
@CLASSICS OF INDIAN BUDDHISM 

Nagarjuna's Middle Way 
Mulamadhyamakakdrikd 

Mark Siderits and Shoryii Katsura 



Wisdom Publications 
199 Elm Street 
Somerville, MA 02.144 USA 
wisdomexperience.org 

© 2.013 Mark Siderits, Shoryfl Katsura 
All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechan­
ical, including photography, recording. or by any information storage and retrieval system 
or technologies now known or later developed, without permission in writing from the 
publisher. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Nagarjuna, 2.nd century. 
[Madhyamakakarika. English] 
Nagarjuna' s Middle way: theM iilamadhyamakakarika I Mark Siderits and Shoryfl Katsura. 

pages em.- (Classics ofindian Buddhism) 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
ISBN 1-6142.9-050-4 (pbk.: alk. paper) 

1. Madhyamika (Buddhism)-Early works to 18oo. I. Siderits, Mark, 1946- translator, 
writer of added commentary. II. Katsura, Shoryfl, 1944- translator, writer of added com­
mentary. III. Tide. 

BQ2.792..E5S53 2.013 
2.94·3'85-dc2.3 

ISBN 978-1-6142.9-050-6 

2.4 2.3 2.2. 2.1 

7 6 5 4 

2.012.047730 

cbook ISBN 978-1-6142.9·061-2. 

Cover and interior design by Gopa&Ted2.. Set in Diacritical Garamond Pro 11.751I5.75· 
Cover image© The Trustees of the British Museum (Detail of a stone slab image depicting a 
five-headed naga guarding the entryway to a stiipa. From the Great Stiipa of Amarati). 

Wisdom Publications' books are printed on acid-free paper and meet the guidelines for 
permanence and durability of the Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council 
on Library Resources. 

Printed in the United States of America. " ~ ~ Paper from 
rapon&lble IOIIrcN 

~ FSc-C011935 

MIX 

Please visit fscus.org. 



Publisher's Acknowledgment 

T
HE PUBLISHER gratefully acknowledges the generous help of 

the Hershey Family Foundation in sponsoring the publication 

of this book. 



Contents 

Preface ix 

Introduction 

Mulamadhyamakakarika by Nagarjuna I I 

Dedicatory Verse 13 

I. An Analysis of Conditions 17 

2. An Analysis of the Traversed, the Not Yet 
Traversed, and the Presently Being Traversed 31 

3· An Analysis of the .Ayatanas 43 

4· An Analysis of the Skandhas 51 

5· An Analysis of the Dhatus 59 

6. An Analysis of Desire and the One Who Desires 65 

7· An Analysis of the Conditioned 71 

8. An Analysis of Object and Agent 89 

9· An Analysis ofWhat Is Prior 99 

10. An Analysis of Fire and Fuel 109 

II. An Analysis of the Prior and Posterior Parts 

( ofSa111sara) 121 

I 2. An Analysis of Suffering 129 

I 3· An Analysis of the Composite 137 



viii NAGARJUNA'S MIDDLE WAY 

I4. An Analysis of Conjunction I47 

I 5· An Analysis oflnttinsic Nature I 53 

I6. An Analysis of Bondage and Liberation I63 

I7. An Analysis of Action and Fruit I7I 

I 8. An Analysis of the Self I93 

I9. An Analysis ofTime 207 

20. An Analysis of the Assemblage 2I3 

21. An Analysis of Arising and Dissolution (of Existents) 227 

22. An Analysis of the T athagata 24I 

23. An Analysis of False Conception 253 

24. An Analysis of the N able Truths 267 

25. An Analysis ofNirvaQa 289 

26. An Analysis of the Twelvefold Chain 307 

27. An Analysis ofViews 3 I7 

Bibliography 337 

Index 343 

About the Translators 353 



Preface 

0 
UR COLLABORATION had its inception in a cottage on 

the island ofMiyajima in 1999. We had both worked inde­

pendently on the Mulamadhyamakakdrikd 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 prof­

ited 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 2oo6. Shoryii 

Katsura wishes to thank the Japan Society for the Promotion of Sci­

ence, 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 
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Cunningham for her competence in guiding the book through pro­

duction, and the rest of the Wisdom staff for their help in bringing 

our work to fruition. 



Introduction 

T
HE Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK) by Nagarjuna (ca. 150 

C.E.) is the 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 (sunya) 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 Prajfiaparamita, beginning roughly in the first 

century B.C.E. Earlier Buddhist thought was built around the more 

specific claim that the person is empty: that there is no separately exist­

ing, 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 sarpsara. The earliest Mahayana texts go consider­

ably 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 compre­
hend 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 
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formulation of some (often philosophical) doctrine; the ktiriktis are 

the individual verses making up the work. Texts of this sort were origi­

nally 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, c, 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 sophisticated 

philosophical thesis within the form's constraints. But texts of this 

genre were not composed with that end in mind. The original expecta­

tion 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 com­

mentary 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 Akutobhayti 
(author unknown), the Madhyamakavrtti by Buddhapalita, the Pra-

jiitipradipa by Bhaviveka, and the Prasannapadti by Candraklrti. 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 chap­

ter. And without this information one would be free to read any num­

ber of different interpretations into the verses. Of course we cannot be 

certain that any of the classical Indian commentaries reflect Nagarju­

na'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 
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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 m-ake 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 interpr~tation of what is "in 

the original verse itsel£" 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 pro­

vided 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 ofMMK 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. 
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At this poirit some general introductory remarks concerning Nagar­

juna's goals and strategies might not be amiss. In MMK Nagarjuna is 

addressing an audience of fellow Buddhists. (In the other work gener­

ally accepted as by Nagarjuna, the Vigrahavyavartani, his interlocutors 

also include members of the non-Buddhist Nyaya school.) Of particu­

lar importance is the fact that his audience holds views that are based 

on the fundamental presuppositions behind the Abhidharma enter­

prise. Abhidharma is that part of the Buddhist philosophical tradition 

that aims at filling out the metaphysical details behind the Buddha's 

core teachings of nonsel£ impermanence, and suffering. A number of 

different Abhidharma s·chools 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: 

I. There are two ways in which a statement may be true, convention­

ally 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 prac­

tice. 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 pre­

supposes the existence of any mere conceptual fiction. A concep­

tual 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 
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trouble listing all the parts and all their connections. The ulti­
mate 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 fic­
tion 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 mate­
rial particles, spatia-temporally discrete occurrences of color and 
shape, pain sensations, particular occurrences of basic desires 
such as hunger and thirst, and individual moments of conscious­
ness. (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 origina­
tion 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-
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that is, the fact that the property characterizes that entity is inde­

pendent of facts about anything else. 

b. Only dharmas have intrinsic nature. The size and shape of a char­

iot are not intrinsic natures of the chariot, since the chariot's hav­

ing 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 (parabhava) since they are not the "its own" of the char­

iot 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 ofbeing 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 con­

structed 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. 

S· 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 over­

come by coming to see reality in a genuinely objective way, a way 

that does not project any conceptual fictions onto the world. 
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Nagarjuna does not deny that this is what dharmas would be like. 

Instead he rejects the further implication that there actually are dhar­

mas. 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. Nagar­

juna' 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 conclu­

sion 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 metaphysi­

cal 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 itsel£ lead to a further hypothesis H ', a similar process would 

lead to hypothesis H", and so on. But H was introduced in order 
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to explain some phenomenon P. And a good explanation must end 

somewhere. SoH cannot be the correct explanation ofP. For exam­

ples 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 andy are related in some way R If they were, then 

x andy would have to be either two distinct things or else really just 

one and the same thing (under two different descriptions). But ifx 

andy 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 

thatx bears R toy. If, on the other hand, x andy 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 sup­

pose that some event could be the cause ofitsel£ 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 Pat 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, 2o.s-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 
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to itsel£ The principle of irrefiexivity says that an entity cannot 
operate on itsel£ Commonly cited supportive instances include the 
knife that cannot cut itself and the finger that cannot point at itsel£ 
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 andy are in a relation of mutual reciprocal dependence-that x is 
dependent on y in a certain way andy is dependent in the same way 
onx. Instances of this may be found at 7.6, IO.IO, u.s, 20.7. 

We have used the La Vallee Poussin edition (LVP) ofMMK as the 
basis of our translation of the verses, though where Y e' s more recent 
edition (Y) differs substantially from the former, we have generally fol­
lowed the latter. All references to Candrakirti's commentary are given 
with the pagination of the Prasannapadti in the former edition (L VP). 
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 ofMMK 
might wish to consult the follo'Ying: 

MacDonald, Anne. 2007. "Revisiting the Mulamadhyamakaktirikti: 
Text-Critical Proposals and Problems." Studies in Indian Philoso­

phy and Buddhism (Tokyo University) 14: 25-SS· 

Saito, Akira. 1985. "Textcritical Remarks on the Mulamadhyamaka­
karika as Cited in the Prasannapada." journal of Indian and Bud­

dhist Studies 33(2): 24-28. 

--. I986. "A Note on the Prajfzti-ntima-mulamadhyamakakarika 

ofNagarjuila."journaloflndianandBuddhistStudies3S(I): 484-87. 

--. 1995. "Problems in Translating the Mulamadhyamakakarika 
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as Cited in Its Commentaries." In Buddhist Translations: Prob­
lems and Perspectives, edited by Doboom Tulku, pp. 87-96. Delhi: 

Manohar. 



Mulamadhyamakakdrikd 

BY N.A.GARJUNA 



Dedicatory Verse 

anirodham anutpadam anucchedam aitifvatam I 
anektirtham antintirtham antigamam anirgamam I I 
ya/J pratityasamutptidaT{l prapancopaiamartZ sivam 1 
desaytimiisa sartZbuddhas tartZ vande vadattirtZ varam I I 

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 plural­
ity, neither the coming nor the going [of any dharma, for 
the purpose of nirval).a characterized by] the auspicious ces­
sation of hypostatization. 

THIS VERSE serves not only as a dedication of the work to the 
Buddha but also as an announcement of purpose. One often 
finds at the beginning of an Indian treatise a statement indi­

cating 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 sarpsara (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 
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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 (pratityasamut­

pada). The verse thus claims that when we 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 eter­

nal, 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 Bud­

dhists. For instance, the claim that nothing ever really moves (dis­

cussed 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 Is, I 7, 

I8, 2I, 22, and 27, though in ways that go considerably beyond what 

had been the orthodox understanding. But the claim that there is nei­

ther cessation nor origination (discussed in chapters I, 7, 20, 2I, 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 ll.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, I 4, and 2 7) Nagarjuna claims that what are thought of 

as two distinct things can ultimately be neither one nor many, this will 

surprise quite a few. 
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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 nirvaQ.a by bringing an end to 
hypostatizing (prapanca). 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 depen~ 
dent 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 achieve~ 
ment 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 pers6n 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 rS.s-12.) 



I. An Analysis of Conditions 

THIS IS THE first of several chapters investigating the concept 
of causation. It is important to note at the outset that in clas­
sical 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 state­
ment 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: 

I. I Assertion: No entity arises in any of the four possible ways: 
(a) from itself, (b) from a distinct cause, (c) from both itself 
and something distinct, or (d) without cause. 

I .2 General refutation of arising on possibilities a-d 
I. 3 Opponent: Entities arise (b) in dependence on distinct con­

ditions of four kinds. 

I .4 Refutation of relation between conditions and causal activity 
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1.5-6 Definition of" condition" and argument for the impossibil­

ity of anything meeting the definition 

I.7-I0 Refutations of each of the four conditions 

I. I I- I 4 Refutation of thesis that effect arises from conditions 

na svato napi parato na dvabhya'fl napy ahetutal} I 
utpanna jatu vidyante bhaval) kvacana kecana /I I II 

I. Not from itself, not from another, not from both, nor 

without cause: 

Never in any way is there an existing thing that has arisen anywhere. 

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 Y e 20 I I and accordingly diverge from translations that 

follow the LaVallee Poussin edition, in reversing the order of the sec­

ond and third verses of this chapter. (This ordering is clearly attested 

to by theAkutobhaya and the commentaries ofBuddhapalita and Bha­

viveka.) On this reading, general arguments against all four views are 

given in the next verse. But in his comments on this verse Bhaviveka 
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anticipates by giving arguments against the four views. He says, for 
instance, that the fourth view would mean that anything could be pro­
duced from anything at any time, something we know is false. 

na hi svabhavo bhavanarrz. pratyayadi$u vidyate I 
avidyamane svabhave parabhavo na vidyate II 2 II 

2. For the intrinsic nature of existents does not exist in the con­
ditions, 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 I, that an existent arises from itself (the 
view known assatkaryavada). 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 I, 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 
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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 I o 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 theAkutobhaya, 

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.) 

catvarab pratyaya hetur aramba1Jam anantaram I 
tathaivadhipateyarrt ca pratyayo niisti pafzcamab 113 II 

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. Candraldrti 

has this opponent begin by rehearsing the reasons for rejecting the 

first, third, and fourth views. On the first, origination would be point­

less, 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 l.4o8, A I.I73). 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.) 

(I) The primary cause is that from which the effect is thought to have 
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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 con­
dition 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 (kriyd). The con­
ditions such as vision and color-and-shape do not directly cause con­
sciousness [as effect]. But conditions are so called because they result 
in a consciousness-producing action. And this action produces con­
sciousness. Thus consciousness is produced by a condition-possessing, 
consciousness-producing action, not by conditions, as porridge [is pro­
duced] by the action of cooking" (L VP p. 79 ). 

kriyd na pratyayavati ndpratyayavati kriyd I 
pratyayd ndkriydvanta}; kriydvantaJ ca santy uta I I 4 I I 

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 
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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 inde­

pendently 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 pratityemtin itime pratyayab kila I 
ydvan notpadyata ime ttivan ndpratyaydb kat ham I Is I I 

5. They are said to be conditions because something arises 

dependent on them. 

When something has not arisen, why then are they not 

nonconditions? 

naivtisato naiva satab pratyayo 'rthasya yujyate I 
asatab pratyayab kasya satai ca pratyayena kim I I 6 II 

6. Something cannot be called a condition whether the 

object [that is the supposed effect] is not yet existent 

or already existent. 
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If nonexistent, what is it the condition of? And if existent, 
what is the point of the condition? 

23 

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 con­
ditions 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 oforigination is that for 
those who hold that cause and effect are distinct (proponents of the 
view known as asatktiryavtida), the producing relation can only be a 
conceptual construction. According to asatktiryavtida, cause and con­
ditions 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 con­
ceptually constructed. It is something that we impute upon observing 
a regular succession of events, but it is not to be found in reality. 
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na san ntisan na sadasan dhanno nirvartate yada I 
katha'f(l nirvartako hetur eva'f(l sati hi yujyate II 7 II 

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 intrin­

sic 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 a:nd being nonexistent are mutually incompatible. 

anarambar)a evaya'f(l san dhanna upadiiyate I 
athanarambar.ze dhanne kuta arambar)a'f(l punab I IS I I 

8. A dharma, being existent, is said to indeed be without objec­

tive 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 
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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 some­
thing 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 con­
dition of the cognition. 

anutpanne$U dharme$U nirodho nopapadyate I 
nanantaram ato yuktarrt niruddhe pratyayaJ ca kab I I f) I I 

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 (samanantara­
pratyaya ), the third of the four types of condition. The proximate con­
dition 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. 
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bhavandrrt nibsvabhavantirrt na satta vidyate yatab I 
satidam asmin bhavatity etan naivopapadyate I I Io I I 

1 o. 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 depen­

dent 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 vyastasamasteiu pratyayeiv asti tat phalam I 
pratyayebhyab katharrt tac ca bhaven na pratyayeiu yat I I II I I 

1 1. 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? 
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athtisad api tat tebhyab pratyayebhyab pravartate I 
phalam apratyayebhyo 'pi kasmtin ntibhipravartate I I I2 I I 

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? 

27 

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. ( C£ 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. 

phalarrt ca pratyayamayarrt pratyaytiJ ctisvayarrtmayab / 
phalam asvamayebhyo yat tat pratyayamayarrt kat ham I I I3 I I 

1 3. The product consists of the conditions, but the conditions do 
not consist of themselves. 
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How can that which is the product of things that do not con­

sist 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 o£ 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 itsel£ The thread 

is in turn made up ofits 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 o£ 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 pratyayamayarrz ntipratyayamayarrz phalam / 

sarrzvidyate phaltibhtivtit pratyaytipratyaytib kutab II I4 II 

I 4· Therefore neither a product consisting of conditions nor one 

consisting of nonconditions 

exists; if the product does not exist, how can there be a condi­

tion or noncondition? 

As verse I3 showed, the effect cannot be said to be made up of its con­

ditions, 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 
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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 

T
HE TOPIC of this chapter is motion. It begins with the asser­

tion that there is no going in any of the three times-past, 
present, and future. The opponent objects that motion does 

occur in the present; this is followed by a detailed rebuttal. The remain­
der 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. I Assertion: There is no going in any of the three times. 
2.2 Opponent: There is going in the present time. 

2. 3-7 Refutation of going occurring in the present 
2.8 Assertion: There is no entity that goes. 

2.9- I I Reason for the thesis "A goer does not go" 

2. I 2 Assertion: A goer cannot commence motion in the three 
times. 

2. I 3- I 4 Reason for this assertion 

2.I s Assertion: Thereisnoentitythatstopsmoving(tri/emma). 
2. I 6- I 7ab Reason for the thesis "A goer does not stop" 

2.I7cd Summary: There is no act of going, nor the commencing 
or ceasing of going. 

2. I 8-21 A goer is neither identical with nor distinct from the act 
of going. 

2.22-2 3 Refutation of the thesis that a goer is characterized by the 

property of going 
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2.24-25ab Summ;try: No entity, whether a goer, anongoer, oragoer­

nongoer, goes in any of the three locations. 

2.2scd Ultimate conclusion: There is no going, no goer, and no 

destination. 

gatarrt na gamyate ttivad agatarrt naiva gamyate I 
gattigatavinirmuktarrt gamyamtinarrt na gamy ate I I I I I 

1. Just as the path traversed is not· being traversed, neithe~ is the 

path riot 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 activ­

ity 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 pres­

ently being traversed, where it could take place. As the Akutobhayti 

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 

theAbhidharmakosabhi4ya (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 appe~rs as if one enduring thing is moving. 

Since only the momentary flames are real, strictly speaking there is no 
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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. Sim­
ilar reasoning was also used in 1.5-6. The argument here is the same as 
that ofZeno's paradox of the arrow. Like that paradox, it relies on the 
assumption that space and time are both infinitely divisible. 

ce!{ti yatra gatis tatra gamyamtine ca sa yatab I 
na gate nag ate ce!{ti gamyamdne gatis tatab I I 2 I I 

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. 

gamyamtinasya gamanar{l kathar{l ntimopapatsyate I 
gamyamdnar{l vigamanar{l yadd naivopapadyate II 3 I I 

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 somethingx can't be the locus of something else y unless 
x andy 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. 
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gamyamanasya gamana'f(l yasya tasya prasajyate I 
rte gater gamyamana'f(l gamyamana'f(l hi gamyate 114 II 

4. If you say the act of going is in the path presently being tra­

versed, 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 prasakta'f(l gamanadvayam I 
yena tad gamyamana'f(l ca yac catra gamana'f(l punab II s II 

s. 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 gantarau prasajyete prasakte gamanadvaye I 
gantara'f(l hi tiraskrtya gamana'f(l nopapadyate II 6 II 

6. If two acts of going are supplied, then it would follow that 

there are two goers, 
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for it does not hold that there is an act of going without a 

goer. 

35 

Since this is an absurd consequence, the opponent's hypothesis of verse 

2 that led to it must be rejected. N ore 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.) 

gantararrt cet tiraskrtya gamanarrt nopapadyate I 
gamane 'sati gantatha kuta eva bhav#yati I I 7 I I 

7. If 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 I 
anyo gantur agantus ca kas trtiyo 'tha gacchati I IS II 

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 non­

goer, something not characterized by movement; and that the agent is 
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both a goer and a nongoer, something that is qualified both by move­

ment 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 possibUity. 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 I 

gamanena vina ganta yada naivopapadyate I I 9 I I 

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? 

pak~o ganta gacchatiti yasya tasya prasajyate I 

gamanena vinagantaganturgamanam icchatab IIIoll 

1 o. 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" (L VP p. 99 ). 

gamane dve prasajyete ganta yady uta gacchati I 

ganteti cajyate yena ganta san yac ca gacchati I I II I I 
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I I. If a goer does indeed go, then it would follow that there are 

two acts of going: 

that by which the goer is manifested as a goer and that by 
which the goer really goes. 

gate ntirabhyate gantu'f!l gantu'f!l ntirabhyate 'gate I 
ntirabhyate gamyamtine gantum tirabhyate kuha II I2 II 

I 2. 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? 
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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. 

prag asti gamantirambhtid gamyamtina'f!J na no gatam I 
yatrtirabhyeta gamanam agate gamana'f!l kutab II I3 II 

1 3. Before the act of going begins, there is neither a path pres­
ently 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? 

gata'f!l ki'f!l gamyamtina'f!l kim agata'f!l ki'f!l vikalpyate I 
adrsyamtina tirambhe gamanasyaiva sarvathti II I 4 II 

I4. 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? 
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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. 

gantd na ti$thati tdvad agantd naiva t#thati I 
anyo gantur agantuf ca kas trtiyo 'tha t#thati II IS I I 

1 5. It is not, first, a goer who stops, nor. indeed is it a nongoer 

whostops. · 

And who could be the third person distinct from goer and 

nongoer who stops? 

gantd tdvat t#thatiti katham evopapatsyate I 
gamanena vind gantd yada naivopapadyate I I zo I I 

16. How will it eve~ 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 t#thati gamyamdnan na gatdn nagatad api I 
gamanarrz sarrzpravrttif ca nivrttif ca gate I? sama I I I7 I I 

17. The goer is not said to stop when on the path presently being 

traversed, the already traversed, or the not yet traversed. 
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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. 
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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 gamanarrz ganta sa eveti na yujyate I 
any a eva punar ganta gater iti na yujyate I I I 8 I I 

I 8. 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 gamanarrz ganta sa eva hi bhaved yadi I 
ekibhavab prasajyeta kartub karmar)a eva ca I I If) II 

I 9· 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 cu.tter and the action of cut­
ting: It is considered obvious to all that an agent such as a cutter can­
not 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. 
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anya eva punar ganta gater yadi vikalpyate I 
gamanarrt syad rte gantur ganta syad gamanad rte II 20 II 

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 s.1-4. 

ekzbhavena va siddhir nanabhavena ·va yayol? 1 
na vidyate tayol? siddhif? katharrt nu khalu vidyate II 2I I I 

2 1. 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. 

gatya yayajyate ganta gati'f!l tti'f!l sa na gacchati I 
yasman na gatipurvo 'sti kaicit ki'f!lcid dhi gacchati II 22 II 

22. A goer does not obtain that going through which it is 

manifested as a goer, 

since the goer does not exist before the going; indeed some­

one goes somewhere. 
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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 yaydjyate gantd tato 'nyd'f!l sa na gacchati I 
gati dve nopapadyete yasmdd ekatra gantari I I 23 I I 

2 3. A goer does not go in any way other than by that going 

through which it is manifested as 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. 

sadbhuto gamana'f!l gantd triprakdrar{l na gacchati I 
ndsadbhuto 'pi gamana'f!l triprakdrar{l sa gacchati II 24 II 

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. 

gamanar{l sadasadbhuta/p triprakdra'f!l na gacchati I 
tasmdd gatiS ca gantd ca gantavya'J?'l ca na vidyate II 25 II 

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. 
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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 "non­

goer" of verse 8. No separate argument has been given for the claim 

made in 24cd, but perhaps none is needed: Something that is not char­

acterized 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 obvi­

ous: 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. 
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THE ayatana classification is one of three systems for classify­

ing existing 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: 

3.1 Statement of the Abhidharma doctrine that there exist sense 

faculties and sense fields 

3.2 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-s ab Refutation of the existence of the faculty of vision 

3.scd-6 Refutation of the existence of the seer and the field of 

the visible 
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3. 7 Consequences of the nonexistence of the faculty of vision 

and the field of the visible 

3.8 Generalization of the argument to the other sense faculties 

and fields 

darsana1(l srava1Ja1'fl ghra1}a1fl rasana1(l sparsana1(l mana~} I 
indriyd1}i ~ad ete~d1fl dr~tavyadini gocarab II I II 

I. 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 dtmdna1(l darsana1(l hi tat tam eva na paiyati I 
na paiyati yad dtmdna1(l katha1(l drak$yati tat par an II 2 II 

2. In no way does vision see itsel£ 

If vision does not see itself, how will it see what is other? 

If vision is ultimately real, its intrinsic nature must be seeing: vision is 

what sees. While we might think it is the person who sees (by means of 

vision), for a Buddhist persons are not ultimately real. So it could not 

be ultimately true that the person sees. It is generally acknowledged 

that an entity cannot operate on itself: A knife cannot cut itself, a fin­

ger cannot point at itself, and so on. Hence vision does not see itsel£ 

The argument here is that because this is true, it follows that vision 
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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. 

(I) The scent of jasmine first pervades the Bower and then pervades 

what comes in contact with the Bower. 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 itsel£ For an object to be 

seen is for it to be pervaded by the property of being seen. By the general 

princ~ple just mentioned, this can be so only if vision itselfis first pervaded 

by the property ofbeing 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 mani­

fest 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 objec­

tion: ~e principle of irreBexivity (that an entity cannot operate on 

itself) may well hold, in which case vision does not see itsel£ But this 

need not be taken to show that vision cannot see something distinct 

from itsel£ Fire, after all, does not burn itself, but it does burn its fuel. 

*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 Physiog­
nomy .from Classical Antiquity to Medieval Islam, ed. Simon Swain (Oxford: Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1007 ), pp. 84-85. 
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na paryapto 'gnidrHanto darfanasya prasiddhaye I 
sadarfanab sa pratyukto gamyamanagatagataib II 3 I I 

3. [Reply to implicit objection:] The example of fire is not ade­

quate for the establishment of vision. 

Indeed that, together with vision, is refuted by the analysis 

[in chapter 2] of"the presently being traversed, the tra­

versed, 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, it cannot be used to support the claim that vision could see 

other things even though it cannot see itsel£ The relation between fire 

and fuel is examined systematically in chapter 10. 

This commentary also suggests that this might be the missing argu­

ment 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 argu­

ment 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. 

napafyamanarp, bhavati yada kirp, cana darfanam I 
darfanarp, pafyatity evarp, kat ham etat tu yujyate I I 4 I I 

4· When there is no vision whatsoever in the absence of seeing, 

how can it be right to say "vision sees"? 
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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. 

pafyati darsanar(l naiva naiva pafyaty adarfanam I 
vyakhyato darfanenaiva dr~td cdpy avagamyatdm I Is I I 

s. Vision does not see, nor does nonvision see. 

One should understand that the seer is explained in the same 

way as vision. 

dra~td nasty atiraskrtya tiraskrtya ca darfanam I 
dra~{avyar(l darfanar(l caiva dr~{ary asati te kutal? I I 6/ I 

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 quo~es the following verse (4.55) from 

Nagarjuna' s Ratndvali: 

Just as the production of the son is said to depend on the 

mother and father, 
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just so the production of consciousness is said to depend on 

vision and rupa. 

