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ABSTRACT
I explore the implications of transposing the Madhyamikan term sunyata  and 
the deconstm ctive process of Nagarjuna anachronistically into the 
contemporary deconstmctive debate. Deconstructionist and a/theologian Mark 
Taylor's book Erring and nO ts are reviewed in relation to Nagarjuna's 
Muiamadhyamikakarika. I suggest that this a-historical practice is problematical. 
To conflate Mark Taylor's understanding of the deconstmctive term diffem nce  
and his proposed divine milieu witii Nagarjuna's sunya ld  is erroneous. The 
terms diffem nce  and 'sunycitd are distinct as they are coloured by the writers' 
motivations which results in different structures given to their terms and 
deconstmctive moves, The terms also function in specific cultural and 
ideational milieus and this precludes the easy conflation of their terms and 
enterprises. The comparison of these terms may offer new and creative 
insights but tire conflation of their terms and enterprises is simplistic and fails 
to consider the central concerns of the writers,
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INTRODUCTION

It is my intention to explore the significance that Mark Taylor's recent 

publications, Erring: A Postmodern A/theologv1 and nOts2, can offer in relation 

to the already existent East/West dialogue and specifically to the debate between 

the Madhyamikan deconstructive strategies and W estern post-m odern 

deconstruction, To date scholars such as Magliola,3 Coward,4 and Loy5 have 

focused on relating the originator of the Madhyamika System or MBdhyamika 

p ra sa n g a  - Nagarjuna, to the leading philosopher of the Deconstmctionist 

movement - Jacques Derrida, Deconstruction has its home in the literary context, 

Taylor's contribution introduces the system to religious scholarship. In relating 

the religious emphasis of Taylor's work to Nagarjuna's Madhyamikaknrika6 I hope 

to contribute to the existing debate. I will compare Taylor's deconstructive 

system, as presented in his two books, with Nagarjuna's prasanga method found 

in the MMIC.My particular contribution to the debate will be to argue that 

Nagarjuna's treatise goes further in its 'deconstructive' pursuit than Taylor's 

deconstruction,

There have been a number of writers who have noticed a similarity between post­

structuralist thought (particularly deconstruction) and Buddhist thought

1 Taylor M, C., flm'nm A Postmodern AAhcolocv, The University of Chicago Pr’<w, (, -cage, 
1984
2 Taylor M, C., nOts. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1993
3 Magliola R, R,, Derrida on the Mend, Purdue University Press, West Lafayette, 1984
4 Coward I-L, Derrida and Indian Philosophy, State University of New York Press, Albany, 1990
5 Loy D., "The ClOture of Deconstruction: A Mahayiina Critique of Derrida,11 Indian 
Philosophical Quarterly 27 (1987), pp. 362-366
6 Hereafter refered to as MMK.



(particularly the Madhyamika school) and have made comparisons.7 It is my 

contention that such comparisons are Inappropriate when terms and practices 

are conflated without regard to their cultural thought worlds. I w:ll be looking at 

the problematic nature of conflating Nagarjuna's explication of co-dependent 

arising and iu n y a ta  with deconstructionist and a/theologian Mark Taylor's 

understanding of the deconstructive term differance and his explication of the 

divine milieu, I argue that such ahistorical analogies are problematical as firstly, 

Taylor's and Nagarjuna's motivations are different and result in different structures 

given to their terms and deconstructive moves and secondly, their context, i e, 

their cultural and Ideational forms, colours their terms and motivations in distinct 

ways that preclude the easy conflation of their terms and enterprises.

Nagarjuna, living in c, 2nd century B.G.E, wrote the MMK in response to the 

scholastic debates of his time, In his treatise he deconstructs any position that is 

grounded in substantial thought. Any position that attempts to classify reality in a 

grounded or absolute way is questioned, but equally - and of crucial importance to 

my study - any position that advocates non-existence or arbitrary meaning or 

nihilism is dismissed. Nagarjuna's 'middle path' advocates a mental state - 

achieved through meditation - of non-clinging or non-classification. This is 

variously named pratityasam utpdda  (co-dependent arising) or iu n y a ta  

(emptiness). This 'middle path1 is not so much an advocation of a 'view' but

7 Examples of such comparisons are: Magliola R. R,, .Dcm'da .on Jhe. Mend. Purdue University 
Press, Indiana, 1984; Taylor M, C,, 'Masking Domino Effect1 In On Deconstructing Theology: A 
Symposium on Erring; A Postmodern A/lheoloav InJaurnnl.of the American Academy of 
Religion 54, 1986; *,oy D., Non-duality; A Study.in Comparative. Philosophy, Yale University 
Press, New Haven, 1988; Coward H,, Derrida and .Indian Philosophy. State University of 
York Press, Albany, 1990; Mabbclt 1, W„ 'Nagarjuna and Dcconstmctlon' Phllosophy_E%,;,&iTl 
West 45 (1995) pp. 203 - 225; Glass N, R,, Working Emptiness: Toward a Third Reading ;pf 
emptiness in Buddhism and Postmodern Thought. Scholars Press, Atlanta, 1995; Le Rpux C., 'The 
postmodern - Tracy, Taylor and Dogen', Rcligion...and Theology 3 (1996), pp. 95-108.
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rather an advocation of a mentally fluid capacity to realize co-dependent arising. 

To experience 'things' as arisen in a co-dependent manner is a realization of their 

emptiness or non-essential nature. Nevertheless at a conventional level 'things' 

exist due to their classification as things. They exist in this way because the) are co- 

dependently arisen. Finally Nagarjuna states that the conventional and the ultimate 

levels are exactly the same, both ungrounded and conventionally existent, this is 

Nagarjuna's doctrine of the emptiness of emptiness.

Taylor, writing from present-day U.S.A., also advocates a non-grounded view. In 

Erring. Taylor attempts to destructure the assumed hierarchic values within 

language by destructuring the dyadic structure and highlighting the repressed 

term. The dyadic structures that I speak of are found by Taymr, following Derrida, 

to be inherent in Western philosophic/religious and everyday thought, our 

heritage from Plato to the present. The extremes of truth and non-truth, found for 

Instance in the Socratic dialogues, are recognizable as rational structures that are 

played out in logic, mathematics and other sciences, So if A is B and B is not C 

then A cannot be C. This kind of exclusive thought Is driven by a search for 

certainty. What Taylor notes is that one term, in this case 'is' dominates the other 

'is not1. So for instance in the Phaedrus, Socrates states:

Socrates; Enough appears to have been said by us of a true and false art 
of speaking.

Phaedrus: Certainly.
Jocra/as- But there Is something yet to be said of propriety and

impropriety of writing.
Phaedrus: Yes,
Socrates: Do you know how you can speak or act about rhetoric in a

manner which will be acceptable to God?
Phaedrus: No, indeed, Do you?



Socrates: I have heard a tradition of the ancients, whether true or not
they only know; although if w e  had found the truth ourselves, 
do you think that we should care much about the opinions of 
men?8

The truth is obviously the dominant term, Once the truth has been discovered, 

the rest is not to be cared for. It is Taylor's task to care for untruthful opinions, to 

highlight the repressed, and to reveal the relation between the dominant and the 

repressed terms, By doing so Taylor wishes to offer a religious way of being in a 

post-modern thought world,

What results, we discover in Erring, is a language-based milieu from which there is 

no escape to truth, completion, presence, as any of these valued as signifieds are 

revealed by the dec tmctive process to be signifiers that have been valued and 

given privilege amongst other repressed signifiers. This privilege, in the 

deconstructive purview, is ungrounded. All signifieds are in fact also signifiers that 

have been privileged by a tradition in search of truth and complete 

understanding, Erring, wandering, nomadic thought and scripture is suggested as 

an alternative - the inescapable labyrinth of interpretation is embraced, Taylor 

does not remain, however, on the pivot of undecidability, I argue that as a result of 

substantialization he fails to the side of nihilism, No matter how happy Taylor 

advocates we will be if we would only accept it, the labyrinthian divine milieu is 

nihilistic, as it is a milieu where all values are levelled to signifiers in a network of 

arbitrary terms.

In his book nOts, Taylor highlights the boundary, threshold, sieve of the 

'between' of differences, This sieve functions in a different way from the joyful

8 Edman I., ted.), The Philosophy oF Pliito, The Modern Library, New York, 1956, p. 322



nihilistic divine milieu found in Erring. The loss of presence, truth and completion 

is move pronounced and Taylor's awareness of this loss ,is emphasized, Truth, 

completion and presence are still denied yet we find him standing on the 

threshold of the labyrinth from which a wholly Other approaches. Yet this Other 

is - in distinction to, for instance, Meister Eckhart's God beyond God which is 

mystically, if not intellectually, attainable - neither intellectually nor mystically 

available and dissolves upon approach. Taylor has to admit the inability of the 

network of language to attain this Other in mystical union, as union denies 

difference and plurality. He is consequently incapable of giving up language and is 

left unable to cross the threshold. To cross the threshold would be to admit to a 

term privileged amongst signifiers: would be, in fact, to suggest a signifier. 

Nevertheless, while unattainable, this Other or Not signifies enough to call a halt to 

the endless play of translations and through a gift of grace that echoes within 

language offers a yardstick on which to base ethical or moral decisions. In 

Madhyamik'in terms, he is left clinging to language, and consequently he is left 

stranded in the first of Buddha's four noble truths: Life is suffering. In Taylor's 

own terms, he is left, living not, forever wounded. We are told on a number of 

occasions in nOts that he is still on the threshold.

