claimed in verse 2 that the four constituent activities of the path
would not exist if all things were empty. The first of those is comprehension of
suffering and its causes. The present argument is that if the opponent were
right that things have intrinsic natures, then the comprehension of suffering



could not occur. To say that such comprehension takes place is to say that at
one time suffering has the nature of not being comprehended and at a later
time it has the nature of being comprehended. But if the natures of things are
intrinsic, then their natures cannot undergo change. So either suffering is
never comprehended or else it is always comprehended. In either case there
cannot be the activity of coming to comprehend its nature and causes.

prahanasaksatkarane bhavana caivam eva te |
parijiidvan na yujyante catvary api phalani ca || 27 ||

27. In the same manner, abandonment, personal realization, and
practice,
like comprehension, are impossible for you, and so too the four
fruits.

Abandonment, personal realization, and contemplative practice were the other
three of the four activities mentioned by the opponent in verse 2. The same
considerations that ruled out an activity of comprehension also apply to these
three, and so all four components of the path turn out to be impossible under
the opponent’s supposition that real things have intrinsic nature.

The four fruits are the results of these activities. In verse 3 the opponent
argued that in the absence of the four activities, there cannot be the four
fruits. Nagarjuna agrees but uses this as a reason to reject not emptiness but
the view that there is intrinsic nature.

svabhavenanadhigatam yat phalam tat punah katham |
$akyam samadhigantum syat svabhavam parigrhnatah || 28 ||

28. For those holding that there is intrinsic nature, if the lack of
acquisition of the fruit is intrinsic, how would it be possible to
acquire it later?

A fruit is something that one obtains at some particular time, not having had it
at an earlier time. If there are intrinsic natures, then the nature of not having a
certain fruit (such as arhatship) would be intrinsic. But then whatever had that
nature could not come to have the quite different nature of acquiring the fruit.



So once again there could not be the four fruits.

phalabhave phalastha no na santi pratipannakah |
samgho ndsti na cet santi te ’stau purusapudgalah [/ 29 ||

29. If the fruits are nonexistent, then there are neither the strivers after
nor the attainers of those fruits.
The Samgha does not exist if the eight kinds of person do not exist.

abhavac caryasatyanam saddharmo ’pi na vidyate |
dharme casati samghe ca katham buddho bhavisyati || 30 ||

30. And because of the nonexistence of the noble truths, the true Dharma
does not exist either.

Dharma and Samgha being nonexistent, how will a Buddha come to
be?

Nagarjuna here simply repeats the charges of the opponent in verses 3cd-5ab.
Only now of course the charges are directed not at the proponent of emptiness
but at those who hold there are things with intrinsic nature.

apratitydpi bodhim ca tava buddhah prasajyate |
apratityapi buddham ca tava bodhih prasajyate | 31 |

31. And it follows for you that there can even be a buddha not dependent
on enlightenment.
It follows for you as well that there can even be enlightenment not
dependent on a buddha.

If the state of being a buddha is intrinsic, then having that state cannot be
dependent on other factors, such as attaining enlightenment. Likewise if being
enlightened is an intrinsic nature, then its occurrence cannot depend on the
existence of anything else, such as an enlightened being. Hence it should be
possible for enlightenment to exist all by itself, without any locus.



yas cabuddhah svabhavena sa bodhaya ghatann api |
na bodhisattvacaryayam bodhim te ‘dhigamisyati [/ 32 ||

32. One who is unenlightened by intrinsic nature, though that one strives
for enlightenment, will not, according to you, attain
enlightenment in the course of the bodhisattva’s practice.
The bodhisattva is someone who, while unenlightened, aspires to become a
buddha and seeks to attain that status by engaging in the practices necessary
to accumulate the requisite skills. Such conduct would be pointless if such
natures as being unenlightened were intrinsic. Hence no one could ever

become a buddha.

na ca dharmam adharmam va kascij jatu karisyati |
kim astinyasya kartavyam svabhavah kriyate na hi || 33 ||

33. Moreover, no one will ever perform either good or bad actions.
What is there that is to be done with regard to the non-empty? For
what has intrinsic nature is not done.

In verse 6 the opponent accused the Madhyamika of removing all reason to
engage in any sort of conduct, whether good or bad. Here the response is that
if there is intrinsic nature, then there can be no reason to perform any action.
To perform an action—to do something—is to bring about a state of affairs that
did not obtain earlier. If things have intrinsic nature, then any state of affairs
that does not obtain at one time must retain that nature through all time. So
our conduct could not result in something being done (whether good or bad).

vind dharmam adharmam ca phalam hi tava vidyate |
dharmadharmanimittam ca phalam tava na vidyate || 34 ||

34. For you, indeed, there is fruit even without good or bad actions;
for you there is no fruit conditioned by good or bad actions.

If things exist with intrinsic nature, then such karmic fruits as rebirth into
pleasant and painful states cannot depend for their occurrence on



performance of good and bad deeds. For anything that exists with intrinsic
nature has its nature independently of other things. So although we may want
to obtain pleasant fruits and avoid painful fruits, doing the right and shunning
the evil will be utterly pointless in this regard.

dharmadharmanimittam va yadi te vidyate phalam |
dharmadharmasamutpannam asanyam te katham phalam || 35 ||

35. Or if, for you, the fruit is conditioned by good or bad actions,
how is it that for you the fruit, being originated from good or bad
actions, is non-empty?

To say that fruit is determined by good or bad actions is to say that fruit
originates in dependence on such conduct. And if everything dependently
originated is devoid of intrinsic nature (as was claimed in verse 18), it follows
that fruit cannot be non-empty, cannot be something that has intrinsic nature.
So the opponent cannot maintain both that fruit is determined by good and
bad actions and that fruit is non-empty.

sarvasamvyvaharams ca laukikan pratibadhase |
yat pratityasamutpadasunyatam pratibadhase || 36 ||

36. You also deny all worldly modes of conduct
when you deny emptiness as dependent origination.

By “worldly modes of conduct” is meant just those basic activities that go to
make up the behavior of our everyday lives. Candrakirti lists coming, going,
cooking, reading, and standing as examples. Since these are also dependently
originated, their occurrence is incompatible with the claim that things are
non-empty or have intrinsic nature.

na kartavyam bhavet kim cid anarabdha bhavet kriya |
karakah syad akurvanah stinyatam pratibadhatah || 37 ||

37. There would be nothing whatsoever that was to be done, action



would be uncommenced, and the agent would not act, should

emptiness be denied.
To say of an action that it should be done is to say that it should be caused to
occur. This can be true only if actions can originate in dependence on causes
and conditions. If real things have intrinsic nature, then they do not originate
in dependence on cause and conditions. Hence if real things are non-empty,
there can be nothing that is to be done. Similar reasoning leads to the
conclusions that no action can commence or begin and that nothing can be an
agent of an action.

ajatam aniruddham ca kiitastham ca bhavisyati |
vicitrabhir avasthabhih svabhave rahitam jagat | 38 ||

38. The world would be unproduced, unceased, and unchangeable,
it would be devoid of its manifold appearances, if there were intrinsic
nature.

It is a fundamental fact about our experience that the world presents itself in a
variety of different ways. The claim here is that this fact would be inexplicable
if there were intrinsic nature. For then new states of the world could not come
into existence, and old states could not go out of existence. The world could
not undergo any change in how it appears to us.

asampraptasya ca praptir duhkhaparyantakarma ca |
sarvaklesaprahanam ca yady asinyam na vidyate [[ 39 ||

39. The obtaining of what is not yet obtained, activity to end suffering,
the abandonment of all the defilements—none of these exists if all
this is non-empty.

It is not only worldly conduct that is undermined by the view that things have
intrinsic nature. Conduct meant to bring about the end of suffering is likewise
threatened. The reasoning is the same as in verses 36-38. If, for instance, the
defilements (see 17.26) are not abandoned at an earlier time, nothing one can
do can bring it about that they are abandoned later.



yah pratityasamutpadam pasyatidam sa pasyati |
duhkham samudayam caiva nirodham margam eva ca [/ 40 ||

40. He who sees dependent origination sees this:
suffering, arising, cessation, and the path.

The four noble truths are referred to as the truths of (1) suffering, (2) arising
(of suffering), (3) cessation (of suffering), and (4) the path (to the cessation of
suffering). So the claim here is that one cannot understand the four noble
truths without understanding dependent origination. Of course most
Buddhists would agree with this claim. But in the present context, it means
that one cannot grasp the four noble truths without recognizing that all things
are empty.



25. An Analysis of Nirvana

his doctrine of emptiness would rule out the existence of the state that

is supposedly the aim of the Buddha’s teachings. He responds first by

arguing that the same consequence follows from the thesis that there
are non-empty things and then by attempting to show that no statement
concerning nirvana could be ultimately true. In doing the latter he follows the
precedent of the Buddha’s teachings on the so-called indeterminate questions,
and the chapter concludes by showing how the doctrine of emptiness can be
viewed as an elaboration of the Buddha’s treatment of those disputed points. In
outline it runs as follows:

NAGARJUNA'S EXAMINATION of nirvana comes in response to the objection that

Objection: If everything were empty there could be no such thing
as nirvana.
Reply: Nonexistence of nirvana also follows from existence of
non-empty things.
25.3 Assertion: Nothing can be asserted concerning nirvana.