Rupa here refers to what is visible (color-and-shape) and not to the cat­

egory of the physical in the doctrine of the five skandhas. According to 

the doctrine of dependent origination, consciousness arises in depen­

dence on sense faculty and sense object (see S ll.95-97 ). Given this 

doctrine, the consequences of the denial of vision can now be spelled 

out. 

dr~tavyadarsantibhtivtid vijfitintidicatu${ayam I 
ntistity uptidtintidini bhav#yanti punab katham I I 7 II 

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 for­

mula of dependent origination, these are identified as successive steps 

leading to appropriation (uptidana ), 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. 

vytikhytitar(lsrava'f)ar(l ghrti'f)ar(l rasanar(l sparsanar(l manal} I 
darfanenaiva jtiniytic chrotrfrotavyaktidi ca II S I I 

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. 
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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: focus­

ing on one example and then claiming that the argument generalizes 

to an entire class. See, for example, chapters 4, s, and 19. 



4. An Analysis of the Skandhas 

T 
HE skandha classification is the s. econd of three major systems 

for classifying existing things that the Buddha employed in 

presenting his teachings about the nature of reality. This doc­

trine divides all existents up into five basic kinds: riipa (the corporeal 

or physical),* feeling, perception, volition, and consciousness. Since 

the Buddha used 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 mahabhutas) cannot exist separately from one another (such 

mutual dependence being incompatible with the asymmetrical depen­
dence 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: 

4.1 Assertion: (a) Riipa is not distinct from its cause; (b) its cause 

is not distinct from riipa. 

• Rupa is often translated as "form," but here that would be misleading, since the nipa 
skandha consists of the objects of the five external senses; smells and tastes, for instance, do 
not have a "form" or shape. 
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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· s Riipa 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 

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

rupakaraljanirmukta, na rupam upalabhyate 1 
rupe1Jdpi na nirmukta'fl drsyate rupaktira1Jam II I II 

I. Riipa is not found separate from the cause of riipa. 

Nor is the cause of riipa seen without riipa. 

According to Abhidharma doctrine, riipa skandha is made up of the 

five external sense-field ayatanas: the visible ( riipa 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 mahtibhuta ). 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 ele­

ments. 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 Candraklrti explains the claim of Iab, if 

riipa 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, Icd 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. 
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rupakara1Janirmukte rupe rupa7(l prasaJyate 1 
tihetuka7(l na ctisty arthah kaicid tihetukah kvacit II 2 I I 

2. If riipa were separate from the cause of riipa, then it would 

follow that riipa is 

uncaused; but no object whatsoever is without any cause. 
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If riipa 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: (I) It would be possible for anything to 

come into existence at any time, and (2) all effort at producing some­

thing would be futile. 

rupe1Ja tu vinirmukta7(l yadi syad rupakara1Jam 1 
aktiryaka7(l ktira1Ja7fl sytid nasty aktirya7fl ca ktira1Jam I I 3 I I 

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. 

rupe saty eva rupasya ktira1Ja7fl nopapadyate I 
rupe saty eva rupasya kara1Ja7(l nopapadyate II 4 I I 
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4· If 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 some­

thing 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 rea­

soning here is just like that of 1.5-6. 

n#kara1Jarrt puna ruparrt naiva naivopapadyate / 
tasmad rupagatan karrtfcin na vikalpan vikalpayet II 5 II 

s. But it 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 Nagar­

juna 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 uqdertakings 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 

riipa ") 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. 
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na kara1Jasya sadria??'l karyam ity upapadyate I 
na kara1Jasytisadria1?'l karyam ity upapadyate I I 6 I I 

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 diffi­
culty 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 daim 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. Sup­

pose we were to ask this question concerning riipa and its cause. Nagar­
juna 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 nirvaQa are dissimilar, but neither is the cause of the other. 

vedanacittasa?!l)fzanti??'l sa1f'lsktirti1Jti1?'l ca sarvaia/J I 
sarve!tim eva bhavanti??'l rupe1Jaiva sama/J krama/J I I 7 I I 

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

exhaustively-

indeed all existents should be considered in the same way 

as riipa. 
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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]" (L VP p. 

127). The argument against riipa has depended on there. being some­

thing that is held to be the cause of riipa. But as the commentators 

point out, it is generally agreed that the other four ska,ndhas originate 

in dependence on riipa. If riipa is not ultimately real, then the other 

four skandhas cannot be either. 

vigrah_e yab pariharam krte sunyataya vadet 1 
sarvam tasyaparihrtam samam sadhyena jayate I IS I I 

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 sunyataya vadet 1 
sarvam tasyanupalabdham samam sadhyena jayate I I 9 I I 

9· There being an explanation based on emptiness, were some­

one 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 assert­

ing 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 
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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 oppo­

nents who hold that there are non-empty things, things with intrin­

sic 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 qf feeling and so on 
shows that there are real skandhas, is failing to meet his obligation as a 

participant in a philosophical discussion. 



5. An Analysis of the Dhatus 

T
HE dhdtu classification is the last of the three major ways of 

analyzing reality accepted in Abhidharma. It is commonly 

given as a list of eighteen 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 Ill.237·) The dhatu space is the target of the chapter, but 

the argument is said to generalize to the other dhatus as well. The argu­

ment focuses on the relation between space as an entity and the defin­

ing characteristic that makes it be the sort of entity that it is. In outline 

it proceeds as follows: 

5.1ab Assertion: Space does not exist prior to its defining 

characteristic. 

5.1cd-2 Argument for assertion · 

5. 3 Refutation of defining characteristic 

5.4-5 Consequent refutation of bearer, defining characteristic, 

and existent entities 

5.6 Consequent refutation of nonexistent and both-existent­

and-nonexistent entities 

5. 7 Summary and generalization to the other dhatus 

5.8 Soteriological significance of refutation 
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nakasaTfJ vidyate kiTfJcit purvam akasalak!al)at 1 
alak!a1Ja1fJ prasajyeta syat purva1fJ yadi lak!al)at I I I I I 

I. 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 it 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 chara~teristic" ( la~al)a). 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 ~ill 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 charac­

teristic of nonresistance. Nagarjuna rejects this view on the grounds 

that it would require there to be someth~ng that is devoid of defining 

characteristic. 

ala~a1JO na kaJcic ca ~havah saTflvidyate kvacit I 
asaty ala~a1Je bhave kramataTfJ kuha la~al)am I I 2/1 

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 go [in order to function]? 
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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 character-less 
bearer is actually incoherent. 

ntila~a1Je la~a1Jasya pravrttir na sala~a1Je I 
salak!a1Jala~a1JabhyaTfl ntipy anyatra pravartate I I 3 /1 

3. There is no functioning of the defining characteristic whether 
the bearer is without defining characteristic or with defin­
ing 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 characteris­
tic) itself either without defining characteristic or with defining char­
acteristic. 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: 

(I) 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 in~nite regress results. To explain how nonresistance
1 

func­
tions to characterize space, we suppose that space already has a defining 
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characteristic, nonresistance
2

• But now we can ask the same question 

about nonresistance
2 

that we asked about nonresistance
1
: 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 nonresistance
3
• And the 

regress shows no sign of stopping here. 

lak!arpisarrtpravrttau ca na lak!yam upapadyate I 
la~yasytinupapattau ca la~a1Jasytipy asarrtbhavab 11411 

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 lak!yarrt la~a1')arrt naiva vidyate I 
lak!yala~a1')anirmukto naiva bhavo 'pi vidyate II s II 

5. Therefore neither a bearer of defining characteristic nor a defin­

ing characteristic exists. 

And certainly no existent whatsoever occurs distinct from both a 

bearer of defining characteristic and a defining characteristic. 

The two components of the analysis of space, a defining characteristic 

and its bearer, exhaust the possibilities for space as an existent, so that if 

we cannot make sense of either, we cannot make sense of the claim that 

space is ultimately real. 

avidyamtine bhave ca kasyabhavo bhav#yati I 
bhavabhavavidharmti ca bhavabhavtiv avaiti kab II o II 

6. When the existent is not real, with respect to what will there 

come to be nonexistence? 
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And who is it that, being distinct from both the existent and the 
nonexistent, perceives what is both existent and 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. More­
over, there is no third possibility apart from saying that space is exis­
tent 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 daim 
that its doctrine of emptiness leads to the absurd result that noth­
ing whatsoever exists-"metaphysical nihilism." The argument of the 
present chapter has been that space is not ultimately real. If this argu­
ment can be generalized, then it would seem to lead to the conclu­
sion that no supposed existent can be said to be ultimately real. The 
objection of metaphysical nihilism seems to be sustained. But meta­
physical 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 la/qya'f!l ntipi lak.[ar)am I 
tiktifam tiktifasamti dhatavab pafica ye 'pare II 7 II 

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. 
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astitvaT(l ye tu paiyanti nastitvaT(l calpabuddhayab 1 
bhavantiT(l te na pafyanti draftavyopaJamaT(l Jivam I IS I I 

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 nir­

val)a, which is the cessation of hypostatization. Apparently the con­

clusion to be drawn from this is that those who seek nirval)a should 

cease hankering after ultimate reality. Note that this is not because our 

deluded intellects are incapable of grasping the ultimate nature of real­

ity. It seems instead to be because the very idea of an ultimate nature 

of reality is incoherent. 



6. An Analysis-ofDesire and the One Who Desires 

T
HE SUBJECT of this chapter is the relation between a state, 
such as desire, and the possessor of that state, its subject, such 
as the one who desires. It is widely thought that a state can­

not 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 assump­
tion that co-occurring entities must be either identical or distinct. The 
thread of the argument is as follows: 

6.1 -2ab Refutation of desire on the assumption that desirer exists 
before the desire and that it exists after the desire 
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6.2cd 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 co-occur. 

6.4-9 Argument for the assertion based on fact that co-occurring 

entities must be either identical or distinct 

6.10 Summary and generalization of argument 

ragad yadi bhavet purvar(l rakto ragatiraskrtab 1 
tar(l pratitya bhaved rago rakte rago bhavet sati I I I I I 

I. 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 lon­

ger be considering something that is ultimately real by Abhidharma 

standards. 

rakte sati puna ragab kuta eva bhavi$yati 1 
sati vtisati va rage rakte 'py e$a samab kramab II 2 I I 
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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 occur­
rence 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 udbhiUir na yuktti rtigaraktayol? I 
bhaveta?'{l rtigaraktau hi nirapek!au parasparam I I 3 I I 

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 
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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 sahabhtivo 'sti na tenaiva hi tat saha I 
prthaktve sahabhtivo Jtha kuta eva bhavi$yati II 4 II 

4. If there is unity [of state ·and subject] there is no co-occurrence; 

there is not that with which the thing comes together. 

If there is distinctness, how indeed will there be 

co-occurrence? 

Co-occurrence (sahabhtiva) 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 co-occurrence 

between them: It takes two to be concomitant. Nagarjuna then asserts 

that co-occurrence is likewise incompatible with there being two dis­

tinct things. The reason for this will emerge in verses s-9. 

ekatve sahabhtivaJ cet sytit sahtiyarp vintipi sab I 
prthaktve sahabhtivaJ cet sytit sahtiyarp vintipi sab II s II 

s. If there were co-occurrence in the case of unity, then that 

would be possible without one of the relata. 

If there were co-occurrence in the case of distinctness, then 

that 'too would be possible without one of the relata. 

Suppose there is the relation of co-occurrence between x andy. Then 

either x andy are really just one thing ("the case of unity") or they are 

distinct things. If they were one thing, then the co-occurrence of x 
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andy would really be just the co-occurrence of the one thingx. But co­
occurrence is a binary relation, a relation between two things.lt would 
be absurd to say that this relation holds between a thing and itself If 
on the other hand x andy were distinct, then it would be possible for 
each of them to occur separately from the other. And if co-occurrence­
with-y is really a state of x, then when x occurs separate from y, it should 
be in the state of co-occurrence-with-y, which is absurd. 

prthaktve sahabhava1 ca yadi ki'f!l ragaraktayob I 
siddhab prthakprthagbhavab sahabhavo yatas tayob I I 6 II 

6. And in the case of distinctness, if there were co-occurrence, 
how would desire and the one who desires 

be established as mutually distinct, on the basis of which 
there could be co-occurrence of the two? 

Candrakirti cites the case of a cow and a horse as an example of two 
things that may co-occur. 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 co-occur. 

siddhab prthakprthagbhavo yadi va ragaraktayob 1 
st:thabhava'f{l kim art ham tu parikalpayase tayob I I 7 I I 

7. Alternatively if the distinctness of desire and the one who 
desires is established, 

what would be the point of this co-occurrence that you 
suppose berween them? 

prthag na sidhyatity eva'f{l sahabhava'f{l vikank~asi I 
sahabhavaprasiddhyartha'f!l prthaktva'f{l bhuya icchasi /1 S I I 
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8. Saying that one is not established distinct from the other, you 

aim at co-occurrence, 

[yet] you posit distinctness for the sake of establishing 

co-occurrence. 

To say that the two are co-occurrent, one must first establish that 

they are separate, distinct existents. Having done so, however, one has 

thereby undermined their co-occurrence. 

prtbagbbavaprasiddbes ca sababbavo na sidbyati I 
katamasmin prtbagbbave sababbavarrt saticcbasi II 9 II 

9· And if distinctness is not established, co-occurrence is not 

established. 

If there is distinctness of the two, in which do you posit 

co-occurrence? 

evarrt raktena ragasya siddbir na saba ntisaba I 
ragavat sarvadbarmd1Jiirrt siddbir na saba ntisaba I I ro I I 

I o. 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 fo"r 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 ulti­

mately real. 



7. An Analysis of the Conditioned* 

L DHARMAS are said to be conditioned-that is, dependent 
for their existence on factors other than themselves. As such 

they are characterized by origination, duration, and cessa­
tion. (See AKB 2.46, where it is discussed whether there is a fourth 
characteristic of aging.) Moreover, their being conditioned is said to 
itselfbe an observable phenomenon and as such to also be conditioned 
(c£ A l.152, S Ill.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
samutpdda ). 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 

·we follow our usual practice of giving the chapter the title found in the LVP edition of 
Prasannapada (here found also in theAkutobhaya), but Ye (2.on, 107) corrects this to "An 
Analysis of Origination, Duration, and Cessation," the title given also by Buddhapalita and 
Bhaviveka. 
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the ultimate existence of origination; in the remainder parallel argu­

ments are given against duration and cessation. The examination of 

origination begins with the point that if it is ultimately real, it must 

either itselfbe 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 orig­

ination and the view that origination is reflexive (originates itself as 

well as other things). The argument in outline is as follows: 

7.I-3 Introduction to the problem 

7. I: Difficulty I: 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 orig­

ination, duration, and cessation or not; if so then there is 

an infinite regress; if not then origination will not origi­

nate, etc. 

7.4-2 I Refutation of origination 

7.4: Opponent: Origination
2 

originates origination1, which 

in turn originates origination2• 

7.5-7: Refutation of opponent's thesis 

7.8: Opponent: Origination is reflexive, like light that illu-

minates itself 

7.9- I 2: Refutation of example of light 

7· I 3: Refutation of thesis that origination is reflexive 

7· I 4-2 I: Further arguments against origination 

7.22-25 Parallel refutations of duration 

7.26-3 2 Parallel refutations of cessation 

7·3 3-34 Conclusion: Absent origination and so on, there can be nei­

ther the conditioned nor the unconditioned; origination 

and so on are illusory appearances. 
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yadi sar(lskrta utpadas tatra yukta trilak~a1Ji I 
athtisar(lskrta utpadab kathar(l sa1'(lskrtalak~a1'}am I I I I I 

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 charac­
teristic of the conditioned? 

73 

Suppose that origination is something that is conditioned If every­
thing conditioned is characterized by the three characteristics, then 
origination must itself be subject to origination, duration, and cessa­
tion. 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 origi­
nation and so on. And how can a characteristic characterize itself? (In 
Candrakirti's interpretation, the problem ofinfinite 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 condi­
tioned, then it would have to be permanent. In that case it would be 
difficult to also claim that it characterizes those dharmas that are them­
selves conditioned and thus impermanent. 

utpadadyas trayo vyasta nala1'(llak~a1'}akarma1'}i 1 
sar(lskrtasya samastab syur ekatra katham ekada I I 2 I I 

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? 
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Do the three characteristics occur separately or together when they 

characterize a conditioned entity? If separately, then origination 

would occur apart &om 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. 

utpadasthitibhangtintim anyat sa'J?'lskrtalak~a'}am I 
asti ced anavasthaivar{l ntisti cet te na sar(lskrttib /13 /1 

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 l, the opponent might introduce 

the idea that the origination of a conditioned thing itself has an origina­

tion (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 eter­

nal. 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. 

utpadotptida utpado mulotpadasya kevalam I 
utpadotptidam utptido maulo janayate punab I I 4 I I 



7· AN ANALYSIS OF THE CONDITIONED 

4· [Opponent:] The origination of origination is only the origi­
nation of the primary origination; 

that primary origination in turn brings about the origination 
of origination. 

75 

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. 

utpadotpada utpado mulotpadasya te yadi I 
maulenajanitas ta1p te sa kathaf!l janayi$yati /1 s I I 

s. [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 orig­
inate? If it is what originates the primary origination, then as a con­
ditioned 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 maulena janito maula1p janayate yadi I 
maulab sa tenajanitas tam utpadayate katham II 6 II 

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? 
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The question here is how the origination of origination, which sup­

posedly 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 circu­

lar. 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 pro­

duces 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 kamam utpadayed imam I 
yadimam utpadayitum ajtital; saknuyad ayam I I 7 I I 

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 some­

thing before it came into existence. And that is dearly impossible. The 

opponent will thus proceed to try a new tack. 

pradipab svapartitmtinau sa7(JpraktiJayate yatha I 
utptidab svapartitmtintiv ubhav utpadayet tathti I IS II 



7· AN ANALYSIS OF THE CONDITIONED 77 

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 dis­
tinct 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. 

pradpe nandhakaro sti yatra casau prat#thitab 1 
kirrt prakasayate dipab praktiio hi tamovadhab I I 9 I I 

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 utpadyamdnena pradipena tamo hatam I 
notpadyamano hi tamab pradipaf? prapnute yada /1 Io I/ 

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

darkness? 
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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 prob­

lem 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 nihata1{l tamab 1 
ihasthab sarvalokastha'f!l sa tamo nihani$yati I I II I I 

1 1. 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. TheAkutobhaya: "For 

the noncontact is the same. What difference is there between destroy­

ing darkness situated where the light is and destroying darkness situ­

ated throughout the world?" (P p. 120 ). 

pradipab svaparatmanau sa1{lprakasayate yadi I 
tamo pi svaparatmanau chaday#yaty asa1{lsayam I I I2 I I 

12. If light illuminates both itself_and what is other, 

then darkness as well will certainly conceal both itself and 

what is other. 
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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 utpddab svdtmdna1'(l janayet katham I 
athotpanno janayate }ate ki1'(l janyate punab I I I3 I I 

I 3. 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 itsel£ The question is raised whether 
origination does this to something already originated, something not 
yet originated, or something undergoing origination: 

notpadyamdna1'(l notpanna1'(l ndnutpanna1'(l katha1'(lcana I 
utpadyate tad vyakhyata1'(l gamyamdnagatdgataib I I I 4 I I 

I 4· 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 
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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 intro­

duce an act of origination. ( C£ 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 originat­

ing" (LVP p. 158). Nagarjuna replies: 

utpadyamanam utpattav ida'f!l na kramate yada / 

katham utpadyamana'f{l tu pratityotpattim ucyate II IS II 

I s. 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 origina­

tion. 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 
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objection: If you deny origination, you must deny dependent origi­
nation, the doctrine at the heart of the Buddha's teachings: "When 
this exists, that exists; when this arises, that arises. When this does not 
exisr, that does not exist; when this ceases, that ceases" (M 111.63). The 
Madhyamika is, in short, a nihilist. Nagarjuna then replies: 

pratitya yad yad bhavati tat tac chantar(l svabhavatab / 
tasmad utpadyamanar(l Ca fantam utpattireva Ca //I6// 

1 6. 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 pos­
sesses its own intrinsic nature by means of its own essence. Because it 
is real, it depends on nothing else, nor is it originated" (L VP 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 I.I; also 24.I8, where it is asserted that anything dependently 
originated must be empty.) The opponent has grasped only the conven­
tional meaning of dependent origination and has failed to appreciate 
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the deeper truth of emptiness, the truth that all things are "free of 

intrinsic nature." 

yadi kaicid anutpanno bhavaiJ sa1'(lvidyate kvacit I 
utpadyeta sa ki?'fl tasmin bhava utpadyate sati I I I7 I I 

I 7. 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 a~ 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 pecu­

liar 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. 

utpadyamtinam utpado yadi cotpadayaty ayam I 
utpadayet tam utpadam utpadaiJ katamai? puna& I I I 3 I I 

I 8. And if this origination originated the presently originating, 

then which origination would in turn originate that 

origination? 

anya utpadayaty ena?'fl yady utpado 'navasthitil? I 
athanutpada utpannaiJ sarvam utpadyatti?'fl tathti I I If) I I 

1 9· If another origination is what originates that [presently origi­

nating], there is an infinite regress. 

If on the other hand what is originated were without another 

origination, then everything should likewise be originated. 
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If the presently originating requires another origination to explain it, 
then an infinite regress ensues. If on the other hand another origina­

tion is not required, then the presently occurring origination is with­

out cause. This means that absolutely anything could be originated at 
anytime. 

sata! ca tavad utpattir asata! ca na yujyate I 
na sata! cd.sata! ceti purvam evopapaditam II 20 II 

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 I 
ya! canirudhyamanas tu sa bhavo nopapadyate II 2I I I 

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 ces­

sation. Undergoing origination and undergoing cessation are, as the 
Akutobhaya says, contradictory properties, so they cannot be proper­
ties 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. 
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na sthitabhavas t#thaty asthitabhtivo na t#thati I 
na t#thate tii(hamtinaiJ ko 'nutpannaJ ca ti${hati I I 22 II 

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 char­

acteristic 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 some­

thing has endured or it has not. And since every existing thing is imper­

manent, everything ~ust 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 nirudhyamtinasya na bhtivasyopapadyate I 
yaJ ctinirudhyamtinas tu sa bhavo nopapadyate I I 23 II 

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. 

jartimarar}adharme$U sarvabhave$U sarvadti I 
ti${hanti katame bhtivti ye jartimarar}ar{l vinti I I 24 I I 
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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? 

ss 

The argument of verses 23-24 parallels that of verse 21. Aging and 
death may be interpreted as just special cases of cessation. 

sthitydnyayd sthiteb sthdnar(l tayaiva ca na yujyate I 
utpddasya yathotpddo ndtmand na pardtmand II 25/1 

2 s. It 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 ndniruddhar(l na niruddhar(l nirudhyate I 
tathd nirudhyamdnar(l ca kim ajdtar(l nirudhyate II 26 II 

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 tdvad bhdvasya nirodho nopapadyate I 
ndsthitasydpi bhavasya nirodha upapadyate ll21ll 

2 7. Just as it does not hold that an entity that is enduring is 
undergoing cessation, 
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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 character­

ize something that exists and so endures. But duration and destruction 

are contradictory characteristics. 

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

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 sarvadharmar)am utpado nopapadyate I 
tadaivar(l sarvadharmar)ar(l nirodho nopapadyate I I 29 I I 

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. 
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Since it was shown earlier that there can be no origination of an ulti­
mately 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 I 
ekatve na hi bhavaf ca nabhavaf copapadyate I I 30 I I 

3 o. 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 I 
na dvitiyasya sirasaf chedanarrt vidyate yatha I I 3I I 

3 1. 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 exi~ts and is nonex­
istent? 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 I 
utpadasya yathotpado natmana na paratmana I I 32 I I 

3 2. The cessation of cessation does not take place by means of 
itself, nor does it take place by means of another cessation, 
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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 cessa­

tion cease. But if there is a distinct cessation that makes this cessation 

cease, we have the start of an infinite regress. 

utpadasthitibhanganam asiddher nd.sti sa1!Jskrtam I 
sa1!Jskrtasyaprasiddhau ca kathal!l setsyaty asa1!Jskrtam II 33 II 

3 3. 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 accord­

ing 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 s.6. 

yatha maya yatha svapno gandharvanagara1!J yatha I 
tathotpadas tatha sthana1!J tatha bhanga udahrtam I I 34 II 

3 4· 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. 



8. An Analysis of Object and Agent 

B
Y "AGENT" (kartrl karaka) is here meant anything that engages 
in an 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 Grammari­
ans. 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 sub­
ject 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 
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on 2.24 [L VP 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 possi­

bilities he considers are really all the possibilities there might be. 

In the following table a number is assigned to each of the nine pos­

sible cases, with these numbers used in the outline of the chapter's line 

of argumentation given below. 

AGENT OBJECT # 

real real 1 

unreal unreal 2 

real-and-unreal real-and-unreal 3 

real unreal 4 

real real-and-unreal 5 

unreal real 6 

unreal real-and-unreal 7 

real-and-unreal real 8 

real-and-unreal unreal 9 

8.1 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 

8.7 Refutation of possibility (3) that agent and object are both 

real-and-unreal 

8.8 Refutation of possibility (4) that agent is real and object unreal 

and ( 6) that agent is unreal while object is real 
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8.9 Refutation of possibility (4) that real agent produces object 

that is unreal or ( s) that is both real and unreal 

8. I o Refutation of possibility ( 6) that unreal agent produces object 

that is real or ( 7) that is both real and unreal 

8.I I Refutation of possibility (8) that a both-real-and-unreal agent 

produces an object that is real or (9) that is unreal 

8.1 2 Reply to implicit objection that Madhyamika is a nihilist: con­

ventional reality of agent and action 

8. I 3 Soteriological significance of refuting agent and object: apply­

ing the refutation to the case of appropriation 

sadbhutal? kdrakab karma sadbhutarrt na karoty ayam I 
kdrako ndpy asadbhutal? karmdsadbhutam ihate I I I I I 

I. 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 ifboth are real or both are unreal, the agent cannot be said to bring 

about the object. 

sadbhutasya kriyd ndsti karma ca sydd akartrkam I 
sadbhutasya kriyd ndsti kartd ca sydd akarmakal? II 2/1 

2. There is no activity (kriyd) 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. 
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According to Candraklrti, the arguments for both claims involve deny­

ing 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 ifit 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 asadbhiUo 'sadbhuta1'(l karma karakab I 
ahetuka1'(l bhavet karma kart a cahetuko bhavet 113 11 

3. If 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 pro­

ductive activity cannot exist in something unreal. So the object would 

then be without cause. And the agent would likewise be uncaused. 

hetav asati karya1'(l ca kara1Ja1'(l ta na vidyate I 
tadabhave kriya karta kara1Jarrz ca na vidyate I I 4 I I 
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4· If 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 asa7{lbhave I 
dharme ctisaty adharme ca phalarrt tajjarrt na vidyate II 5 II 

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 mok~aya na svargayopapadyate I 
marga/J sarvakriytirJtirrt ca nairarthakyarrt P,rasajyate I I 6 I I 

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. 