In both books, Taylor reacts to the bias towards presence, being and completion, 

that is found in Western religion and philosophy fiom Plato to Heidegger, and 

insists on the deconstruction of this prejudice wherever it is found, Nagarjuna's 

project on the other hand is the deconstruction of any form of substantialization 

in the form of mental clinging. The distinction is a subtle one - where there is 

presence there is also substantialization, but Nagarjuna was aware that where there 

is the advocation of non-presence there too is mental clinging. It is Taylor's 

inability to cross the Cartesian threshold that reveals his mental clinging, Taylor



retains analytical, staccato, or discrete ideational thought forms. He is, following 

Derrida, so convinced that any form of mystical experience is an advocation of 

presence, unity and being that he is unable to give up language or the net of 

signifiers, Language (understood in an extended sense as mental construction) is, 

in contrast, revealed by Nagarjuna to be empty of inherent or essential existence 

and, as such, needs deconstructing, with the vitally important caveat that language, 

or any other ontological assertion that is deconstructed, is not left in ruins, but 

rather put in its place, that is in co-dependent relation with every other tiling, self, 

other, subject, object, or concept, as this is what allows them to be deconstructed 

in the first place. It is not that they are unimportant or non-existent, but merely 

that they are empty of inherent existence. This 'giving up' of language is not a 

mystical experience of ultimate presence, but instead an experience of non­

presence as co-dependent arising. This differs from Taylor's divine milieu because 

sunyata  as a substantialized concept also needs to be 'given up'. Nagarjuna's 

'mystical' proclivities are a way of non-duality, a way of not giving up the mind but 

of the mind not clinging to this or that, or more appropriately for this 

comparison, to neither/nor.

While both may recognize the structure and implications of language and 

conceptualization, their recognitions lead to different ends. Taylor's work can be 

seen as a search for ways of being in the world after the conceptual death of God, 

He suggests solutions but not tried and tested means, Nagarjuna on the other 

hand, in my opinion, outlines a map for those in search of liberation from 

suffering. He himself has already gone to this groundless destination. I must 

immediately add that the term 'destination' is easily misleading. Nagarjuna is not 

going to a place beyond the one in which his followers are traversing, as 

conceptual reality and sunyata  are revealed to be the same. Nevertheless, the



v erb  'go ing ' is the roo t o f the w o rd  Tatbdgala, the  nam e  g iven  to the B uddha an d  

tran s la ted  as 'the  thus gone one'. The question  is, then , if N agarjuna has gone, w ho 

w rite s  th e  M M KP T he a n sw er w o u ld  be  th e  e m p tie d -o u t N agarjuna , the  c o ­

d e p e n d e n t N agarjuna, the Nagarjuna that is n o t N agarjuna b u t a se t o f  relations, an d  

as a se t o f  em p ty  relations N agarjuna actively a n d  eth ically  w rites the  MMK. This is 

the  tru e  ap p lica tio n  o f  the em ptiness o f  em ptiness. N agarjuna  d o es  n o t e scap e  the  

sa m sd ric  reality  into the realm  o f n irvan a  - sam sdra  is n irvan a .

For th e se  reasons N agarjuna an d  Taylor shou ld  n o t easily  b e  c o m p ared  b u t seen  as 

o p e ra tin g  w ith in  their 'cultural ideational form s'9 o r  th o u g h t a n d  cultural w orlds.

N agarjuna  w as w riting  in  a specific contex t in  India, so m e tim e  d u rin g  th e  seco n d  

c e n tu ry  b e fo re  the com m on  era, a fertile p e rio d  o f  sch o la s tic  d e b a te  w ith in  a n d  

o u ts id e  the  B uddh ist schools, It w as the various form s o f  substan tia liza tio n  that he  

p e rc e iv e d  ap p ea rin g  in  these  schools that N agarjuna o p p o se d . H e w as con v in ced  

th a t su c h  substan tia liza tio n  h in d e red  the se e k e r  o n  th e  p a th  to  en lig h ten m en t, 

N o n -su b stan tia liza tio n  - his ex p erien ce  o f e n lig h te n m e n t - w as  a tta ined , I argue, 

th ro u g h  th e  p ro cess  o f  m ed ita tio n , N agarjuna  sh o u ld  b e  s e e n , in  h is  la rg e r 

con tex t, as firm ly ro o ted  in the Ind ian  tradition  o f yoga, a n d  in  his specific  con tex t 

as o p e ra tin g  from  w ith in  the B uddhist school o f  the  M adhyam ika.

N agarjuna 's  co n tex t an d  the structure  o f  his do c trin e  o f  th e  twofold, tru ths are  th e  

sub jec ts  o f  the  first tw o chapters o f  this study,

9 Garth Mason's terminology found in 'Nagarjuna and Yoga: complexities in origin and 
tradition1, Religion and Theology A (1997), pp. 229-241, is of great use here as it suggests a fluidity 
of thought patterns rather than confining these writers to their immediate historical contexts,
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Taylor, on the other hand, reveals an unconscious bias towards Kantian dualism. 

His Cartesian structure and his relationship with his most prevalent predecessors - 

Hegel, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard and Derrida - are covered in my last two chapters, 

Unable to dissolve the boundary between the known and the unknown, Taylor 

asserts firstly, in Erring, the known in terms of the divine milieu, a network of 

devalued signifiers without a transcendental signifier to offer ethical decision or 

value; and secondly, in nOts. the unknown or altarity termed 'Not'. Taylor's 

inability to dissolve this boundary results in his suggesting an irreconcilable 

dualism when he argues for the impossible both 'is' and 'is not'. The liminal space 

that is substantialized in nOts creates a dualism that is reminiscent of the dualism 

found in Christian theism.

Taylor's Cartesian woundedness and Nagarjuna's meditational practice attest to the 

different values that knowledge, like the different relationship between religion 

and philosophy, have had in the two traditions, East and West. The West has on 

the whole seen the two as separate enterprises, the East tends to conflate the two 

so that philosophy becomes a process to be realized, in other words philosophy 

is valued in terms of its soteriological or 'religious' ability,

In my opinion the MMK is best understood as a docum ent advocating a 

soteriological goal, Taylor's work, in contrast, is best read as experimental 

philosophical writing with theological themes,



CHAPTER ONE

1. NAGABJUNA IN CONTEXT

i this opening chapter, I explore a number of schools of philosophy whose 

lews were in circulation at the time NSgarjuna was writing his treatise, the MMS.I 

aggest that Nagarjunawas working within a much larger milieu than the narrow 

ahool of Madhyamika Buddhism. The MMK as an aid to meditational practice in 

ie context of Indian yoga is them discussed. I attempt to establish that the milieu 

a which mgsrjuna wrote was one where there was an assumption that knowledge 

/as based on practice, Taylor, on the other hand, reveals a lack of practice, or 

ather a lack of the believed relation between practice and knowledge found in 

Mg&juna's milieu. It is my belief that Taylor cannot offer this as a solution 

lecause the possibility of knowledge and practice being coextensive with one 

m o th er is not o n e  o f the possib ilities  available in  the  occiden ta l trad itio n  w ith in

vh ich  h e  w rites.

H untington no tes  in  re la tion  to  the  con tex tua liza tion  o f  Ind ian  thought that:

A n In d ian  o r T ib e tan  m o n k  w o u ld  approach C andrak irti's  [N agarjuna 's  
d iscip le] w o rk  w ith  a r ich  b a c k g ro u n d  o f  information o n  th e  d o c trin a  
issues a n d  technical te rm in o lo g y  o f o th e r  re lev an t system s. . , . M o d ern  
Western readers not only lack such a context but find themselves 
im p lan ted  in  a different trad itio n  holding to  a w id e  range  o f  premises, 
so m e  of th e m  a t a g re a t rem o v e  fro m  th o se  w h ic h  fo rm  th e  e ssen tia  

features o f C andrakirti's [in this case N agarjuna's] parad igm .1

Huntington, c. V. Jr. with M mgchen G. w , ihr m m ln m  of BmnilnMm An Inim dw lotU Q
l<u University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 199% P*9



By sketching aspects of the scholastic milieu in which Nagarjuna lived and wrote, I 

intend to offer a sense of the concerns and interests of the Indian philosophical 

milieu to which he addressed himself, It is useful to reveal the nature of 

Nagarjunn's MMK as scaring of substantialist thought within its particular context 

and in the contemporary milieu into which it has been transposed. I wish to 

convey that while the MMK has universal application, it was created within, and 

for, a specific milieu. Additionally, I suggest that Nagarjuna was working within the 

wider Indian milieu, not only within the Buddhist schools.

In a short discussion of the MMK as a meditational guide, I hope to stress and 

emphasize the document as embedded in its larger Indian historical tradition. As a 

form of mental yoga the MMK is a specifically Indian treatise. Ruegg warns against 

the danger of anachronistically transposing and imposing Western concepts and 

philosophical theories on modes of thought that have evolved in different 

historical circumstances.2 To read the MMK within the Western paradigm of logic 

and philosophy, and to transpose terms such as sunyatd  into the contemporary 

debates and concerns of the Western thought world, w ithout taking the 

specifically Indian and Buddhist soteriological aspect of the treatise carefully into 

consideration would be to miss the central concerns of the work,

While the central point of this chapter is to present Nagarjuna's treatise as 

embedded in a specific environment, I urge the reader to note that Nagarjuna's 

final aim - the dissolution of ontological propositions - has more global 

implications and can be applied to anyway of thought that proposes substantialist

2 Ruegg D, S., 'On the thesis and assertion in the MSdhyamaka1, Contributions on Tibetan and 
Buddhist Religion nncl Philosophy, Vol, 2 (1983) p. 239 in Huntington, G, W, Jr, The Emptiness, of 
Emplines, p. 6
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or ontological realities, be they God, Self, World or Text. It is this universal aspect 

of his work that I will be comparing to Taylor's work, It is possible to do this as 

Nagarjuna's attack on substantialist thought is, in my view, timeless.

1.1

1.1.1

THE FOUR LEMMAS - OR LOGICAL ALTERNATIVES

N agarjuna 's m ethod - p ra sa n g a

Tf*'

Prasanga or the rejection of views by reditctio ad absurdum is used by Nagarjuna 

to draw out the implications of any view by showing its self-contradictory 

character. Every thesis is turned against itself,3 The Madhyamika disproves the 

opponent's thesis, and does not respond by offering a thesis of its own but with a 

mentally fluid perception of co-dependent arising,

Nagarjuna's use of four lemmas reveals that there are four logical alternatives 

available for any rational subject, The basic alternatives are (1) Being and (2) Non- 

Being, From the first two lemmas the third and fourth lemmas are derived - either 

the affirmation of both, (3) Being and Non-Being, or finally the rejection of both, 

(4) neither Being nor Non-Being, Nagarjuna's 'middle way', we discover is a 

rejection of classification per se, and therefore all four possible positions available 

to the logical and classifying mind are denied, Phenomena are, instead, radically 

relational and co-dependently arisen (pratTtyasamutpada). Any attempt by the 

mind to fix reality or suggest a 'view' results in mental clinging that, in its attempt 

to catch the uncatchable, causes suffering, Just as it is impossible to catch the wind

3 Murti T. It, V„ The Central Philosophy of Buddhism: A Study of the Madhvnmikn System 
George Allen & Unwin, London, 1955, reprinted 1980, p. 131
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in a box or flowing water in a jar, so the ability of the mind to classify 'this' or 

'that' misses what it attempts to reveal by focused activity.