25.4-6 Refutation of possibility that nirvana is an existent

25.7-8 Refutation of possibility that nirvana is an absence
25.9-10 Tentative solution: Nirvana is neither an existent nor an absence.
Refutation of possibility that nirvana is both an existent and an
absence
Refutation of possibility that nirvana is neither an existent nor
an absence
Rejection of four possible views concerning the existence of the
Buddha in nirvana

25.1

25.2

25.11-14

25.15-16

25.17



2518 Application of the same analysis to samsara, which likewise is not
existent, an absence, etc.
25.19-20 There is not the slightest gap between nirvana and samsara.
This analysis likewise disposes of the other indeterminate
questions.
Soteriological consequence: the halting of hypostatization. No
dharma was taught by the Buddha.

25.21-23

25.24

yadi sanyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah |
prahanad va nirodhad va kasya nirvanam isyate [ 1 ||

1. [Objection:] If all this is empty, there is neither origination nor
cessation.
Due to abandonment or cessation of what is nirvana then
acknowledged?

The opponent raises another objection to the claim that everything is empty. If
this were true, then there could ultimately be neither the arising nor the
disappearance of phenomena. This much Nagarjuna has already asserted in 1.1.
But in that case, it seems there could be no such thing as nirvana. For nirvana
is said to be of two types, with and without remainder. The former involves
abandonment of the defilements, so that cessation of rebirth is assured but still
involves psychophysical elements resulting from past karma, so one is still
embodied. The latter comes about when one’s karma is exhausted, so that the
causal series of psychophysical elements is destroyed. Both involve cessation.
The former involves the cessation of false views of an existing “I,” while the
latter involves cessation of the psychophysical elements. If neither arising nor
cessation ultimately occurs, then it seems one cannot attain either form of
nirvana, since both require the arising and cessation of really existing things.

Consequently the claim that all is empty is incompatible with the teachings of
the Buddha.

yady asunyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah |



prahanad va nirodhad va kasya nirvanam isyate || 2 ||

2. [Reply:] If all this is non-empty, there is neither origination nor
cessation.
Due to abandonment or cessation of what is nirvana then
acknowledged?

To this Nagarjuna replies that if we instead believe there are things that are
non-empty, then we shall be unable to explain how nirvana is possible. For
then arising and cessation are impossible. Bhaviveka and Candrakirti both
explain that this is because something that has intrinsic nature (and hence is
non-empty) cannot undergo origination or destruction. This reply might
appear to be a tu quoque. But Candrakirti states that those who hold the
doctrine of emptiness do not have this difficulty. And Bhaviveka says all sides
agree to the conventional truth of the claim that nirvana is attained. Since he
thinks the only truths Madhyamikas may assert (apart from the doctrine of
emptiness) are conventional truths, this means he also believes they can
escape the objection of the opponent. The reason for this will emerge in the
remainder of the chapter.

aprahinam asampraptam anucchinnam asasvatam |
aniruddham anutpannam etan nirvanam ucyate || 3 ||

3. Not abandoned, not acquired, not annihilated, not eternal,
not ceased, not arisen, thus is nirvana said to be.

In his comments, Candrakirti quotes a verse attributed to the Buddha to the
effect that when all phenomena have ceased, then the notions of “exists” and
“does not exist” are impediments to the cessation of suffering. Related ideas
are to be found in the Nikayas. In the Aggi-Vacchagotta Sutta (M 1.483), the
Buddha says that since enlightened ones have cut off all roots of rebirth, one
cannot say of the postmortem enlightened ones that they will be reborn, that
they will not be reborn, and so on. (There being no such person, the question
simply does not arise.) And in the Kaccayanagotta Sutta (S 11.17, 111.134-35) the
Buddha says that “exists” and “does not exist” are equally inappropriate
extreme views. (Nagarjuna referred to this siitra in 15.7.) Putting together the



thoughts expressed in these two passages, one can perhaps say the following
about “final” nirvana (cessation without remainder). Since the causes of
further rebirth have ceased, the liberated one will not be reborn; the causal
series of psychophysical elements that constitutes one’s life-series will come to
an end at death. So one cannot say that the liberated one exists after death.
This is often taken to mean that “final” nirvana amounts to utter annihilation,
that the liberated one does not exist after death. And of course this makes
nirvana sound distinctly unappealing to many. But on the view being
presented in these siitra passages, that response would be mistaken. Since
there is no owner of the elements making up the causal series, it would be
inappropriate to describe the ceasing of the causal series as “I will not exist.”
Hence neither “exists” nor “does not exist” can be said.

This much virtually all Buddhist schools would probably agree on. But
Nagarjuna has something deeper in mind. What that might be will emerge in
the remainder of the chapter. Nagarjuna conducts his examination by
considering whether nirvana might be an existent (i.e., a positive being, bhava),
an absence (a negative being, abhava), both, or neither. In this he is following
the standard logical format of the catuskoti or tetralemma.

bhavas tavan na nirvanam jaramaranalaksanam |
prasajyetasti bhavo hi na jaramaranam vina |[ 4 ||

4, Nirvana is not, on the one hand, an existent; if it were, its having the
characteristics of old age and death would follow, for there is no
existent devoid of old age and death.

It is an orthodoxy for Buddhists that all existents are characterized by
suffering, impermanence, and nonself. These are said to be the three universal
characteristics of existing things. Being subject to old age and death is the
standard specification of what it means for something to be impermanent. This
specification is also meant to bring out a connection between impermanence
and suffering, since it is universally acknowledged that old age and death are
unwelcome phenomena. Because nirvana is supposed to be the cessation of
suffering, it follows that it could not be characterized by old age and death.

bhavas ca yadi nirvanam nirvanam samskrtam bhavet |
nasamskrto hi vidyate bhavah kva cana kas cana [[ 5 ||



5. And if nirvana were an existent, nirvana would be conditioned,
for never is there found any existent that is not conditioned.

The argument here is that all existents are subject to origination, duration, and
cessation. So if nirvana were an existent, it would likewise be subject to
origination, duration, and cessation. This is obviously incompatible with the
claim that nirvana represents the permanent cessation of suffering. There
were Abhidharma schools that included in their list of dharmas or ultimate
reals certain unconditioned dharmas. The Vaibhasikas, for instance, held that
space and the two types of cessation were ultimately real unconditioned
entities. It can, however, be claimed that these are not to be thought of as
existents but rather as absences, so their inclusion does not conflict with the
claim that all existents are conditioned. Space, for instance, is defined as what
lacks resistance. But see verse 5.2 above, where the example of space is
brought under a general rule that is said to hold for all existents (bhava).

bhavas ca yadi nirvanam anupadaya tat katham |
nirvanam nanupadaya kascid bhavo hi vidyate [ 6 ||

6. And if nirvana were an existent, how could one say that nirvana is
nondependent?
For never is there found any existent that is nondependent.

The motivation behind calling nirvana nondependent is presumably that this is
the only way of insuring that it represents a permanent cessation of suffering.
If it were said to depend on conditions, then its continuation would be
contingent on those conditions continuing to obtain. The difficulty with calling
nirvana nondependent, though, is that this conflicts with the Buddhist
orthodoxy that every existing thing originates in dependence on causes and
conditions.

yadi bhavo na nirvanam abhavah kim bhavisyati |
nirvanam yatra bhavo na nabhavas tatra vidyate [[ 7 ||

7.1f nirvana is not a [positive] existent, how will nirvana be an absence?
Where there is no existent, there is no absence.



According to Bhaviveka, the argument here is directed at the Sautrantikas,
who held that nirvana is a mere absence. (The term we translate here as
“absence,” abhava, we elsewhere render “nonexistent”; we make this change
because to do otherwise would wrongly suggest the idea that there is no such
thing as the state of nirvana.) Candrakirti identifies the target as the view that
nirvana is the absence of the defilements and birth. The argument against this
is, according to Candrakirti, that then nirvana would be just as impermanent as
defilements and birth are. To this it might be objected that nirvana would still
have the sort of permanence that is desired; while it would have a beginning in
time, it would not have an end. But Candrakirti claims the view leads to the
absurd consequence that nirvana could be attained effortlessly: Since each
occurrence of a defilement or of birth is impermanent (like everything else), it
ceases regardless of effort. Thus the absence of each defilement and birth will
occur regardless of whether or not one strives to attain nirvana.

yady abhavas ca nirvanam anupadaya tat katham |
nirvanam na hy abhavo ’sti yo 'nupadaya vidyate || 8 ||

8. And if nirvana is an absence, how can nirvana be nondependent?
There is no absence that exists without dependence.

If we suppose there to be such a thing as an absence, then we must say that its
occurrence is dependent on other things, namely those things of which it is the
absence. The Nyaya school puts this in terms of its rule: no absence without an
existing counterpositive. By this rule there cannot be such a thing as the
absence of the horns of a hare, since the horns of a hare do not exist. (There
can, though, be the absence of horns from the head of a hare.) But this makes
the occurrence of an absence contingent on its counterpositive existing at
some place or time. So if the opponent calls nirvana an absence, this once
again contradicts the claim that nirvana is nondependent.