93 

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 hypo­

thesis, 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. 

karakaf? sadasadbhutal? sadasat kurute na tat I 
parasparaviruddha7{l hi sac ctisac caikatal? kutab I I 7 I I 
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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 con­

tradictory, be one? 

To complete the consideration of the hypothesis that object and agent 

have the same ontological status, it is necessary to consider the pos­

sibility 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. 

satd ca kriyate ndsan ndsatd kriyate ca sat I 
kartrd sarve prasajyante do~ds tatra ta eva hi II S II 

8. An unreal object is not brought about by a real agent, and nei­

ther 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. 

ndsadbhtUarp na sadbhutab sadasadbhutam eva vd I 
karoti karakab karma purvoktair eva hetubhib II 9 II 

9· A real agent does not bring about an unreal object, and nei­

ther does it bring about an object that is both real and 

unreal, for the reasons given earlier. 
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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. 

ntisadbhuto 'pi sadbhutarp, sadasadbhutam eva vti I 
karoti karakah karma purvoktair eva hetubhih II Io I I 

1 o. An unreal agent does not bring about a real object, and nei­
ther does it bring about an object that is both real and 
unreal, for the reasons given earlier. 

karoti sadasadbhuto na san ntisac ca karakah I 
karma tat tu vijtiniytit purvoktair eva hetubhih I I II /1 

1 1. 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. Like­
wise, 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. Candraklrti 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 
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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 ofintrinsic 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. (L VP p. 188) 

pratitya karakab karma tarrt pratitya ca ktirakam I 
karma pravartate ndnyat paiyamab siddhikdra1}am I I I2 I I 

1 2. 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. 
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It is the opponent who is the (unwitting) nihilist. For the Madhya­

mika, on the other hand, agent and object are merely conventionally 

real, so there is no problem in recognizing their mutual dependence. 

evarrz vidyad upadanarrz vyutsargad iti karma1Jab I 
kartus ca karmakartrbhyarrz felan bhavan vibhavayet /I I3 I I 

I 3. 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 ofWhat Is Prior 

T
HE "PRIOR" of this chapter is the person, the subject who is. 

thought to underlie and so exist prior to the various sense fac­

ulties 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: 

9· 1 -2 Statement of opponent's thesis and reason: Person exists prior 

to faculties and states since they depend on a bearer. 

9.3-5 Refutation of opponent's argument: Dependence requires 
simultaneous existence of the dependent and its basis. 

"This is the relation known as "appropriation" (uptidiina) 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 ofWhat Is to be 
Appropriated and the Appropriator." 
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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 

9· I o Refutation of alternative proposal that person depends for its 

existence not on its faculties and states but on the material ele­

ments of which it is composed 

9· I 1 Consequent refutation of faculties and states, given the refuta­

tion of person 

9· I 2 Ultimate conclusion: We should not say that the person either 

does or does not exist. 

dar1ana1rava1Jadini vedanadini capy atha I 
bhavanti yasya prag ebhyab so stity eke vadanty uta I I I I I 

I. 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. 

katharp, hy avidyamanasya darsanadi bhav#yati I 
bhavasya tasmat prag ebhyab so 'sti bhavo vyavasthitab II 2 I I 

2. "How indeed will vision and so on come to belong to a non­

existent entity? 

Hence before they occur there exists an established e~tity." 

Bhaviveka and Candrakirti identify the "some" of verse I as belong­

ing to a Pudgalavada or "Personalist" school such as the Sarpmitlyas. 

These Buddhists claim that since appropriation requires an appropri­

ator (just as action requires an agent), there must be some underlying 

thing to which the sense faculties and the mental constituents belong. 
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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 (dtman) 'in that (I) 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· 

darsanaJrava'l')ddibhyo vedanddibhya eva ca I 
ya/J prdg vyavasthito bhdval? kena prajnapyate 'tha sal? I I 3 I I 

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 men­

tal 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 darfanddini yadi cdsau vyavasthitaf? I 
amuny api bhavi$yanti vind tena na sarrtfaya/J I I 4 I I 

4· If this is established even without vision, etc., 

then no doubt they will exist without this as well. 

ajyate kenacit kaJcit kirrtcit kenacid ajyate I 
kutal? kirrtcid vind kaJcit kirtzcit kartzcid vind kutaf? I Is I I 
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S· Someone is made manifest by means of something [that man­

ifests it], something [that manifests] is manifested by some­

one [underlying]. 

How can someone [be made manifest] without something 

[that manifests]; how can something be manifested with­

out someone [whom it manifests]? 

If the nature of the person is distinct 'from the natures ~f 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 man­

ifestor 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 dariantidibhyal; kaicit purvo na vidyate / 

ajyate dariantidintim anyena punar anyadti 1/61/ 

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 fic­

tion. 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 
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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 purvo na vidyate I 
ekaikasmat katharrt purvo darsanadeb sa vidyate I I 7 I I 

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" (L VP 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 

ofits 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. 

dr~ta sa eva sa srota sa eva yadi vedakab I 
ekaikasmad bhavet purvam evarrt caitan na yujyate I IS I I 

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 individ­

ually is not possible, says Buddhapalita, because it would then follow 
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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. 

dra~tanya eva frotanyo vedako 'nyab punar yadi I 
sati syad drtl.ftari frota bahutvarrt catmantirrt bhavet I I g I I 

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. It is of course well 

known that this term is usually translated as "self" and that all Bud­

dhists deny there is such a thing as the sel£ 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 differ­

ent life-stages and stands in thoroughgoing relation with the skandhas 
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that it owns or possesses. They claim, though, that while there is no 

self, there must exist something that stands in the relation of appro­

priation to the skandhas-something that regards the skandhas as its 

own. Nagarjuna' s use of iitman 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 some­

thing 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. 

darfanairava1Jiidini vedaniidini ciipy atha I 
bhavanti yebhyas te~v e~a bhiUe~v api na vidyate 1/Io II 

I o. 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.I). So perhaps the prior being is 

named and conceptualized on the basis of the four elements. The dif­

ficulty 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. 
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darsanairava?;uidini vedanadini·cdpy atha I 
na vidyate ced yasya sana vidyanta imdny api II II II 

I I. 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. 

prdk ca yo darfanddibhya}J Sd'f!lpratar{l cordhvam eva ca I 
na vidyate 'sti ndstiti nivrttds tatra kalpand}J II I2 II 

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 oppo­

nent, but we also cannot say that it does not exist (seev. n). 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 
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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. 
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T
HE LAST TWO chapters have shown difficulties with the 

notion of an 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 oppo­

nent 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 ofheat). Yet 

fuel, while also being real in its own right, is composed of the four ele­

ments and so depends on the fire element. 

I o. I ab Refutation of possibility that fire is identical with fuel 

I o. I cd-s Refutation of possibility that fire is distinct from fuel 

I o.6 Opponent proposes alternative way of understanding the 

fire-fuel relation. 

I o. 7 Refutation of this proposal 

I o.8- I o Refutation of mutual dependence of fire and fuel 

I o. I I Refutation of dependence of fire on fuel based on the 

problem of the three times 

IO.I 2. Conclusion: Fire is neither dependen~ on nor indepen­

dent of fuel; fuel is neither dependent on nor independent 

of fire. 



IIO NAGARJUNA'S MIDDLE WAY 

1 o. I 3ab Fire does not arise from itself or from another. 

10.1 3cd Fuel is not burned in any of the three times. 

1 o. I 4 Summary using fivefold examination: Fire is not identical 

with fuel, is not distinct from fuel, does not possess fuel, 

does not have fuel as locus, is not locus of fuel. 

I o. I s Generalization to case of person and the appropriated 

1 o. I 6 Conclusion: Person and the appropriated can be neither 

identical nor distinct. 

yadindhanarrt sa ced agnir ekatvarrt kartrkarma1Job I 
anyai ced indhanad agnir indhandd apy rte bhavet I I I I I 

I. 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 with­

out fuel. 

nityapradipta eva syad apradipanahetukab I 
punardrambhavaiyarthyam evarrt cdkarmakab sati I I 2 I I 

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. 
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If fire were a separately existing thing, however, then it would be 
possible for fire to exist apart from any fuel. This would mean (I) 
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. More­
over, (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 nirapek~atvtid apradipanahetukab I 
punartirambhavaiyarthyaT(l nityadiptab prasajyate I I 3 II 

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 oflighting 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 sydd idhyamdnam indhanaT(l bhavatiti cet I 
kenedhyattim indhanaT(l tat ttivanmtitram idaT(l yadti I I 4 I I 

4. If 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? 
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The opponent claims that fuel and fire can still be independent pro­

vided 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 dha/qyaty adahan punab I 
na nirviisyaty anirva1Jab sthasyate va svali1igavan /1 s I I 

S· 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 pre­

cisely 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 reachedorcome in contact with (see 7.1o-n), 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 indhanarrt prapnuyad yadi I 
stri sarrtprapnoti puru~arrt puru$ai ca striyarrt yatha /16/1 

6. [Objection:] Fire could touch fuel even though distinct from 

fuel, 

just as a woman touches a man, and a man touches a woman. 
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any a evendhantid agnir prtipnuytit ktimam indhanam I 
agnindhane yadi sytittim anyonyena tiraskrte I I 7 I I 

7· [Reply:] Fire, being distinct from fuel, would surely be able to 
touch fuel 

if fire and fuel were mutually independent. 

113 

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+~tip, 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 dif­
ferent from that of woman and man. Fire and fuel are mutually depen­
dent 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 rela­
tionship. 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 un~eal things like the son and daughter of a bar­
ren woman. The answer is given in the next three verses. 
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yadindhanam apek$ytignir apek$ytigni'f!l yadindhanam I 
katarat purvani$panna'f(l yad apek$ytignir indhanam /1 S I I 

8. If fire depends on fuel and fuel depends on fire, · 

which of the two is arisen first, fuel or the fire that is depen­

dent 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 some­

thing 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 ifby "fuel" we mean something ultimately real, and fuel is related to 

fire, fuel could only exist when there is fire. 

yadindhanam ape~yagnir agneb siddhasya sadhanam 1 
eva7fl satindhana'f(l capi bhav#yati niragnikam I I!) II 

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 
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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 'pek~ya sidhyate bhavas tam evapek~ya sidhyati I 
yadi yo 'pe~itavyab sa sidhyatar(l kam apek~ya kab I I Io I I 

1 o. If an entity xis 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 'pek$ya sidhyate bhavab so 'siddho 'pek~ate katham I 
athapy apek$ate siddhas tv apek#isya na yujyate II II /1 
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I 1. 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 depen­

dent? For it to be dependent is for it to stand in need of something else 

for its existence. 

apek~yendhanam agnir na ntinapeklytignir indhanam I 
apek!Jendhanam agni1'!l na ntinape~yagnim indhanam II I2 II 

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 possibUities (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, ... " 

agacchaty anyato nagnir indhane 'gnir na vidyate 1 
atrendhane fe~am ukta1'(J gamyamtinagattigataif? II I3 II 

1 3. Fire does not come from something else; fire is not found 

in fuel. 
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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 ear­
lier, asatktiryavtida, the view that the effect arises from something else 
(that cause and effect are distinct things), and satktiryavtida, the view 
that the effect arises from itself insofar as it already exists in unmani­
fest 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 Candrakini 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 satktiryavtida hypothesis has been abandoned. 
This means that the opponent, like all asatktiryavtidins, 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 unman­
ifest 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. 
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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. 

indhanarrt punar agnir na ntignir anyatra cendhantit I 
nagnir indhanavtin ntignav indhantini na te~u sal? II I4 I I 

I 4· 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 rela­

tion between the person and the skandhas {e.g., at I6.2, 22.I, and MA 

6.Iso ). Two things x andy might be (I) identical, (2) distinct, (3) x 

might possess y, (4) y migh~ have x as its loc1,1s, or (s) x might have y as 

its locus. As the commentators explain, (I) fire is not fuel because this 

would lead to the problem of identifying agent and action discussed 

in verse zab. 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 zcd-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 (s) are both ruled out by the fact 

that they require fire and fuel to be distinct, which has been shown to 

be impossible. 

agnindhanabhytirrt vyakhyata atmopadanayob kramab I 
sarvo niravaJe~el}a sardharrt ghatapatadibhib I I IS /1 

1 s. 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. 
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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 uptidtina, 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 uptidtina 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 uptiddna-cause of the pot, the threads as the uptiddna-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 con­
struction. But the Pudgalavadins claim that in addition to the uptidtina 
skandhas, there is the subject or person that appropriates them. 

titmana1 ca satattvarp. ye bhavdntirp. ca prthak prthak I 
nirdifanti na tan manye fdsanasytirthakovidtin I I IO I I 

I 6. They are not considered by us to be wise instructors in the teach­
ings 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 



120 NAGARJUNA's MIDDLE WAY 

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 ( ofSarpsara) 

S
A¥ SARA, the cycle of rebirth, is said by the Buddha to be with­
out a discernible prior limit or beginning at S II.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 begin­
ning. 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 sa.rpsara 
is also without end. This is somewhat puzzling, since nirval)a is said to 
be an end to rebirth for those individuals who attain it. And presum­
ably what bodhisattvas aspire to is bringing about the end of rebirth 
for all sentient beings, so· that the end of sarpsara is at least possible 
in principle. What the Buddha actually says in the Sarpyutta Nikaya 
passages is that sarpsarahas no prior limit, which situation he describes 
as making sarpsara "without first and last" (anavaragra). Perhaps all 
he means by this is that the number of lives one has lived is nonde­
numerable, 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 
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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 -I). 
Nagarjuna will use this claim about the prior and posterior phases 

of rebirth 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 chap­

ter is once again the Pudgalavadin, who takes the existence of sarpsara 

to prove that there must be something that is reborn, namely the per­

son. The point of the chapter is, he holds, to show that sarpsara cannot 

be ultimately real, that it could at best be conventionally real. In that 

case the inference from the occurrence of sarpsara 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: 

I I. I Sarpsara is without beginning and end. 

I I .2 No series lacking beginning and end can have a middle and so 

cannot constitute a series. 

I 1.3-6 Argument: Birth cannot precede old age and· death, cannot 

come after old age and death, cannot be simultaneous with 

old age and death, and so cannot make up a series. 

I I. 7-8 Generalization to all cases involving succession 
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pU,rva prajnayate ko{ir nety uvaca mahamunib I 
sarpsaro 'navaragro hi ntisyadir napi pafcimam II I I I 

1. The Great Sage declared that the prior part of sarpsara cannot 
be discerned; 

saqtsara is without first and last-it has no beginning and 

end. 

naivagrarp. navararp. yasya tasya madhyarp. kuto bhavet I 
tasman natropapadyante purvaparasahakramab II 2 II 

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 
ofbirths 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 saqtsara can only be convention­
ally 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 
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there could still be a real sarpsara. 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 hav~ by borrowing. 

From this it is said to follow that there is no sequence ofbirth (prior), 

death (posterior), and aging (present) in a single life. The reasoning for 

this conclusion is given in verses 3-6. 

purva'f!l jatir yadi bhavej jaramaraT)am uttar am I 
nirJaramaraT)a Jatir bhaveJ Jay eta camrtaiJ I I 3 I I 

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 depen­

dent origination, birth is caused by old age and death. 

paicaj jatir yadi bhavej JaramaraT)am adital} I 
ahetukam ajdtasya syaj jaramaraT)a'f!l kat ham I I 4 I I 

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. 
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na jardmara1Jarp. caiva jdtif ca ;aha yujyate I 
mriyeta jdyamdna.f ca sydc cdhetukatobhayob I I 5 I I 

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 depen­
dence. First, being born and dying are incompatible, like light and 
dark, so they cannot occur together. Second, if they arose simultane­
ously, some third thing would be needed to explain their origination. 
As Candrakirti puts it, the two horns of a cow, which arise simultane­
ously, 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 purvdparasahakramab I 
prapafzcayanti tdrp. jdtirp. taj jardmara1Jarp. ca kim I I 6 I I 

6. Where there cannot be series in which x precedes y, x suc­
ceeds y, or x andy 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 per­
son. 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 
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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 saq1sara. 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+ ,Jpaizc, literally 

means to be prolix o~ 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 unde­

sirable (seeM l.xu-12). This tendency is said to play an important role 

in bondage to saq1sara, insofar as it fuels the defilements of desire, aver­

sion, and delusion. Thus it comes to refer to the drawing of conceptual 

distinctions, but in a way that connotes that there is something prob­

lematic 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. 

kti:ryarrt ca ktiral}arrt caiva lak~yarrtlak~a1Jam eva ca I 
vedanti vedakaf caiva santy arthti ye ca kecana I I 7 II 
purvti na vidyate ko#b sarrtstirasya na kevalam I 
sarve~tim api bhtivtintirrt purvti koti na vidyate I I 3 II 

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 saq1sara, 

there is as well no prior part of any existents. 
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The analysis of this chapter applies not only to living things but to 
anything the existence of which involves successive parts. So this sup­
plements the earlier analyses of effect and cause (chapter 1), thing char­
acterized and characteristic (chapter s), 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 

T
HE SECOND of the Buddha,s four noble truths proclaims that 
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 II.I8-
I9.) 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· 

I 2.. I Assertion: Suffering is not self-made, not made by someone 
else, not both self- and other-made, not without cause. 

I 2.2.-4 Refutation of suffering being self-made 
I 2..5-8 Refutation of suffering being made by another 

I 2.9 Refutations of suffering being made by both self and other, 
and being causeless 

I 2.. I o Application of the same strategy to refute external objects 
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svayarp krtarp parakrtarp dvabhyarp krtam ahetukam I 
dul;kham ity eka icchanti tac ca karyarp na yujyate I I I I I 

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. 

svayarp krtarp yadi bhavet pratitya na tato bhavet I 
skandhan imdn ami skandhab sarpbhavanti pratitya hi I I 2 I I 

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 depen­

dence on causes and conditions, namely prior (equally impermanent) 

skandhas. So suffering cannot be self-made. If it were it would be eter­

nal, and there would be no path to its cessation. 
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yady amibhya ime 'nye syur ebhyo vtimi pare yadi I 
bhavet parakrta'fl dubkha'fl par air ebhir ami krtab I I 3 I I 

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 pres­
ent 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 sup­
port of this he cites a later verse, 18.1o. 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: 

svapudgalakrta'fl dubkha'fl yadi dubkha'fl punar vina I 
svapudgalab sa katamo yena dubkha'fl svaya'fl krtam I I 4 I I 

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

son 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 per­

son 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. 

parapudgalaja'!l dubkha1fl yadi yasmai pradiyate I 
parel}a krtvd tad dubkha1fl sa dubkhena vind kutab I IS I I 

s. 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 pun­

ished for the good and bad deeds of someone else. But the problem 

Nagarjuna brings up is that suffering can't be bestowed on someone 
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who doesn't exist. In order for it to be possible for x to give something 
toy, 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. 

parapudgala)a'f!l dubkha'f{l yadi kab parapudgalab I 
vinti dubkhena yab krtvti parasmai prahir.zoti tat I I 6 I I 

6. If suffering is generated by a distinct person, who is this dis­

tinct 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. 

svaya'f!l krtasytiprasiddher dubkha'f{l parakrta'f{l kutab I 
paro hi dubkha'f{l yat kurytit tat tasya sytit svayarrt krtam I I 7 I I 

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 suffer­
ing 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 
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whereby the former person exists is self-made. And this has already 

been shown to be impossible. 

na tavat svakrtarrz dul?kharrz na hi tenaiva tat krtam I 
paro natmakrtaf cet syad dul?kharrz parakrtarrz kat ham I IS I I 

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 Candraklrti points out, it is contradictory to 

suppose that something could produce itsel£ But without something 

that is self-caused, how will we ever find that which produces some­

thing else? 

syad ubhabhyarrz krtarrz dul?kharrz sydd ekaikakrtarrz yadi I 
parakarasvayarrzkararrz dul?kham ahetukarrz kutal? 11 g 1 

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 theAkuto­

bhaya comments laconically, this would be "a big mistake." 
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na kevalaT{J hi dul;khasya ctiturvidhyaT{J na vidyate I 
bahyantim api bhavtintiT{J ctiturvidhya7fl na vidyate I I I o I I 

1 o. 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. 
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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 dis­
tinct, since that would be self-made; and so forth. 



13. An Analysis of the Composite 

THE SUBJECT of this chapter is, according to Candrakirti, 

what is sar(lskrta. 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 com­

posite 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 interpre­

tations of a remark of the Buddha's. 

The importance of this chapter is ofi:en overlooked. This may be in 
part because of the tide Candrakirti assigned to it, "An Analysis of 
the Composite." The Akutobhayd 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, 
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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: 

I 3.I-2 Appeal to Buddha's teachings in support of emptiness 

I 3. 3 -4ab Objection: Fact of alteration is evidence that not all things 

are empty in the Madhyamaka sense. 

I 3 .4cd-6 Reply: There could be no alteration of non-empty things. 

I 3·7 Diagnosis: Objection wrongly assumes that emptiness 

must be a property of real things. 

I 3.8 Conclusion: Emptiness removes all metaphysical views, 

including emptiness itself understood as a metaphysical 

view; emptiness is itself empty. 

tan mr!a mo!adharma yad bhagavan ity abht#ata I 
sarve ca mo!adharmar)a/J sa1(lskartis tena te mr!a I I I I I 

I. 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 sutra: 

"Indeed the ultimate truth, 0 monks, is that nirval)a is not deceptive 

in nature. Whatever things are composite, those are deceptive in nature 

and vain." (Close parallels are to be found at M lll.24S, M Il.26I, S 

Ill.I42, and Sn x6o-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 nirvil)a, the one noncomposite 

thing, is truly worth striving for. 
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tan mr.fti moiadharma yad yadi ki'f!'l tatra muiyate I 
etat tukta'f{l bhagavata sunyataparidpakam 112 11 

2. If 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. 

. 
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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 noth­
ing 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, some­

thing 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 charac­

teristic 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 per­

son is devoid of intrinsic nature (pudgalanairatmya) and so is not ulti­

mately real, whUe 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. 
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bhavana'f!l nibsvabhavatvam anya~habhavadarsanat / 
nasvabhava.s ca bhavo sti bhavana'f{l sunyata yatab II 3 II 

3· [Objection:] For existent.s 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. 

lheAkutobhaya explains that in 3ab and 3d the "existents" are the per­

son 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 of being conditioned. In 3ab the opponent is explaining 

why persons and other composite t.hings 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 non­

existent, 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" 

(L VP 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· 
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kasya sytid anyathabhavab svabhavaJ cen na vidyate I 
kasya syad anyathabhavab svabhavo yadi vidyate II 4 I I 

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, t~e 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 V aibha~ikas 

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 func­

tion. The Vaibh~ikas 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 exam­

ple 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 ofhot water could not be intrinsic 

to water will help us better understand the. argument. 
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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 some­

thing 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 some­

thing with two natures is something with parts, something compos­

ite 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 Vaibha~ika view of" change of situation" purportedly con­

cerns 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" (L VP p. 241). 
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tasyaiva nanyathabhavo napy anyasyaiva yujyate 1 
yuva na jiryate yasmad yasmaj jin.zo na jiryate II 5 II 

s. It 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. 
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If a youth were ultimately real, its intrinsic nature would be youthful­

ness. Aging is the destruction of youthfulness, so a real youth could not 

be what ages. An old person is distinct from a youth, lacking youthful­

ness, 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 ulti­

mately real. For we would then be thinking of a person as something 

that always has the nature of person-ness but sometimes has the prop­

erty 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 anyathabhavab k#ram eva bhaved dadhi I 
~irad anyasya kasyatha dadhibhavo bhavi~yati II 6 II 

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 
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(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 pro­

duce curds from water, for instance. Notice that the argument is an 

application of the refutadon 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 Candra­

kirti 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" (L VP 

p. 245). Nagarjuna's reply to this objection is contained in the next 

two verses. 

yady afunyarrt bhavet kirrtcit sytic chunyam iti api kirrtcana / 
na kirrtcid asty aiunyarrt ca kutaf? funyarrt bhavi$yati II 7 II 

7. If 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 
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possible? As he hints in verse 8, and says explicitly in I8.n and 24.I8, 

the Madhyamika does not claim that the emptiness of things is ulti­

mately 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. 

funyata sarvadrHinar(l prokta nibsara1Ja1'fl jinaib / 
ye$ar(l tu tunyatadr~tis tan asadhyan babhti!ire II s II 

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" liter­

ally 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 Kafya­
paparivarta Sutra: 

"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 
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a meta-physic.* 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 

C 
ONJUNCTION (or contact) is the relation that occurs between 

a sense, like 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. 

I4.I-2 Assertion: No entities ever enter into relation of conjunction 

(contact) with one another. 

I 4. 3-4 Reason: Conjunction requires that conjoined entities be dis­

tinct, and there is no distinctness. 

I 4· s -7 Refutation of distinctness 

I 4.8 Conclusion: Since there is no distinctness, there can be no 
conjunction. 
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dr~tavya'Tfl darsanar{l dr~ta tri1Jy etani dviio dviiab I 
sarvaiai ca na sar{lsargam anyonyena vrajanty uta I I I I I 

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 inter~ 

pretations of the doctrine of the twelvefold chain of dependent orig~ 

ination, 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." 

evar{l ragai ca raktai ca rafljaniyar{l ca drsyatam I 
traidhena se~ab kteias ca se~al}y ayatanani ca 112 11 

2. So desire, the one who desires, and what is desirable should 

[also] be seen. 

Likewise the remaining defilements and the remaining ayata~ 

nas are to be seen by means of the threefold division [of 

action, agent, and object]. 

The three defilements (kleias) are desire, aversion, and delusion, so 

by "the remaining defilements" is meant the two besides desire. For 

the remaining ayatanas 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 
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object). Nagarjuna will argue that in each case none of these three 

things can come into conjunction or contact with the others. 

anyendnyasya sa'f{lsargas tac cdnyatva'f{l na vidyate I 
dr~tavyaprabhrtind'f{l yan na sa'f{lsarga'f!l vrajanty atab I I 3 /I 

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. Bha­

viveka gives support by pointing out that an entity does not come in 

contact with itsel£ 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 anyatva'f{l dr~tavyaderna vidyate I 
kasyacit kenacit sdrdha'f{l ndnyatvam upapadyate I I 4 I I 

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. 

any ad anyat pratitydnyan ndnyad anyad rte 'nyatab I 
yat pratitya ca yat tasmdt tad any an nopapadyate II 5 I I 
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s. 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 xis dependent on y, it does not hold that xis distinct · 
fromy. . 

yady anyad anyad anyasmad anyasmad apy rte bhavet I 
tad anyad anyad anyasmad rte nasti ca nasty atal? II 6 II 

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 I 
avidyamane canyatve nasty any ad va tad eva va 11 1 II 

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 distinct­

ness 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, some­

thing'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 
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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 distinct­

ness 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 itsel£) So 

distinctness is a property imposed on the world through the mind's 

imaginative power. 

na tena tasya sar(lsargo nanyentinyasya yujyate I 
sar(lsr}yamanar(l sar(lsr~ta1'fl sar(lsr~ta ca na vidyate I I S I I 

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 of8ab is, according to theAkutobhaya, 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 
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ultimately distinct, and conjunction requires distinct things, conjunc­

tion 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 oflntrinsic Nature 

CORDING TO Abhidharma, to be ultimately real is to have 
ntrinsic nature (svabhiiva ). 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 intrin­
sic 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 Akutobhayii, Buddhapalita, and 
Bhaviveka all use a different title: "An Analysis of the Existent and 
Nonexistent" (bhiiviibhiivaparife.?ii). 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 hold­
ing either that there are ultimately existing things or that ultimately 
nothing exists. In doing this he is attempting to show not only that 
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the Madhyamaka teaching of the emptiness of all things avoids the 

problem of metaphysical nihilism (see chapter I3) but also that this 

represents a legitimate extension of the Buddha's teachings. The thread 

of reasoning traced by the chapter is as follows: 

I s.I-2 Argument: Nothing that originates in dependence on dis­

tinct causes and conditions can have intrinsic nature. 