Nagarjuna begins his treatise with an attack on the forms of causality that assumed 

differing forms of identity-tbeoiy or substantialization, This is of central import, 

as p ra t’ityasamutpclda or co-dependent arising can itself be seen as a form of 

causality, I argue in the following chapter that prattlyasamutpclda is, critically, not 

an entitative form of causality, but a form of causality that denies the existence of 

substantial things and insists instead on relation. Additionally Nagarjuna's 

representation of the four lemmas reveals an implicit assumption of sunyata  or 

pratityasamutpada - the realization of which is attained through the process of 

practice and knowledge being coextensive. Pratityasamutpada is the final and 

ultimate alternative to the rejected four lemmas,

Nagarjuna states in Examination o f Conditions: 

MMK I; 1 Neither from itself, nor from another, 
Nor from both,
Nor without a cause,
Does anything whatever, anywhere arise.4

Nagarjuna states four alternative views that are meant, as previously noted, to be 

exhaustive with regard to causality and other categories. The first three lemmas 

have a form of substantialization in common, and are each other's extremes. Self- 

arising and other-arising are binary opposites, Both arising and other-arising are a

4 I have chosen to use Garfield's translation, with occasional reference to other translations, 
Garfield's translation is in keeping with my understanding of the twofold truth. While it uses 
language easily accessible to the English reader, it does not do so at the expense of the subtlety 
of Nagarjuna's message, Garfield's translation can be found in;
Garfield J, I,, (t:ran$,), The Fundamental Wisdom of I he Middle Wav: Nagarjuna's 

makakfirikif Oxford University Press, New York, 1995
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compromise between the previous two vis /a. but are revealed to be yet another 

extreme, the extreme of hierarchized or irreconcilable dualism. Non-arising or 

non-causation, as the fourth extreme, Is the extreme of meaninglessness or 

nihilism. Nagilrjuna was contemporaneous with philosophical school, espousing 

each of these four positions.

The first three positions upheld a model of causation involving essential 

properties of substantially real or ontologically real causes and are therefore 

rejected by N3gSrjuna in favour of co-dependent arising. The fourth position is the 

negative relief of the first position, Being. It argues for the position of Non-Being 

ornon-causality, that b, for nihilism. This extreme Is rejected as, like the first three 

positions. It causes the mind to suggest an absolute - non-causallty. It denies the 

evidence of the conditioned reality of phenomena.

j'1'2 The f i r s t  tenwici -  Self-arising

The belief that things are produced out of themselves is rejected by Nagarjuna as 

there is no point in self-production or reduplication, Identity, or self-arising, does 

not allow for causation as it would result in the cause and the effect being identical. 

This is a position that does not allow for difference and in this sense absolute

identity is not possible as it w o u l d  result In an implausible block universe without

change or difference. It could not arise In time, as time denotes change and 

difference. Absolute Identity or self-arising Is In fact inexpressible, NBgarjuna 

denied the intrinsic self-substantive reality of anything, and insisted that the 

existence of phenomena Is relative to other phenomena, which also exist In 

relation to others. In this sense they are empty of Inherent self-existence or
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essence. They are, in his terms, co-dependently arisen. The Christian creator God 

and Hegel's Absolute Subject are examples of arising through self or Being, It is in 

the wake of the conceptual death of the Absolute Subject that Taylor attempts to 

suggests alternatives in Erring and nOts,

1.1.3 The second lemma - Other*ui'isii,&

Like self-arising or Absolute Identity other-arising or Absolute Difference is not 

possible as it leads to non-relation and the abandonment of causation. If two 

entities are different they are both unique and incommensurable. It is not even 

possible to call them 'things' as this is to identify them as belonging to a class of 

'things'. Pure difference, like pure identity, is beyond thought. If a 'thing' is 

different from another tiring there is no relation between the two. A thing cannot 

in this case give rise to another thing that ,s different to it because difference 

insists on non-relation. Taylor's suggestion of identity through difference appears 

at times in both Erring and nOts, but this position is not maintained and results in 

the swing from non-causation or undecidability to an irreconcilable dualism. 

These positions are refuted by Nagarjuna in his rejection of the third and fourth 

positions.

1.1.4 The th ird  lemma  - A rising by both <cause and effect

T he doctrine  o f  causation  by  b o th  se lf an d  o th e r  em erges th ro u g h  a ju x taposition  

o r  am algam  o f the  do c trin e  o f  cau sa tio n  fro m  a n o th e r a n d  the  do c trin e  o f  se lf­

cau sa tio n . If the en tity  is c o n c e iv e d  as h av in g  tw o d iffe ren t a sp e c ts  a n d  th e  

e lem ents o f  th e  synthesis re ta in  th e ir  n a tu re  a n d  individuality  to an y  extent, th en



essence. They are, in his terms, co-dependently arisen. The Christian creator God 

and Hegel's Absolute Subject are examples of arising through self or Being. It is in 

tire wake of the conceptual death of the Absolute Subject that Taylor attempts to 

suggests alternatives in Erring and nOts,

1.1.3 The second lem m a  - O ther-arising

Like self-arising or Absolute Identity, other-arising or Absolute Difference is not 

possible as it leads to non-relation and the abandonment of causation, If two 

entities are different they are both unique and incommensurable, It is not even 

possible to call them 'tilings' as this is to identify them as belonging to a class of 

'things'. Pure difference, like pure identity, is beyond thought, If a 'thing' is 

different from another thing there is no relation between the two, A tiling cannot 

in this case give rise to another thing that is different to It because difference 

insists on non-relation, Taylor's suggestion of identity through difference appears 

at times in both Erring and nOts. but this position is not maintained and results in 

the swing from non-causation or undecidability to an irreconcilable dualism. 

These positions are refuted by Nagarjuna in his rejection of the third and fourth 

positions,

1.1.4 The th ird  lem m a - A rising by both cause and effect

The doctrine of causation by both self and other emerges through a juxtaposition 

or amalgam of the doctrine of causation from another and the doctrine of self­

causation, If the entity is conceived as having two different aspects and the 

elements of the synthesis retain their nature and individuality to any extent, then
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one of two situations arise: either the elements are absolutely different and 

therefore imply non-relation; or prominence is accorded to one ingredient and 

subordinance is accorded to the other. In the first situation there is no need to 

suggest the third lemma - arising by both self and other - as it is a redundant 

repetition of the second iemma - arising through difference. In the second case 

there is, in Nagarjuna's view, no ground for preferential treatment, Prominence 

may be given to identit1* by subordinating difference, and vice versa, but to do so 

is unintelligible in the case of entities, which are, as the argument for both self and 

other presupposes, mutually dependent and indispensable to each other. In other 

words, Nagarjuna rejected the third alternative because it contains the seeds of 

dualism, with all the associated distortions that arise from such a view.

U • ' 1. ,7>
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If, on the other hand, the elements of the synthesis do not retain their nature and 

individuality at all then it can be resolved in one of three ways: It could either be a 

redundant repetition of the first lemma - self-arising, or of the fourth lemma - a 

denial of entitative causality; or alternatively, if expressed as non-essential instead 

of non-existent, it would be indistinguishable from the Madhyamikan standpoint 

and be an expression of emptiness or co-dependent arising. It is, therefore, a 

refutation of substantialization or mental clinging that Nagarjuna rejected in the 

form of the third lemma,

In Chapter VIII Nagarjuna states:

MMK VIII: 7 An existent and nonexistent agent
Does not perform an existent and nonexistent action. 
Existence and nonexistence cannot pertain to the sam i thing. 
For how could they exist together?

And at a later stage he states:
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MMK XXV: 14 Flow could nirvana 
Be both existent and nonexistent? 
These two cannot be in the same place, 
Like light and darkness.

Taylor, acknowledging Hegel's illegitimate preference for identity, asserts the 

alternatives of a preferential difference and an irreconcilable dualism. In nOts he 

finally asserts a possible neither/nor, which should place him in the fourth lemma, 

but instead he substantializes these positions, which results in an uneasy wounded 

Cartesian dualism with a preference or slant towards difference named the 'Not'. 

The 'Not' haunts language and Taylor suggests that without the Not language could 

not appear, the Not and language are related but are held apart by Taylor who 

does not wish to resolve: the identity-in-difference problem in terms of identity. 

This both language and the Not is an example of Nagarjuna's rejected third lemma.

1.1.5 The fo u rth  lemma - Non-arising

The fourth alternative, like the first two lemmas, amounts to giving up the notion 

of causation, as it meanii that things are produced at random. Murti discards this 

alternative on the grounds that, if no reason is assigned for the thesis it is then a 

mere dogmatic assertion; and it fails through sheer inanity. If, he continues, a 

reason is assigned, then there is a manifest self-contradiction between what is 

asserted and how it is asserted: fur a conclusion is given (that things are produced 

at random without cause) derived from causally determined premises.5 While the 

first three lemmas are substantialist forms of assertion, even Non-Being is a 

substantialist assertion when it is conceived as 'other than', 'exclusive of, 'wholly

5 Murti T. R, V., The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, p. 135



■>

v>
/

% . . : /  '.-

different from' Being. In this form it is also an extreme position which Is clung to, 

and this means that it, like the other three, is an absolute assertion. % is 

additionally a position of indecision, doubt and despair. An extreme is an 

exclusive position, an absolute assertion, an unconditional view, which is an object 

of clinging. As thought is not questioned and reason is not transcended, it is still a 

view ( # #  and not the giving up of views. NSgSrjuna aimed at mental release horn 

clinging to this or that: therefore the fourth lemma, like the three before it, is 

rejected. By extension, if Zwnydfa itself is made an object of clinging, then it too is

re je c te d .