So far we have been told that nirvana is not an existent and that it is also
not an absence. One seemingly logical response might be to combine these two
claims and say that nirvana is neither existent nor an absence. This is just what
is proposed, and defended on the basis of the authority of the Buddha, in the
next two verses. But we will see that this does not represent Nagarjuna’s own



view, since it is one that he will reject later, in verses 15-16.

ya djavamjavibhava upadaya pratitya va |
so 'pratityanupadaya nirvanam upadisyate [ 9 ||

9. That which when dependent or conditioned comes into and goes out
of existence, that, when not conditioned or dependent, is called
nirvana.

prahanam cabravic chasta bhavasya vibhavasya ca |
tasman na bhavo nabhavo nirvanam iti yujyate [/ 10 ||

10. And the teacher taught the abandonment of coming into and going
out of existence.
Thus it is correct to call nirvana neither existent nor an absence.

The reference of 10ab appears to be to Sn verse 514. Candrakirti explains that
by “coming into and going out of existence” is meant the state of coming and
going through a succession of births and deaths. Such a state arises on the
basis of the conditions of ignorance and so on as light arises in dependence on
the lamp, and it is conceptualized in dependence on the psychophysical
elements, as the long is conceived in dependence on the short. Nirvana is said
not to be conditioned by ignorance, etc., or not to be conceptualized in
dependence on the psychophysical elements. In that case it, being the mere
nonoccurrence of conditioning through ignorance, or the mere nonoccurrence
of conceptual dependence on the psychophysical elements, cannot be said to
be either an existent or an absence. The reasoning here seems to be that of the
Personalism (Pudgalavada) school. This school held that the person, while
ultimately real, is neither identical with nor distinct from the psychophysical
elements on the basis of which it is named and conceptualized. Given that
nirvana is the state of the person when no longer conditioned by or dependent
on the psychophysical elements, it stands to reason that nirvana should be
thought of as a state that likewise defies classification in terms of the
dichotomous concepts of existent and absence.

At this point the text appears to be endorsing the view that nirvana is
neither an existent nor an absence. In the next four verses it takes up and
rejects the view that nirvana is both an existent and an absence. This might



look like support for the view that it is neither. But in verses 15-16 the
“neither” option is rejected. This makes it clear that the endorsement of
“neither” in the present verse represents the position of an opponent, not
Nagarjuna.

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvanam ubhayam yadi |
bhaved abhadvo bhavas ca moksas tac ca na yujyate [[ 11 ||

11. If nirvana were both an existent and an absence,
then liberation would be an absence and an existent, and that is not
correct.

The Akutobhaya points out that there is mutual incompatibility between the
existence of something and its absence occurring at the same time. Candrakirti
adds that liberation would then be both the arising of composite things and
their ending. The same thing cannot arise and end at the same time. So one
cannot say that nirvana is both an existent and an absence.

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvanam ubhayam yadi |
nanupaddya nirvanam upaddayobhayam hi tat |[ 12 ||

12. If nirvana were both an existent and an absence, then nirvana would
not be nondependent, for it would depend on both.
If nirvana is to be ultimately real, then it must be nondependent—that is,
something that is not named and conceptualized in dependence on other
things. But a nirvana that was both an existent and an absence would be
named and conceptualized in dependence on existent composite things and on
their absence. And that is clearly impossible.

bhaved abhdvo bhavas ca nirvanam ubhayam katham |
asamskrtam hi nirvanam bhavabhavau ca samskrtau [[ 13 |

13. How can nirvana be both an existent and an absence?
For nirvana is noncomposite, and existents and absences are both
composite.



For the meaning of “composite” (samskrta) see chapter 13.

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvana ubhayam katham |
tayor abhavo hy ekatra prakasatamasor iva [ 14 |

14. How could nirvana be both an existent and an absence?
For they do not occur in the same place, just as with light and
darkness.

Since darkness is the absence of light, to say that nirvana is both a positive
existent and an absence is like saying that there can occur both light and
darkness in the same place at the same time. The commentators have already
said in commenting on verse 11 and verse 12 that existence and absence are
mutually incompatible. Nagarjuna explicitly makes that point here with the
example of light and darkness.

naivabhavo naiva bhdvo nirvanam iti yanjand |
abhave caiva bhave ca sa siddhe sati sidhyati [[ 15 ||

15. The assertion “Nirvana is neither existent nor an absence”
is established only if there were established both absence and
existent.

Nagarjuna here returns to the view that was apparently endorsed in verse 10,
that nirvana is neither an existent nor an absence. The claim now is that it also
must be rejected. The argument is that this “neither” thesis could be
ultimately true only if sense could be made both of the thesis that nirvana is an
existent and the thesis that nirvana is an absence. Since those two theses have
already been rejected, it follows that “neither” must be as well. The reasoning
is that since the “neither” thesis is purported by its proponent to be ultimately
true, it must be understood as a negatively phrased positive characterization of
nirvana, one that describes it by saying what it is not. But if there is no such
thing as the way it is not, then the thesis cannot hold.

If we think of this situation in terms of classical logic, we might suspect that
Nagarjuna is committing a logical error here. He has just rejected the thesis
that nirvana is neither an existent nor an absence. The negation of “neither p



nor not p” is “either p or not p.” And for the latter to be true, at least one of the
two statements p and not p must be true. But in verses 4-8 we were told that
both “nirvana is an existent” and “nirvana is an absence” are to be rejected.
Has Nagarjuna become confused by the logic involved in negating the negation
of a disjunction?

According to Candrakirti’s explanation of the argument, Nagarjuna did not
commit a logical error here. The reason is that there are two ways in which a
statement can fail to be ultimately true. One way is for it to be ultimately false.
If p fails to be ultimately true by being ultimately false, then not p is ultimately
true. But the other way is for p to be about something that simply does not
really exist. If p is actually not about anything at all, then it can be neither
ultimately true nor ultimately false, because it really has no meaning at all (at
least not from the perspective of ultimate truth). In other words, in order to
say that not p is ultimately true, we have to be able to imagine how it would be
possible for p to be ultimately true. The statement p must really be about
something in order to be true or to be false. And what was presumably shown
in verses 4-8 is that “nirvana is an existent” and “nirvana is an absence”
cannot be ultimately true; it was not shown there that these statements are
ultimately false. If “nirvana is an existent” and “nirvana is an absence” cannot
be ultimately true, then the negation of their disjunction, “nirvana is neither
existent nor an absence,” likewise cannot be ultimately true.

naivabhavo naiva bhavo nirvanam yadi vidyate |
naivabhavo naiva bhava iti kena tad ajyate [[ 16 ||

16. If nirvana were found to be neither an existent nor an absence,
then by what is it revealed that it is neither existent nor an absence?

To claim that ultimately nirvana is neither an existent nor an absence is to
claim that it has this character. The question here is how this could possibly be
known. If the psychophysical elements on the basis of which the person is
conceptualized have been abandoned, then it cannot be an object of
consciousness. Were it thought that it can be cognized by means of the
cognition of emptiness, then insofar as the latter involves the absence of all
hypostatization, it likewise cannot be grasped as corresponding to the concept
“neither an existent nor an absence,” since this is itself an instance of



conceptual proliferation. Thus there could be no reason to hold this thesis.

We have now seen reason to reject all four possible views concerning the
ontological status of nirvana. The next two verses show that there is a
Buddhist precedent for this way of rejecting all four of the lemmas under
consideration in verses 4-16.

param nirodhad bhagavan bhavatity eva najyate |
na bhavaty ubhayam ceti nobhayam ceti najyate [[ 17 ||

17. It is not to be asserted that the Buddha exists beyond cessation, nor
“does not exist” nor “both exists and does not exist,” nor “neither
exists nor does not exist”—none of these is to be asserted.

tisthamano ’pi bhagavan bhavatity eva najyate |
na bhavaty ubhayam ceti nobhayam ceti najyate [ 18 ||

18. Indeed it is not to be asserted that “The Buddha exists while
remaining [in this world],”

nor “does not exist” nor “both exists and does not exist,” nor

“neither exists nor does not exist”—none of these is to be asserted.