I 5·3 If there is no intrinsic nature, there can be no extrinsic 

nature. 

I s .4 If there is neither intrinsic nor extrinsic nature, there can be 

no existents. 

I s. s If there is no existent, there can be no nonexistent. 

I s .6-7 Assertion: The Buddha's rejection of eternalism and annihi­

lationism is the denial that ultimately things either exist or 

do not exist. 

I s.8-I I Argument for assertion 

I 5.8-9: Anything with intrinsic nature could not cease to 

exist. 

I s. I o- I I: Why saying that things ultimately exist amounts 

to eternalism, and saying that things ultimately cease to 

exist amounts to annihilationism 

na sa1{lbhavab svabhavasya yuktab pratyayahetubhib / 
hetupratyayasa1{lbhutab svabhavab krtako bhavet I I I I I 

1. It is not correct to say that intrinsi~ nature (svabhava) is pro­

duced by means of causes and conditions. 

An intrinsic nature that was produced by causes and condi­

tions would be a product. 
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Candraldrti explains the argument as follows. The intrinsic nature of 

a newly arisen thing cannot have already been in the causes and con­

ditions 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 (sa1{l­
bhava) with the examples of the seed producing a sprout and igno­

rance producing predispositions, Buddhapalita gives the example of 

threads and cloth. While Candraldrti'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 simul­

taneously. U n~erstood 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. 

svabhavab krtako nama bhav#yati puna& katham I 
akrtrimab svabhavo hi nirapekfab paratra ca I I 2 I I 

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. 
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The difficulty in an intrinsic nature's being a product is that the two 

terms are mutually contradictory. Candrakirti explains that we ordi­

narily 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 depen­

dence on causes and conditions that are adventitious or extraneous to 

the existence of the quartz and the water. But in v~rse I 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 origi­

nated. Candrakirti says as much, for instance, in his comments on I.IO 

(LVP p. 87), I8.7 (LVP p. 368), and 22.9 (LVP p. 440). And we will 

see Nagarjuna make an equivalent claim in 24.I8. 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, ifit is true that the causal relation is conceptually constructed 

(as chapters I and 20 seek to show), then one might argue that noth­

ing that is thought to arise through causes and conditions can be ulti­

mately 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 dif­

ference 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 exis­

tence. Quartz can (and normally does) come into existence without 

red color. This is not true, though, of the heat of fire. Whenever fire 
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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 ofheat 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 ofRahu; see L VP p. 66.) But this may not have 
been widely held until well after Nagarjuna. 

kutal? svabhavasyabhave parabhavo bhav#yati I 
svabhaval? parabhavasya parabhavo hi kathy ate I I 3 I I 

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 
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there is no extrinsic nature. There are two ways to understand the argu­

ment. (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 essen­

tially, 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 ~xist. And for them to exist 

ultimately they must have intrinsic natures. Thus if nothing has intrin­

sic nature, nothing can be said to have extrinsic nature either. Nothing 

can borrow a nature unless there is something that owns a nature. 

svabhtivaparabhtivtibhytim rte bhtivab kutaf? punaf? I 
svabhtive parabhtive ca sati bhavo hi sidhyati II 4 II 

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 bhtiva can mean either "nature" or 

"existent." 

bhtivasya ced aprasiddhir abhavo naiva sidhyati I 
bhavasya hy anyathabhavam abhtivarp bruvate }anal? /1 s II 

s. If the existent is unestablished, then the nonexistent (abhtiva) 

too is not established. 

For people proclaim the nonexistent to be the alteration of 

the existent. 
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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. 

svabhava1'(l parabhava7fl ca bhava7fl cabhavam eva ca I 
ye pa1yanti na pafyanti te tattva1'(l buddhaJtisane I I 6 I I 

6. Intrinsic nature and extrinsic nature, existent and 

nonexistent-

who see these do not see the truth of the Buddha's teachings. 

katydyandvavdde cdstiti ntistiti cobhayam I 
prat#iddha'!l bhagavatd bhavabhavavibhavina II 7 I I 

7· In "The Instructing ofKatyayana" both "it exists" and "it does 
not exist" 

are denied by the Blessed One, who has clearly revealed the 
existent and the nonexistent. 

The reference is to the Sanskrit parallel of Kaccayanagotta Sutta ( S 
Il.I'j, Ill.134-35). There the Buddha tells Karyayana that his is a mid­
dle path between the two extreme views of existence and nonexistence. 
Abhidha_rmikas interpret this text as rejecting two views about the per­
son: that there is a self, so that persons exist permanently; and that 
since there is no self, the person is annihilated or becomes nonexis­
tent (at the end of a life, or even at the end of the present moment). 
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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 siitra. 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 Samtidhiraja 

Sutra: 

"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. (L VP p. 2 70) 

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 presup­

position 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 astitvar(l prakrtya syan na bhaved asya ntistita I 
prakrter anyathabhavo na hi jatupapadyate I IS I I 

8. If something existed by essential nature (prakrti), then there 

would not be the nonexistence of such a thing. 
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For it never holds that there is the alteration of essential 
nature. 

prakrtau kasya vasatyam anyathatva'f(l bhavifyati I 
prakrtau kasya vti satyam anyathatva'f(l bhavifyati I I f) I I 

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 ltifvatagraho nastity ucchedadarlanam I 
tasmad astitvantistitve nasrayeta vicakiar;,ab I I I 0 I I 

I o. "It exists" is an eternalist view; "It does not exist" is an annihi­
lationist idea. 

Therefore the wise one should not have recourse to either 
existence or nonexistence. 

asti yad dhi svabhavena na tan nastiti itiJvatam I 
nastidanim abhtU purvam ity ucchedab prasajyate I I II I I 



NAGARJUNA's MIDDLE WAY 

I I. 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, Nagar­

juna takes this to be a plausible extension of the Buddha's remarks to 

Katyayana. 



16. An Analysis ofBondage and Liberation 

IN RESPONSE to the conclusion of the last chapter, the opponent 
retorts that there must be intrinsic nature, since there would be no 
bondage to the wheel of sa111sara and no liberation from sarpsara 

unless there were existing things undergoing rebirth. There are two 
possibilities as to what might be reborn: first, the composite things 
or sa'!flskaras, those impermanent psychophysical elements (the 
skandhas) that originate in dependence on prior causes and conditions 
(and are thus composite or sa'!flskrta in the sense examined in chapter 
I3); and second, the person (pudgala) that is thought of as consisting 
of the composite elements. In this chapter both possibilities are exam­
ined. Here is the thread of the argument: 

I 6. I a-c Refutation of the claim that it is psychophysical elements 
that are reborn 

I6.Id-3 Refutation of the claim that it is the person that is reborn 
I 6.4-s Refutation of the possibility that either the elements or the 

person is what is liberated 

I 6.6 Bondage cannot be explained by appropriation. 
I 6. 7-8 Refutation of the possibility of bondage and liberation in 

any of the three times. 
I 6.9- I o Soteriological consequences of the refutation of bondage 

and liberation 
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I 6.9: Paradox of liberation: The thought that one might 

attain liberation prevents one from achieving it. 

I 6.1 o: Resolution of paradox: Ultimately there is neither 

rebirth nor liberation. 

sarpskarab sarpsaranti cen na nityab sarpsaranti te I 
sarpsaranti ca nanityab sattve 'py efa samab kramab I I I I I 

I. 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 under­

went 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 &om one life to another 

on the basis of one's actions in the one life. So permanent psychophys­

ical elements could not be what is reborn. But neither could imperma­

nent 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. (Com­

pare the reasoning of I.6-7.) And for the same reason that a change­

less 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 



I 6. AN ANALYSIS OF BONDAGE AND LIBERATION 165 

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. 

pudgalab sarrzsarati cet skandhayatanadhiitu$U I 
pancadhii mrgyamiir;o 'sau niisti kab sarrzsari$yati I I 2 I I 

2. If it is said that it is the person that is reborn, it-being inves­
tigated 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 possibil­
ities 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 skan­
dhas, etc.; (4) the person is in the skandhas, etc.; (s) 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.) 

upiidiinad upiidiinarrz sarrzsaran vibhavo bhavet I 
vibhavaf ciinupiidiinab kab sa kirrz sarrzsari$yati II 3 II 

3· Being reborn from one appropriation [i.e., state ofbeing] to 
another, it would be extinct. 

And being extinct and without appropriation, who is it that 
will be reborn to what? 
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According to the Akutobhayti, the argument is that the person who 

is thought to undergo rebirth does so either with the basis of appro­

priated psychophysical elements or else without this as basis. Suppose 

(3ab) the person who undergoes rebirth has appropriated psychophysi­

cal 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 ofbeing ( 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 appropria­

tion. 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 (antartibhava) 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 psychophysi­

cal elements whatsoever seems tantamount to being qtterly extinct. 

Hence the question of 3d: Who is this person and where is it that he 

or she is going? 

sarpsktirti1Ja1fl na nirvti1Jarp katharpcid upapadyate I 
sattvasyapi na nirvti1Jarp katharpcid upapadyate I I 4 I I 

4· The nirval).a of composite things is not in any way possible. 

Nor is the nirval).a of a living being in any way possible. 

Buddhapalita explains that the same reasoning applies to the attain­

ment of nirval).a as was just used in the case of rebirth. Regardless of 

whether it were the composite elements or it were the person that 

attained nirval).a, this would be either as permanent or as impermanent 

entities. But permanent things do not undergo change, while imper­

manent things perform no function. 
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na badhyante na mucyanta udayavyayadharmi1JaiJ I 
sarpskaral} purvavat sattvo badhyate na na mucyate II 5 II 

S· 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. 

bandhanaTfl ced upadanaTfl sopadano na badhyate I 
badhyate nanupadanal} kimavastho 'tha badhyate II 6 II 

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 sa111sara comes about through appropria­
tion-taking the psychophysical elements as "me" and "mine." Then 
what is it that is bound, something in the state of having appropri­
ated 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 bandhanaTfl kama'f(l bandhyat purvaTfJ bhaved yadi I 
na ctisti tac cheiam uktaTfl gamyamanagatagatail} II 7 II 



168 NAGARJUNA's MIDDLE WAY 

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 sa.q1sara. 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, clea~ly, 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. Buddha­

palita 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. II). 

baddho na mucyate tavad abaddho naiva mucyate I 
syatti1?'l baddhe mucyamane yugapad bandhamok$a1Je I IS II 

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 
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a third possibility here, that what is bound undergoes a process of lib­
eration. 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, some­
thing that is bound could undergo a process ofbecoming 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 fic­
tion, not something ultimately real. What is ultimately real is without 
parts. Hence it would have to be either bound or liberated. 

nirviisyamy anupadano nirva1Ja'f!l me bhavi$yati I 
iti ye$ti1!l grahas te$tim upadanamahagrahab I I 9 I I 

9· "Being without appropriation, I shall be released; nirvaiJ.a will 
be mine." 

For those who grasp things in this way, there is the great 
grasping of appropriation. 

If release from sarpsara comes about through the cessation of appro­
priation-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 para­
dox ofliberation. 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 appropriat­
ing the psychophysical elements-which is just what causes bondage 
to sarpsara. 

na nirva1Jasamaropo na sa1fZsarapakar$a1Jam I 
yatra kas tatra sa'f!lsaro nirvti1Ja'f!l ki'f!l vikalpyate I I I o I I 
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I o. Where nirval).a is not reified nor sa.qtsara rejected, 

what sa.qtsara is there, what nirval).a 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 nirval).a. 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 

th~ two states of sa.qtsara and nirval).a. 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 sa.qtsara and nirval).a 

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 15.I 9-10. 



17. An Analysis of Action and Fruit 

T
HIS CHAPTER examines the relation between an action (kar­
man) and its consequence or fruit (phala), the relation speci­
fied 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 itsel£ 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 2I Nagarjuna subjects these to his own critical 
examination. 

I 7. I-s Presentation of orthodox understanding of action and its 

classification 

I 7.6 Difficulty for the orthodox theory: What endures between 

time of action and time of fruit to guarantee that the action 

is appropriately rewarded or punished? 

I 7. 7- I I Solution I: the seed hypothesis 

I 7. I 2 Objection to the seed hypothesis 

I 7· 13-20 Solution 2: the hypothesis of the unperishing 
I7.2I Nagarjuna's assertion: Action is without intrinsic nature. 

I 7.22-25 Reasons for assertion that action is without intrinsic nature 
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I 7.26 Emptiness of action and the defilements 

I 7.2 7 Emptiness of the body I person 

I7.28 Objection: Action must exist, since there are agents and 

enjoyers. 

I7.29-30 Reply: There is neither action, nor agent; there is neither 

fruit nor enjoyer. 

I 7. 3 I- 3 3 Conclusion: Action, fruit, and all associated with them are 

illusory. 

atmasa'f{lyamaka'f!l cetal} paranug;rahaka'f{l ca yat I 
maitra'f{l sa dharmas tad bija'f!l phalasya pretya ceha ca II I II 

I. 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 typ­

ically done without thought. It 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. 

cetana cetayitvii ca karmokta'f{l paramar#?Jd I 
tasyanekavidho bhedal} karma1Ja1J parikirtital} II 2 II 

2. Action was said by the Supreme Sage to be volition and what 

is brought about by volition. 
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He has proclaimed there to be many distinct varieties of 
action. 

Bhaviveka explains "Supreme Sage" to include not only the Buddha 
but also the sravakas (the "hearers," those who have become enlight­
ened 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 voli­
tion" is a bodily or verbal action that follows a volition. 

tatra yac cetanety ukta'f(l karma tan manasa'f(l smrtam I 
cetayitva ca yat tukta'f(l tat tu kayikavacikam II 3 II 

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. Voli­
tions 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). 

vag v#pando 'viratayo yii caviJnaptisa'f(lJnitab 1 
avijnaptaya evanyab smrta viratayas tatha II 4 II 
paribhoganvaya'f(l pur.zyam apur.zya'f(l ca tathavidham I 
cetana ceti saptaite dharmab karmanjanal? smrtal? II s /1 
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4· Speech, gesture, what is known as the unmanifest unrestrained, 

likewise the other unmanifest called the restrained, 

S· 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 Abhidharmi­

kas 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 "meritori­

ous") 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 connec~ing link. 

In what is called the unrestrained unmanifest, the volition is bad in 

nature, whUe the restrained tinmanifest 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 bodUy act of killing. It is a series 

of unmanifest unrestrained action dharmas that explains how the 
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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 oppor­
tunity 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 Sarpgha. 
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 u tiliza­
tion" has support in the Nikayas, where the Buddha is reported to have 
said that when a monk uses an item donated to the Sarpgha, this results 
in enhanced karmic merit for the donor (A II.s4). 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 when­
ever such a killing is carried out by others. 

This account matches the classification of action given by the Vai­
bha~ika school: 

I. Volition 

II. Action br?ught 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 
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iii. Neither restrained nor unrestrained 

b. Productive of bodily action 

i. Restrained 

ii. Unrestrained 

iii. Neither restrained nor unrestrained 

Types ILia and II.Ib are both subdivided into the meritorious and the 

demeritoriou's. Types ll.2a.i and II.2b.i, flowing as they do from inten­

tions governed by the sort of restraint characteristic of good conduct, 

are always meritorious. Types ll.2a.ii and ll.2b.ii are always demeri­

torious since _they flow from the opposite sort of intention. Types 

Il.2a.iii and ll.2b.iii, which represent situations involving the use of a 

donation, may be either meritorious or demeritorious. Also included 

in the Vaibh~ika classification but not mentioned here are unmanifest 

action dharmas involved in meditative states. 

t4thaty a. pakakalac cet karma tan nityatam iyat 1 
· niruddharrt cen niruddharrt sat kirrt phalarrt Janay#yati I I 6 I I 

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 I-S· 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 
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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 occur­
rence. But in this cas~ 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 Vaibha~ikas, 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 nkuraprabhrtir biJat sarrttano 'bhipravartate 1 
tatab phalam rte bijtit sa ca ntibhipravartate I I 7 II 

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 .. 

bijtic ca yasmtit sarrtttinab sarrtttintic ca phalodbhavab I 
bijapurvarrt phalarrt tasman nocchinnarrt ntipi .fdJvatam II S II 

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 tasmtic cittasarrtttina.f cetaso 'bhipravartate I 
tatab phalam rte citttit sa ca ntibh ipravartate I I!) I I 
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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. 

cittdc ca yasmdt sa'f(ttdnab sa'f(ttdndc ca phalodbhavab / 

karmapurval?'l phalal?'l tasman nocchinna'f(t ndpi fd.fvatam 

/fro /1 

1 o. 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 

itsel£ 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 imme­

diately 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 



I 7· AN ANALYSIS OF ACTION AND FRUIT 179 

that a Buddhist account of the person reconciles the continued existence 
of a person over one or more lifetimes with the absence of any perma­
nent 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 per­
son 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 Mil4o-so; see also Vism 553-ss.) 

dharmasya sadhanopayab sukltib karmapatha daia 1 
phalaJ?'l kamagu1Jtib pafzca dharmasya pretya ceha ca II II II 

I I. There are ten pure paths of action that are means for estab­
lishing the meritorious. 

The fruit of the meritorious is the objects of the five senses, 
both hereafter and here. 

bahavaf ca mahtintaf ca do1tib syur yadi kalpanti I 
syad e1ti tena naiva#ti kalpantitropapadyate I I I2 I I 

I 2. [Objection:] There would be many gross errors on this 
hypothesis 

of yours; so this hypothesis [of a seed-generated series] does 
not hold here. 
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The objection in verse I2 is said to come not from Nagarjuna but from 

another opponent. According to Buddhapalita, Bhaviveka, and Can­

drakirti, 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. 

imarp, punab pravak$ydmi kalpanarp, yatra yojyate I 
buddhaib pratyekabuddhaif ca fravakaif canuvarl)itam II IJ/1 

I 3. I, however, shall here propose the following hypothesis that is 

suitable 

and that has been expounded by buddhas, pratyekabuddhas, 

and sravakas. 

pattrarp, yathavipral)asas tatharJJam iva karma ca I 
caturvidho dhatutab sa prakrtyavyakrtaf ca sab 1/ I 41/ 

1 4· 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 
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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, form­
lessness, and the undefiled. It is indeterminate in nature insofar as it is 
not in and of itself conducive toward either pleasure or pain. As Can­
drakirti 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 inde­
terminacy thus reflects the complexity of the workings of karma-the 
complexity that this opponent used against the seeds hypothesis in 
verse 12. 

praha1}ato na praheyo bhavanaheya eva va I 
tasmad avipra1Jasena jayate karma1Jdrtl phalam I I IS I I 

IS· 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 under­
standing the four noble truths-that is, understanding how all acts of 
appropriation lead to suffering. Such understanding leads to the aban­
donment of those ways ofbeing, such as the life of the householder, that 
generate new karmic debt. But it does not by itself eliminate the unper­
ishing 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. 
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prahtir.zatab praheyab sytit karmar.zab sa'l'{lkramer.za vti / 

yadi do~tib prasajyera'l'{ls tatra karmavadhtidayab // IO // 

I 6. If it were to be relinquished by abandonment or by transfer­

ence 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 Is, 

that abandonment-what the commentators refer to as the "path of 

understanding" -could bring about the destruction of the imperish­

able 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 IS.) To sup­

pose that mere abandonment of the mundane way of life or transfer­

ence 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. 

sarve1ti1?'l visabhtigtinti'l'{l sabhtigtinti'l'{l ca karmar.ztim / 

pratisa'l'{ldhau sadhtituntim eka utpadyate tu sab // I7 // 

I 7. At the moment of rebirth there occurs a single [ unperishing] 

with respect to all actions of the same sphere, both dissimi­

lar and similar. 

karmar.zab karmar.zo drite dharma utpadyate tu sab / 

dvipraktirasyasarvasya vipakve 'pica t#thati //IS// 
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I 8. 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 unperishingthat 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 I6, this should not be thought of as the relin­

quishment of one's actions. 

The commentators are not sure whether the two different sorts of 

action referred to in verse I8 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). 

phalavyatikramtid vti sa mara1}tid vti nirudhyate I 
antisravarrt stisravarrt ca vibhtigarrt tatra lakiayet I I If) I I 

I 9· 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 t?ld that there are two ways this might 

happen. "Going beyond the fruit" means winning release from sarpsara 

by means of the path of meditation discussed in verse IS· Destruction 

by death refers . to the fact that the many individual karmic debts 
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accumulated in a lifetime are eliminated by the "karmic debt consol­

idator" 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. 

sunyatti ca na cocchedab sarrtstiraf ca na ftifvatam I 
karma1Jo ,vipra1}tisaf ca dharmo buddhena desitab II 20 II 

20. There is emptiness but there is no annihilation; there is 

sarpsara 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 an~ihilationism 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 sel£ So the doc­

trine 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: 
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karma notpadyate kasman nibsvabhava1'fl yatas tatab I 
yasmac ca tad anutpanna1'fl na tasmad vipra1Jaiyati II 2r II 

2 I. Why is an action not arisen? Because it is without intrinsic 

nature. 

And since it is unarisen, it does not perish. 

185 

Ultimately no action is to be found because all actions are empty or 

devoid of intrinsic nature. The evidence for this claim will be devel­

oped 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 foron de parler and not as a description of the ulti­

mate truth about action and fruit. 

karma svabhavatai cet syac chiiivata?'!l syad asa1'fliayam I 
akrta?'!l ca bhavet karma kriJate na hi sasvatam 112211 

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 some­

thing that is done. 
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Candrakirti explains that the action would be eternal ifit had intrinsic 

nature because anything with intrinsic nature cannot undergo alter­

ation 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 ofbeing undone to the state of being done. But the 

eternal is changeless, so it could not undergo this alteration. 

akrtabhytigamabhayarrt sytit karmtikrtakarrt yadi I 
abrahmacaryavtisaf ca doias tatra prasajyate I I 23 I I 

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 Can­

drakirti, it means that someone who has lived a faultless life of conti­

nent 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 nirval).a. 

vyavahara virudhyante sarva eva na sarrtsayab 1 
pur,tyaptipakrttirrt naiva pravibhtigaf ca yujyate I I 24 I I 

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. 



I 7· AN ANALYSIS OF ACTION AND FRUIT 187 

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. Like­

wise 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 under­

mined. The Akutobhaya adds that this holds as well for the distinc­

tion between actions that are wholesome (conducive to nirval)a) and 

unwholesome (not conducive to nirvil)a). 

tad vipakvavipaka1{l ca punar eva vjpak$yati / 
karma vyavasthitarrt yasmat tasmat svabhavikarrt yadi II 2511 

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 com­
mentators. Candrakirti understands it somewhat differently:" ... if it 
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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 klesdtmaka1fl ceda1?'J te ca kleid na tattvatab I 
na cet te tattvatab kleiab karma syat tattvatab katham I I 26/1 

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 sa.rpsara 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 aself(see 

18.6), it cannot be ultimately true that there are defilements. The pres­

ent argument is that, given this result about the defilements, it makes 

no sense to suppose that actions are ultimately real. 

karma kleitiJ ca dehand1fl pratyayab samudahrtab I 
karma kleitiJ ca te iunya yadi dehe~u ka katha I I 27 II 

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? 
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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." 

avidydnivrto Jantus trfl}dsarrtyojanaf ca yab I 
sa bhoktd sa ca na kartur anyo na ca sa eva sal} II 28/1 

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 Akutobhayd and Candrakirti, 
and identified by the Akutobhayd as from the "Anavaragra Siitra," 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 S 11.76) 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. 
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na pratyayasamutpannarrt ndpratyayasamutthitam I 
asti yasmad idarrt karma tasmat kartapi nasty atal? II 29 II 

29. [Reply:] Since the action does not exist dependent on condi­

tions and does not exist having sprung up without depen­

dence on conditions, therefore the agent also does not 

exist. 

If actions are empty ( v. 2 7 ), it cannot be ultimately true that they 

arise-whether their arising is dependent on conditions or is uncon­

ditioned. 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 sup­

port 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 ntisti kartd ca kutaf? sydt karma)arrt phalam I 
asaty atha ph ale bhoktd kuta eva bhav#yati I I 3 o I I 

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? 

Som.ething 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. 
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yatha nirmitakal{J fasta nirmimitarddhisal{Jpada I 
nirmito nirmimitanyal{J sa ca nirmitakab punab I I ]I I I 
tatha nirmitakakarab karta yat karma tatkrtam I 
tadyatha nirmitenanyo nirmito nirmitas tatha II 32 I I 

3 I. Just as the Teacher by his supernatural power fabricates a 

magical being 

that in turn fabricates yet another magical being, 

3 2. 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. 

klesab karmal}i dehas ca kartaraf ca phalani ca I 
gandharvanagarakara maricisvapnasal{Jnibhab II 33 I I 

3 3· 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 mag­

ical 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: nirvaQa. 