The fourth lemma is a position in which the possibility of all description in terms 

of being is totally denied. The total denial of all ascriptions, even of relative 

description, holding the thing to 6e of such a nature that it is absolutely 

indescribable; that no statement, not even a conditional statement, can be made 

of it, is an ontological and nihilistic extreme. It amounts to saying that while the 

thing is absolutely there, no knowledge of it is possible, Nagarjuna thus denies 

nihilism as an extreme and as a form to be clung to, Taylor's attempt in m W  to 

argue for erring and wandering as a form of undecldabllity would, no matter how 

attractively he attempts to describe it as a way of being, situate him in this lemma. 

In fact Taylor suggests various aspects of all of the last three lemmas as a response 

to the rejection and demise of the Western foundations of the first lemma, be it 

as the Death of God, the demise of the subject or the realization of the 

impossibility of access to absolute knowledge,



1 /

different from' Being. In this form it is also an extreme position which is clung to, 
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1.2 N A G AR JUNA 'S SCHOLASTIC MILIEU

The Buddhist rejection of substance as either essential (self-ansen) 01 

Independent (other-arisen) was originally formulated against the backdrop of the 

orthodox Vedic schools active during the century in which NagSrjuna formulated 

the MMK, These schools were proponents of the belief in essential Being 01 sat, 

The Samkhya are characterized by a dualism in their understanding of fm W fan d  

.pwrwsa but inclined towards the substantial as permanent and universal and 

therefore upheld a form of monism. The NyayS-Vaifesika accepted a more 

pluralistic stance and accepted both substance (or ground) and modes (or 

individual entities) as real,

Nagarjuna's treatise rejects the views of other heterodox schools as well as the

orthodox Vedic schools. I have included a short review of the stances adopted by 

the heterodox Jains and Carvakas. The Jains were representative of the third

lemma or both self- and other-arising, whilst the nihilistic materialist Carvakas

were representative of the fourth lemma.

Even closer to home were the internal disagreements within the Buddhist 

sectarian schools. NagSrjuna rejected the implications of the belief in the essential 

nature of the advocated by the Sarvastivaidlns and was not satisfied with

the Sautrantika attempt at rectification. I conclude tin's section of the chapter with 

a brief summary of the salient points held by these schools, which crumble under 

the radical application of Nagarjuna's treatise.



1.2.1 The non-buddhist schools

It was originally my naive wish to discuss the Samkhya and Nagarjuna's first lemma 

- the assertion that no thing arises from itself - under the same heading, I soon 

came to realize that this is problematical. It became apparent that the internal 

inconsistencies that Nagarjuna aimed to reveal resulted in the possibility of 

following through and rejecting all the lemmas from self-being to non-causality 

for any of these schools of thought. So, for instance, self-arising, as proposed by 

Samkhya, implies, according to Nagarjuna, redundant reduplication. If difference 

and change are stated, as must be done, and Samkhya do, and if one is to appeal to 

experience, then other-arising or difference - the second view - is called for. This 

would seem to suggest a combination of difference and identity or self-arising and 

other-arising, This however also reveals internal absurdities and is rejected in the 

third lemma as dualistic, Substantial Being and Non-Being cannot, Nagarjuna 

insists, logically exist in the same place. An alternative suggestion under the 

heading of both Being and Non-Being is that a duality or combination of self and 

other-arising (or identity and difference) exists in one Being, The amalgam, of 

course, has two aspects, If the elements retain their individual identities, then one 

does not have one Being but two, The two elements may, alternatively, be 

resolved by asserting a hierarchy of one over the other, but no reason can be 

found to value one over the other, If the elements are independent and have their 

own identity, then continuity and change cannot be explained as there will be no 

connection between elements and no movement - since each exists 

independently and they are irreconcilable, If the two elements of the amalgam are 

not conceptualized as having independent identities, then this results in a 

rejection of difference, change and motion and we have a block universe - a 

rejection of causality - and the fourth view is asserted, It is difficult, in other words,
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to place the schools under one view as one extreme implies the others, 

Therefore, while it is conventional to speak of Samkhya as holding a belief in self- 

arising, and Nyaya-Vaisesika and the Abhidharmists as holding to difference - 

which is indeed their starting points - the inconsistencies in the views held by the 

schools can be explained under any of these heads, Nevertheless for the sake of 

tradition and clarity I will be following the expected format,

1,2.1,1 Samkhya as proponents o f self-arising

Samkhya held that all causation is really self-causation, or in Nagarjuna's terms 

'arises from itself. Samkhya argued that for a cause to be genuinely the cause of an 

effect, that effect must exist potentially in that cause. They therefore advocated 

identity between cause and effect and thus held the theory of self-becoming. 

Samkhya philosophers believed that the empirical world is produced by action 

and interaction between prakrti and purusa, Prahrti is one and unconscious, 

pim isas are multiple and conscious.6

Silrnkhya admits the existence of the external world to be independent of the 

individual mind, It is therefore a form of realism, but its realism admits two 

ultimate realities - Prakrti (Supreme Nature) and purusa (Supreme Consciousness)

- and therefore can be said to be a form of reconciled dualism, Everything is, 

according to the Samkhya philosophers, produced by atoms except intelligence, 

mind and ego, Prahrti is the fundamental principle of all unconscious elements

6 Mishra R, S.. Voan Sutras; The Textbook of Yoca Psychology. Anchor Press, New York, 1973, 
p. 6
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including atoms and atomic particles. Purusa is the fundamental principle of all 

conscious elements,^

Samkhya, by advocating the identity between cause and effect, suggests that things 

are produced out of themselves. Nagarjuna rejected self-causation as self­

production is redundant. To suggest that one thing produces another is to argue 

for production from difference, which would amount to a denial of the universal 

unchanging nature of Brahman, and is, notably, characteristic of the second view - 

arising from difference •• rejected by Nagiirjuna, The Samkhya argued that their 

doctrine of saikcirivada evades this problem by asserting that it does not deny all 

difference, as cause is continually transforming into effect. The production of a 

pot from clay is an example of this - the pot is certainly different from the clay, 

but this does not amount to a difference in substance, but only In form or in the 

various states of the same substance.8 The Madhyamikan argument against this is 

that the causc (clay) and the effect (pot) are not identical in regard to their 

emergent forms, Either the cause is or is not identical with the effect. If difference 

ii5 insisted upon, then causation cannot be asserted. Likewise, if identity is insisted 

upon, causation cannot be asserted, in addition to the above argument, Nagarjuna 

Asks:

MMK I: 5 These give rise to those,
So these are called conditions.
As long as those do not come from these,
Why are these not nonconditions?

In self-becoming, what prevents the seed from duplicating itself a d  nauseum  but 

instead producing the sprout, the leaves, the flowers, fruits etc,, one after the

7 Ibid,
8 Ibid., p. M

*
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other? In other words, what relates some causal connections and not others? Why 

does clay produce a pot and not itself or additionally, why does clay not randomly 

produce diamonds or rain or some other entity? Samkhya of course propose that 

the entity is potential in the beginning, and becomes actual, that there is a 

difference of states, not of substances, between the cause and the effect,

The Madhyamika reply is that if the cause is fully actual, then there is no purpose 

in its reproducing itself, The entity that is produced is an other and therefore 

cannot be identical with the cause, If the cause were partly actual and partly 

potential, the thing would not be one. it would instead contain two opposed 

natures, If the cause were wholly potential, then it could not manifest itself and 

become actual of its own accord (because by nature potential is not actual): the 

factor (the efficient cause) by which formless matter becomes actual must be 

different from it. And if it contained the efficient cause of its change within itself, 

there would not be any state in which it remained purely potential. For, having all 

the necessary and sufficient conditions for its production within itself (i.e. if the 

cause were self-contained and self-sufficient), it still continues to be in the 

potential state for an appreciable period. Then it: would either not produce at all 

or be dependent on an external factor, This would be to give up self-causation.

So Nagarjuna could ask of Samkhya what causes prakrli to pass from the state of 

pure potentiality to the manifest form, samkhya suggests that it is the presence of 

the purusa  which., in the ultimate analysis, supplies the needed element of 

disturbance which sets prakrli on Its course of evolution, The Madhyamika could 

reply: if the cause and effect are identical, how is one to function as cause, and the 

other as effect? Their natures are different, Propositions made of the one are not 

true of the other, The distinction between them cannot be made except on the
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ground of different notions; otherwise there would be a distinction without a 

difference. As Nagarjuna puts it:

MMK XX: 19 For cause and effect to be identical
Is not tenable ,.  .

His reasons for stating this are given in the next verse:

MMK XX: 20 If cause and effect were identical,
Produced and producer would be identical,

And if this were so, the entire universe would collapse into an amorphous, 

undifferentiated mass, The doctrine of self-becoming logically leads to the

abolition of differences and the concentration of all causes in one, therefore to the

view of non-causation,

While Samkhya inclined towards the substantial, the permanent and the universal, 

Nyaya-Vaitiesika, with its empirical and pluralist bias, accords equal status to both 

substance and modes, This results in an argument from difference,

12,1 ,2  Nyayci-Vaisesikct as proponents o f other-arising

The Nyaya maintain difference between cause and effect, Like Samkhya, Nyaya- 

VaiS'esika have been categorized as realists, but they are of a different sort. The 

Nyayg philosopher believes that what we are directly aware of in our perception is 

the physical reality that exists independently of our awareness of it, The whole is a 

distinct reality, created by the putting together of the parts, and yet distinct fcom 

those parts taken together, There is therefore a ground from which entities arise, 

This substratum, unlike Samkhya Brahm an, is however, distinct from the
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properties it instantiates or the property-instantiations it contains, and therefore 

this school can be typified as holding to the arisal by difference.?

The Nyaya-Vaisesika sustained the objectivity of relations of the whole, toe 

universal and even of absence. Relation is real yet different from the relata (e.g. 

substance and attribute, whole and parts). This conception makes for the co­

existence of different entities and their connection. Nagarjuna argues:

MMK 1: 6 For neither an existent nor a nonexistent thing
Is a condition appropriate.
If a tiling is nonexistent, how could it have a condition?
If a tiling is already existent, what would a condition do?