As Bhaviveka makes explicit, the reference here is to the indeterminate
questions (avyakrta) discussed at S 111.112, M 1.483-88, and S 1V.374-402. These
are questions to which it was commonly assumed an enlightened person would
know the answer. They include such questions as whether the liberated person
continues to exist postmortem, whether the world is eternal, whether the life-
force is identical with the body, and so on. Their consideration is usually put in
the form of a tetralemma: Is it that p, not p, both p and not p, or neither p nor
not p? The questions are called “indeterminate” because for each such
possibility, the Buddha rejects that thesis without embracing any other. This
has led some modern scholars to suppose that the Buddha does not always
obey the laws of classical logic. To reject p, for instance, would seem to commit
one to not p, yet the Buddha rejects this as well. But the example of the fire that
has gone out (M 1.487-88) shows that the Buddha takes each of the four
possibilities to involve a false presupposition, for example, that there
ultimately is such a thing as the Buddha who might be said to exist, not exist,
etc., after cessation. Since this presupposition is false, one can reject the claim



that the Buddha exists postmortem as well as the claim that the Buddha does
not exist postmortem without violating any law of classical logic. A similar
treatment would allow Nagarjuna to avoid the charge that he contradicts
himself when he says (10cd) that nirvana is not to be called either an existent
or an absence and also (15-16) that nirvana is not to be said to be neither an
existent nor an absence.

na samsarasya nirvandt kim cid asti visesanam |
na nirvanasya samsarat kim cid asti visesanam [[ 19 |

19. There is no distinction whatsoever between samsara and nirvana.
There is no distinction whatsoever between nirvana and samsara.

nirvanasya ca ya kotih kotih samsaranasya ca
na tayor antaram kim cit sustiksmam api vidyate || 20 ||

20. What is the limit of nirvana, that is the limit of samsara.
There is not even the finest gap to be found between the two.

The same reasoning that leads to the rejection of the four lemmas with respect
to nirvana applies as well to samsara. Since all things are, according to
Nagarjuna, empty of intrinsic nature, it follows that ultimately there is no such
state as samsara. For in order for samsara to be something about which
ultimately true claims could be made, there would have to be ultimately real
mental forces that could produce it. And if all things are empty, then there are
no mental forces that are ultimately real. Consequently one cannot say that
ultimately samsara exists, does not exist, and so forth. Note, however, that this
says nothing about the conventional status of nirvana and samsara. A
Madhyamika can still hold it to be conventionally true that nirvana and
samsara are very different states, that the former should be sought while the
latter should be stopped, and so on.

param nirodhad antadyah sasvatadyas ca drstayah |
nirvanam aparantam ca purvantam ca samasritah [ 21 ||



21. The views concerning what is beyond cessation, the end of the world,
and the eternality of the world are dependent [respectively] on
nirvana, the future life, and the past life.
Among the indeterminate questions the Buddha refused to answer are
questions concerning whether there is a state of being following the cessation
of such composite things as persons, whether the world is limited in space, and
whether the world has limits in time. These questions all presuppose one or
another answer to the question whether nirvana has a beginning and an end.
The argument of chapter 11 was to the effect that there can be no prior and
posterior parts of samsara. And in that chapter it was claimed that the same
analysis applies to all supposed existents. (See 11.8.) Here its application to the
case of nirvana is being utilized.

$tinyesu sarvadharmesu kim anantam kim antavat |
kim anantam antavac ca nanantam nantavac ca kim [[ 22 ||

22. All dharmas being empty, what is without end, what has an end?
What is both with and without end, and what is neither without end
nor having an end?

kim tad eva kim anyat kim sasvatam kim asasvatam |
asasvatam sasvatam ca kim va nobhayam apy atha [ 23 ||

23. What is identical with this, what is distinct? What is eternal, what
noneternal?
What is both eternal and noneternal, and what is then neither?

To say of all dharmas that they are devoid of intrinsic nature is to say that
there are no ultimately real entities. And since a statement can be ultimately
true only by virtue of correctly describing an ultimately real entity, it follows
that no possible view concerning nirvana and the person who attains it can be
ultimately true. Notice the inclusion here of a question that was not mentioned
earlier—the question of identity and distinctness. One might, for instance,
wonder whether the enlightened person is identical with the person who
sought enlightenment or is instead some distinct person. Given the present
understanding of nirvana, such a question cannot arise.



sarvopalambhopasamah praparicopasamah sivah |
na kva cit kasyacit kascid dharmo buddhena desitah || 24 ||

24. This halting of cognizing everything, the halting of hypostatizing, is
blissful.
No Dharma whatsoever was ever taught by the Buddha to anyone.

Since it follows from the universal emptiness of all dharmas that there is
ultimately nothing to be cognized, and suffering is said to result from
hypostatization (see 11.6), it follows that the realization of emptiness is
“blessed” or the cessation of suffering. Of course it also follows from this that
the Dharma, the teachings of the Buddha, contains no single statement that is
ultimately true. But this, says Candrakirti, presents no difficulty for the
Madhyamika. For to the extent that the Buddha’s teachings are useful in
helping us overcome suffering, they are conventionally true.

Some modern scholars take the text to end here; they claim that the
remaining two chapters are later additions and not the work of Nagarjuna. In
support of this claim they point out that the earliest of the existing
commentaries, the Akutobhaya, might seem to have ended at this point. What
are presented, in currently available editions of this commentary, as its last
two chapters (i.e., commentary on chapters 26-27) are for the most part just
the verses themselves, with no elucidatory comments. It might also be said in
particular that chapter 26 presents no distinctively Madhyamaka views. Still,
both Bhaviveka and Candrakirti took the last two chapters as authentically
Nagarjuna’s work. We take no stand on this controversy.



26. An Analysis of the Twelvefold Chain

who objects to what was just said in the immediately preceding verse

(25.24)—that the Buddha taught no Dharma. The opponent says that if

this were so then the Buddha must not have taught the doctrine of
pratityasamutpada, or dependent origination. More specifically, he must not
have taught the application of the idea of dependent origination to the case of
the person, the doctrine of the twlevefold chain of dependent origination. This
doctrine is accepted as orthodox by all schools of Buddhism. It is generally
understood as explaining the mechanisms whereby one who has been born
into this life due to factors present in the last life generates factors that will
bring about a future rebirth and thus perpetuate samsara. It is thus taken to
lay out the details underpinning the second of the four noble truths, that
suffering originates in dependence on causes and conditions. This makes it a
core Buddhist teaching. So if Nagarjuna’s doctrine of emptiness has as a
consequence that the Buddha taught no such thing, Nagarjuna can be no
Buddhist.

If Nagarjuna’s intention in the present chapter is to reply to this objection,
then his response is the perfect model of orthodoxy. Verses 1-10 give the
standard account of the twelvefold chain and how it leads to suffering. Verses
11-12 then give the gist of the third noble truth that the cessation of suffering
is also possible. What is not immediately apparent is how all this is compatible
with what Nagarjuna said in 25.24 or, more generally, with the doctrine of
emptiness. A possible answer, one suggested by the commentaries of
Candrakirti and Bhaviveka, is that while the doctrine of emptiness concerns
ultimate truth, the doctrine of pratityasamutpada is only conventionally true.

The twelve factors making up the links in the twelvefold chain are as
follows: 1. ignorance

BHAVIVEKA frames this chapter as Nagarjuna’s response to the opponent



2. volitions

3. consciousness

4, namartpa (the five skandhas or groups of psychophysical elements) 5. the
SiX sense organs

6. contact

7. feeling

8. desire

9. appropriation

10. being

11. birth

12. suffering (old age, death, etc.)

The arising of these factors, as well as their cessation, are explained in the
following order:

26.1-10 Successive origination of twelve factors of the twelvefold chain

26.1: Explication of factors 1 and 2

26.2: Explication of factors 3 and 4

26.3: Explication of factors 5 and 6

26.4: Explication of factors 4 and 3

26.5: Explication of factors 6 and 7

26.6: Explication of factors 8 and 9

26.7: Explication of factor 10

26.8-9: Explication of factors 11 and 12

26.10: Conclusion: The ignorant and not the wise form volitions
responsible for suffering.

26.11-12 Successive cessation of twelve factors of the twelvefold chain



punarbhavaya samskaran avidyanivrtas tridha |
abhisamskurute yams tair gatim gacchati karmabhih [ 1 ||

1. One who is enveloped in ignorance forms three kinds of volitions that
lead to rebirth; and by means of these actions one goes to one’s
next mode of existence.
This verse explains what it was in the past life that led to the present life.
Ignorance—namely ignorance concerning the facts of suffering,
impermanence, and nonself—led one to form volitions (samskaras), the mental
forces that bring about actions. The “three kinds” may refer to volitions that
cause physical, verbal, and mental actions. But Candrakirti explains the three
kinds as wholesome, unwholesome, and neutral. These then served as
proximate cause of rebirth into the present life.

vijianam samnivisate samskarapratyayam gatau |
samniviste 'tha vijfiane namarapam nisicyate || 2 ||

2. Having volitions as its conditions, consciousness enters into the new
mode of existence.
Consciousness having entered into the new mode of existence,
namaripa [i.e., the five skandhas] becomes infused [with life].