18. An Analysis of the Self 

HILE WE FOLLOW Candrakirti in calling this chapter 

n analysis of the self, the commentators introduce it as 

ing 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 sel£ 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, imper­
sonal dharmas. Abhidharma holds that there must be such a reality on 

which the false belief in "I" and "mine" is superimposed. Madhyamaka 
agrees that beliefin "I" and "mine" is false. But Madhyamaka disputes 

the claim that there must be dharmas, things with intrinsic nature, 

underlying this false belie£ (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 s a new note is struck: Liberation requires 

realization of the emptiness of all things. In the remainder of the 
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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 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 doc­

trine, 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 Madhya­

maka stance represents the culmination. In outline the chapter may 

be represented as follows: 

I 8. I-3 Establishment of non self 

I 8. I: Refutation of the self 

I 8.2: Refutation of what belongs to the self 

I 8. 3: Refutation of the person 

I 8.4 Soteriological consequences of nonself: liberation 

I 8.s Liberation requires realization of emptiness 

I 8.6- I I Madhyamaka as expressing core elements of the Buddha's 

teachings 

I 8.6-7: The Buddha's graded teachings on the self, with 

cessation of hypostatization through realization of emp­

tiness as the final step 

I 8.8-9: The Buddha's graded teachings about the nature of 

reality, with the realization that reality lacks an ultimate 

nature being the final step 

I 8. I o: How emptiness establishes the Buddha's middle path 

between eternalism and annihilationism 

I 8.I I: The Buddha's teachings themselves characterized by 

emptiness 
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I 8. I 2 Significance of pratyekabuddhas to correct understanding of 

the Buddha's teachings 

atma skandha yadi bhaved udayavyayabhag bhavet 1 
skandhebhyo 'nyo yadi bhaved bhaved askandhalak~a1Jab I I I I I 

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 exam­

ined using the fivefold schema that was used in looking at the relation 

between fire and fuel (see ro.i4, I6.2), here the analysis will consider 

just the two possibilities of identity and distinctness. To say that the 

selfis 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 selfbeing 

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 

dearly conflicts with our sense of an "I," 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. 
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atmany asati catmiJarrt kuta eva bhav#yati 1 
nirmamo niraharrtkarai? samad atmatmaniJayoi? 11211 

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 sel£ 

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 sub­

ject 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 lik~wise be no appro­

priation 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 sel£ 

nirmamo niraha7fJkaro yaf ca so 'pi na vidyate I 
nirmamarrt niraharrtkararrt yai? pafyati na pa.Jyati I I 3 I I 

3· And who is without "mine" and "!"-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. 
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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 i~ 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 concep­

tion of a person? 

mamety aham iti k~i1Je bah is cadhyatmam eva ca I 
nirudhyata updddnarrt tatk~aydj Janmanab k~ayab I I 4 I I 

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 ofbirth. 

This is the standard account of nirv3.Qa accepted by all Buddhists: One 

attains release from saq1sara 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. 

kannaklefak~aydn mok~ab kannaklefd vikalpatab I 
te prapancat prapancas tu sunyatayarrt nirudhyate 11 s I I 

5. Liberation is attained through the destruction of actions and 

defilements; actions and defilements arise because of falsi­

fying conceptualizations; 

those arise from hypostatization; but hypostatization is extin­

guished in emptiness. 
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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 withm.it these concepts. 

Action based on aversion, for instance, requires the concepts of the "I" 
and the "not-I." Such conceptualizations in turn require the occurrence 

of hypostatization (prapanca), 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 intrin­

sic 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 ulti­

mately real precisely because they bear intrinsic natures. Abhidharmi­

kas agree that liberation requires knowledge of emptiness but only in 

the sense of the emptiness of the person. Madhyamikas claim that lib­

eration 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, ritpa 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. 

titmety api prajnapitam antitmety api defitam I 
buddhair ntitmti na ctintitmti kafcid ity a pi defitam I I o I I 

6. "The self" is conveyed and "nonself" is taught 

by buddhas; it is taught as well that neither self nor nonself is 

the case. 
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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 pedagog­

ical 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 beliefled these 

people to conduct that bound them ever more firmly to sarpsara, 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 sel£ But the Buddha's pedagogical strategy was to help these 

people achieve a less deluded view of reality so that they would even­

tually be able to understand the teaching of nonsel£ 

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 non self is to over­

look 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 nonselflikewise cannot. There is then a third teaching, to the effect 

that there is neither self nor nonsel£ One might take this for Madhya­

maka'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 pelow, 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 Y ogacara school.) 
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nivrttam abhidhatavya'f!l nivrttaf cittagocarab I 
anutpanntiniruddha hi nirva1Jam iva dharmatti II 7 II 

7. The domain of objects of consciousness having ceased, what is 

to be named is ceased. 

The nature of things is to be, like nirvil)a, without origination 

or cessation. 

The Akutobhayti explains that once one has understood that rupa and 

other dharmas are empty of intrinsic nature, one realizes that ulti­

mately 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" (ani­

mitta) that the Buddha says immediately precedes the attainment of 

nirvaQa (seeD Il.xo2). But it also suggests that emptiness represents 

the final stage on the path that other Buddhists took to culminate in 

insight into nonsel£ 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 prob-# 

lematic. 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. 

sarvar{l tathya'f!l na vti tathya'f!l tathya'f!l ctitathyam eva ca I 
naivatathya'f!l naiva tathyam etad buddhanufiisanam I I 8 I I 

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. 
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The "all" here refers to the skandhas, ayatanas, dharus, 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 them­

selves seem to be contradictory. Moreover, the commentaries explain 

that all four possibilities may be affirmed. So it may seem as ifNagar­

juna is here asserting one or more contradictions. 

The invocation of the notion of a "graded teaching" is meant to fore­

stall 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 Akutobhayti, the hierarchy involved here is as fol­

lows: "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 ulti­

mately true (since all these entities are empty and thus lack the intrin­

sic 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 
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how things ultimately are. IfMadhyamikas 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). 

aparapratyayar(l santar(l prapancair aprapancitam 1 
nirvikalpam antintirtham etat tattvasya la~a1')am I I 9 I I 

9· Not to be attained by means of another, free [from intrinsic 

nature], not populated by hypostatization, 

devoid of falsifying conceptualization, not having many sepa­

rate meanings-this is the nature of reality. 

While in verses "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 s 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 Can­

draklrti 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 
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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 con­

sequence of reality's being grasped without using falsifying conceptu­

alization. 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 qualifica­

tion 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 tdvat tad eva tat I 
na cdnyad api tat tasman nocchinnartt ndpi sdivatam II Io II 

1 o. 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 
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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 eternal­

ism 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 neithe~ annihi­

lated 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. 

anekdrtham andndrtham anucchedam afiiSvatam I 
etat tallokandthanar(l buddhanar(l iiisandmrtam I I II I I 
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I I. Nat 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. 

205 

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 Akutobhayd 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 ulti­

mately 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 ofboth unity 

and diversity when analyzed, and beyond both eternalism and annihi­

lationism" (L VP 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 Io, 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. 

Sar(lbuddhtindm anutptide srdvakd1Jdr(l puna!? kiaye I 
jfzdnar(l pratyekabuddhandm asar(lsargdt pravartate I I I2 I I 

I 2. Though the completely enlightened ones do not arise and the 

sravakas disappear, 

the knowledge of the pratyekabuddhas arises independently. 
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A pratyekabuddha is someone who attains nirviQa entirely on his or 

her own, without learning the path to nirval).a through encountering 

the teachings of a buddha. This is also true ofbuddhas ("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 Akutobhayti, Nagarjuna brings up this trichotomy 

of enlightened figures in order to show that Buddhism has always rec­

ognized 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 ofTime 

Y ACCOUNT of the ultimate nature of reality must include 
something concerning the status of time. On the face of it 

there seem to b.e 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? Bud­
dhapalita 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 any­
thing 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: 
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Assumption: Time must either (a) itselfbe ultimately real, or else (b) 

exist dependent on the existence of entities. 

Suppose (a). 

I 9· I -2 Refutation of possibility that present and future exist depen­

dent on the past 

I 9· 3 ab Refutation of possibility that present and future exist inde­

pendently of the past 

I9.3cd Conclusion: Present and future do not exist on assumption 

(a). 
I 9·4 Same strategy refutes possibility of past and present in depen­

dence on the future, of past and future in dependence on the 

present; also applies to other cases of interdefined triples 

I 9· s Reply to implicit objection that since time can be measured it 

must exist: Only that which abides can be measured, and time 

cannot be abiding. 

I 9.6 Refutation of (b) on the grounds that no en~ities ultimately 

exist (something established in the other chapters of this 

work) 

pratyutpanno 'nagatai ca yady atitam apek$ya hi / 

pratyutpanno 'nagatai ca kale 'tite bhavi$yatal? II I II 

I. 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 occur-
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ring 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 'nagataJ ca na stas tatra punar yadi I 
pratyutpanno 'nagataJ ca syatarrz kat ham apek~ya tam I I 2 I I 

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 depen­
dence requires that the two exist together at some time. 

anapek~ya punab siddhir natitarrz vidyate tayob I 
pratyutpanno 'nagataJ ca tasmat kalona vidyate 113 II 

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 I. 

etenaivavaJ#tau dvau krame1}a parivartakau I 
uttamadhamamadhyadin ekatvadirrzi ca lak~ayet II 4 I I 

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. 
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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 demon­

strate 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. 

niisthito grhyate kalab sthitab kiilo na vidyate / 

yo grhyetagrhitai ca kalab prajnapyate katham II s II 

s. 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 nonabid­

ing, 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 conse­

quently 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 
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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 rupa and so on, endowed 
with an intrinsic nature. What then? Time, which is desig­
nated by such words as "instant" and the like, is conceptual­
ized on the basis of conditioned entities such as rupa and the 
like. Here there is no fault. (L VP p. 387) 

The idea is that time is a derivative notion, a useful way of conceptual­
izingthe occurrence of compounded (and thus impermanent) entities. 
What exist are those entities; time is our way of understanding their 
relations. Nagarjuna then responds: 

bhava'f(l pratitya kalaf cet kalo bhavad rte kutal? 1 
na ca kaJcana bhiivo 'sti kutal} kiilo bhav#yati II o II 

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 enti­
ties. And as Candraklrti laconically points out, this has already been 
refuted at some length. 



20 .. An Analysis of the Assemblage 

I 
N THIS CHAPTER Nagarjuna returns to the relation between 
cause and effect. The "assemblage" referred to in the tide is the con­
junction 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 ifby "cause" 
we meant the necessary and sufficient conditions for the sprout's pro­
duction. 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 Aris­
totle 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, mois­
ture, 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 tides. Buddhapalita and Bha~iveka 
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use the tide "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 metaphori­

cal sense, namely by virtue of the fact that one of its components, the 

cause, produces the effect. And so the argument then turns to an exam­

ination of whether the cause can be said to produce the effect. Nagar­

juna 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 aggre­

gate of cause and conditions can be said to produce the effect. We use 

"produce" here instead of" arise" because the verb Nagarjuna uses here, 

-J}an, is different than the one he used in chapter 1, sam-ut,Jpad. 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. 

2o.s-6: Assemblage has no causal nature that explains pro-
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duction 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-ll Refutation of the cause 

20.9-Ioab: The ceased cause does not produce an effect. 
lo.Iocd-u: The cause can beneitherconnectednoruncon­

nected to its effect. 

lO.Il-IS: There can be no contact between cause and effect. 
lO.I6: A cause is neither empty nor non-empty of effect's 

intrinsic nature. 

lO.I?-I8: Effect is neither empty nor non-empty of intrin­
sic nature. 

lO.I9-lO: Cause and effect can be neither identical nor 
distinct. 

lO.li: An effect is neither real nor unreal. 
20.22: Unproductive cause is not a cause. 

20.23 -24 Conclusion: Assemblage of the cause and conditions does 
not produce an effect. 

hetos ca pratyaytinti1fl, ca stimagryti jtiyate yadi I 
phalam asti ca stimagryti1?l stimagryti jtiyate katham I I I II 

I . 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 pro­
duced by the assemblage? 

To say that the effect exists in the assemblage is ~o affirm satktiryavtida, 
the view that the effect exists in unmanifest form in its cause. The 
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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. 

hetos ca pratyaydnd'f!l ca sdmagryd jdyate yadi I 
phala'f!l ndsti ca sdmagryd'f!l sdmagrya jdyate katham II 2 II 

2. If 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 satkdryavdda must be denied, it would seem that we should then 

embrace asatkdryavdda. 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 assem­

blage cannot be produced from them, any more than sesame oil can be 

produced by pressing sand. 

hetos ca pratyaydnd'f!l ca sdmagrydm asti cet phalam I 
grhyeta nanu sdmagryd'f!l samagryd'f!l ca na grhyate II 3 I 

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 
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maintaining that the effect exists in the assemblage. Of course, as Can­

drakirti 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 rec­

ognizes, the Sarpkhya 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 sat­
karyavada 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. 

hetof ca pratyayanti'f!l ca samagrytil!l niisti cet phalam I 
hetavab pratyayiiJ ca syur ahetupratyayaib samab I I 4 I I 

4· If 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 noncon­

ditions with respect to the curds. According to asatkaryavada, neither 

the pot nor the curds exists in th'e assemblage. What then explains the 
difference? 

hetu1{l phalasya dattva ca yadi hetur niruddha'f!l ca I 
yad datta1{l yan nirudha1{l ca hetor atmadvaya1{l bhavet 11 s 11 
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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 exis­

tence and would not continue on as the nature of the effect. The diffi­

culty Candrakirti sees with this hypothesis is that the two natures have 

contradictory characters: The nature that is transferred to the effect is 

enduring, whUe the nature that ceases with the cause is transitory. And 

one thing cannot have two contradictory natures. 

heturrt phalasyadattva ca yadi hetur nirudhyate I 
hetau niruddhe Jatarrt tat phalam ahetukarrt bhavet 11611 

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. 
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So on this formulation the effect could perfectly well arise from any 

aggregate of causes and conditions. 

phalar{l sahaiva stimagryti yadi prtidurbhavet punab. I 
ekaktilau prasajyete janako yaJ ca janyate II 7 I I 

7. If 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 hav­
ing 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 stimagrytib phalar{l prtidurbhaved yadi I 
hetupratyayanirmuktar{l ph a lam tihetukar{l bhavet I IS I I 

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. 
s-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. 



220 NA.GARJUNA's MIDDLE WAY 

niruddhe cet phalarrt hetau hetob sarrtkrama1}arrt bhavet I 
purvajatasya hetof ca punarjanma prasajyate I I 9 I I 

9. If it were held that, the cause having ceased, there were trans­

ference 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 (iden­

tified by Bhaviveka as a Sal}lkhya) 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 fun­

damental 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 b0rn, 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 ll.27.1.) 

janayet phalam utpannarrt niruddho 'starrtgatab katham I 
hetus t#thann api katharrt phalena Janayed vrtab II 101 I 

I o. 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? 
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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. 

athavrta/;J phalentisau katamaj janayet phalam I 
na by adrHvti na dr!tvti ca hetur janayate phalam I I II I I 

I I. 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 nab continues the line of argument of verse Io. An opponent 
who agrees that the cause cannot have the appropriate sort of connec­
tion 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 Akutobhayti and Bhaviveka, ned 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 
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consciousness without having seen the visible object, in that case any­

thing 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? 

niititasya hy atitena phalasya saba hetund I 
niijdtena na jiitena sarttgatir jatu vidyate I I I2 I I 

12. Never is there contact of a past effect with a past cause, 

with a future cause, nor with a present cause. 

niijdtasya hy ajiitena phalasya saba hetund I 
niititena na jiitena sarrtgatir jatu vidyate I I I3 I I 

1 3· Never is there contact of a future effect with a future cause, 

with a past cause, nor with a present cause. 

na jdtasya hi jiitena phalasya saba hetunii I 
ntijiitena na n~tena sarrtgatir jiitu vidyate I I I 4 I I 

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 pres­

ently occurring. The difficulty with this, the commentators explain, is 
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that cause and effect are never simultaneous. So the overall argument 

here is essentially the same as that of x.s-6. 

asatyti1!l sa1(lgatau he tub katha1(l janayate phalam I 
satya1(l va Sa1(lgatau hetub katha1(l janayate phalam I I IS I I 

1 S· 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 produc­

tion of the effect becomes superfluous, since it already exists. 

hetub phalena sunyaJ cet katha1(l Janayate phalam 1 
hetub phalentifunyaf cet katha1(l janayate phalam II IO II 

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 non­
causes. 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. 

phala1(l notpatsyate sunyam aJunya1(l na nirotsyate 1 
aniruddham anutpannam afunya1fl tad bhav#yati I I I7 I I 
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I 7· 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 I 5· 

katham utpatsyate sunyarrt katharrt sunyarrt nirotsyate 1 
suny am apy aniruddharrt tad anutpannarrt prasajyate I I Is I I 

I 8. 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 ofintrinsic nature is not ultimately real, 

it cannot be ultimately true that an effect that is empty arises or ceases. 

hetob phalasya caikatvarrt na hi jdtupapadyate I 
hetob phalasya cdnyatvarrt na hi jdtupapadyate I I I9 II 

I 9· It can never hold that cause and effect are one. 

It can never hold that cause and effect are distinct. 

ekatve phalahetvob sydd aikyarrt janakajanyayob I 
prthaktve phalahetvob sydt tulyo hetur ahetund I I 2 o I I 

20. Given oneness of cause and effect, there would be unity of 

producer and product. 

Given separateness of cause and effect, there would be equiva­

lence of cause and noncause. 

Are cause and effect identical or are they distinct? If they are iden­

tical, then father is identical with son, vision is identical with visual 



20. AN ANALYSIS OF THE ASSEMBLAGE 

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. 

phala'!(l svabhavasadbhuta'!(l ki'!(l hetur Janay#yati I 
phala'!(l svabhavtisadbhuta'!(l ki'!(l hetur janay#yati I I 2I I I 

2 I. 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 I7-I8. 

na cajanayamanasya hetutvam upapadyate I 
hetutvanupapattau ca phala'!(l kasya bhav#yati II 22 II 

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 some­
thing can be an effect only if it is produced by a cause. Hence there can 
likewise be no effects. 

na ca pratyayahetunam iJam atmanam atmana 1 
ya samagri Janayate sa katha'!(l Janayet phalam II 23 I I 

2 3. 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 
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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 stimagrikrtarrt phalarrt ntistimagrikrtarrt phalam I 
asti pratyayastimagri kuta eva phalarrt vinti II 24 I I 

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 pro­

duced 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 con­

ditions. 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) 

A
CORDING TO all the commentators, the opponent now 
reverts to the topic 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 aris­
ing (coming into existence) and dissolution (cessation or disappear­
ance) 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-n, 17.10, 18.1o). 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. 



228 NAGARJUNA'S MIDDLE WAY 

2 I. I Assertion: Arising and dissolution occur neither together 

nor separately. 

2 I .2-7 Reasons for assertion 

2 I .8 Mutual dependence of arising and dissolution and the 

entity they characterize 

2 I ·9 Arising and dissolution can characterize neither the empty 

nor the non-empty. 

2 I. I o Arising and dissolution are neither identical nor distinct. 

2 I. I I Arising and dissolution are illusory because there can be no 

existent they characterize. 

2 I. I 2- I 3 An existent can be produced neither from an existent nor 

from a nonexistent, neither from itself nor from what is 

other. 

2 I. I 4 Existence of entities requires that one hold one of the 

extreme views of eternalism and annihilationism. 

2 I. I 5 Opponent: The two extremes are avoided by acknowledg­

ing a series of existents in which dissolution of one existent 

is always followed by arising of another. 

2 I. I 6- I 7 Reply: This proposal still amounts to embracing either 

eternalism or annihilationism. 

2 I. I 8-2 I Dissolution of cause cannot precede arising of effect, dis­

solution of cause cannot succeed arising of effect, dissolu­

tion of cause and arising of effect cannot be simultaneous, 

and hence there can be no such thing as a causal series of 

existents. 

vinti vti saba ·Vti ntisti vibbavab sarrtbbavena vai I 
vinti vti saba vti ntisti sarrtbbavo vibbavena vai I I I I I 

I. Dissolution does not at all exist either with or without 

arising. 
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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 sepa­

rately 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. 

bhavi~yati katharrt nama vibhavaf? sarrtbhavarrt vind I 
vinaiva janma mara1Jarrt vibhavo nodbhavarrt vind I I 2 I I 

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. 

sarrtbhavenaiva vibhavaf? katharrt saba bhav#yati I 
na janma mara1}arrt caiva tulyakiilarrt hi vidyate I I 3 I I 

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 
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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. 

bhav#yati katharrz nama sarrzbhavo vibhavarrz vind I 
anityatd hi bhave~u na kaddcin na vidyate II 4 I I 

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 fun­

damental fact about the world at the heart of the Buddha's teachings: 

that all is impermanent. 

sarrzbhavo vibhavenaiva katharrz saha bhav#yati I 
na janma mara1Jarrz caiva tulyakdlarrz hi vidyate I Is I I 

S· 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 vd siddhir vindnyonyena vd yayob I 
na vidyate tayob siddhib katharrz nu khalu vidyate II 6 I I 
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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 reason­

able to conclude that they cannot be ultimately real. Thus their occur­

rence cannot be used in support of the claim that time exists. 

kiayasya sa'f(lbhavo ntisti nakiayasytisti Sa'f(lbhaval? I 
kiayasya vibhavo ntisti vibhavo na/qayasya ca I I 7 II 

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 destruc­

tion, 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. 
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sa'f(lbhava'f(l vibhava'f(l caiva vind bhavo na vidyate I 
sa'f(lbhavo vibhavai caiva vind bhava'f(l na vidyate I IS I I 

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 Sed 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 depen­

dence between an existent and its properties of arising and dissolution: 

Neither can exist without the other. 

Sa'f(lbhavo vibhavai caiva na sunyasyopapadyate I 
sa'f(lbhavo vibhavai caiva niiiunyasyopapadyate I I 9 I I 

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 ulti­

mately 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 Akutobhayd explains the argument 

differently: What is non-empty has a fixed, determinate nature, and 

this is incompatible with arising and dissolution. 
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sarrtbhavo vibhavaf caiva naika ity upapadyate I 
sarrtbhavo vibhavaf caiva na ndnety upapadyate I I I o I I 

I o. 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 dissolu­

tion. But neither can they be distinct. For there is invariable concom­

itance 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. 

drfyate sarrtbhavaf caiva vibhavaf ceti te bhavet I 
drfyate sarrtbhavaf caiva mohad vibhava eva ca I I II I I 

I I. 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 phenom­

ena. But the Madhyamika says this is a mere appearance generated by 

the delusion that fuels our bondage to sarpsara. 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 possibil­

ity is tenable, as is argued in the next verse. 

na bhavaj jay ate bhavo ,bhavo bhavan na jayate I 
nabhavaj jayate bhavo ,bhavo ,bhavan na jay ate II I2 I I 
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I 2. An existent is not produced from an existent, nor is a nonex­

istent produced from an existent. 

An existent is not produced from a nonexistent, nor is a non­

existent produced from a nonexistent. 

We here follow the order given in Y 354, which reverses the order of 

I 2ab and 12cd as given in L VP, since Y e' s ordering is supported by the 

Akutobhayti, 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 sup­

posed 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 jtiyate bhtivab parato naiva jtiyate I 
na svatab paratai caiva jay ate jtiyate kutab I I I3 I I 

I 3· 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 Akutobhayd gives as grounds for rejecting the first possibility that a 

ceaseless arising would be pain dess. The idea is that if a thing produced 

itself, it would always be in the process of producing itself; but the aris­

ing 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 somethingy can be distinct from a given 

existent x only if the entity x itself exists, in which case production is 
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once again pointless. The third possibility must also be rejected, since 

it inherits all the problems ofboth the first and the second. 

bhavam abhyupapannasya sasvatocchedadarsanam 1 
prasajyate sa bhtivo hi nityo 'nityo 'pi vti bhavet I I I 4 I I 

I 4· 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 imperma­
nent, 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-n, 17.Io, x8.1o.) 

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 dhar­

mas. 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 sel£ 

Nagarjuna daims 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 (pudgalanairtitmya), he advocates the emptiness 
of dharmas (dharmanairtitmya) as the true middle path. 

bhavam abhyupapannasya naivocchedo na sasvatam 1 
udayavyayasa1flttinah phalahetvor bhavah sa hi II IS I I 
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IS· [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 pass­

ing away of effect and cause. 

The opponent here proposes a way out of the dilemma posed by Nagar­

juna 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. 

udayavyayasalptdnal; phalahetvor bhaval; sa cet I 
vyayasyapunarutpatter hetucchedal; prasajyate I I 16/1 

1 6. [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 nd.sadbhavai ca yujyate I 
nirvdr;.akale cocchedal; praiamad bhavasalptatel; I I 17 I I 
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I 7. There cannot be said to be the nonexistence of what exists 

intrinsically. 

And at the time of nirvaQa 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 I3.4cd-6.) Thus the fault of eternalism has not been avoided. In 

addition, when the arhat attains nirvaQ.a, 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 caprathamo yujyate bhavab / 

carame ndniruddhe ca prathamo yujyate bhavab //zS// 

I 8. It is not correct to say that the first moment of the new state 

ofb~ing 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 ofbeing 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 ofbeing, 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. 
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nirudhyamtine carame prathamo yadi jtiyate I 
nirudhyamtina ekabsytijjtiyamtino 'paro bhavet III9II 

I 9· 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 nirudhyamtinaf ca jtiyamtinaf ca yujyate I 
stirdhar{l ca mriyate ye~u te~u skandhe~u jay ate I I 20 I I 

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 

I9 by supposing that it is a single being who simultaneously under-· 

goes 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 skan­

dhas would simultaneously undergo death and birth. Since the death 

and birth processes are quite the opposite of one another, this is quite 

impossible. 
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evaT{l tr#v api kale~u na yuktti bhavasaT{ltatiiJ I 
ya nasti tri~u kale~u kutaiJ sa bhavasaT{ltatiiJ 112111 

2 I. 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 I8ab 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 exis­

tence involves a series of causes and effects cannot help the opponent 

avoid the faults of eternalism and annihilationism. 



22. An Analysis of the T athagata 

TA THAGA T A is an epithet for the Buddha (or a buddha). Can­

drakirti 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 ques­

tion of eternalism and annihilationism that was discussed in chapters 

IS, I7, I8, and 2I. The thread of the argument is as follows: 

2 2. I -I o The emptiness of the T athagata 

22.I: A Tathagata with intrinsic nature is not found under 

the fivefold 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 dis­

tinct from the skandhas cannot depend on the skandhas. 
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22.8: Conclusion: Given the failure of the fivefold analy­

sis, the T athagata 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 can­

not depend on the other. 

22. I I Tetralemma concerning emptiness: Even emptiness is only 

conventionally true. 

22. I 2- I 4 Realizing the emptiness of the Tathagata brings to an end 

all hypostatization concerning the T athagata. 

2 2. I s- I 6 Implications of the emptiness of the T athagata 

22.I5: Those who hypostatize the Tathagata do not see 

him. 

22.I6: The Tathagata being empty, the world too is empty. 

skandhti na ntinyab skandhebhyo ntismin skandhti na te~u sab I 
tathtigatab skandhavtin na katamo 'tra t~thtigatab II I II 

I. The T athagata is neither identical with the skandhas nor dis­

tinct from the skandhas; the skandhas are not in him nor is 

he in them; 

he does not exist possessing the skandhas. What T athagata, 

then, is there? 

Here the T athagata is subjected to the same fivefold examination that 

was applied to the person or living being earlier. (See 10.I4, I6.2.) Can­

drakirti' s commentary quotes extensively from previous discussions in 

chapters IO and 18. 

buddhab skandhtin uptidtiya yadi ntisti svabhtivatab I 
svabhtivataJ ca yo ntisti kutab sa parabhtivatab I I 2 I I 
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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 con­

ceptualized 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 parabhavar(l ya/;J so 'natmety upapadyate I 
yaJ canatma sa ca kathar(l bhav#yati tathagata/:1 II 311 

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 magi­

cally created being and a reflection in a mirror. The term that we here 

translate as "without an essence," namely anatman, also means "with­

out sel£" 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. 
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yadi nasti svabhavaf ca parabhtival} katharrt bhavet I 
svabhavaparabhavabhyam rte ka}J sa tathagatal} I I 4 I I 

4· And if there is no intrinsic nature, how will there be an 

extrinsic nature? 