If an entity is conceived as inherently existent, it exists independently and, 

accordingly, needs no condition or cause for its production. In fact it could not be 

produced if it existed In this way at all. Therefore non-causality is implied. On the 

other hand if a thing existed in no way whatsoever, it follows trivially that it would 

have no condition or cause.

The non-substantialist, like Nilgfirjuna (but not like the nihilist who suggests arising 

by mere chance, or those that argue for non-causality), judges things only in their 

relationship (and f would add, only relationships and not things, and are therefore 

empty of self-substantiality), Matilal deduces that the realist who judges things as 

objects is inevitably led into accepting some relation as real or objective.10

9 For a comparltlve study that favours the Nyaya-VaiS'ef.ika refer to Matilal B. K., Perception: An 
tlssav on Classical Indian Theories of Knowledge, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1986
10 Ibid,, p. 134
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The belief that every entity is real, even when a substratum is posited, suggests, as 

Nagarjuna shows, an inevitable rejection of causation. The Nyaya-VaiSesikas and 

Samkhya, as followers of the Veda, held that the Vedas were spoken by God and 

hence their validity is on a par with the validity of statements made by reliable and 

trustworthy persons who have seen the dharma or the truth. Nyaya-Vaisesika take 

each of the co-operating causes as being separate entities coming into contact 

with others, which are likewise separate entities, The problem posed by the lack 

of continuity between a 'cause' explained in terms of one factor having its 'own 

nature', in relation to another having its 'own-nature', is resolved by the Nyaya 

who accept a universal co-ordinating agency. Nyaya-Vaisesika therefore appeal to 

metaphysical solutions to explain identity and difference and their explanation is 

not resolved empirically, This solution was not available to the Buddhist 

Abhidharmists who, as Buddhists, had to reject such a metaphysical solution.

Nagarjuna has been variously accused of being a dualist (suggesting an ultimate 

truth and a conventional truth) and a nihilist (as he advocated emptiness, which 

was interpreted as non-existence). Both of these positions arc, however, rejected 

by Nagarjuna in the course of his MMK. Examples of contemporary schools 

holding these positions are discussed below,

1,2,1,3 The Jainas as proponents o f both self and  other-arising

Jainism, like its Buddhist detractors, was a heterodox school of thought, There 

were two prominent teachers of Jainism: Parsvanatha and Mahavfra, the latter 

being the systematise!- of Jaina doctrines, Mahavifa was interested in accounting 

for free will without having to abandon biological determinism, This compromise



compelled him to gtve equal consideration to the objective and the sub,ec,.ve 

Mahavtra's explanation of existence had to accommodate both positive CBemg 

and negative propositions (Non-Being), together with the assumption that both 

are possibilities. The Jalna view Is, therefore, an example of the combination o 

both self and other-arising In that it Insists on the continuous as well as the

emergent aspect of an effect.11

The jainas, according to Ramanan, are epistemologlcal non-absolutists (relativists), 

but metaphysical pluralist., -  Their position is, by Its very nature, unstable: to ta re 

relativism seriously is to deny tire uhimacy of difference and with the den,a! of the 

ultimacy of difference pluralism cannot stand, On the contrary, If they take 

pluralism seriously, they cannot be relativists. Ramanan states however, the Jainas 

do combine them and this Involves two difficulties. Firstly, to hold that relatlvrsm 

is an ultimate feature of reality, is to conceive the relative phases as absolute. This 

is caputo's charge against Taylor's divine milieu, as it is presented In BODfc 

which I discuss in a later chapter. The relativism of the Jainas amounts, then, to 

saying both 'yes' and 'no' and their pluralism amounts to a categorical 'yes'. 

Secondly, Ramanan continues, the pluralism of the Jainas lends Itself to an 

interpretation that their relativism is reallya syncretism, a mechanical putting 

together of the different elements. Every view, as much as every thing, should be 

Interpreted as a complex of many Independent reals, an understanding which Is tn 

,hl, respect similar to that of Nyaya-Vaifcsikas. This is the same as suggesting the 

second lemma or other-arlslng. To suggest difference as absolute Is to contradict

m ,  < * » • *  *  ™ * * " *
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P hllnsnph ical (1 9 8 8 ), p. 112
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the mundane nature of things as well as their ultimate nature, In the case of the 

extreme of both Being and Non-Being, it may be noted that when Being as well as 

Non-Being are alike held to be absolutely, wholly true of one and the same thing, 

then one cancels the other and there is nothing further that remains as the true 

description of the thing,14

1,2,1.4 The Caruakas as proponents o f non-causality

The Carvakas were considered nihilists whose ultimate aim was not spiritual 

enlightenment but physical pleasure. The Carvakas were dialectical iconoclasts of 

all theories, both epistemological and metaphysical. The Carvakas maintained that 

perception is the only valid means of knowledge and that the processes of the 

world are due to their own nature, to chance, not to supernatural causation, The 

principle of causation, according to the Carvakas, cannot be proven to occur in 

the world, Everything simply happens as it does; every event is by chance, If 

inference is used and It turns out to be correct, this is accidental - inferences are 

mere guesses, Whatever is unperceivable, such as the aiman, Brahman, heaven or 

anything metaphysical, was not acceptable to the Carvakas, Whatever could not 

be proved to exist through the process of perception was treated as non-existent, 

This resulted in the assumption that the inability to prove the existence of 

something is the same as the ability to prove its non-existence.

The Carvakas therefore were representatives of the fourth lemma, as they 

suggested that phenomena arose by chance without causation, But in its very

14 Ramanan K, V,, Nagiirinnn's Philosophy: As Presented in the Mahn-PrainitpnramiiSI-Sastra, 
Motilal BanarsJdass, Delhi, 1966, p. 62
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proposal is the seed of its undoing, as Nagarjuna was aware, The Carvakas' view 

that eveiythlng is as it is, that everything is due to nature, that everything occurs by 

chance and that nothing has a cause, contains universal propositions that cannot 

be supported by perception. Therefore their propositions unravel from their 

own side as their conclusion - phenomena arise by chance - is sought causally, that 

is, derived from premises rather than perception.15

1.2.2 N agarjim a and b is  contem porary B uddhist schools

1,2.2.1 Abhidharma

There are, Murti explains, two main currents of Indian philosophy - one having its 

source in the ot??zfl-doctrine of the Upanisads and the other in the andtm a- 

doctrine of Buddha. They conceive reality in two distinct and exclusive patterns.16 

The Samkhya and Nyaya-Vaisesika, both holding the Veda as sacred, adhere to the 

tiMfl-doctrine which can be termed a Substance-view of reality, The Buddhists, 

on the other hand, advocate a doctrine of no-soul {asat) and impermanence 

{annicci). While this strict classification is too rigid to represent the fluid dynamic 

nature of the relations between Indian philosophies, as a broad brushstroke it 

assists to structure my thesis into arguments between the Madhyamika and its 

Buddhist opponents and the wider arguments between Buddhism and the other 

Indian philosophical schools just discussed.

There were various debates within the Buddhist fold during Nagarjuna's time, 

Buddhist sacred literature is generally divided into three types according to the

15 Raju P. T,, Structural Depths oC Indian Thought, pp. 78-103
1(5 Murtl T. R, V., The Central Philosophy of.Buckl.hlsm. p. 10



dominant characteristic of tire piece in question: The vinaya, which deals with the 

disciplinary regulations for the community of monks; sutta , comprising 

discourses or 'sermons' delivered by the Buddha; and abhidharma, scholastic 

texts which give detailed discussions of matters by way of explanation and genetic 

ordering of all key factors mentioned in the sutta and vinaya collections.

The original distinction between the discourses (sutta') and the scholastic treatises 

(abbidbarmci), resulted in a characterization of the sutta as popular teachings and 

the a b h id h a rm a  as 'that which is above Dharmn' or 'that which represent 

superior d h a n n a 1. The belief that the Buddha preached the abhidharm a  to the 

gods, and not to human beings, seems to symbolize the exalted position accorded 

it. The Abhidharmic thinkers, veiy active in Nagarjuna's time, were scholastic: 

they defined and catalogued the dharmas, which resulted in extensive 

classifications of the factors (dharmas) as well as explanations that related them 

causally. This was shown by Nagarjuna to be problematical as it did not 

accommodate a radical understanding of pratityasamutpclda which rejects any 

form of entitative transfer. While Nagarjuna dismissed the d tm a  school's 

understanding of causality as inherently flawed from its primary premises, his 

complaint against the Buddhist schools was that their understanding of causality 

was incompatible with the doctrine of pratTtyasam 11tp'cida, a fundamental 

doctrine preached by the Buddha.

The Abhidharmic schools, in an attempt to emphasize the impermanence and 

'no-self or non-essence, andlman, of the self and phenomena, suggested that a 

soul or thing was a 'synthetic' concept. The 'ultimately' reals or 'substantially' 

reals were atoms. The apprehended were merely aggregates of atomic 

constituents. The atomic constituents of the sensibilia were individually



unobservable and therefore imperceptible; but collectively they created the 

sensible forms, or phenomena, that are gross and hence observable; there was 

nowever, no innate soul or cltman. Once the atoms in, for instance, a chair 

disintegrated there would be no essential 'chairness' remaining. Nagarjuna would, 

of course, regard this as a lapse into identity-theory as under this argument the 

atoms themselves would have substance, sat or alman.