The first line of this verse gives the standard account of the first moment of
the present life. At conception the volitions of the prior life cause a moment of
consciousness that comes to be associated with a particular embryo. This
embryo will be in a particular state—divine, human, etc. If the volitions of the
past life were predominantly wholesome, then the embryo in question might
be in a divine mode (i.e., be the product of parents who are both gods) or in an
especially fortunate human mode; if they were unwholesome, then the embryo
might be in the mode of one of the hells; and so on. Candrakirti adds that the
relation between volitions and consciousness is like that between the moon
and its reflection, or between a seal and a wax impression made from it. In
both these cases the second item (the reflection, the impression) is numerically
distinct from the first (the moon, the seal), and yet the nature of the second
item is determined by the nature of the first. The point here is to guard against
interpreting rebirth as a case of some entity traveling from the past life to the



present life. On this see also Vism 554, where Buddhaghosa quotes a verse
giving the example of an echo (patighosa), a new sound that arises in
dependence on an earlier noise.

The term namariipa is sometimes (and somewhat misleadingly) translated as
“name and form.” The term is a collective name for the five skandhas (on
which see chapter 4). The claim here is that once a moment of consciousness
has become associated with an embryo, this brings about the development of
those physical (riipa) and psychological (nama) elements that make up the
psychophysical complex, a sentient living organism.

nisikte namaripe tu sadayatanasambhavah |
sadayatanam dgamya samsparsah sampravartate || 3 ||

3. But namariipa having become infused [with life], the six sense organs
occur.
The infused namariipa having attained the six sense organs, contact
takes place.

The development of the full psychophysical complex yields a living organism
with six sense organs, each having a distinctive sensory capacity: seeing,
hearing, taste, smell, touch, and the inner sense. Once they have arisen, they
come into contact with objects in the environment: The eye touches color-and-
shape and so on. The term we here translate as “sense organ” is ayatana. (See
chapter 3.) The ayatanas are usually numbered twelve, including both the six
sense organs and their respective object-spheres.

caksuh pratitya ripam ca samanvaharam eva ca |
namarapam pratityaivam vijfianam sampravartate [/ 4 ||

4. Dependent on the eye, color-and-shape, and
attention,

dependent thus on namaripa, (eye-)consciousness occurs.



Consciousness is said to arise in dependence on a sense organ and its object
given the mental force of attentiveness. In the case of visual consciousness, the
sense organ is the eye, and the eye’s domain is occurrences of color-and-shape.
It is noteworthy that in this account, visual consciousness is distinct from
hearing consciousness and so on. There is no single consciousness that is
directly produced by and apprehends something external through two
different sense modalities.

Candrakirti explains that since eye and color-and-shape are classified as
ripa skandha while attention is classified as among the nama skandhas, visual
consciousness arises in dependence on both riipa and nama. In 2ab we were told
that namariipa originates in dependence on consciousness. Here we are told
that consciousness originates in dependence on namaripa. This makes it seem
as if there is a reciprocal causal relation between namariipa and consciousness.
Some Abhidharma thinkers took this to mean that there can be reciprocal
causal relations between simultaneously existing things, each being both cause
and effect of the other. But there is no indication here that Nagarjuna and his
commentators subscribe to that view. The namariipa mentioned in 2ab seems
to be that of the developing embryo, while the namariipa mentioned here
appears to be that of a developed organism interacting with its environment.
Likewise the consciousnesses mentioned in the two verses would seem to be
distinct occurrences in the continuum of mental events.

samnipdtas trayandam yo ripavijfidnacaksusam |
sparsah sa tasmat sparsac ca vedana sampravartate [[ 5 ||

5. The conjunction of three things—color-and-shape, consciousness,
and the eye— that is contact; and from that contact there occurs
feeling.

Candrakirti explains that contact is just the functioning through mutual
interaction of the sense faculty, sense object, and resulting consciousness. This
in turn produces feeling—that is, a sensation of pleasure, pain, or indifference.

vedandpratyaya trsnd vedandrtham hi trsyate |
trsyamana upadanam upadatte caturvidham [[ 6 ||

6. Dependent on feeling is desire, for one desires the object of feeling.



Desiring, one takes up the four kinds of appropriation.

Desire is produced as a result of feeling: Desire for something results from
pleasurable feeling; aversion—desire to rid oneself of something—results from
unpleasant feeling; and so on. Appropriation is the process of identification—
regarding some factor as “I” or “mine.” Insofar as one cannot wish for more or
less of some stimulus without regarding it as in some way affecting something
that is thought of as an “I,” desire leads to appropriation. The four kinds of
appropriation are said to be that connected with pleasure, that pertaining to
(false) views, that pertaining to moral conduct and religious vows, and that
pertaining to belief in a self.

upadane sati bhava upadatuh pravartate |
syad dhi yady anupadano mucyeta na bhaved bhavah || 7 ||

7. There being appropriation, there is the coming into existence of the
appropriator, for if one were without appropriation, one would be
liberated; there would be no further existence.

Instances of appropriating have as their precondition the being of the agent
who appropriates. That is, there cannot be the thought of some state as “I” or
“mine” without the belief that there is that for which the state is an object of
appropriation. On the Buddhist analysis, the mechanisms of karma operate
through actions fueled by this belief. Thus in the absence of the belief in an
appropriator, one would be liberated from samsara.

parica skandhah sa ca bhavo bhavdj jatih pravartate |
jaramaranaduhkhadi $okah saparidevanah [[ 8 ||
daurmanasyam updydsa jater etat pravartate |
kevalasyaivam etasya duhkhaskandhasya sambhavah [[ 9 ||

8. And this existence is the five skandhas; from existence results birth.
The suffering of old age, death, and so on—grief accompanied by
lamentations, 9. frustration, and despair—these result from birth.
Thus arises this entire mass of suffering.

The existence that sets the stage for the next life is actually just the five



skandhas that arose due to the karma generated by past actions based on belief
in an “L.” All five are involved, according to Candrakirti, because bodily and
verbal actions involve ripa, while mental actions involve the four nama
skandhas.

The result of all this is birth into the future life. So far we have seen how a
sequence of two factors in the past life—ignorance and volition (verse 1)—
brought about a sequence of eight factors in the present life—consciousness
followed by namariipa (verse 2), six sense organs and contact (verse 3), feeling
(verse 5), desire and appropriation (verse 6), and being (verse 7). Now, in verses
8-9, we have entry into the future life, with birth inevitably leading to old age
and death and thus existential suffering. This completes the twelvefold chain
of dependent origination, which is the detailed explanation for the origination
of suffering spoken of in the second noble truth.

samsaramiilam samskaran avidvan samskaroty atah |
avidvan karakas tasman na vidvams tattvadarsanat |[ 10 ||

10. Thus does the ignorant one form the volitions that are the roots of
samsara.
The ignorant one is therefore the agent; the wise one, having seen
reality, is not.

By “the agent” is here meant the person who, out of desire for pleasant
feelings and aversion toward painful feelings, performs actions and thus
accumulates karmic seeds. Candrakirti explains that the wise one, who does
not perceive anything whatsoever and thus does not see anything to be done,
is not an agent. This opens up the possibility that knowledge of emptiness
plays a role here: It might be that the wise one fails to perceive anything due to
seeing that all things (and not just the person) are empty.

avidyayam niruddhayam samskaranam asambhavah |
avidydya nirodhas tu jiianasyasyaiva bhavanat [[ 11 |

11. Upon the cessation of ignorance there is the nonarising of volitions.
But the cessation of ignorance is due to meditation on just the
knowledge of this.



Once one knows how samsara is perpetuated, meditation on the twelvefold
chain of dependent origination leads to the cessation of those desires that fuel
the cycle. This is the fourth of the noble truths, that of the path to the
cessation of suffering. It is worth noting that nothing in the verses of this
chapter is incompatible with the Abhidharma understanding of the teaching of
the twelvefold chain. According to Abhidharma it is just knowledge of the
essencelessness of persons (that the person is empty of intrinsic nature) that is
the relevant knowledge. And the Akutobhayd (or, more cautiously, the
commentary on this chapter that is represented as the Akutobhaya—see our
comments at the end of the previous chapter) says that all this may be studied
more extensively in the siitras and in Abhidharma texts. But Candrakirti
explicitly invokes knowledge of emptiness in his comments on this verse.
According to him it is knowledge of the emptiness of intrinsic nature of all
things that is the effective knowledge mentioned in the verse: Ignorance is
destroyed by correct and nondeceptive meditation on this dependent
origination. One who correctly sees dependent origination perceives no own-
form [i.e., intrinsic nature] of even the most subtle entity. One enters into
meditation on the emptiness of intrinsic nature of all entities, like a reflection,
a dream, a fire circle [see 11.2], an impression of a seal. One who has realized
the emptiness of intrinsic nature of all entities perceives nothing whatsoever,
be it external or internal. One who does not perceive is not confused about any
dharma, and one who is not confused does not perform action. One perceives
that this is so through meditation on dependent origination. The yogin who
sees the truth has assuredly abandoned ignorance. Volitions of the one who
has abandoned ignorance are suppressed. (LVP 559) The mention of
meditation, in the verse and in Candrakirti’s comments, is also significant. It is
widely accepted that the path to the cessation of suffering discussed in the
fourth of the noble truths involves not only the understanding or insight
developed through philosophical practice (such as that of Madhyamika
philosophers like Nagarjuna) but also the practice of meditation. Candrakirti
here hints at why that might be important: The yogin or meditator comes to
directly see the emptiness of each thing presented in experience. This might be
different from the sort of theoretical knowledge acquired through
philosophical activity. If so, then this would explain why the karma-generating
volitions of the yogin are all suppressed.

tasya tasya nirodhena tat tan nabhipravartate |



duhkhaskandhah kevalo 'yam evam samyag nirudhyate [/ 12 ||

12. By reason of the cessation of one factor in the twelvefold chain,
another successor factor fails to arise.
Thus does this entire mass of suffering completely cease.