Besides intrinsic nature and extrinsic nature, what T athagata 

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 T athagata. But now a new opponent, identified by Bhaviveka 

as a Vatsiputr!ya (a Pudgalavadin), enters the discussion, claiming that 

the Tathagata has an inexpressible status ofbeing neither identical with 

nor distinct from the skandhas. The T athagata, though named and 

conceptualized in dependence on the skandhas (and so presumably 

having only conventional existence), is nonetheless ultimately real. 

skandhan yady anupadaya bhavet kafcit tathagatal} I 
sa iddnim upddadyad upddaya tato bhavet I Is I I 

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 indescrib­

able T athagata 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. 

skandhtirrti cdpy anupdddya nasti kafcit tathagatal} I 
yaf ca nasty anupadaya sa upddasyate katham I I 6 I I 
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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 aT athagata 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 anupiidattam upiidiina1'{l ca ki1'{lcana I 
na ciisti nirupiidiinab katha1'{lcana tathiigatab I I 7 I I 

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. Akutobhayii and Buddhapalita explain the argument as being 

based on the beginninglessness of sarpsara. 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 sarpsara 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 sarpsara is beginningless, 

then there is no first birth of the T athagata. 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 upiidiina, which was translated earlier (e.g., 
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at 3.7, 8.13, ro.rs, etc.) as "appropriation." Both here and elsewhere, 

uptidtina 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 T athagata, 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 

T athagata an appropriation. That is why we have chosen to use the 

more neutral "what is depended on" in this chapter. 

tattvtinyatvena yo ntisti mrg;yama1Ja1 ca pafzcadha I 
uptidtinena sa katharrt prajnapyeta tathagatab I IS I I 

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 T athagata 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 a real T athagata. 

yad apidam uptidtinarrt tat svabhavtin na vidyate I 
svabhiivataJ ca yan ntisti kutas tat parabhtivatab I I f) I I 

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? 
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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. 

evar{l funyam upadanam upadata ca sarvafa/;J I 
prajnapyeta ca funyena kathar{l funyas tathagata/;1 I I IO I I 

I o. 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 T athagata is named and 

conceptualized in dependence on the skandhas turns out to be utterly 

without meaning. 

iunyam ity apy avaktayam afunyam iti va hhavet I 
uhhayar{l nohhayar{l ceti prajnaptyarthar{l tu kathy ate I I I I I I 

I I. "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 instruct­

ing 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 



NAGARJUNA'S MIDDLE WAY 

effect the same as the claim Nagarjuna will make at 24.18, that empti­

ness is itself empty. 

Here as elsewhere, Nagarjuna employs the device known as the 

tetralemma (catu$koti) to express his point. He considers all four pos­

sible views concerning emptiness, only to reject them all. But as Bha­

viveka 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 !.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 !.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.) Interest­

ingly, 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-c£ 

theMadhyantavibhiiga 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 

·rn Vigmhavydvartani, 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 Vigrahavydvartani verse 2.8 (where he quotes 2.4.10 ). 
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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 ofhow 

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 ulti­
mate reality that our statements are meant to depict. This aim is best 

achieved by making statements, but different statements will be effec­

tive in different contexts. 

stiivattiitiivatady atra kutab sante catuHayam I 
antanantadi capy atra kutab sante catU1tayam II I2 II 

1 2. How can "It is eternal," "It is noneternal," and the rest of this 

tetralemma apply [to the Tathagata], who is free of intrin­

sic 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 hav­

ingan end can apply. (On these see the discussion below at 25.17-18.) 

The T athagata 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 yentistiti tathagatab I 
ntistiti sa vikalpayan nirvrtasyapi kalpayet I I I3 I I 

I 3. But one who has taken up a mass of beliefs, such as that the 

T athagata exists, 
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so conceptualizing, that person will also imagine that [the 

T athagata] does not exist when extinguished. 

One who throughout countless past lives has employed various use­

ful conceptual distinctions will be inclined to apply them to the case 

of the T athagata. The T athagata, having attained final nirval)a, 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 nirval)a, the T athagata continues 

to exist, does not exist, both exists and does not exist, or neither exists 

nor does not exist. 

svabhavatai ca sunye smirrts cinta naivopapadyate 1 
pararrt nirodhtid bhavati buddho na bhavatiti vti III4II 

I 4· 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 nirvaQ.a, there is no entity 

available concerning whose postmortem status we might speculate. 

prapaiicayanti ye buddharrt prapaiictititam avyayam I 
te prapaiicahattih sarve na pafyanti tathtigatam I I IS I I 

I s. Those who hypostatize the Buddha, who is beyond hypostati­

zation and unwavering, 

they all, deceived by hypostatization, fail to see the Tathagata. 

Candrakirti explains that the Buddha is said to be unwavering inas­

much 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 
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could arise (when that question is understood to concern ultimately 

real things). 

tathagato yatsvabhavas tatsvabhavam ida1'(J jag at I 
tathagato nibsvabhavo nibsvabhavam ida1'(J jag at I I 16 I I 

1 6. What is the intrinsic nature of the T athagata, 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 sa1psara. (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 ofintrinsic 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 tran­

scendent reality of nirvat)a. Taken in this way, the equivalence stated 

here is the same as that asserted in 25.1 9, which says explicitly that there 

is no difference between nirvaQ.a and sa1psara. 

Buddhapalita' s commentary, the Buddhapdlitavrtti, seems to end 

at this point. What is represented in some texts as the comments on 

chapters 23-2 7 of Buddhapdlitavrtti appears to be a repetition or a 

paraphrase of the comments of the Akutobhayd on those chapters. 



23~ An Analysis ofFalse Conception 

I 
T IS A fundamental tenet of the Buddha's teachings that suf­

fering arises because of ignorance concerning such things as our 

identity, permanence, and the possibility ofhappiness. 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 sarpsara. 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: 

2 3. 1 Presentation of orthodox view that real defilements arise 
dependent on false conception, etc. 

23.2 Reply: Defilements are not real because they are dependent 

on distinct causes. 

2 3. 3-s Defilements are not real because they lack a locus. 
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2 3.6 Defilements are not real because their distinct causes are 

unreal. 

23.7 Objection: The defilements are real because they arise in 

dependence on six real objects.-

2 3.8-9 Reply: The six objects are themselves merely imagined con­

structions, so defilements cannot ultimately depend on 

objects based on them. 

2 3. I o- I 2 Refutation of desire and aversion based on refutation of 

their cause 

23.I 3-22 Refutation of delusion based on refutation of its cause, 

. false conception 

23.13-I4: Refutationoffalseconception·basedonemptiness 

23.15-20: Refutation of the locus of false conception 

23.2I-22: Refutation of the four kinds of false conception 

23.23-25 The defilements can be abandoned through realization of 

emptiness. 

sarrtkalpaprabhavo rdgo dve~o mohaf ca kathyate I 
subhasubhaviparyasdn sarrtbhavanti pratitya hi I I I I I 

I. 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 ofNagarjuna or of an opponent, but this is imma­

terial to the argument of the chapter.) Desire, aversion, and delusion 

are the three defilements or kleias (see I4.2).1hey are said to arise from 

three sorts of cognitive mistakes: Desire arises in dependence on false 
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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. (Through­
out this chapter we will use the expression "the good, the bad, and false 
conception" for these three kinds of error.) 

subhasubhaviparyasan saT{lbhavanti pratitya ye 1 
te svabhavdn na vidyante tasmdt klefa na tattvatab I I 2 I I 

2. What arise in dependence on the good, the bad, and false 
conception, 

those things do not exist intrinsically, therefore the defile­
ments 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 depen­
dent on another, it follows that they lack intrinsic nature and are thus 
not ultimately real. 

dtmano 'stitvanastitve na kathaT{lcic ca sidhyatab I 
taT{l vinastitvanastitve klefanaT{l sidhyatab katham 113 II 

3· Neither the existence nor the nonexistence of the self is in any 
way established. 

Without that establishment, how will there be the establish­
ment 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 Can­
drakirti apparently takes "establishing the nonexistence of the self" to 
mean establishing that it is the many ultimately real, impermanent psy­
chophysical elements such as consciousnesses that together perform 
the functions we mistakenly attribute to a single enduring self. And 
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these things have likewise been shown not to ultimately exist. Conse­

quently 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. 

kasyacid dhi bhavantime klesab sa ca na sidhyati I 
kaicid abo vina karrtcit santi kleia na kasyacit I I 4 I I 

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 conscious­

ness, for they have likewise been shown to not ultimately exist. So the 

defilements lack a locus and hence cannot be ultimately real. 

svakayadrHivat klesab kl#te santi na pancadha I 
svakayadrHivat kli${arrt klefe$v api na pancadha I Is I 

s. 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 adAK 5.7, Pradhan p. 281.) Thus the view known assvakaya is 
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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 
sab 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 sed 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. 

svabhdvato na vidyante iubhdiubhaviparyaydl; I 
pratitya katamdn kleidl; Jubhdiubhaviparyaydn II 6 I I 

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 argu­

ment 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. 

rupaiabdarasasparid gandhd dharmdi ca ~at/,vidham I 
vastu rdgasya do~asya mohasya ca vikalpyate I I 7 I 

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). 
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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. 

rupaJabdarasasparsa gandha dharm& ca kevalab 1 
gandharvanagartiktirti maricisvapnasar(lnibhtib I IS I I 

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 ofintrinsic 

nature. They are thus things that only appear to be ultimately real, as 

an illusion only appears to be substantial. 

afubhar(l vti fubhar(l vtipi kutas te$U bhav#yati I 
mtiytipurU$akalpe$U pratibimbasame!u ca If 9 II 

9· How will their [determination] as either bad or good come 

to be, 

when they [colors, etc.] are like the image of an illusory per­

son and the same as a [mere] reflection? 
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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. 

anapek$ya fubha'I'{J nasty afubha'I'{J prajftapayemahi I 
yat pratitya fubha'I'{J tasmdc chubha'I'{J naivopapadyate /1 IO II 

I o. 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. 

anape/qyJJubha'I'{J nasti fubha'I'{J prajftapayemahi I 
yat pratityJJubha'I'{J tasmad afubha'I'{J naiva vidyate II II II 

I I. 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. 

avidyamdne ca fubhe kuto rdgo bhavi$yati I 
afubhe 'vidyamdne ca kuto dve$0 bhavi$yati I I I2 I I 

I 2. 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 
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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 evarp, yadi grdho viparyayab I 
ndnityarp, vidyate sitnye kuto grtiho viparyayab I I I3 I I 

I 3· 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 sarpsara. These include, most 

importantly, the tendency to take what is in fact impermanent as per­

manent. 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 evarp, yadi grdho viparyayab I 
anityam ity a pi grtihab sitnye kirrt na viparyayab I I I 4 I I 
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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 con­
ception 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 beingpermanent.or impermanent. So there can 
ultimately be no false conception. 

yena grh~Jtiti yo grtiho grahitti yac ca grhyate I 
upaftinttini sarvti1Ji tasmtid grtiho na vidyate I I I5 II 

I 5. 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 extin­
guished, we come to see that there can likewise not ultimately be any 
such thing as conception. 

avidyamtine grtihe ca mithyti vti samyag eva vti I 
bhaved viparyayaf? kasya bhavet kasytiviparyayaf? I I z6 I I 
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I 6. 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 sarrtbhavanti viparyayab I 
na capy aviparitasya sarrtbhavanti viparyayab II IJ II 

I 7. 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 viparyasyamanasya sarrtbhavanti viparyayab I 
vimrfasva svayarrt kasya sarrtbhavanti viparyayab II IS II 

I 8. 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 pres­

ently being traversed. For the one who is already in error about imper­

manence, the error concerning impermanence cannot arise for the 
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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 nei­
ther part could be the one that is in error, for the reasons just given. 

anutpanntih katharrt nama bhav#yanti viparyayah I 
viparyaye$V ajtite$U viparyayagatah kutah I I Ig I I 

1 9· 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 jay ate bhavah parato naiva jtiyate I 
na svatah parataf ceti viparyayagatah kutah I I 20 II 

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? 

Y e (Y 400) omits this verse, following Pingala, Bhaviveka, and the 
Akutobhayti. But both Buddhapalita and Candrakirti attest the verse, 
and we follow LaVallee Poussin and de J ong 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 com­
mitting. 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 
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be no arising of error in the one who is thought to have gone wrong, 

which is absurd. 

atma ca suci nityarrt ca sukharrt ca yadi vidyate I 
atma ca suci nityarrt ca sukharrt ca na viparyayab I I 2I II 

2 1. If the self, purity, permanence, and happiness existed, 

then [belief in] the self, purity, permanence, and happiness 

would not be false. 

natma ca suci nityarrt ca sukharrt ca yadi vidyate I 
anatma suey anityarrt ca naiva dubkharrt ca vidyate 112211 

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 sel£ 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 sel£ 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. 

evarrt nirudhyate 'vidya viparyayanirodhanat I 
avidyaydrrt niruddhayarrt sarrtskaradyarrt nirudhyate II 23/1 

2 3. 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. 
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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 rea­
soning 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 bhittab svabhavena kleiab kecid dhi kasyacit I 
kathal'(l nama prahiyeran kab svabhaval'(l prahtisyati I I 24/1 

24. If someone had some defilements that were intrinsically real, 
how would they be abandoned? Who abandons intrinsic 

essence? 

yady abhrUab svabhavena klesab kecid dhi kasyacit I 
kathal'(l nama prahiJeran ko sadbhaval'(l prahasyati II 2s II 

25. If someone had some defilements that were intrinsically 
unreal, 

how would they be abandoned? Who abandons the 
nonexistent? 
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It is thought that one attains .liberation from sarp.sara 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 impos­

sible 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 say­

ing "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 

T
HE SUBJECT of this chapter is the Buddha's teaching known 
as the four noble truths. In the first six verses the opponent 
objects that if, as Nagarjuna 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. I -6 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. 

24.7 Reply: The opponent misunderstands emptiness. 
24.8- I o The opponent does not understand the distinction 

between the two truths. 
24. I I- I 2 The Buddha hesitated to teach emptiness for fear of its 

being misunderstood. 

24. I 3- I 5 Assertion: The faults pointed out by the opponent are in 
fact found in his arguments. 

24. I 6- I 7 Reason: If things existed with intrinsic nature, they would 
not originate in dependence on cause and conditions. 

24.I8-I9 To affirm that all things arise in dependence on causes 
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and conditions is to affirm that all things are devoid of 

intrinsic nature. 

24.20-25 If things were not empty, the four noble truths could not 

hold. 

24.26-2 7c If things were not empty, there could not be the four 

activities that constitute the path to nirvat:ta. 

24.27d-3o If things were not empty, the three jewels-Sarpgha, 

Dharma, and Buddha-could not exist. 

24. 3 I-3 2 If things were not empty, then these things would all be 

essentially unrelated: being a buddha, enlightenment, 

following the BuddJ:ta' s teaching, and the path of the 

bodhisattva. 

24.3 3-3 5 If things were not empty, there would be neither good nor 

bad actions together with their respective results. 

24.36-37 The denial of emptiness means the denial of worldly 

conduct. 

24.3 8 If things were not empty, the world would be completely 

static. 

24.3 9 If things were not empty, then conduct aiming at attain­

ment of nirv~a would also make no sense. 

24.40 Conclusion: One who sees dependent origination sees the 

four truths. 

yadi sun yam idar(l sarvam udayo niisti na vyayab I 
catu~am aryasatyanam abhavas te prasajyate I I I I I 

I. [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. 
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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. 

parijfui ca praha1)arp, ca bhavana sak[ikarma ca I 
catun}am aryasatyanam abhavan nopapadyate I I 2 I I 

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 asse.ssment 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 I 
phalabhave phalastha no na santi pratipannakab I I 3 I I 
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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. 

sarrtgho ndsti na cet santi te ~tau puru~apudgalab I 
abhdvdc cdryasatydndrrt saddharmo 'pi na vidyate I I 4 I I 

4· The Sarpgha 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 

Sarpgha is the collective body made up of all eight kinds of persons. The 

Dharma is the teachings of the Buddha. 

dharme cdsati sarrtghe ca katharrt buddho bhav#yati I 
evarrt trir}y api ratndni bruvdr}ab pratibadhase I Is I I 
sunyatarrt phatasadbhavam adharmarrt dharmam eva ca 1 
sarvasarrtvyavahdrdrrts ca laukikdn pratibadhase I I 6 I I 

5· Dharma and Sarpgha being nonexistent, how will the Buddha 

come to be? 

In this way you deny all three jewels when you proclaim 
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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 Sarp.gha. A Buddha is someone who, having discovered the 
Dharma (the causes of and cure for suffering), teaches it to others and 
thus forms the Sarp.gha. So if, as verses 1-4 claim, Dharma and Sarp.gha 
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 brnmal? sunyatayarrt na tvarrt vetsi prayoJanam 1 
sunyatarrt sunyatartharrt ca tata evarrt vihanyase II 1 II 

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 pur­
pose of teaching emptiness is that given in I8.s: the extinguishing of 
hypostatization. 
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dve satye samupasritya buddhanarp dharmadeiana I 
lokasarpvrtisatyarp ca satyarp ca paramarthatab I IS I I 

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 sarpvrti. Candrakirti gives three distinct etymolo­

gies for sarpvrti. On one etymology, the root meaning is that of" con­

cealing," 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 sarrtvrti 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 ofbeliefs that ordinary people (loka) use in their daily conduct, 

and it is conventional (sarpvrti) 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. 

TheAkutobhaya explains that the ultimate truth is the faultless real­

ization of the noble ones (dryas), 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 eter­

nal 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, 
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the ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate truth. On this reading, 
what the iiryas realize is that the very idea of how things really are, 
independently of our (useful) semantic and cognitive conventions, is 

incoherent. 

ye 'nayor na vijiinanti vibhiigarrt satyayor dvayob I 
te tattva1{l na vijiinanti gambhire buddhaiiisane I I 9 I I 

9· Who do not know the distinction between the two truths, 
they do not understand reality in accordance with the pro­

found teachings of the Buddha. 

Candrakirti has the opponent raise an interesting question for the 
Madhya~ika at this point: 

Suppose that the ultimate truth is indeed without the hypos­

tatization 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? (L VP 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. 

vyavahiiram aniifritya paramiirtho na defyate I 
paramtirtham aniigamya nirvti1}a1fl ntidhigamyate I I IO I I 

I o. The ultimate truth is not taught independently of customary 
ways of talking and thinking. 

Not having acquired the ultimate truth, nirvaQa is not 

attained. 
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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 Ioab is asserting that ulti­

mate 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 can­

not 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, 

nirval)a 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 durdr~ta sunyata mandamedhasam 1 
sarpo yatha durgrhito vidya va du$prasadhita I I II I I 

I I. 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 theAlagaddupama Sutta [M l.I30 ], 

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 emp-
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tiness 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 ofliberation. 

ataJ ca pratyudavrttarp, cittarp, desayiturp, muneb I 
dharmarp, matvdsya dharmasya mandair duravagahatam II I2 II 

I 2. 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 cessa­
tion 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. 

sunyatayam adhilayarrz yarrz puna!? kurute bhavan 1 
doiaprasango ndsmdkarp, sa sunye nopapadyate I I I3 I I 

1 3. 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 I-6. The oppo­
nent 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. 

sarvarrz ca yujyate tasya sunyata yasya yujyate 1 
sarvarp, na yujyate tasya sunyarp, yasya na yujyate II I4 II 
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I4. 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 jeopar­

dized. Candrakirti explains that when, for instance, it is acknowledged 

that everything is devoid of intrinsic nature, then dependent origina­

tion becomes possible, and this in turn makes it possible for the Bud­

dha'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 tva'f!l do$tin titmaniytin asmtisu pariptitayan I 
aivam evabhirurjhab sann aivam evtisi vismrtab I I Is I I 

I s. 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 oppo­

nent is like someone who rebukes another for stealing a horse, forget­

ting that he is mounted on that very horse. 

svabhtivtid yadi bhtivtinti'f!l sadbhtivam anupaiyasi I 
ahetupratyaytin bhiivti'f!lS tv am eva'f!l sati paiyasi I I IO I I 

I 6. If you look upon existents as real intrinsically, 

in that case you regard existents as being without cause and 

conditions. 

ktirya'f!l ca ktira1}a'f!l caiva karttira'f!l kara1Jarp kriytim I 
utptida'f!l ca nirodha'f!l ca phala'f!l ca pratibadhase I I I7 I I 
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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 depen­
dence 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. 

yab pratityasamutptidab funyattirp, ttirp, pracak,fmahe I 
sa prajiiaptir uptidtiya pratipat saiva madhyamti I I IS I I 

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 with­
out 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 orig­
ination. 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 
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parts), it would then follow that emptiness is likewise without intrin­

sic nature. That is, emptiness is itself empty. Emptiness is not an ulti­

mately 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 I3.7 and I8.u. 

For the notion of the Buddha's teachings as a middle path, see I5·7· 

To call emptiness the middle path is to say that it avoids the two extreme 

views of being and non being. 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 non being 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 dharmab kaicin na vidyate I 
yasmat tasmad aiunyo hi dharmab kaicin na vidyate II I9 I I 

I 9· There being no dharma whatsoever that is not dependently 

originate·d, 

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) Bud-
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dhists deny this. (See Candrakirti's commentary on CS 9·5 for a rep­
resentative 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 afunyam ida1{l sarvam udayo ndsti na vyayab I 
catu17}am aryasatyanam abhavas te prasaJyate II 2011 

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 I3-I4 that 
it is the opponent's view and not the Madhyamika' s that undermines 

the basic teachings of Buddhism. In verse I 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 samutpanna1{l kuto dubkha1{l bhavi$yati I 
anityam ukta1{l dubkha1{l hi tat svabhavye na vidyate I I 2I I I 

2 I. 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 Bud­
dha also said that suffering is due to impermanence. And that which 
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has intrinsic nature, and so is not depende.ndy originated, must be 

permanent. So if what is real has intrinsic nature, then suffering does 

not really exist. 

svabhtivato vidyamtinarrt kirrt punaiJ samude~yate I 
tasmat samudayo nasti sunyatarrt pratibadhatal? 1122 11 

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 nirodhaiJ svabhtivena sato duf?khasya vidyate I 
svabhtivaparyavasthtintin nirodharrt pratibtidhase I I 23 I I 

2 3. 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 cessa­

tion of suffering. But things with intrinsic nature do not undergo ces­

sation. So this noble truth must also be rejected if emptiness is denied. 

svtibhtivye sati mtirgasya bhtivanti nopapadyate I 
athtisau bhtivyate mtirgal? svtibhavyarrt te na vidyate I I 24 I I 
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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 suffer­

ing. This path consists in a variety of practices that are said to result in 

the attainment of nirval).a. 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 dul)kha1!J samudayo nirodhaJ ca na vidyate I 
margo dubkhanirodha'!l tva1!J katamab prapay#yati 11 2s 11 

2 s. 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 oppo­

nent's thesis. 

svabhavenaparijfiana1!J yadi tasya punab katham I 
parijfidna17J nanu kila svabhavab samavasthitab I I 2 6 I I 



2.82. NAGARJUNA'S MIDDLE WAY 

26. If noncom prehension 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 com­

prehended or else it is always comprehended. In either case there can­

not be the activity of coming to comprehend its nature and causes. 

prahd1}asdkidtkara1}e bhdvand caivam eva te / 

parijfidvan na yujyante catvdry api phaldni ca I I 27 I I 

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 compre­

hension 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 oppo­

nent argued that in the absence of the four activities, there cannot be 
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the four fruits. Nagarjuna agrees but uses this as a reason to reject not 

emptiness but the view that there is intrinsic nature. 

svabhaventinadhigata'f{l yat phala'f{l tat puna!? katham I 
sakya'f!l samadhigantu'f{l sytit svabhtiva'f{l parigrhr,zatab II 28 II 

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 hav­

ing had it at an earlier time. If there are intrinsic natures, th~n the 

nature of not having a certain fruit (such as arhatship) would be intrin­

sic. 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. 

phaltibhtive phalasthti no na santi pratipannakab I 
sa'f{lgho ntisti na cet santi te ~tau puru$apudgaltif? I I 2 9/ I 

29. If the fruits are nonexistent, then there are neither the strivers 

after nor the attainers of those fruits. 

The Sarpgha does not exist if the eight kinds of person do not 

exist. 

abhtivtic ctiryasatytinti'f{l saddharmo 'pi na vidyate I 
dharme ctisati Sa'f{lghe ca katharrz buddho bhav#yati I I 3 0 I I 

30. And because of the nonexistence of the noble truths, the true 

Dharma does not exist either. 

Dharma and Sarpgha being nonexistent, how will a Buddha 

come to be? 
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Nagarjuna here simply repeats the charges of the opponent in verses 

3cd-sab. Only now of course the charges are directed not at the propo­

nent of emptiness but at those who hold there are things with intrinsic 

nature. 

apratitydpi bodhi1{l ca tava buddhab prasajyate I 
apratitydpi buddha1{l ca tava bodhib prasajyate I I 3I I I 

3 I. 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 enlighten­

ment not dependent on a buddha. 

If the state of being a buddha is intrinsic, then having that state can­

not be dependent on other factors, such as attaining enlightenment. 

Likewise ifbeingenlightened is an intrinsic nature, then its occurrence 

cannot depend on the existence of anything else, such as an enlight­

ened being. Hence it should be possible for enlightenment to exist all 
by itself, without any locus. 

yas cdbuddhab svabhavena sa bodhaya ghatann api I 
na bodhisattvacarydydl!l bodhi1{l te 'dhigam#yati I I 3 2 I I 

3 2. 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 intrin­

sic. Hence no one could ever become a buddha. 
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na ca dharmam adharma1!J vti kafcij jtitu kar#yati I 
kim aJunyasya kartavya?'!l svabhtivab kriyate na hi II 33 I I 

3 3. 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 some­

thing-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). 

vinti dharmam adharma1!J ca phala?'!l hi tava vidyate I 
dharmtidharmanimitta?'!l ca phala1!J tava na vidyate I I 34 II 

3 4· 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. 
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dharmadharmanimittar{l vii yadi te vidyate phalam I 
dharmadharmasamutpannam a.funyar{l te kathar{l phalam 

ll3sll 

3 s. 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 I 8 ), 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. 

sarvasar{lvyvahariir{lf ca laukikan pratibadhase I 
yat p1-atityasamutpadar{l funyatiir{l pratibadhase I I 3 6 I I 

3 6. 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 com­

ing, 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 kartavyar{l bhavet kir{lcid aniirabdha bhavet kriyii I 
karakab syad akurvdr.zab funyatdr{l pratibadhatab I I 37 I I 

3 7. There would be nothing whatsoever that was to be done, 

action would be uncommenced, 

and the agent would not act, should emptiness be denied. 