The elements Qclharmas), Radakrishnan tells us, are ultimate existences, and they 

are classified variously in the abhidharma treatises.17 The skandha, dhttlu, ayatana 

classification is the most prevalent in the schools, There is no doubt, Murti states, 

that the analysis of an individual into a number of states without the residue of any 

soul or substance is as old as Buddhism itself, and must be attributed to the 

Buddha himself. References to the five skandhas and the six ctyatanas and dbalus 

are too persistent and universal a feature of the Nlkayas and other older Pali 

Canons to be ignored as later accretions. Invariably this is done to show that these 

are not alman, nor is there any alman apart from these, and that the attachment to 

the cltman is ignorance. The classification of existences into skandha, ayatana, 

dbatu  (groups or collations) may be termed subjective, as the interest is 

predominantly in sentient experience, in the individual and his components, It is 

the objective classification of these moulds of thought that came to be formulated 

in the schools to which Nagarjuna objected.18

The Abhidharmic literature discussed dependent co-arising (pratttyasamuipada) 

of existence in terms of elemental 'synergies' or conditioned factors of existence

17 Radhakrishnan S., Indian Philosophy, 2nd Ed.. Vol. 1. George Allen & Unwin Ltd., London,
19%, p. 614
18 Murti T, R. V., The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, p. iS4; Kaiupahana D. J,, Buddhist 
Philosophy: A Historical Analysis. University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 1976, p. 107
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:dh ar,nas-> ttat pertain ,o what we would call today both conscious and 

unconscious as well as extrasensory elements. They were attempting to avoid 

reification of concepts - by analysing the bases of the self-experience at a more 

profound level. Nevertheless this worthy attempt was rejected by Nagarjuna as die 

attempt to identify the 'own-nature' rsvabbavd) and the 'own characteristics' 

isvalaksanci) of dharm as, in his view, was an unfortunate drift back into 

essentialist thinking. Thus, to apprehend a 'cause’ in terms of one factor having its 

'own nature' in relation to another having Its 'own-nature' was seen to go against 

the original Intention of the dependent co-arising notion. Nagarjuna rejects the 

identifying of self-substantiated elements, which were thought to be in causal 

relation with each other, when he identifies dependent co-arising with 'empUm*> 

&myata> and maintains that the early formulation of 'That being, this becomes' 

cannot occur when either existing things ( W W  or dham as  are thought to have

self-nature,

The abhidbama, as mentioned, is the explanation and genetic ordering o ■ V 

factors mentioned in the mtto collections. The adherents of the schools that 

developed and emphasized the abhidbama  texts are called Abbidharmlsts. These 

groups were the Theravadins and the Sarvastivardins. The Theravada school 

corresponds to the Sanskrit Slhavimvnda, the name of one of the two great 

schools separating at the time of the great schism around 316 B.C., and this small 

detail Preblsh tells us, has caused scholars a great deal of confusion™ The logical 

tendency Is to simply equate tire two schools, but this would not be accurate. By 

the time of the eounell held by Asoka around 250 B.C. the Sthavira school had

T w * i T c .  S., I M k i m Z Z w  The f  eom ylvm la M e  University Press,

London, 1978, p. 39
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split itself into primarily three groups: the VatsTputriya-Sammat'fyas, the 

Sarvastivadins, and the Vibhajyavadins, In the course of time (perhaps 100 years) 

the Vibhajyavadin school splintered into two primary schools; the Mahisasakas 

and the Theravadins. It is the Sarvastivardins that I will be looking at in relation to 

the MMK. as it seems that the Theravadins - possibly due to the missionary zeal of 

Asoka - had established themselves in Ceylon and eventually died out in India. The 

Sarvastivardins were contemporaneous with Xagarjuna. It is therefore the 

Sarvastivardins that have been highlighted by scholars as the most likely 

candidates for the role of Nagiirjuna's opponents,

1 ,2 ,2,2 Sarvastivardins

The Sarvastivardin doctrines are, Prebish states, complicated and complex. The 

rifts and disagreements within this school are as difficult to unravel as the 

discussions amongst this and the other schools.21 For the sake of brevity, the 

main features of the school, rather than a detailed understanding of all the ins and 

outs of the various doctrines as expressed by the many teachers, will be outlined. I 

am aware that in doing so justice is not done to the complexity involved, but the 

salient points that Nagarjuna was attempting to assert against entitative causality are 

highlighted. The Sarvastivardins have been targeted as the chief contenders for the 

part of the opponents of Nagarjuna (Ramanan,22 Kalupahana23), but it is my 

contention that such a direct connection need not be made. I explore the

21 ibid.
22 Ramanan K, V., Nacarinna's Philosophy; As Presented in the Mnha-Pralnaparnmi.ta J.Sstr.a-. 
Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi, 1966, p, 62
23 Kalupahana D. I., A History of Buddhist Philosophy: Continuities and Discontinuities. 
University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 1992, p. 62



Sarvastivardins1 doctrines and compare them to Nagarjuna not as the opponent 

that Nagarjuna was addressing but as one of the possible opponent. Additionally a 

brief review of their doctrines offers an example of one school's resolutions of 

the problems concerning existence and being that were circulating at that fertile 

time in the Indian socio-historical context of c, 2nd century A.D.

The Sarvastivardins wanted to argue that an entity had no essence of its own, was 

asat, but had the essential property of depending on its parts, causes, and so 

forth - an essential property, in other words, that depends critically on another. 

Therefore, they demonstrate an adherence to the doctrine of other-arising. Nature 

relies on the other having an intrinsic connection to the phenomenon in question, 

a connection realized in its causal powers,

Four kinds of causes, or conditions (pmtyaya), Mmti states,24 are enumerated in 

the Abhldharmic treatises. The niruarttako hetuh is the direct cause - that which 

(directly) brings about the result; for example, the seed as producing the sprout. 

The alambana pmtyaya  is the object-condition which is taken as the cause in the 

production of knowledge and mentals (citta and caittd). The sam anatm m  hetub 

also plays a part in the production of mentals only and is the immediately 

preceding moment of cessation which engenders a succeeding mental state, The 

scmcmantra was understood as the immediately precedent cessation of the cause - 

like that of the seed, facilitating the emergence of the sprout. The aclhipati 

pm tyaya  is the indirect influence, or the comprehensive and universal cause. It 

exerts influence over all entities except itself. It is wider in scope than all the

24 Murti T, R. V,, The Con I'm I Philosophy of Buddhism, pp. 170 -171
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pratyayas, including the alambana which conditions only mental phenomena, It 

is a co-present cause.

In verse 2 of chapter one Nagarjuna addresses these conditions. He states:

MMK I: 2 There are four conditions: efficient condition;
Percept-object condition; immediate condition;
Dominant condition, just so.
There is no fifth condition,

Garfield states that this general classification of conditions is pretty standard in 

Indian, and especially in Buddhist accounts of explanation .25 Both Murti and 

Garfield interpret Nagarjuna to be making the point that none of these conditions 

makes reference to any causal powers or necessitation, Murti states that the points 

of note in the Sarvastivsida theory of causation are that not a single entity is the 

cause of an effect and that the cause is different from the effect. These, he states, 

are the two main points in the Madhyamika criticism of this theory .24 The 

problematic nature of cause being different from effect results, as previously 

argued, in the assertion of non-causation. It has the same problematic nature of 

the 'relation' between self-existing entitles which by definition does not admit 

relation, as discussed under the Nyaya-Vaisesika or under the second lemma.

A phenomenon, according to the Sarvastivardins, arises by the causal functioning 

of the elements by way of mutual association; the thing is therefore conditionally 

originated and destroyed, but the basic elements themselves rest in their own 

nature unaffccted by temporality, While the basic elements are non-temporal, 

their function is temporal; temporality consists in functioning. The unit of time is

25 Garfield J. L, (tvans.), The fundamental .Wisdom of the ..Middle. Wav, p. 107



the unit of function. The Sarvastivardins argued that a thing, event, or 

phenomenon (dharma) passes through the three periods of time: past, present 

and future. In that process, what changes is the manner of mode (bhavd) of its 

appearance, not its substance (clravya), It is this substance that came to be 

referred to as intrinsic nature (svabbciva).

In 'Examination of Motion1, Nagarjuna establishes his position based on the idea 

that a substantially real entity passes through three periods of time and that there 

is therefore a mover that docs not change, but inexplicably changes appearance.

Nagarjuna presupposed that there is motion or change, for if there were no 

change there would be a stain universe and no arising, Even if the links between 

conditions and their consequences are empty, as the Sarvastivardins seem to 

imply, the change represented by the arising of these consequences must be real. 

Nagarjuna argues that from such a view a number of absurd consequences follow: 

things not now in motion, but which were in motion in the past or which will be 

in the future, would have to undergo substantial change, effectively becoming 

different things when they change state from motion to rest or vice verm\ a 

regress would ensue from the need for the entity 'motion' Itself to be in motion. 

Motion would, in a bizarre mental twist, occur in the absence of moving things. 

Nagarjuna concludes that a reification of motion is incoherent, Motion is therefore 

empty. He writes:

MMKII; 2 Where there is change, there is motion,
Since there is change in the moving,
And not in the moved or not-moved,
Motion is in that which is moving,
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The idea that motion is an inherently existent phenomenon implies that change or 

impermanence is inherently existent.

MMK II: 3 How would it be acceptable
For motion to be in the mover?
When it is not moving, it is not acceptable 
To call it a mover,

If motion, or the clhcmna atoms, moves from the past to the present to the future, 

then it is inherently existent and should continue to exist over and above the 

mover, Something that is inherently existent depends on nothing for its existence, 

This is of course absurd, but Nagarjuna continues:

MMK II: 4 For whomever there is motion in the mover,
There could be nonmotion 
Evident in the mover,
But having motion follows from being a mover.

The idea that motion is a property with an existence and merely inheres in a 

mover implies that movers might have, instead, its contrary, non-motion, This 

would result in a mover with the property of non-motion - this is a contradiction 

in terms and untenable, So it follows that motion cannot be thought of as an 

independent property,

The Sarvastivardins, as previously mentioned, held the notion that each unit of 

function or moment is distinct from the others, It has a separate essence of its 

own and so, in essence, one moment is separate from another, The past, present 

and future moments are all existent and real, The elements of existence U lham ai) 

which arise and perish in the temporal flux are self-existent. This conclusion that 

each moment is separate from the others, belonging to an element or atom which 

is essentially non-relational and independent, is, according to Nagarjuna,



e rro n e o u s . T he Sarvastivfirdin accoun t o f m o tion  - th a t m o v e m e n t h a p p e n s  as a 

series of momentary flashings of these separate essences - does not in his view,

explain the sequence of past - present - future, just as a series of separate essences 

does not explain why day gives rise to a pot and not some other erroneous thing. 