Since the arising of each factor in the chain is dependent on the occurrence of
its predecessor, with the cessation of ignorance the production of suffering
must come to an end. Bhaviveka feels compelled to add that all this is only true
conventionally, not ultimately. Since according to Madhyamaka no elements in
the twelvefold chain are ultimately real, it cannot be ultimately true that upon
the cessation of ignorance there is the cessation of volition and the rest.



27. An Analysis of Views

about concerning the past and future existence of the person, the world,

and so on (see S 11.25-27). The orthodox Buddhist view concerning these

questions is that they are ill formed in that they all involve false
presuppositions. And because they are ill formed, none of the four possible
answers to a question should be affirmed. (See the discussion of the
“indeterminate questions” above at 25.17-18.) In this chapter Nagarjuna gives
his own account of their rejection. Most of what is said here would be perfectly
acceptable to at least many Abhidharmikas. It is only at the end of the chapter
that the doctrine of emptiness is explicitly mentioned. This might be taken to
suggest that the real purpose is to show that Madhyamaka thought represents
a legitimate extension of the Buddha’s teachings. The thread of the chapter’s
argument is as follows:

THE “views” discussed in this chapter are the ones the Buddha was asked

Views about relation between present person and past and future
27.1-2 persons depend on real existence in the past life and the future
life.
Examination of views concerning relation between present
person and past person
27.3-8: Refutation of the possibility that the present person
existed in the past
27.9-12: Refutation of the possibility that the present person did
not exist in the past
27.13: Summary: The present person cannot be said to have
existed in past, not existed, etc.

27.3-13



2714-18 Examination of views concerning relation between present

person and future person

27.15: Refutation of possibility that present person is identical
with future person

27.16: Refutation of possibility that present person is distinct
from future person

27.17: Refutation of possibility that present person is both
identical with and distinct from future person

27.18: Refutation of possibility that present person is neither
identical with nor distinct from future person

27.19-28 Examination of views concerning the extent of samsara

27.19-20: Refutation of possibility that samsara has a beginning
and that it has no beginning

27.21-24: Refutation of possibility that samsara has an end and
that it has no end

27.25-27: Refutation of possibility that samsara both has and does
not have an end

27.28: Refutation of possibility that samsara neither has nor does
not have an end

27.29 Emptiness of all things means the rejection of all views.
27.30 Salutation to the Buddha Gautama

abhaim atitam adhvanam nabhavam iti drstayah [
yas tah sasvatalokadyah purvantam samupasritah |/ 1 ||

1. The views, “I existed in the past” and “I did not exist,”
that the world is eternal, etc., are dependent on the past life.

In the present verse it is questions about the past that are under scrutiny. Here
the “etc.” indicates the third and fourth members of the tetralemma, for
example, “I both existed and did not exist” and “I neither existed nor did not
exist.” Such views concerning the “I” all presuppose the existence of some past
thing that might be: identical with the present “I,” distinct from the present



(48

I,” both identical and distinct, or neither identical nor distinct.

drstayo na bhavisyami kim anyo 'nagate ‘dhvani |
bhavisyamiti cantadya aparantam samasritah [[ 2 ||

2. The views “Shall I not exist as someone else in the future?”
“Shall 1 exist?” and that the world has an end, etc., are dependent on
the future life.

In this verse it is views about the future that are under examination. These are
likewise all based on an assumption, namely that there will exist some future
entity (an “I”) that might be identical with, distinct from, both identical with
and distinct from, or neither identical with nor distinct from the presently
existing entity. Having thus classified the full range of views, Nagarjuna now
proceeds to examine first those that concern the past life (verses 3-13) and
then, in verses 14-18, those that concern the future life.

abhaim atitam adhvanam ity etan nopapadyate |
yo hi janmasu piirvesu sa eva na bhavaty ayam [[ 3 ||

3.1t is not the case that the statement “I existed in the past” holds,
for whoever existed in prior births is not this present person.

To entertain the first of the four possible views with respect to the “I” and the
past, the view that I existed in past lives, is to hold that the presently existing
“I” had prior existence in other lives. So for instance what is now a human
being might have been an inhabitant of one of the hells in an earlier life. And
this, we are told, cannot be. The reason is given in the following verses.

sa evatmeti tu bhaved upadanam visisyate |
upadanavinirmukta atma te katamah punah [/ 4 ||

4, If it were that “That is just myself,” [then appropriation would not be
distinct from the appropriator “I’]; however, appropriation is
distinct.



How, on the other hand, can your self be utterly distinct from
appropriation?

Concerning appropriation, see 3.7, 10.15, and 26.6-7. According to Candrakirti,
the argument of the first half of the verse is that if the present “I” were
identical with the being in the past life, then the act of appropriation would be
identical with the appropriator, which is absurd, since agent and action are
distinct. Here appropriation is understood, in accordance with the formula of
the twelvefold chain, as those factors in the past life that brought about the
present, while the appropriator is the being in the present life that resulted
from them and in turn brings about future birth, old age, and death. The
argument, in short, is that to think that I existed in the past life is to suppose
that this present “I” is at once a product and the producer of that very product.
The difficulty that results from this is that the self that is the appropriator
cannot be found apart from acts of appropriation. It is the nature of the self,
qua appropriator, to engage in acts of appropriation. While such acts can be
discerned, the agent that performs them cannot. And what is wanted here is
the agent, not its acts. The argument that is unfolding here is an instance of
the “neither identical nor distinct” variety that Nagarjuna has used elsewhere.

upadanavinirmukto ndasty atmeti krte sati |
syad upadanam evatma nasti catmeti vah punah [[ 5 ||

5. It being agreed that there is no self utterly distinct from
appropriation, then the self would be nothing but the
appropriation; in that case there is no such thing as this self of
yours.

If the opponent were to concede that the self that is distinct from the
psychophysical elements is not to be found and maintain instead that the self
that appropriates is just the elements themselves, then there is a new
difficulty, stated in the next verse.

na copadanam evatma vyeti tat samudeti ca |
katham hi namopdadanam upadata bhavisyati [[ 6 ||

6. It is not the case that the self is identical with the appropriation, for



that appropriation ceases and arises.
How indeed will the appropriation become the appropriator?

The difficulty with attempting to reduce the self qua appropriator to the
appropriation (the psychophysical elements) is that the latter are radically
impermanent while the former would have to endure. Hence appropriator and
appropriation have incompatible properties and thus cannot be identical.
Moreover, there then results the identity of agent and object of action, which
is absurd, as can be seen from the examples of fire and fuel, knife and object to
be cut, potter and pot, and so on.

anyah punar upadanad atma naivopapadyate |
grhyeta hy anupadano yady anyo na ca grhyate || 7 ||

7. Further, a self that is distinct from appropriation is not at all possible.
If it were distinct then it would be perceived without appropriation,
but it is not perceived.

Distinctness of appropriator and appropriation would also mean that the
appropriator self can exist in complete independence from the elements, just
as a pot, which is distinct from a cloth, can exist in the absence of any cloth.
But something cannot be an appropriator apart from all acts of appropriation,
and there can be no acts of appropriation without the appropriated elements.
So a distinct appropriator cannot be grasped.

evam nanya upadanan na copadanam eva sah |
atma nasty anupadano ndpi ndsty esa niscayah [[ 8 ||

8. Thus it is not distinct from appropriation, nor is it identical with
appropriation.
There is no self without appropriation, but neither is it ascertained
that this does not exist.