24. AN ANALYSIS OF THE NOBLE TRUTHS 287 

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 depen­

dence 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. 

ajtitam aniruddha1'(J ca kutastha1'(J ca bhavi$yati / 

vicitrtibhir avasthabhil) svabhave rahita1'(J jag at I I 3 S I I 

3 8. 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. 

asa1!Jprtiptasya ca prtiptir dul)khaparyantakarma ca I 
sarvaklesaprahti1}a1'!J ca yady afunya1'!J na vidyate I I 39 I/ 

3 9· 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 
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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 pratityasamutptidarrt pafyatidarrt sa pafyati I 
dubkharrt samudayarrt caiva nirodharrt mtirgam eva ca I I 40 I I 

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 (r) 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 under­

stand the four noble truths without understanding dependent origina­

tion. 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 ofNirvil)a 

N 
AGARJUNA's EXAMINATION ofnirvaQacomesinresponse 

to the objection that 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 nirvaQa 

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: 

25.1 Objection: If everything were empty there could be no 

such thing as nirvii.Qa. 

2 5 .2 Reply: Nonexistence of nirvaQa also follows from existence 

of non-empty things. 

2 5. 3 Assertion: N orbing can be asserted concerning nirvaQa. 

25.4-6 Refutation of possibility that nirvaQa is an existent 
25.7-8 Refutation of possibility that nirvaQa is an absence 

25.9-10 Tentative solution: NirvaQa is neither an existent nor an 

absence. 

25.11-14 Refutation of possibility that nirvaQa is both an existent 

and an absence 
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2 s. I s- I 6 Refutation of possibility that nirva~a is neither an existent 

nor an absence 

2 s. I 7 Rejection of four possible views concerning the existence 

of the Buddha in nirva~a 

2 s. I 8 Application of the same analysis to sarpsara, which likewise 

is not existent, an absence, etc. 

2 s. I 9-20 There is not the slightest gap between nirv~a and sarpsara. 

2 s. 2 I- 2 3 This analysis likewise disposes of the other indeterminate 

questions. 

2 s. 24 Soteriological consequence: the halting ofhypostatization. 

No dharma was taught by the Buddha. 

yadi funyam idar(l sarvam udayo ndsti na vyayab I 
prahdrpid vd nirodhad vd kasya nirvdr.zam i~yate I I I I I 

I. [Objection:] If all this is empty, there is neither origination 

nor cessation. 

Due to abandonment or cessation of what is nirva~a 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 aris­

ing 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 nirvaQa. For nirvaQa is said to be of two types, with and with­

out 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 for­

mer involves the cessation of false views of an existing "I," while the lat-
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ter involves cessation of the psychophysical elements. If neither arising 

nor cessation ultimately occurs, then it seems one cannot attain either 

form of nirvaQa, since both require the arising and cessation of really 

existing things. Consequently the claim that all is empty is incompat­

ible with the teachings of the Buddha. 

yady afunyam idarrt sarvam udayo ntisti na vyayab I 
prahd1}dd vd nirodhad vd kasya nirvd1}am i~yate II 2 II 

2. [Reply:] If all this is non-empty, there is neither origination 

nor cessation. 

Due to abandonment or cessation of what is nirvit)a 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 nirvaQa 

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 Can­
drakirti states that those who hold the doctrine of emptiness do not 

have this difficulty. And Bhaviveka says all sides agree to the conven­

tional truth of the claim that nirvaQa is attained. Since he thinks the 

only truths Madhyamikas may assert (apart from the doctrine of emp­

tiness) 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. 

aprahi1}am asarrtprdptam anucchinnam a.fdfvatam I 
aniruddham anutpannam etan nirvd1}am ucyate II 3 II 

3. Not abandoned, not acquired, not annihilated, not eternal, 

not ceased, not arisen, thus is nirvaQa said to be. 
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In his comments, Candraldrti 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 l.483), the Buddha says that since enlightened 

ones have cut off all roots of rebirth, one cannot say of the postmor­

tem 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, lll.134-35) 

the Buddha says that "exists" and "does not exist" are equally inap­

propriate 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" nirva.Qa (cessation with­

out remainder). Since the causes of further rebirth have ceased, the 

liberated one will not be reborn; the causal series of psychophysi­

cal 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" nirva.Qa amounts to utter annihila­

tion, that the liberated one does not exist after death. And of course 

this makes nirva.Qa 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 nirv~a 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 

catu~koti or tetralemma. 
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bhavas tdvan na nirvd1Jar{l jardmara1Jalak~a1'}am I 
prasajyetdsti bhdvo hi na jardmara1'}ar{l vind II 4 II 

4· NirvaQa 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. 
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It is an orthodoXy for Buddhists that all existents are characterized by 

suffering, impermanence, and nonsel£ 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 con­

nection between impermanence and suffering, since it is universally 

acknowledged that old age and death are unwelcome phenomena. 

Because nirvaQa is supposed to be the cessation of suffering, it follows 

that it could not be characterized by old age and death. 

bhavaJ ca yadi nirvd1Jar{l nirvd1Jar{l sar{lskrtar{l bhavet I 
ndsar{lskrto vidyate hi bhavaf? kva cana kai cana II s II 

s. And if nirvaQa were an existent, nirvaQa 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, dura­

tion, and cessation. So if nirvaQa were an existent, it would likewise 

be subject to origination, duration, and cessation. This is obviously 

incompatible with the claim that nirv3.Qa represents the permanent 

cessation of suffering. There were Abhidharma schools that included 

in their list of dharmas or ultimate reals certain unconditioned dhar­

mas. The Vaibh~ikas, for instance, held that space and the two types of 
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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). 

bhavaf ca yadi nirval}am anupadaya tat katham I 
nirva1Jarrz nanupadaya kafcid bhavo hi vidyate I I 6 I I 

6. And if nirval)a were an existent, how could one say that nir­

val)a is nondependent? 

For never is there found any existent that is nondependent. 

The motivation behind calling nirval)a 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 nirval)a nondependent, though, 

is that this conflicts with the Buddhist orthodoxy that every existing 

thing originates in dependence on causes and conditions. 

bhavo yadi na nirval}am abhaval; kirrz bhavi~yati I 
nirva1Jarrz yatra bhavo na nabhavas tatra vidyate I I 7/1 

7· If nirval)a is not a [positive] existent, how will nirvaQa be an 

absence? 

Where there is no existent, there is no absence. 

According to Bhaviveka, the argument here is directed at the Sautran­

tikas, who held that nirval)a is a mere absence. (The term we translate 

here as" absence," abhava, we elsewhere render "nonexistent"; we make 
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this change because to do otherwise would wrongly suggest the idea 

that there is no such thing as the state of nirvaJ)a.) Candrakirti identi­

fies the target as the view that nirvaJ)a is the absence of the defilements 

and birth. The argument against this is, according to Candrakirti, that 

then nirval)a would be just as impermanent as defilements and birth 

are. To this it might be objected that nirvaJ)a 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 nirvaJ)a 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 nirval)a. 

yady abhavai ca nirva'f)am anupadaya tat katham I 
nirva'f)arp na hy abhavo 'sti yo 'nupadaya vidyate II S I I 

8. And if nirval)a is an absence, how can nirv~a 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 ofhorns 

&om 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 nirval)a an absence, this once again contradicts the 

claim that nirval)a is nondependent. 

So far we have been told that nirvaJ)a is not an existent and that 

it is also not an absence. One seemingly logical response might be to 



NAGARJUNA's MIDDLE WAY 

combine these two claims and say that nirva.t)a 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 tijavar(ljavibhava upaddya pratitya vd I 
so 'pratitydnupdddya nirvd1Jam upadiSyate I I 9 I I 

9· That which when dependent or conditioned comes into and 

goes out of existence, 

that, when not conditioned or dependent, is called nirva.Qa. 

prahd1Jar(l cti.bravic chtistd bhavasya vibhavasya ca I 
tasman na bhti.vo nabhdvo nirvd1Jam iti yujyate I I Io /1 

1 o. And the teacher taught the abandonment of coming into and 

going out of existence. 

Thus it is correct that nirvaQa is neither existent nor an 

absence. 

The reference of 1 oab 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. NirvaQa is said not to be conditioned by 

ignorance, etc., or not to be conceptualized in dependence on the psy~ 

chophysical elements. In that case it, being the mere nonoccurrence of 

conditioning through ignorance, or the mere nonoccurrence of con· 

ceptual dependence on the psychophysical elements, cannot be said 

to be either an existent or an absence. The reasoning here seems to be 
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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 nirvaiJ.a is the state of the person when no 

longer conditioned by or dependent on the psychophysical elements, 

it stands to reason that nirval).a 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 nir­

vaQ.a is neither an existent nor an absence. In the next four verses it 

takes up and rejects the view that nirval).a is both an existent and an 

absence. This might look like support for the view that it is neither. 

But in verses IS-i6 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 bhavaf ca nirva1Jam ubhayartZ yadi I 
bhaved abhavo bhavaf ca mok$aS tac ca na yujyate I I II II 

I I. If nirvaQ.a 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 nirvaQ.a is both 

an existent and an absence. 

bhaved abhavo bhavaf ca nirvar.zam ubhayartZ yadi I 
nanupadaya nirva1Jam upadayobhayartZ hi tat I I I2 /1 
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1 2. If nirval)a were both an existent and an absence, 

then nirval)a would not be nondependent, for it would 

depend on both. 

If nirval)a 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 nirval)a that was both an existent and an absence 

would be named and conceptualized in dependence on existent com­

posite things and on their absence. And that is clearly impossible. 

bhaved abhavo bhavaJ ca nirval}am ubhayalfl katham I 
asa1'(lskrta1'(l hi nirvalJaJ?l bhavabhavau ca saJ?lskrtau I I I3 I I 

13. How can nirval)a be both an existent and an absence? 

For nirv3.l)a is noncomposite, and existents and absences are 

both composite. 

For the meaning of"composite" (sa1'(lskrta) see chapter 13. 

bhaved abhavo bhavaf ca nirva1Ja ubhayalfl katham I 
tayor abhavo hy ekatra praktiJatamasor iva I I I4 I I 

14. How could nirval)a 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 nirval)a is both a pos­

itive existent and an absence is like saying that there can occur. both 

light and darkness in the same place at the same time. The commen­

tators have already said in commenting on verse n and verse 12 that 

existence and absence are mutually incompatible. Nagarjuna explicitly 

makes that point here with the example of light and darkness. 
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naivabhavo naiva bhavo nirva1Jam iti yanjana I 
abhave caiva bhave ca sa siddhe sati sidhyati I I I5 I I 

IS· The assertion "NirvaJ).a is neither existent nor an absence" 
is established only if there were established both absence and 

existent. 
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Nagarjuna here returns to the view that was apparently endorsed in 
verse 10, that nirvaJ).a is neither an existent nor an absence. The claim 
now is that it also must be rejected. The argument is that this "nei­
ther" thesis could be ultimately true only if sense could be made both 
of the thesis that nirv~a is an existent and the thesis that nirvaJ).a is 
an absence. Since those two theses have already been rejected, it fol­
lows 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 nirv~a, 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 sus­
pect that Nagarjuna is committing a logical error here. He has just 
rejected the thesis that nirvaJ).a 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 "nirvaJ).a is an 
existent" and "nirvarya 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 
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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 pre­

sumably shown in verses 4-8 is that "nirvaiJ.a is an existent" and "nir­

val).a is an absence" cannot be ultimately true; it was not shown there 

that these statements are ultimately false. If"nirval).a is an existent" and 

"nirval).a is an absence" cannot be ultimately true, then the negation of 

their disjunction, "nirval).a is neither existent nor an absence," likewise 

cannot be ultimately true. 

naivabhavo naiva bhavo nirva1Jarrt yadi vidyate I 
naivabhavo naiva bhava iti kena tad ajyate I I r6 I I 

I 6. If nirval).a 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 nirvaiJ.a 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 
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the ontological status of nirvfu:J,a. 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- I 6. 

pararrt nirodhad bhagavtin bhavatity eva ntijyate I 
na bhavaty ubhayarrt ceti nobhayarrt ceti ntijyate I I IJ/1 

I 7· 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. 

ti${hamtino 'pi bhagavtin bhavatity eva ntijyate I 
na bhavaty ubhayarrt ceti nobhayarrt ceti ntijyate /1 IS I I 

I 8. 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 III.n2, M !.483-88, and S IV.37 4-
402. These are questions to which it was commonly assumed an enlight­
ened 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 tetra­
lemma: 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 



302 NAGARJUNA's MIDDLE WAY 

commit one to not p, yet the Buddha rejects this as well. But the exam­

ple of the fire that has gone out (M !.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 

(rocd) that nirvaQa is not to be called either an existent or an absence 

and also (xs-x6) that nirval).a is not to be said to be neither an existent 

nor an absence. 

na sarrzsdrasya nirvd1Jdt kirrzcid asti vife~a1Jam I 
na nirvd1Jasya sarrzsdrdt kirrzcid asti vife~a1Jam I I If) I I 

1 9· There is no distinction whatsoever between sar:psara and 

nirv~a. 

There is no distinction whatsoever between nirvil).a and 

sar:psara. 

nirvd1Jasya ca yd kotib kotib sarrzsara1Jasya ca I 
na tayor antararrz kirrzcit susuk~mam a pi vidyate I I 2 o I I 

20. What is the limit of nirval).a, that is the limit of sar:psara. 

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 nirvaQa applies as well to sar:psara. Since all things are, accord­

ing to Nagarjuna, empty of intrinsic nature, it follows that ultimately 

there is no such state as sar:psara. For in order for sar:psara to be some· 

thing about which ultimately true claims could be made, there would 

have to be ultimately real mental forces that could produce it. And if 
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all things are empty, then there are no mental forces that are ultimately 
real. Consequently one cannot say that ultimately sarpsara exists, does 
not exist, and so forth. Note, however, that this says nothing about the 
conventional status of nirvaQa and sarpsara. A Madhyamika can still 
hold it to be conventionally true that nirvaQa and sarpsara are very dif­
ferent states, that the former should be sought while the latter should 
be stopped, and so on. 

para'f{J nirodhad antadyab sasvatadyas ca dr~tayab 1 
nirva1}am apardnta'f{J ca purvdnta'f{J ca samasritab II 2I II 

2 I . The views concerning what is beyond cessation, the end of the 
world, and the eternality of the world 

are dependent [respectively] on nirvaQa, 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 ques­
tions all presuppose one or another answer to the question whether 
nirvaQa has a beginning and an end. The argument of chapter I I was 
to the effect that there can be no prior and posterior parts of sarpsara. 
And in that chapter it was claimed that the same analysis applies to 
all supposed existents. (See u.S.) Here its application to the case of 
nirvaQa is being utilized. 

sunye~u sarvadharme~u kim ananta'f{J kim antavat I 
kim ananta'f{J cdntavac ca ndnanta'f{J ndntavac ca kim II 22 II 

22. All dharmas being empty, what is without end, what has an end? 
What is both with and without end, and what is neither with­

out end nor having an end? 
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kirtt tad eva kim anyat kirtt itiJvatartt kim aitiJvatam I 
aJtiJvatartt stiJvatartt ca kirtt vd nobhayam apy atha /123/1 

2 3. 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 nirvaJ).a and the per­

son 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 enlight­

ened person is identical with the person who sought enlightenment 

or is instead some distinct person. Given the present understanding of 

nirvaJ).a, such a question cannot arise. 

sarvopalambhopaiamab prapancopaiamab iivab I 
na kvacit kasyacit kaicid dhanno buddhena deiitab /124/1 

24. This halting of cognizing everything, the halting of hyposta­

tizing, 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 
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no difficulty for the Madhyamika. For to the extent that the Buddha's 

teachings are useful in helping us overcome suffering, they are conven­
tionally 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, theAkutobhaya, 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 chap­
ters 26-2 7) 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 Nagar­
juna's work. We take no stand on this controversy. 



26. An Analysis of the Twelvefold Chain 

B HA VIV:E;KA frames this chapter as Nagarjuna' s response to the 
opponent 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 sarpsara. 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 ifNagarjuna' s doctrine of emp­
tiness 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 
I-I o give the standard account of the twelvefold chain and how it leads 
to suffering. Verses II-I2 then give the gist of the third noble truth 
that the cessation of suffering is also possible. What is not immedi­
ately apparent is how all this is compatible with what Nagarjuna said 
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in 25.24 or, more generally, with the doctrine.of emptiness. A possible 

answer, one suggested by the commentaries of Candrakirti and Bha­

viveka, is that while the doctrine of emptiness concerns ultimate truth, 

the doctrine of pratityasamutptida is only conventionally true. 

The twelve factors making up the links in the twelvefold chain are 

as follows: 

1. ignorance 

2. volitions 

3· consciousness 

4· ntimarupa (the five skandhas 

or groups of psychophysical 

elements) 

S· the six sense organs 

6. contact 

7· feeling 

8. desire 

9· appropriation 

10. being 

II. birth 

I2. suffering 

(old age, death, etc.) 

The arising of these factors, as well as their cessation, are explained in 

the following order: 

26. I- I o Successive origination of twelve factors of the twelvefold 

chain 

26.I: Explication of factors I and 2 

26.2: Explication of factors 3 and 4 

26.3: Explication of factors s 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 II and I2 

26.Io: Conclusion: The ignorant and not the wise form 

volitions responsible for suffering. 

26. I I- I 2 Successive cessation of twelve factors of the twelvefold 

chain 
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punarbhavaya sarpskaran avidyanivrtas tridha I 
abhisarpskurute yarps tair gatirp gacchati karmabhib I I I I I 

1. One who is enveloped in ignorance forms three kinds of voli­
tions 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 (sa'f(lskaras), 
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 pres­
ent life. 

vijfitina'f(l sa'f(lniviSate sa'f(lskarapratyayarp gatau I 
sa'f(lniv#te 'tha vijfitine namarupa'f(l ni#cyate I I 2 I I 

2. Having volitions as its conditions, consciousness enters into 
the new mode of existence. 

Consciousness having entered into the new mode of exis­

tence, namarupa [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 
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the embryo in question might be in a divine mode (i.e., be the prod­

uct 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 namarnpa 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 (rupa) and psycho­

logical (nama) elements that make up the psychophysical complex, a 

sentient living organism. 

n#ikte namarupe tu $a4ayatanasa1(lbhavab 1 
~a4tiyatanam tigamya sar(lsparfab sar(lpravartate I I 3 I I 

3· But namarupa having become infused [with life], the six 

sense organs occur. 

The infused ntimarupa 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 capac­

ity: seeing, hearing, taste, smell, touch, and the inner sense. Once they 
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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 respec­
tive object-spheres. 

cak~ub pratitya rupa1{l ca samanviihiiram eva ca I 
niimarupa1fl pratityaiva1{l vijfliina1{l sa1{lpravartate I I 4 I I 

4· Dependent on the eye, color-and-shape, and attention, 
dependent thus on niimarupa, (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 con­
sciousness, the sense organ is the eye, and the eye's domain is occur­
rences 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 classi­
fied as rupa skandha while attention is classified as among the niima 
skandhas, visual consciousness arises in dependence on both rupa and 
niima. In lab we were told that niimarupa originates in dependence on 
consciousness. Here we are told that consciousness originates in depen­
dence on niimarupa. This makes it seem as if there is a reciprocal causal 
relation between niimarupa 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 niimarupa mentioned 
in lab seems to be that of the developing embryo, while the niimarupa 
mentioned here appears to be that of a developed organism interacting 
with its environment. Likewise the consciousnesses mentioned in the 
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two verses would seem to be distinct occurrences in the continuum of 

mental events. 

sarrtniptitas traytiJJtirrt yo rupavijntinaca/eyu.$tim I 
sparsai? sa tasmtit sparstic ca vedanti sarrtpravartate II 5 II 

S· The conjunction of three things-color-and-shape, con­

sciousness, 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. 

vedantipratyayti tr'.$1Jti vedantirtharrt hi tr'.$yate I 
tr'.$yamti1Ja uptidtinam uptidatte caturvidham I I 6 I I 

6. Dependent on feeling is desire, for one desires the object of 

feeling. 

Desir~ng, 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 pro­

cess 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 per­

taining to moral conduct and religious vows, and that pertaining to 

belief in a sel£ 
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upddane sati bhava uptiddtu/;J pravartate I 
sytid dhi yady anupddiino mucyeta na bhaved bhava/;J I I 7 I I 

7· There being appropriation, there is the coming into existence 
of the appropriator, 

for if one were without appropriation, one would be liber­
ated; 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 belie£ 
Thus in the absence of the belief in an appropriator, one would be lib­
erated from sarpsara. 

panca skandha/;J sa ca bhavo bhavdj jdti/;J pravartate I 
Jaramara1}adubkhadi sokab saparidevanab 11 s 11 
daurmanasyam updytisd }titer etat pravartate I 
kevalasyaivam etasya du/;Jkhaskandhasya Sa'f!lbhava/;J I I f) I I 

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 "I." All five are involved, according to Candrakirti, 
because bodily and verbal actions involve rupa, while mental actions 
involve the four nama skandhas. 
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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 I)-brought about a sequence of eight factors in the present 

life-consciousness followed by namarupa (verse 2), six sense organs 

and contact (ve.rse 3), feeling (verses), 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. 

sa'f{lstiramula'f!l sa'f{lskaran avidvan sa'f{lskaroty atab I 
avid van karakas tasman na vidvti'f{ls tattvadarianat /1 Io II 

I o. Thus does the ignorant one form the volitions !:_h.at are the 

roots of sarpsara. 

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 pleas­

ant 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 any­

thing 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. 

avidyayd'f!l niruddhayti'f!l sa'f{lskara1J.am asa'f{lbhavab I 
avidyayd nirodhas tu jfianasydsyaiva bhavanat I I II I I 

I I. Upon the cessation of ignorance there is the nonarising of 

volitions. 
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But the cessation of ignorance is due to meditation on just 
the knowledge of this. 

Once one knows how sarpsara is perpetuated, meditation on the twelve­
fold 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 Aku­
tobhaya (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 medita­
tion 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· medi­
tation on the emptiness ofintrinsic nature of all entities, like 
a reflection, a dream, a fire circle [see 1 1.2], 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. (L VP 559) 
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The mention of meditation, in the verse and in Candrakirti' s com­

ments, is also significant. It is widely accepted that the path to the ces­

sation of suffering discussed in the fourth of the noble truths involves 

not only the understanding or insight developed through philosophi­

cal practice (such as that ofMadhyamika 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 voli­

tions of the yogin are all suppressed. 

tasya tasya nirodhena tat tan niibhipravartate I 
dubkhaskandhab kevalo 'yam evalfl samyag nirudhyate I I I2 I I 

I 2. 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 occur­

rence ofits predecessor, with the cessation ofignorance 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 ofViews 

THE "viEws" discussed in this chapter are the ones the Bud­
dha was asked about concerning the past and future existence 
of the person, the world, and so on (see S II.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 gi~es 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: 

27.1-2 Views about relation between present person and past and 
future persons depend on real existence in the past life and 
the future life. 

27.3-13 Examination of views concerning relation between present 
person and past person 

27.3-8: Refutation of the possibility that the present per­
son existed in the past 
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27.9-I2: Refutation of the possibility that the present per­

son did not exist in the past 

27.13: Summary: The present person cannot be said to have 

existed in past, not existed, etc. 

2 7. I 4- I 8 Examination of views concerning relation between present 

person and future person 

27.15: Refutation of possibility that present person Is iden­

tical with future person 

27.I6: Refutation of possibility that present person is dis­

tinct from future person 

27.I7: Refutation of possibility that present person is both 

identical with and distinct from futm.:e person 

27.18: Refutation of possibility that present person is nei­

ther identical with nor distinct from future person 

2 7.19-28 Examination of views concerning the extent of sarp.sara 

27.I9-20: Refutation of possibility that sarp.sara has a 

beginning and that it has no beginning 

2 7.21-24: Refutation of possibility that sarp.sara has an end 

and that it has no end 

27.25-27: Refutation of possibility that sarp.sara both has 

and does not have an end 

2 7.28: Refutation of possibility that sarp.sara 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 

abhitm atitam adhvanarrt nabhitvam iti dr~tayab I 
yas tab fti.ivatalokadyab purvantarrt samupasritab I I I I I 

I. The views, "I existed in the past" and "I did not exist," 

that the world is eternal, etc., are dependent on the past life. 
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In the present verse it is questions about the past that are under scru­
tiny. 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 "1," both identical and 
distinct, or neither identical nor distinct. 

dr~tayo na bhav#yami kim anyo 'nagate 'dhvani I 
bhav#yamiti cantadya aparantal?l samasrital? 11211 

2. The views "Shall I not exist as someone else in the future?" 
"Shall I exist?" and that the world has an end, etc., are depen­

dent 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. 

abhum atitam adhvanam ity etan nopapadyate I 
yo hi janmasu purve~u sa eva na bhavaty ayam II 3 II 

3. It 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 
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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 evdtmeti tu bhaved updddnarrt vif#yate I 
upddanavinirmukta atmd te katamab punab I I 4 I I 

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 selfbe utterly distinct from 

appropriation? 

Concerning appropriation, see 3.7, IO.IS, 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 appro­

priator 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 can­

not. 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 dis­

tinct" variety that Nagarjuna has used elsewhere. 



27. AN ANALYSIS OF VIEWS 

upadanavinirmukto nasty atmeti krte sati 1 
syad upadanam evatma nasti catmeti vab punab lis II 

S· 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. 

321 

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 I 
katharrt hi namopadanam upadata bhavi$yati II 6 II 

6. It is not the case that the self is identical with the appropria­
tion, 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. 

anyab punar upadanad atma naivopapadyate I 
grhyeta hy anupadano yady anyo na ca grhyate I I 7 I I 

7. Further, a self that is distinct from appropriation is not at 
all possible. 
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If it were distinct then it would be perceived without appro­

priation, but it is not perceived. 

Distinctness of appropriator and appropriation would also mean that 

the appropriator self can exist in complete independence from the ele­

ments, just as a pot, which is distinct from a cloth, can exist in the absence 

of any doth. 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. 

evarrt nanya upadanan na copadanam eva sab I 
atma nasty anuptidano napi nasty e$a nifcayab II 8 II 

8. Thus it is not distinct from appropriation, nor is it identical 

with appropriation. 

There is no self without appropriation, but neither is it ascer­

tained 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 ele­

ments. 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 hisMadhyamkavatara, he will not repeat that discussion 

here. (See MA 6.12o-6s.) 

It should be noted that this is a denial of nonself and not the affir­

mation of an existent sel£ Moreover, there is precedent in the Bud­

dha's teachings for the denial of nonsel£ On at least one occasion the 
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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; seeS IV.4o0-401). This annihila­

tionist 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 sel£" It is this consideration that also led the Abhidharma 

schools to maintain that the person is conventionally real: Appropriat­

ing and thus identifying with past and future parts of the causal series 

of psychophysical elements can be useful (up to a point). 

ntibhum atitam adhvtinam ity etan nopapadyate I 
yo hi janmasu purve~u tato 'nyo na bhavaty ayam II 9 II 

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 aya111 bhaved anyab pratytikhytiytipi ta111 bhavet I 
tathaiva ca sa sa111t#thet tatra jtiyeta ctimrtab II Io II 

1 o. 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 can­

not 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 
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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 begin­

ningless rebirth, this is absurd. 

ucchedah karmar.uirrt ntiJah krtam anyena karma ca I 
pratisar{lvedayed anya evamadi prasajyate I I II I I 

I I . 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 per­

form 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 samudbhuto do1o hy atra prasajyate I 
krtako vii bhaved atma Sar{lbhuto vapy ahetukah II I2 I I 

I 2. 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. 
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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 ran­
domness we know never obtains. 

eva1fl dr$tir atite yii niibhum aham abhum aham I 
ubhaya'f!l nobhaya'f!l ceti na#ii samupapadyate II 13 II 

I 3. 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.I4). 