Therefore some relationship between these separate moments must be admitted, 

If one does not admit relationship one must admit non-causality. If on the other 

hand one suggests an entitative relationship or ground, the fundamental principles 

of Buddhism - annica and anatta - would be rejected.

The Sarvastlvardins' theory of elements or atoms as unchanging and Independent 

is revealed as Inherently problematic when they attempt to explain change. The

Sarvastivardins cling to the distinct and separate and hold separateness to be 

absolute. Tim, m provide for the course of phenomenal existence. Their 

theory of moments amounts to a denial of change and, more importantly, a denial 

of the Buddha's teaching of

j . Z a j  SawfraMhW

The two Abhidharmic traditions, Theravada and Sarvastivada, were generally 

opposed by the SautranUkas, who made a persistent effort to remain faithful to 

die original discourses W & &  They considered the discourses (swfk# as primary

sources, while the Sarvastivardins claimed that the abhidhanna  was the primary 

source But in spite of their dependence on the discourses, the Sautrantikas 

accepted the doctrine of moments and atoms, discussed above as part of the

Sarvastivardins1 beliefs. Neither of these doctrines are found in the s u m  and can



therefore be considered as later developments. These doctrines are, found in all 

the scholastic schools of Buddhism - TheraVada, Sarvastivada, and Sautrantika.

The Sautrantikas, as distinct from the Abhidharmists, reject the theory of own 

nature'. According to the of Santideva, a tiling becomes, having

not been before and, having become, ceases to be, because it has no substance. 

Kalupahana notes that this means, that by denying substance the

Sautrantikas were compelled to admit the production or arising of an effect that 

did not exist earlier The only valid form of causality for the

Sautrantikas would therefore be contiguity or Immediate succession

The radical empiricism, Kalupahana notes, found m 

early Buddhism is exchanged for an atomistic empiricism. This amounts to a 

denial of causalitv,27

The non-identity theory (asatkciiyavada) of the Sautrantikas' causality - explained 

by contiguity - is not a convincing explanation of conditions arising and, as with 

the Sarvastivardins, the lack of continuity is out of keeping with the Buddha's 

explanation of conditioned co-arising (pmMyasamutpcicla),

There Is no category set up by MtgBrJuna's opponents as substantially real or as 

substantially not-real that NagKrjuna does ,o t  do away with. He reveals that the

only understanding that makes any sense is a conventional understanding of 'reals' 

with the additional provision of holding everything to be co-dependently arisen

or relational.



Co-dependent arising is realized, J. will now argue, through a process of meditation 

practice. Knowledge, in other words, is dependent on, and coextensive with, 

practice, Substantialization is shown to be one or other form of illegitimate 

understanding of reality as existing in one or other location, be it subjective, 

objective or something in between. Any dualistic conception is shown to have 

inhc/ent and irreconcilable inconsistencies. Reality is, in fact, by nature co- 

dependently arisen and cannot be represented on its own home ground in any 

particular location, as to do so M to privilege that location above others. Any form 

of conceptualization is by its nature the creation of definition, and requires the 

activity of choice or the activity of highlighting specifics. The nature of 

conceptualization, by this activity, fails to represent co-dependent arising which is 

unspecific, Unless conceptualization empties itself, and this includes the emptying 

of the subject that is doing the conceptualization, the object of conceptualization, 

the perceiver and the perceived, co-dependent arising or Sunyatd, will not be 

realized, This is not however, the final twist as Nagarjuna insists that emptiness 

should not be ontologized or substantialized, and is 'itself subject to co­

dependent arising, since it is dependent upon conceptualization, on choice and 

on specifics. It is a dependent set of relations, not an entity in its own right. By 

this circular movement of emptiness emptying itself, reality has changed 

completely and not at all. This twofold understanding and reconciliation is 

discussed in detail in the following chapter.
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1.3 NAGABJUNA AND MEDITATIONAL PRACTICE -

TAYLOR A N D  NO N-PR AC TICE  

1.3‘1 The im portance o f  con tex tu a tisa tion  - D istingu ish ing

N agarjuna fro m  Taylor

On the topic of contextualization, D, S, Ruegg has noted:

The historian of the Madhyamaka - and of Indian and Tibetan philosophy in 
general - must of course refrain from anachronistically transposing and 
arbitrarily imposing the concepts of modem semantics and philosophical 
theory, which have originated in the course of particular historical 
developments, on modes of thought that have evolved in quite different 
historical circumstances, and which have therefore to be interpreted in the 
first place within the game of their own concerns and the ideas they have 
themselves developed. Still, in studying Ind.an and Tibetan thought, the 
importance of religious and philosophical praxis, and of pragmatics, must 
receive due attention.28

To review the MMK as an intellectual treatise in a logical arena created to defeat 

Nagarjuna's rational opponents skillfully, would be to fulfil all of Ruegg's 

misgivings. The MMK was written, I believe, not only as an intellectual challenge to 

the Buddhist and non-Buddhist schools of the day, but also as an aid to meditation 

and a means to enlightenment - the realization of sunyatd,

Garth Mason asserts that traces of yogic mental discipline found in Nagarjuna's 

writings testify to the connection between knowledge and mental states, which is 

an indelible strand of the fabric of Indian thought and culture. Mason 

contextuaiizes Yoga as having distinctly pre-Veclic and Vedic origins, The

28 Ruegg D. S., 'On tire thesis and assertion in the Madhyamaka1, Contributions on Tibetan and 
Buddhist Religion and Philosophy. Vol. 2 1983 p. 239 In Huntington, C, W. Jr., The Emptiness of 
Emptiness, p. 6
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fundamental yogic claim is, significantly, that truth can only be reached by 

establishing a calm and peaceful mind, Such a state allows for the exploration of 

the subtle regions of interioniy and shifts awareness away from grosser - or 

sensety-dominated - regions. The MMK. in Mason's opinion, is more than a 

diatribe against the Sarvastivardins and the Sautrantikas and goes beyond 

philosophy to establish preparation for practice or meditation (bhavd).2?

Mervyn Sprung, in similar fashion, states that the yogic aspect of the MMK 

establishes a direct relationship between the state of mind and experienced 

reality, He argues that the Nzlgarjunist wise man;

, , , takes tilings in their truth, We may describe his way of taking tilings as 
’as if,' but that is for our purposes, not his; the everyday for the yogi could 
not be 'as if because there is nothing outside of the middle way for it to be 
as, 3°

Gadamer's hermeneutic circle is useful in this regard, Gadamer argues, that rather 

than meaning being structurally based on the process of imitation, as the 

traditional Western understanding has relied on for so long (that is the imitation of 

God by the world, the grounding of the world in the transcendent), meaningful 

being or world is mimetic, a performative enactment that includes us and hence is 

always already structured figuratively, at once ideal and  real. What Gadamer's 

hermeneutic circle suggests is that interpretation is an interactive conversation, 

where there is a temporal fusion of horizons between interpreter and 'text' that 

marks the historicality of consciousness,31 In other words, the act of interpreting

29 Mason G., 'Nfigarjunn and Yoga: complexities in origin and tradition1, Religion..and Theology 
4 (1997) pp, 229-241
30 Sprung M, (ed,), The Question of Being, The Pennsylvania State University Press, London,
1978, p. 12,7
31 Schweiker W„ 'Beyond Imitation; Mimetic Praxis in Gadamer, Ricouer, and Derrida', journal 
of Religion 68 (1988) pp, 21-38



takes place between the two poles of the reader's expectation of tradition ,en 

confronting the text and the subject's entrapment within time,32

Nagarjuna's soteriological aim is a non-dualistic way of being in the world, a state 

of non-clinging in which the mind does not cling to this or that. I  his results in the 

end of suffering as there is non-attachment, This is not an 'as if experience 

reality is transformed in the process of meditation into an experience of non­

attachment.

F, Tola and C, Dragonetti are in agreement with Mason, Betty33 and Sprung in 

placing Nagarjuna's treatise in the wider context of Indian Yoga, They argue that 

Yoga was considered In India by the majority of the philosophical and religious

schools as a means to reach the knowledge of the Absolute, be it called Brahman, 

citman or nirvana. The Mddhyamika school, in their opinion, considered that the 

Buddhist monk, well trained in Yoga, could achieve in the yogic trance, the 

Absolute conceived by him, the experience of iu n y a ta ^

While I am rigorously in opposition to Tola and Dragonetti's understanding of 

nirvana  and m n ya td  as an absolute, I agree that the MMI< operated within the 

wider Indian framework and functioned as an aid or preparation to meditation, 

The following verse attests to the importance that Nagarjuna gave to the practice 

of meditation:

32 Mason G,, 'The Impact of Mitra and Vanina on the Development of Sunyatif in Buddhism1,

33 Betty L. S., 'Nagarjuna's masterpiece - logical, mystical, both, or neither?, l i  
West 33 (1983). pp. I33-138
Yi Tola F, and Dragonetti C., 'Nagarjuna's Conception of "Voidness" ttunynlci) , Jonmn 

ThtlrMnnhy 9 (1981), pp. 273-282
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MMK XVIII: 15 By abandoning, that is not abandoned. 
Abandonment occurs through meditation, 
Therefore, through the nonexpired 
The fruit of action arises.

Nagarjuna is emphasizing at this point that merely by resolving to abandon 

attachment one cannot succeed. In fact, the desire to abandon attachment is a 

form of mental clinging, Just like a beginner cannot win a marathon just by 

resolving to do so, but needs diligent exercise and practice, so too, only through 

extensive meditation on the nature of phenomena and on the nature of emptiness 

(such as occurs in the preceding verses of the MMTO can these mental habits be 

abandoned. Once the mind has attained non-attachment, the fruit of actions, 

experienced through a peaceful mind and through abandonment, can be attained.

Nagarjuna operated within an alien and specific environment, different from the 

one in which Taylor and the contemporary Western reader find themselves and 

this explains the stmctural differences I discuss later, At this point, however, I 

argue that Nagarjuna's context, which offered meditatlonal yoga, result in the 

structural differences that I point out in following chapters. Nagarjuna's treatise 

was written for more than one purpose. He was embedded within an Indian 

milieu, in which he responded to the intellectual concerns and debates of various 

schools. At the same time, his greater soteriological concern placed him within 

the wider perspective of Indian Yoga.