This summarizes the argument of the preceding five verses against the view
that “I” existed in the past. The one new note is at the end of the verse: One



should also not conclude that there is no “I” that exists in both the past and
the present. Candrakirti explains that this “I” is said to be conceptualized in
dependence on the psychophysical elements. This makes it quite different
from the case of the son of a barren woman, which is both utterly nonexistent
and also not conceptualized in dependence on any psychophysical elements.
One can say of the son of a barren woman that he does not exist, but one
cannot say this of the “I.” Candrakirti adds that since he has treated this topic
of the self extensively in his Madhyamkavatara, he will not repeat that
discussion here. (See MA 6.120-65.) It should be noted that this is a denial of
nonself and not the affirmation of an existent self. Moreover, there is
precedent in the Buddha’s teachings for the denial of nonself. On at least one
occasion the Buddha expressed concern that those who did not fully
understand his teachings would take the statement “There is no self” to mean
that one’s death entails one’s annihilation (and thus the end of one’s liability to
karmic reward and punishment; see S 1V.400-401). This annihilationist view is
not considered wrong on the grounds that there actually is a self; it is wrong
because it does presuppose a self, one that is not eternal. It was to avoid
aligning himself with that view, we are told, that the Buddha refrained on that
occasion from accepting the statement “There is no self.” It is this
consideration that also led the Abhidharma schools to maintain that the
person is conventionally real: Appropriating and thus identifying with past and
future parts of the causal series of psychophysical elements can be useful (up
to a point).
nabham atitam adhvanam ity etan nopapadyate |
yo hi janmasu piirvesu tato ‘nyo na bhavaty ayam [[ 9 ||

9. It is not the case that the statement “I did not exist in the past” holds;
for this present person is not distinct from whoever existed in
prior births.

yadi hy ayam bhaved anyah pratyakhyayapi tam bhavet |
tathaiva ca sa samtisthet tatra jayeta camrtah [/ 10 ||

10. For if this present self were indeed distinct from the past, then it
would exist even if the past were denied.
And the past person would abide just as it was, or it would be born
here without having died.



If the present being is not the same person as the past being, then the present
being cannot be caused by the past being. In particular it cannot be due to the
cessation of the past being. Candrakirti gives the example of the production of
a pot and the destruction of cloth. Since pot and cloth are utterly distinct, the
arising of the former cannot have the cessation of the latter as a causal
condition. But this in turn suggests that the past self should endure.
Alternatively it would mean that one is born without having died earlier. And
for those who accept beginningless rebirth, this is absurd.

ucchedah karmanam nasah krtam anyena karma ca |
pratisamvedayed anya evamadi prasajyate [[ 11 ||

11. There would be annihilation [of the past self] and then destruction of
[fruits of] actions; then [the fruits] of an action done by one person
would be reaped by another. This and the like consequences would
follow.

The absurdity of supposing that one who is born is not someone who died
earlier stems from the fact that, in accordance with karmic causal laws, the
situation of one’s birth is the result of actions performed at some earlier time.
If one’s birth were not a rebirth, then the good or bad station of one’s birth
could not be explained as the fruits of one’s own earlier actions. And in that
case one’s situation could not be deserved; inequality of birth would become a
blatant injustice. Then those who accept the theory of karma would no longer
see in it a reason to perform good actions and avoid evil actions, for it would

not be me who will reap the pleasant and painful fruits of actions I perform in
this life.

napy abhutva samudbhiito doso hy atra prasajyate |
krtako va bhaved atma sambhito vapy ahetukah [/ 12 ||

12. Neither is it the case that it, having not existed, comes into existence,
for this has an unwanted consequence: The self would then either
be produced or else it would be arisen uncaused.
To say that the self comes into existence from prior nonexistence is to say that
it is a product. But a product requires an effective producer. And if there is no
prior existence of this self, then it is difficult to see what might have produced



it. If on the other hand one were to deny that it was produced while still
maintaining its prior nonexistence, this would be tantamount to saying it came
into existence completely spontaneously, with no cause whatsoever. And this
sort of utter randomness we know never obtains.

evam drstir atite ya nabhiim aham abhiim aham |
ubhayam nobhayam ceti naisa samupapadyate [[ 13 ||

13. Thus the views that in the past I did not exist, I did exist,
both, and neither—none of these holds.

This completes the examination of views concerning the relation of the
present person to the past. Only the first and second lemmas—that I did exist
in the past and that I did not—have been discussed and not the third and
fourth. But Candrakirti comments that since the first and second have been
ruled out, the third must likewise be rejected, since it is the conjunction of two
rejected theses. And given that the third lemma is to be rejected, so must the
fourth, which is just the negation of the third (see the comments on 25.14).

Next comes the examination of views concerning the relation of the present
person to the future.

adhvany andgate kim nu bhavisyamiti darsanam [
na bhavisyami cety etad atitenadhvana samam || 14 ||

14. The view “Will I exist in the future?”
and the view “Will I not exist?”’—these are just like [the case of] the
past.

The four lemmas concerning the relation of the present person to one in the
future are subject to the same logic of identity and difference as are those
regarding the past. Hence they are to be rejected just as the first four were.

sa devah sa manusyas ced evam bhavati sasvatam |
anutpannas ca devah syaj jayate na hi $asvatam [[ 15 ||



15. “This god is the same person as that human”: if this were so then
there would be eternalism; and the god would be unarisen, for
what is eternal is not born.

For this use of the term eternalism, see the comments on 17.10. The example
concerns a human who, having done exceptionally good deeds in this life, will
be reborn as a god. On the hypothesis that that future god will be me, there
must be a self that endures from one life to the next and hence is eternal. Since
eternalism was said by the Buddha to be fundamentally mistaken, it follows
that identity of present and future persons must be rejected. Moreover, the
eternality of the person leads to the absurd result that the god will exist
without having been born. (This is absurd because, since gods are subject to
rebirth, they must be born; they are said to live exceptionally long and happy
lives, but they are born and they eventually die.) To be born is to come into
existence, and an eternal entity never comes into existence.

The basic difficulty here is that if the present human and the future god are
both to count as “me,” then it would seem they must be identical, and yet a
human and a god seem to be utterly distinct beings. Each, for instance, comes
into existence at a particular time, namely the time of its birth; and for the
human and the god in this example those are distinct times. The only solution
is to say that the present human and the future god share a single self,
something that, being eternal, can go from one life to another. But then either
that future god is identical with the eternal self or else it is distinct. If it is
identical, then we must say, absurdly, that a god is not born. If it is distinct,
then I shall not be that god, so it is false that my good deeds will lead to my
being reborn as a god.

devad anyo manusyas ced asasvatam ato bhavet |
devad anyo manusyas cet samtatir nopapadyate || 16 ||

16. If it is held that the present human is distinct from the future god,
then noneternalism would follow.
If it is held that the present human is distinct from the future god,
then there can be no continuum.

If we grant that the present human being and the future god are distinct
entities, then the person is not eternal—is not the sort of thing that can go



from one life to the next. It might be thought that these can still represent
distinct stages in one continuous series. But distinctness of human and god
makes it difficult to explain how they can make up such a series. For the
presently existing lump of clay and the future cloth are equally distinct, yet
they are not thought to make up a continuous series. One might try to explain
the difference between the human-god case and the clay-cloth example by
appealing to the causal connections that supposedly obtain in the case of the
present human and the future god. But the results of chapters 1 and 20, which
showed that causal connections cannot be said to obtain between allegedly
ultimately real entities, rule out all such appeals.

divyo yady ekadesah syad ekadesas ca manusah |
asasvatam sasvatam ca bhavet tac ca na yujyate [[ 17 ||

17. If it were one part divine and one part human,
it would be both noneternal and eternal, and that is not correct.

The thesis that human and god are identical leads to eternalism. The thesis
that they are distinct leads to annihilationism (noneternalism). Both having
been rejected, we now turn to the consideration of the thesis that they are
both identical and distinct. This is one of the rare cases where Nagarjuna
explicitly examines the third of the four lemmas possible with respect to some
question. Here the claim is that there is one entity, the person, with distinct
temporal parts—the present human and the future god. In that case human
and god can be said to be identical (qua person) and yet also distinct (qua kinds
of living things). And thus I would be both eternal and noneternal. Since that
future god will be me, I am eternal. But since the present human who is now
me will then no longer exist, I am subject to annihilation.

asasvatam sasvatam ca prasiddham ubhayam yadi |
siddhyen na sasvatam kamam naivasasvatam ity api [/ 18 ||

18. If it were acknowledged both that it is eternal and that it is
noneternal, then it would accordingly be established that it is
neither eternal nor noneternal.

The fourth lemma—neither eternalism nor noneternalism—relies on the



intelligibility of the first and second. And since these must be rejected, the
fourth must likewise. Candrakirti reasons that since both the thesis of
eternalism and that of noneternalism are unestablished, and the thesis of
neither is the denial of the disjunction of both, there being no object to be
negated, the fourth thesis cannot hold. (See the comments on 25.14.) kutascid
agatah kascit kimcid gacchet punah kva cit |

yadi tasmad anadis tu samsarah syan na casti sah [[ 19 ||

19. If it were the case that someone were to exist, having come here from
somewhere and subsequently be going somewhere else, then
samsara would be beginningless; but that [person] does not exist.