Next comes the examination of views concerning the relation of the 
present person to the future. 

adhvany aniigate ki'f!l nu bhavi$yiimiti darfanam I 
na bhavi$yiimi cety etad atiteniidhvanii samam I I I 4 I I 

I 4· The view "Will I exist in the future?" 

and the view "Will I not exist?" -these are just like [the case 
of] the past. 
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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 p~st. Hence they are to be rejected just as the 

first four were. 

sa deva~ sa manU$ya1 ced evarp bhavati stiJvatam / 

anutpannai ca deva~ syaj jay ate na hi sasvatam II I5 II 

1 5· "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 identi­

cal, 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 
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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 an yo manu~yaf ced afdJvatam ato bhavet I 
devad an yo manu~yaf cet sa'f(ltatir nopapadyate I I I6 I I 

I 6. 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 dis­

tinct 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 con­

tinuous series. One might try to explain the difference between the 

human-god case and the day-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 I and 20, which showed 

that causal connections cannot be said to obtain between allegedly 

ultimately real entities, rule out all such appeals. 

divyo yady ekadefab syad ekadefas ca manu~ab I 
asdJvata'f(l fdJvata'f(l ca bhavet tac ca na yujyate I I IJ I I 

I 7. If it were one part divine and one part human, 

it would be both noneternal and eternal, and that is not correct. 
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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. 

afdJvatartz fdJvatartz ca prasiddham ubhayartz yadi I 
sidhyen na fdJvatartz kamartz naivdJdJvatam ity api II IS /1 

I 8. If it were acknowledged both that it is eternal and that it is 

noneternal, 

then it would accordingly be established that it is neither eter­

nal 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.I4.) 

kutascid agatab kascit kirtzcid gacchet punab kvacit 1 
yadi tasmad anadis tu sartzsarab syan na ctisti sab I I If) I I 
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1 9· If it were the case that someone were to exist, having come 

here from somewhere and subsequently be going some­

where else, 

then sarpsara would be beginningless; but that [person] does 

not exist. 

It is commonly said by Buddhists that sarpsara 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 

saQlsara 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. 

niisti cec chasvatab kaJcit ko bhav#yaty aJtisvatab I 
sasvato sasvataJ capi dvabhyam abhyar(l tiraskrtab //2o II 

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 
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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 sarpsara. 

antavan yadi lokab syat paralokab katharrt bhavet I 
athapy anantaviirrtllokab paralokaf? katharrt bhavet II 21 II 

2 1. 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 con­

cerned 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 trans­

lated when it occurs in the passages concerning that set of questions. 

But it also means "inhabitant of the world," a:nd that is how it is actu­

ally 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 C$a sarrttiino yasmad diparci$dm iva I 
tasman nanantavattvarrt ca nantavattvarrt ca yujyate II 22 I I 

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 sel£ (See, e.g., lvlil 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 
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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. 

pitrve yadi ca bhajyerann utpadyeran na ctipy ami I 
skandhtib skandhtin pratityemdn atha loko 'ntavdn bhavet 

112311 

2 3. 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 gen­

erate 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. 

pitrve yadi na bhajyerann utpadyeran na ctipy ami I 
skandhab skandhtin pratityemdn loko 'nan to bhaved atha II 24 II 

24. If, 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. 
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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. 

antavdn ekadefai ced ekadefas tv anantavdn I 
sytid antavdn anantai ca lokas taF ca na yujyate I I 25 I I 

2 s. 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 Akutobhayd anticipates by point~ 

ing out that in this case the being would have two intrinsic natures. 

katharrt tdvad upadatur ekadefo vinank~yate I 
na nan~yate caikadefa evarrt caitan na yujyate II 26 I I 

26. How will it be that on the one hand, one part of the appro~ 

priator 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 hypo~ 
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thesis, 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. 

uptidtinaikadesai ca kathar(l nama vinank~yate I 
na nank~yate caikadeio naitad apy upapadyate I I 27 I I 

2 7. 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 "appropri­

ator." Reasoning similar to that of the preceding verse demonstrates 

the absurdity here. 

antavac ctipy anantar(l ca prasiddham ubhayar(l yadi I 
sidhyen naivtintavat ktimar(l naivtinantavad ity api II2SII 

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 e~d. 

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 vti sarvabhtivtintirp, sunyatvtic chasvattidayab I 
kva kasya katamtib kasmtit sar(lbhav#yanti drHayab I I 2 9 I I 
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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 enter­

tain 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. 

sarvadr~#praha1Jaya yab saddharmam adesayat I 
anukampam upadaya tarrt namasyami gautamam I I 30 I I 

3 o. 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 Bud­

dha'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 anni­

hilated, 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 ofhypostatizations 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 hypos­

tatizations concerning dependent origination that were said to be 

an obstacle to liberation, whereas here "all views" include any the­

ory concerning how things ultimately are. So apparently the range 

of the eight negations has expanded considerably beyond what an 

Abhidharmika would accept. 
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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 inde­

terminate 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 suc­

ceeded 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 reject­

ing 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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akufala. See unwholesome 

Akutobhaya, 2, 18, 19, 20, 32, 46, 54, 

64, 71, 73· 78, 83, 134· 137· 139· 
140, 141, 151, 153, 166, 181, 187, 

189, 196. 200, 201, 205, 206, 221, 

232, 234· 245· 251, 262, 263, 272, 

297.30~31~332,338 

alambanapratyaya. See objective 
support 

alteration, 140-43, 158, 161, 164-

65, 186,334 

anantarapratyaya. See proximate 
condition 

anatman. See nonself 
animitta. See signless 
annihilationism (ucchedadarfana), 

14, 159-60, 162, 177-79. 184, 

204-s. 227, 235-39, 241, 328. 
See also nihilism, metaphysical 

antarabhava. See intermediate state 
of being 

anufiis4na. See graded teaching 
anyatvam. See distinctness 
appropriation (uptidana), 48, 97, 

99-101, 105, 165-69, 181, ~'97· 

312-14, 320-22 
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appropriation skandhas, 119, 130, 

166, 196-97, 245-47, 333 

appropriator, 97, 99, 100, 105, 109, 

119-20, 313, 320-22, 332-33 

apu1Jya. See demeritorious 

arhat, 66, 237, 270, 283 

arising (sa1pbhava), 227-39, 254-

ss. 262, 313-15 

artha. See goal 

asatkaryavada, 19-20, 23, 117, 214, 

2I6-I8 

assemblage (sdmagri), 213-26 

atman. See self; see also subject 

atom, 52, IOS· 

aversion (dve$a), 126, 148, 170, 188, 

198, 254-60, 312, 3I4 

avipra'l;ltiJa. See unperishing 

avyakrta. See indeterminate 

questions 

ayatana, 43-49, 52, 59, 105, 148-

49, I6s, 2oi, 273, 3Io-11 

B 
bahirdha. See outer 

begging the question, s6-s 7 

beginninglessness of sarpsara, 121-

23, 198, 245.324, 329 

bhava. See existent 

bhavand. See meditation; see also 
practice 

Bhaviveka, 2, 18, 27, 7I, 99, Ioo, 

104, 105, 116, I37• 149, 153, 173, 

I8o, ISs, I93, 213, 2I7, 220, 22I, 

232, 234· 244· 248. 263. 291, 

294. 301, 305, 308, 316 

bija. See seed 

bodhi. See enlightenment 

bodhisattva, 121, 173, 2S4 

bondage (to rebirth), 126, I63-70, 

233 

Buddha, 4, I3-15, 20, 26, 43, 51, 7I, 

SI, 119, 121, I29, 137-39· 145· 

147· 154· 159-62, 173· 175· I78, 

1So, 1S4, ISs, 189-91, 194, 19S-

2o6, 227, 230, 235, 24-I-51, 253, 

267-79,283-84,2S9-92,296, 

301-5,317,322-23,326,330,334 

Buddhapalita, 2, 18, 53, 54, 63, 71, 

7S, So, S4, 99, 103-4, 114, 135, 

137· 146, 153· ISS· 166, 16S, 169, 

ISO,I93,20S,207,209,210, 

213-14, 219, 232, 234· 245. 251, 

263.33S 

c 
Candraklrti, 2-3, 9, 13, 20-22, 24, 

27, 36, 45. 47. 52, ss-s6. 61, 

66-67, 69, 73, 76, 7S, So-S1, 

83, 89, 92, 95, 100, 103, 105, 109, 

112, 114, 117, 122-23, 125, 131, 

134· 137· 139-41, 144-45. 148, 

150, 153, 155-57, 160, 165, I73-

7S, ISO-SI, 18S-S7. IS9, 193· 

195· 19S-99· 202, 205, 210-11, 

213,217,218,220,231-32,234· 

241-43, 247-4S, 250, 2ss-s6, 

259· 263, 266, 271-74· 276-79· 

286, 291-92, 295-97· 299· 304-

s. 308-9. 310-16, 320, 322-23, 

325, 328-29, 334, 337· See also 

Prasannapada 
case, grammatical (karaka), 89 

catu$ko{i. See tetralemma 

causal condition (pratyaya), 17-29, 

81, 93, 130, 137, 154-61, 18S-9o, 

213-26,269, 276-8o, 2S7, 294, 

296, 309, 324 
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causal efficacy, 89, 164-65, 218, 237 

causal relation, 21, 51, 55, 68, 131, 

156. 180, 184-89, 204, 213-26, 

277, 3II, 327 

causal series. See series (sa'f!Ztana) 
cause (hetu), 18-24, 154, 213-26, 

236 

causelessness, 18-20, 53-54, 92-95, 

110-11, 117, 124-25, 130, 134-35· 

218-19,226,276,324 

cessation (nirodha, ryaya), 5, 13-15, 

38, 64, 71-74· 83-88, 122, 130, 

169, 193· 197· 200, 235· 237· 250, 
264-66,268-69,275-76,279-

81, 288, 290-94. 314-16, 324 

without remainder, 237,290,292, 

301-4 

cetana. See volition 

change of situation, 141-42 

characterizing relation, 6o, 73 

color-and-shape (rupa), 21, 43, 48, 

52, 57· 147-48,311-12 

composite (sa'f!Zskrta), 137-46, 

163-67, 297-98 

conceptual fiction, 4-7, 23, 96, 102, 

129,169, 179· 207, 244· 274· 277 
condition (pratyaya). See causal 

condition 
conditioned (sa'f!Zskrta), 71-88, 121, 

211, 2 7 4· 293-97 
conjunction (sa'f!ZSarga), 147-52 

consciousness (vifiitint(l), 5, 21, 48, 

51, 55· 59· 63, 147-48, 200, 
221-22,277·300,309-14 

contact (sa'f!Zsparia), 310-14. See 
also conjunction 

conventional truth, 4-5, 81, 122, 

151,169, 179· 201,266, 272-74· 

291,303,305,308,316 
co-occurrence (sahabhava), 22, 

68-70 

counterpositive, 295 

customary conduct ( vyavahara), 
151, 186-87. 271-74· 286 

D 

darkness, 77-79, 112, 234, 298 

defilements (kleia), 126, 148-49, 

188-89, 191, 197-98, 253-66, 

28?-88, 290, 295· 

defining characteristic (lak~ar)a), 

59-64,73-74,126-27,195-96, 

202,293 

delusion (moha), 96, 126, 148, 188, 

233,254-60 

demeritorious (apu1Jya), 173-76, 

183 

dependent origination (pratitya 
samutpada), 5, 13-15, 26, 48, 71, 

81, 119, 124-26, 148, 189, 205, 

265, 273-77, 286-288, 3o7, 

314-~5, 334-35. See also twelve­
fold chain 

desire (raga), 48, 65-70, 126, 148, 

168-?0, 188, 254· 257-60, 

312-15 

determinate (ryavasthita), IOO­

IOI, 187-88 

devoid of intrinsic nature (nibsva­
bhava), 26, 140, 185, 251. See also 
emptiness 

dharma, 5-8, 13-14, 21, 24-25, 56, 

65, 70, 71, 73, 75, 77, 86, 96, 

137· 139-46, 157· 160, 174-76, 

180-84, 193. 198-204, 227, 235· 
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257-s8, 271-72, 278-79, 293, 

303-4, 315. See also virtue 

Dharma, 270-72,274-76,283, 

304,334 

dharmanairatmya. See emptiness of 

dharmas 

dhatu, 51, 59-64, 148, 165, 18o, 182, 

201, 273 

Diogenes, 146 

dissolution (vibhava), 165-66, 

227-40,296 

distinctness (anyatva, prthaktva), 
68-70, 149-S2, 321-22, 327 

dominant condition (adhipatiprat­
yaya), 20-21,26 

drHi. See metaphysical view 

duration (sthiti), 71-74,83-88, 

122,293 

dve$a. See aversion 

E 
eight negations, 13-1s, 334 

emptiness (iimyata) 
of dharmas (dharmanairatmya ), 

s6-s7. 63, 82, 137-4 6, 1s4-62, 

184, 193-94. 197-204, 23S· 

241-SI, 260-62, 26s-66, 267-

88, 289-91, 300, 304, 307-8. 

314-16, 333-3S 

of emptiness, 14s-46, 248, 

277-78 

of person (pudgalanairatmya), 1, 

139· 198, 202, 23S 

enlightenment (bodhi), 174, 27s, 

284,304 

essential nature (prakrti), 16o-61 

eternalism (ftiivatadarfana), 13-14, 

161-62, 177-79, 184-8s, 203-6, 

227-28, 235-39· 241, 249. 291-

92, 303-4· 326-28, 334 

existent (bhava), 18-19, 26, ss. 6o, 

62-64, 82-87, 97. 100-101, 

IIS-16, 119, 126, I3S• 140, IS3• 

•s8-s9. 211, 232-3s. 263, 276, 

292-94· 297-300, 333-34 

extreme view. See metaphysical 

view (drui) 
extrinsic nature (parabhava), 6, 19, 

142, IS7-S9· 242-44· 246 

F 

false conception (viparyaya), 

2S3-6s 

feeling (vedana), 48, 51, ss-s7, 

1oo-Io1, 1os-6, 120, 126-27, 

148,198.308,312,314 

fire-fuel relation, 19, 4s-46, 109-

2o, ISS· 16s, 195, 321, 331 

fivefold examination, n8, 16s, I9S· 

242-43. 2s6-s7 

four elements (mahabhuta), s•-ss. 

lOS, 109 

four noble truths, 129, 181, 267-88, 

307, 314-16 

fruit, karmic (phala), 93, 171-91, 

204, 269-71, 276-86, 324 

future, 8, 31-33, 82-83, 94, 118, 126, 

141, 172, 207-11, 222, 303, 314, 

G 

goal (artha), 15, 93, 201-2, 204-s, 

247· 274· 
goer, 31-42, 90 

going, 13, 31-42, 46, 90, 117, 271, 

286 
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beginning of, 37~ 39 

stopping of, 38, 39 

graded teaching (anufdsana), 
I99-20I, 248 

Grammarians, 89, I7I 

H 

flearers.Seesravaka 
hetu. See cause 

hetupratyaya. See primary cause 
hypostatization (prapaiica), I3, IS, 

I 

64, 125, I97-204, 250, 27I-73. 

300, 304, 334-35. See also 
reification 

"1"-sense (ahal!Jkdra), I69, I93, 

I96-98, 2oo, 202, 256-s7, 

3I2-I3, 3I9-22 

impermanence, 4, s, I4, 73-74, 

83-84, 130, 138-39, 164-66, 

I?I, 227, 230, 235· 260-64, 

279-80,293,295.309,329 
incontinence (abrahmacarya), I86 

indeterminate questions 

(avyakrta), 289, 30I-4, 3I7, 335 

indeterminate relation, I8o-8I, 

I90 

inexpressible, 244, 248 

infinite regress argument, 7-8, 35. 

41, 61-62, 73-?6. 82-84, 88, 

117, I33· 234 
inner (adhyatma), 197 

inner sense (manas), 43, 44, 48, 

I48, 257-58, 3Io 

intermediate state of being 
(antarabhava), 166 

intrinsic nature (svabhava), I, 5-7, 

I9, 24, 26, 28, 45-47, 54, 57· 6o, 

8I-82, 96. IOI, I09, 112-I3, I37-

44· 147, I53-62, I6s, I8s-89, 

I93-9S· I98. 202, 211, 223-24, 

232, 237· 243-44· 246-47· 2SI, 

255, 257. 26s-66, 273, 277-88, 

29I, 332, 335 

irreflexivity 

argument, 8-9, 86 

principle of, 9, 44-46, 77, 86 

J 
jardmaraf)a. See old age and death 

K 
karaka. See agent 
karaka. See case, grammatical 
karika, I-2 

karman. See action; see also object 
(grammatical) 

kartr. See agent 

Katyayana, IS9· I62, 292 

klefa. See defilements 

kriyd. See activity 
kufala. See wholesome 

L 
La Vallee Poussin, Louis de, 9, 18, 

263.337 

lak,faf)a. See defining characteristic 
liberation (mok.fa), I, I3, IS, 93, 

163-70, I74· 181, 183. 193-206, 

265-66, 275, 297, 329, 334· See 
also nirval)a 

light as self-illuminating, 77-79 

living being (sattva), I21, 164-67, 

I89. 242, 2SI, 329-35 

Locke, John, 220 

loka. See world 
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M 
MacDonald, Anne, 9, 

Madhyantavibhaga, 248 

magical being (nirmitaka), 191, 243 

mahabhiUa. See four elements 

manas. See inner sense 

marga. See path 

master argument, absence of, 7, s 7 

meditation (bhavana), x8x-83, 200, 

281-82, 314-16 

meritorious (pur)ya), 172-87 

metaphysical view (dr.fti), 14, 20, 

145-46, 153, 159-62, 178, 184, 

204, 227, 235· 256, 278, 292, 312, 

317-35 
middle path, 14, 153, 159-60, 162, 

178, 190, 199, 204-5, 235-37, 

277-78,335 
mind (manas). See inner sense 

moha. See delusion 

momentariness, 32-33, 178-79, 

330-31 
motion, illusion of. 14, 32-33 

mutual dependence, 9, 51, 96-97, 

109, II3-15, 125, 151, 207, 232, 

272 

N 
namarupa, 308-n, 314 

neither identical nor distinct, 14, 

189-90, 195. 204, 246, 257· 297 

neither-identical-nor-distinct argu­

ment, 8, 39-40,67-70, II0-13, 

II8-20, 195,203-4,224-25, 

233, 242-44· 326-28 
nihilism, metaphysical, 63, 81, 

96-97· 139· 144· 154· 160, 271. 
See also annihilationism 

nibsvabhava. See devoid of intrinsic 

nature 

NUkayas,121, 126,175,292,337 

nirmitaka. See magical being 

nirodha. See cessation 

nirval)a, 13-15, 64, 121, 138, 166, 

169-70, 187, 191, 197· 200, 206, 

236-37• 250-SI, 269,273-74, 

281, 289-305 

nirvartakahetu. See primary cause 

nonreciprocity argument, 9, 76, 

ns, 125, 219. See also mutual 

dependence 

nonresistance, 6o-62 

nonself(anatman), 4, 193-200, 

264, 293· 309, 322-23 

Nyaya. 4, 28, 295 

0 
object, grammatical (karman ), 

89-97, IIO 

objective support (alam­
banapratyaya), 20-21,24-25 

old age and death (jaramarar)a), 

84-85, 122, 124-25, 293, 313-14, 

320 
operative cause ( nirvartakahetu). 

See primary cause 

origination (utpada), s, 13-15, 

20-29, 48, 71-88, 122, 125, 229-

31, 268-69, 279· 291-93 

origination of origination, 72-77, 

8s, 88 

primary origination, 75-77 

See also dependent origination 

outer (bahirdha), 197 



p 

parabhava. See extrinsic nature 
paribhoga. See utilization 
past, 8, 31, 33, 83, u8, 121, 141, 207-

u, 222, 245· 318-2.5, 331 

path (marga), 93, 130, 194, 2.oo, 

2.06, 269-70, 280-82., 2.88, 

315-16 

pedagogical skill (upaya), 199, 201, 

247 

perception (sa1'(ljiia), 25, 51, 55 

person (pudgala), 1, 6-7, 6s, 

99-107, 109, us, n8-2o, 122, 

125, 129-35· 139-45. 159-62, 

163-69, 179· 189, 195-98, 202, 

204, 2II, 22.7, 235, 2.42, 246, 

2.74, 292,297,303-4,314-15, 

317-34. See also emptiness, of 
person 

Personalism (Pudgalavada ), 
99-107, 109, Il9-27, 129-35· 

177.244-46,2.97 
phala. See fruit, karmic 

practice (bhavana), 2.41, 2.69, 2.80-

84, 316. See also meditation 
praha~a.Seeabandonment 

prakrti. See essential nature 
prapaiica. See hypostatization 
Prasannapada, 2., 9, 71, 89, 338. See 

also Candrakirti 

pratitya samutpada. See dependent 
origination 

pratyaya. See causal condition 
pratyekabuddha, 173, 180, 205-6 

present, 8, 31-35, 83, 117-18, 111-

24, 141-42., 207-11, 2.34. 248 

primary cause (hetupratyaya), 
20-21, 24, 213, 217-2.5 
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production (sa1'(lbhava), 47-48, 

92, 144· 154-57· 213-26, 2.34· 

32.3-2.5 

proximate condition (anantara· 
pratyaya), 2.0-21, 25 

psychophysical elements. See 
skandha 

pudgala. See person 
pudgalanairatmya. See emptiness, 

of person 
Pudgalavada. See Personalism 
pu~ya. See meritorious 

R 
raga. See desire 

Rahu, 157 

rebirth, 121-27, 163-70, 172., 180-

84, 195· 197. 199· 237-38, 2.41, 

245, 253, 265, 285, 290, 292., 307, 

309-10, 324, 326, 329-32 
identity of person over, 14, 129-

35, 189, 317-28 

See also sarpsara 

reification, 15, 126. See also 
hypostatization 

resemblance of cause and effect, 

51, 55 

riipa skandha, 51-57• 198, 211, 310-

n, 313. See also color·and·shape 

s 
sahabhava. See co·occurrence 
Saito, Ak.ira, 9, 340 

samagri. See assemblage 
sa1'(lbhava. See arising; see also 

production 

Sa~pgha, 175, 270-71, 283 

sa1'(ljiia. See perception 
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Sat}lkhya, 217, 220 

SaJTlmitiya, 1oo, 338. See also 
Personalism 

saJTlsara, 121-27, 163-70, 184, 188, 

197· 199· 233. 24S· 2SI, 2S3· 260, 

302-3, 307, 314-IS, 328-30. See 
also rebirth 

sa1flsarga. See conjunction 

sa1fZSkara. See volition 

sa1flskrta. See composite; see also 
conditioned 

sa1flspar1a. See contact 

sa1fltana. See series 

Sarvastivada, 82 

Jasvatadarsana. See eternalism 

satkaryavada, 19, 117, 214-17 

sattva. See living being 

Sautrantika, 2s, 177-79. 248, 294 

seed (bija), 172, 177-81, 204, 314 

self(atman), I, IOI, 104, IS9. 184, 

I88, 193-206, 23s. 2ss-s6, 264, 

312, 320-27, 332, 33S· See also 
subject 

series (sa1fltana), 32, ui-27, 174-

80, 236-39· 292, 327-3I 

causal series, 6, 14, 14, 48, 97, 119, 

160, 174· 178-?9· 204, 23S-37· 

239· 241, 290, 292, 323, 331 

signless (animitta ), 200 

simultaneity, 22, 6s, 68, 7 4, 10·2-6, 

114-I6, 123-2S, ISS· 168, 219, 

223, 229-30, 234· 238-39· 311 

skandha, SI-S?. 99, IOI, 104-s. 

118-20, I30-33· 160, I63-66, 

19S-97· 201, 236-38, 242-47· 

2s6-s7. 273-74, 308-13, 

330-32 

space, 33, s9-64, 74,266,278-79, 

293-94· 303 
speech (vag), 173-7s 

sravaka, 173· 180, 20S-6 

state-subject relation, 65-70 

sthiti. See duration 

subject (atman), 6, 6s-7o, 99-I07, 

118-20, 196, 2SS-S7• 262, 

329-30 

suffering. 4, 6, 48, 122, 129-3s, 181, 

I93· 198, 200, 2S3-S4· 264-66, ' 

269-71, 279-82, 288, 293· 304-

s. 307, 309, 313-I6 

Junyata. See emptiness 

svabhava. See intrinsic nature 

T 
Tathagata, 241-s1 

tetralemma (catu~ko{i), 248-49, 

292,30I-3.319,330 

three-times argument, 8, 22-23, 

31-33, 37, 46, Sl, 79-80, n6-x8, 

168-69. 218-19, 237-39· 

262-63 

time, 33, 124, 207-11, 227, 230-39, 

303 

trope, IS? 

twelvefold chain, 119, I48, 189, 26s, 

307-16, 320. See also dependent 

origination 

u 
ucchedadarsana. See 

annihilationism 

ultimate truth, 4-8, 64, 81, 116, 

138, 151-52, 1s9. 194, 199, 201-s, 

247-49· 2S3· 260,269, 272-74· 

289, 299-300, 304, 316, 334-3S 



uncaused. See causelessness 

unconditioned, 72., 74, 88, 190, 

2.93-94 

unmanifest action, 173-76 

unperishing (avipra1}tiia), 180-84 

unwholesome (akuiala), 187-8, 

309-10 

upadana. See appropriation 

upaya. See pedagogical skill 

utilization (paribhoga), 173-75 

utpada. See origination 

vag. See speech 

v 
Vaibh~ika, 141-42., 175-77, 

2.93-94 

Vatsiputriya, 2.44. See also 
Personalism 

vedana. See feeling 

vibhava. See dissolution 

vice (adharma), 93, 2.70-71, 

2.8s-86 

view (driti). See metaphysical view 

Vigrahavyavartani, 4, 77, 2.48, 338 

vijfzana. See consciousness 
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viparyaya. See false conception 

virtue (dharma), 93, 172., 179, 2.70-

71, 2.8s-86 

vision, 2.1, 43-49, ss, I00-107, 

147-48, 2.01, 2.02.-3, 2.2.1-2.5 

volition (cetana), 172.-75. 183 

volition (sa1'{lskara), 51, ss. 2.64, 

309-10, 314-16 

vyavahara. See customary conduct 

vyavasthita. See determinate 

w 
whirling firebrand, 12.3, 315 

wholesome (kuiala), 187, 309-10 

world (loka), 2.48, 2.72., 301, 303, 

317,330-32. 

y 

Ye Shaoyong, 9, 18, 71, 2.32., 2.34, 

2.63. 338 

Yogacara, 199, 2.48 

z 
Zeno, 33 
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