It is commonly said by Buddhists that samsara is beginningless. This thesis
requires that there be a being who, for any given life in some determinate
station (e.g., as a human or as a god), can have been born into that life from
some prior life, and who will at the end of that life be reborn into yet another
station (until such time as that person attains liberation). But there is no such
being, so it cannot be asserted that samsara is beginningless. Candrakirti
explains that this holds whether the being is thought of as permanent or as
impermanent. If it were permanent then it could not be subject to the change
that occurs in going from one life to another. If it were impermanent then it
could not be said to move from one life to the next, since its impermanence
would mean that it ceases at the end of a life. But this can also be seen as a
straightforward result of the prior arguments against the person (pudgala)
discussed in chapters 9, 10, and 11.

nasti cec chasvatah kascit ko bhavisyaty asasvatah |
$asvato ’sasvatas capi dvabhyam abhyam tiraskrtah [ 20 |

20. If it is held that nothing whatsoever is eternal, then what will be
noneternal?
What will be both eternal and noneternal, and also what will be
distinct from these two?

If there is no eternal being, then there does not exist the right sort of thing for
the thesis of noneternality to hold. The subject of rebirth (the entity that



undergoes the process of rebirth) would have to be permanent, and if rebirth
lacks a subject, then we cannot entertain the hypothesis that its subject is
transitory. The same holds for the third and fourth lemmas of the tetralemma
concerning samsara.

antavan yadi lokah syat paralokah katham bhavet |
athapy anantavaml lokah paralokah katham bhavet || 21 ||

21. If this world had an end, how could there be the other world?

But if this world were without an end, how could there be the other
world?

One set of questions the Buddha was asked and refused to answer concerned
whether the loka has an end or limit (see 22.12). The Sanskrit term loka can be
translated as “world,” and this is how it is often translated when it occurs in
the passages concerning that set of questions. But it also means “inhabitant of
the world,” and that is how it is actually being used in that context. The
question concerns whether the existence of the being who is currently living a
particular life has an end or not. Both possibilities are to be rejected. The
reason, according to the commentators, is that there in fact is another world—
that is, there is rebirth. The reasoning is spelled out in the next seven verses.

skandhanam esa samtano yasmad diparcisam iva |
tasman nanantavattvam ca nantavattvam ca yujyate [/ 22 ||

22. The series of skandhas proceeds like that of the flames of a lamp,
so it is not correct that it is endless nor that it has an end.

The analogy of the lamp flame is commonly used to explain personal
continuity in the absence of a self. (See, e.g., Mil 40.) The idea is that an
individual flame only lasts a moment, yet a lamp may stay lit for a whole night.
(A flame is momentary because it is just a collection of incandescent gas
particles, and the individual particles making up that collection rapidly cool
and dissipate.) It is possible for the lamp to stay lit for the night because each
flame, as it goes out of existence, serves as the cause of a successor flame. So
what we think of as one continuously existing light is actually a series of



momentary lamp flames.

purve yadi ca bhajyerann utpadyeran na capy ami |
skandhah skandhan pratityeman atha loko ntavan bhavet || 23 ||

23. If, the past ones having been broken up, these skandhas were not to
arise that are dependent on those past skandhas, then it would be
the case that this world has an end.
Rebirth, like the light of the lamp, involves one set of psychophysical elements
ceasing but causing another set of psychophysical elements to arise. To say
that the world (i.e., the person) has an end is to say that this causal series is
interrupted. Just as when one flame is extinguished due to exhaustion of fuel
oil, no successor flame can arise, so if the earlier set of elements were to be
dissipated without being able to generate the subsequent set, then it would be
the case that the person has an end. But this would be a case in which no
rebirth takes place. For rebirth is precisely the continuation of the causal
series.

purve yadi na bhajyerann utpadyeran na capy ami |
skandhah skandhan pratityeman loko 'nanto bhaved atha [ 24 ||

24, 1f, the past ones not having been broken up, these skandhas were not

to arise that are dependent on those past skandhas, then it would

be the case that this world has no end.
To say the world (i.e., the person) has no end would be to say that the elements
making up the present person do not go out of existence. In that case they
could not give rise to successor elements in the series, and so once again there
would be no rebirth. So for instance the elements making up a human could
not give rise to the elements making up a god in the subsequent life.

antavan ekadesas ced ekadesas tv anantavan |
syad antavan anantas ca lokas tac ca na yujyate [ 25 ||

25. If it were that it is one part with an end and one part without end,
then this world would have an end and be without end, and that is
not correct.



The third lemma, that the world (i.e., the person) both has an end and is
without end, might be thought to hold if there were one part of the person that
did end while another part continued to exist unceasingly. This is the view of
those, for instance, who think that rebirth involves the transmigration of a self
and the destruction of the other elements of the psychophysical complex. The
difficulty for this view is spelled out in the next three verses. But the
Akutobhaya anticipates by pointing out that in this case the being would have
two intrinsic natures.

katham tavad upadatur ekadeso vinariksyate |
na nanksyate caikadesa evam caitan na yujyate [[ 26 ||

26. How will it be that on the one hand, one part of the appropriator is

destroyed and yet one part is not destroyed? This is not correct.
Here the “appropriator” is that set of elements in the present life that gives
rise to the elements in the subsequent life. On the present hypothesis, some of
these elements are destroyed while others carry over into the future life. In the
case of rebirth of a human as a god, this might mean that the human part of
the appropriator is destroyed while the divine part is not. But this would also
mean that the human was already divine, which is absurd. To call the present
being human is precisely to say that it has a human nature, which is quite
different from a divine nature.

upadanaikadesas ca katham nama vinarksyate |
na nanksyate caikadeso naitad apy upapadyate [ 27 ||

27. How will it be that one part of appropriation is destroyed
and one part is not destroyed? This also cannot be.

Here the “appropriation” is that set of elements in the subsequent life that
originates in dependence on the earlier set called the “appropriator.”
Reasoning similar to that of the preceding verse demonstrates the absurdity
here.



antavac capy anantam ca prasiddham ubhayam yadi |
siddhyen naivantavat kdmam naivanantavad ity api || 28 ||

28. If both “with an end” as well as “without an end” were
acknowledged,
then it would accordingly be established that it is neither with an
end nor without an end.

The fourth lemma relies for its intelligibility on the intelligibility of the first
and second, since it is said to be the negation of their disjunction. Thus the
fourth must be rejected if the third is. This verse parallels verse 18.

atha va sarvabhavanam sanyatvac chasvatadayah |
kva kasya katamah kasmat sambhavisyanti drstayah [/ 29 ||

29. So since all existents are empty, views such as eternalism and the like
—where will they occur, to whom will they occur, which of them
will occur, and for what reason will they occur?

Since all things are empty, there can ultimately be neither a place nor a time
where views like eternalism arise; there is no being who can entertain and hold
such views; such views not themselves existing, there are none that could be
held; and nothing could serve as the reason for holding such views.

sarvadrstiprahanaya yah saddharmam adesayat |
anukampdam upddaya tam namasyami gautamam [/ 30 ||

30. I salute Gautama, who, based on compassion, taught the true Dharma
for the abandonment of all views.

This final verse echoes the thought of the dedicatory verse at the beginning of
the work. In that verse we were told that the Buddha’s central teaching of
dependent origination must be understood through the lens of eight
negations: Existing things neither cease to exist nor do they arise, they are
neither eternal nor are they annihilated, they are neither one nor many, and



they do not move or undergo any other sort of alteration. These negations
were said to free us from the sorts of hypostatizations that had grown up
around the teaching of dependent origination. Now Candrakirti identifies what
is here called “the true Dharma” with the Buddha’s teaching of dependent
origination. But in the dedicatory verse it was hypostatizations concerning
dependent origination that were said to be an obstacle to liberation, whereas
here “all views” include any theory concerning how things ultimately are. So
apparently the range of the eight negations has expanded considerably beyond
what an Abhidharmika would accept.

We have learned several things in the interim, however. First, we have
encountered a wide range of arguments meant to refute a wide variety of
theories about the ultimate nature of reality. In each case a key assumption of
the theory under attack was that there are things with intrinsic nature.
Second, we learned (18.5) that the purpose of the doctrine of emptiness is to
end hypostatization concerning anything whatever that might be thought to
be ultimately real. And finally we were told (24.18) that dependent origination
entails emptiness. So it now seems appropriate to take the Buddha’s treatment
of the indeterminate questions as the model for understanding the doctrine of
emptiness.

There is a second way in which doing so might be appropriate. We have also
been told on several occasions (e.g., at 13.8) that emptiness is itself empty, that
emptiness is not to be thought of as the correct account of the ultimate truth.
Viewing verse 29 in that light, we can see that its argument applies as much to
the doctrine of emptiness itself as to any other metaphysical theory. Still when
we are told that the rival views on some topic are all false, there is a strong
temptation to take whatever concepts were used in their refutation as
providing the correct replacement to those erroneous theories. What
Nagarjuna has been at pains to show in the present chapter is just how the
Buddha succeeded in rejecting all the rival views concerning the self, living
beings, and happiness without installing his own view on those subjects. The
Buddha’s strategy of invoking dependent origination as a middle path is just a
procedure of rejecting all the logically possible views by rejecting their
common presupposition. The suggestion is that this strategy may help us avoid
turning emptiness into yet another metaphysical theory. In that case
Madhyamaka would deserve its name of Middle Path School.
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