Taylor suggests, in a response to a symposium on his book Erring, that:

Inasmuch as deconstriictive critics subscribe to a performative view of 
language, it might not be unreasonable to expect similarities between the 
practice of deconstruction and certain Buddhist meditative and ritual 
practices. If silence is not the simple opposite of speech any more than



writing is the mere binary opposite of speaking, the practice of writing 
could be seen as a form of meditation and the practice of meditation as a 
form of writing.35

I suggest that Taylor is, in this instance, being glib. Buddhist meditative and ritual 

practices move, in my understanding, to a soteriological aim, and in Nagarjuna's 

case to a non-dual way of being within language and in the world - a liberation 

from frustration and suffering. If it is this which Taylor ascribes to meditative and 

ritual practice then his hopes for deconstruction seem stillborn. In a conversation 

with Seuriemonde on the Internet in 1996 a decade later, he states:

Once having grasped the stakes of deconstruction, it seems impossible to 
'move beyond' it, Nor is it possible simply to remain with it. . . , One of 
the problems that deconstruction constantly faces is to articulate an ethics 
and a politics. As someone who has spent a good bit of time studying 
religious and ethical positions, I have never been much impressed by many 
of the discussions. The force of deconstruction - and it is considerable - is 
crucial. But what is to be done in the wake of such criticism is often far 
from clear, This is, I believe, one of the reasons so many followers of 
Derrida seem unable to do anything other than repeat the deconstructive 
moves they have mastered, I think that the exploration of so-called 
cyberspace creates the opportunity for interventions in cultural processes 
that are radically and politically significant,36

It is not difficult to surmise that Taylor includes himself among the number of 

Derridev. i followers. A recent publication, "'Tracking Spirit"; Theology as Cultural 

Critique m America', written after the above conversation, follows once again the 

deconstructive moves, In this article Taylor suggests the privileging of the liminal 

or marginal in order to balance the systematic and synthetic operations of 

traditional 'systematic theologies'. 'Systematic theologies' are not so much wrong,

35 Taylor M. C,, 'On Deconstructing Theology', founml of the American Academy of Religion, 54 
0986) p. 553
36 Seulemonde: Conversation with Professor Mmif C, Taylor, 1996, 5 pages 
hUp:/Avxvw,c.is,usf.cclu/joumalAaylor/ttiylor.l'Uml
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he proposes, as they are incomplete. He concludes that a theology that moves 

into the margins has the possibility of finding new ways to inspirit discourse, 

which will not only contribute to the critical force of spirit in culture, but also 

might help revitalize theological disciplines in the academy,37 We find Taylor, 

once again, as the following chapters will indicate, highlighting the underdog, the 

deconstvuctive , we par excellence.

What is obvious from this article is that deconstmction in Taylor's theological 

form cannot be compared to Buddhist meditative and ritual practices, as it is clear 

that the latter serves soteriological aims. Taylor's search is consistently speculative, 

rather than soteriological. Taylor, a master of the deconstmctive moves, is 

obviously dissatisfied with their results and is looking elsewhere for solutions to 

suffering; that is to political and cultural processes that he hopes to effect. This 

outward search is typical of Western solutions to the problem of suffering, in 

contrast to Eastern trends which tend to internalize and find solutions within, In 

Nagarjuna's case this occurs by dissolving the without and the within and then 

reinstating both in a deontologixed form, Taylor's article suggests that 

deconstruction has not lead him, or the world, to a liberated state or even a 

satisfactory way of Being, His co-authored book, rmagoiqgies;. . Media 

Philosophy.w r i t te n  after Erring and nOts. finds him looking ever outwards for 

new soJutions to Being in the post-modern milieu. The divine milieu is 

substantialized in cyberspace on the internet. His forever erring nomadic state, of 

Being in a world without centre, posited in Erring, is a place without rest. This 

restlessness is a characteristic, as 1 will argue in my final two chapters, of both

37 Taylor M, C,, 1 "Tracking Spirit": Theology as CulluMl Critique in America1 in. Hopkins D, N, & 

Roulledge, New York, 1996.
38 Taylor M. G. and Saarinen li,, Imauoloalos; Media Philosophy. Roulledge, New York, 1993,

O' O
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Erring and nOts. This is very different from Nagitrjuna's sunyatcl, which is also 

without centre, but is exactly a non-dual place of rest, Once again this points to the 

distinction that Taylor, in Erring and nOts. advocates a solution still in the making, 

a conjecture, whereas Nagarjuna Is offering an already tested, though difficult to 

practice, formula.

The most significant point here is that any lightly considered statement that 

deconstruction can be compared to Buddhist meditational practice ignores the 

fact that Nagarjuna was accessing meditational practices that had had thousands of 

years of refinement before he composed the MMK. If deconstruction was indeed 

a meditational practice it would be a mere babe, a toddler's attempt, The 

philosophical context In which Taylor places himself largely concentrates on 

understanding the world rather than refining ways of Being In it, If Taylor's loosely 

attached afterthought that deconstruction is a meditational form Is taken seriously, 

then his disillusionment would suggest either a lack of practice or a flawed system, 

I suggest the latter is the case,

Unlike Nagarjuna, who worked firmly within the Buddhist framework of the Four 

Noble Truths, deconstructionists such as Derrida and Taylor, Mason points out, 

suspect the integrity of tradition, They see mimesis as the will to domination and 

drive for presence, Mason suggests that the tendency to suspect the integrity of 

tradition tends to vitiate the importance of history, So, for instance, in nOts, 

Mason notes that Taylor makes reference to Nagarjuna while describing Keiji 

Nishitani's circuminsession theory, by arguing that Nishitani 'reads Heidegger's 

concept of belng-in-the-world through Ni'tgitrjuna's notion of co-dependent 

origination', The establishment of a connection between twentieth-century Zen 

with second-century Madhyamika suggests, Mason argues, a homogeneous a-
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historical understanding of Isunyata when, in fact, Nishitani and Nagarjuna, 

separated by time and culture, have very different explications of the term.39

This a/historical tendency allows Taylor to suggest:

As Altlaer and Prabhu note, one of the richest points of contact can be 
found in the intersection of a deconstructed Christianity and Buddhism. 
More specifically, certain aspects of Derridean deconstruction bear a 
significant similarity to the form of Madhyamaka Buddhism, or 'the Middle 
Way,1 developed by Nagarjuna. Nagarjuna's attack on the entitative theory 
of existence (bbcivd) by means of the notion of emptiness (sunyalci) closely 
resembles Derrida's criticism of the principle of identity through the 
notion of diffemnce, Furthermore, if viewed in terms of 'codependent 
origination1 (pratityasamuipdda), tunya ta  approaches 'the non-original 
origin1 that I have reinterpreted in terms of the divine milieu.40

t suggest that, while there are certain resemblances between the two systems 

represented by Nagarjuna and Taylor (for instance their deconstruction of 

identity, unity, and oneness), their separate cultural heritages allow for different 

conditions of possibility. Praxis and eight hundred years of culminated 

ruminations about the implications of the ancltman doctrines (asserted by the 

Buddha) differentiate Nagarjuna from Taylor. The pragmatism and praxis found in 

their systems are aimed toward different: goals. One aims at an ethical thought 

system and a way of thinking about God in a post-modern Western world, the 

other at the experience, and consequential way of life, of enlightenment - a go;)', 

which is common to many Indian philosophies, though taking various forms.

39 Mason G., 'The Impact of Miiva and Vanina on the Development of Sunyata in Buddhism', 
Milan, 8 (1996), pp. 34-47
40 Taylor to. G., 'Masking Domino P.ffect1 p. 553
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I argue in my third chapter, 'Hegel Nietzsche and Kierkegaard - their impact on 

Taylor's deconstruction in Erring and n O t s that Taylor continues to mourn the 

loss of an original unity, an Helen before the Hall, while denying at the same time 

that there ever was such a unity or Eden, The Western mythology and ideational 

forms of presence and unity haunt him and leave him unable to '“•oss over the 

Cartesian threshold to cure himself. Eight hundred years of a living a na tm a  

tradition with a founding spiritual leader to guide him (the Buddha) leaves 

Nagtirjuna unwounded and without loss. His traditional mythological structures 

were embedded within the Buddhist Four Noble Truths which advocate 

Impermanence and no-soul. Nagarjuna was not going against a two-thousand year 

old bias towards identity, unity and presence, as Taylor attempts to do. Nagarjuna 

was confidently immersed in the Buddhist asat world view while Taylor remains 

reactive,



CHAPTER TWO

2 . N A G A R JU N A 'S  D O C T R IN E  O F T H E  T W O F O L D  T R U T H S

2 . .  THE IM PORTANCE O F THE DOCTRINE O F THIS

TW O FO LD  TRUTHS

2 ,1,1  The tw ofo ld  tru ths as a key to Nagarjmia's trea tise

An understanding of the doctrine of the two truths is the basis from which any 

insight into NagTlrjuna's MMK is gained, It is the springboard from which to 

understand NagRrjuna's wisdom. NSgBijuna was aware that misunderstandings of

the relation between the two truths would occur, Rational thought tends to cling 

to one or other truth, and therefore Nagarjuna expected that the intricate 

relationship between the two truths woi id be distorted. He saw it as hid task to 

make clear this co-relative, non-dual relationship, lor he was awaie that 

misunderstanding could lead to the extremes of essentialism oi nihilism, lie 

wrote:

MMK XXIV: 11 By a misperception of emptiness
A person of little intelligence is destroyed,
Like a snake incorrectly seized 
Or like a spell incorrectly cast,

The non-dualistic realisation of ZOMjwW liberated the practitioner from suffering 

caused by dinging to either side of the twofold truth. To misunderstand would, 

therefore, result in more suffering, hencc the danger of misperception. Just how 

these two truths are connected, Garfield states, and how we are to understand
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them simultaneously, is the central problem of Madhyamika epistemology and 

metaphysics, and from the standpoint of Madhyamika, a satisfactory solution is 

essential for Buddhist sotcriological practice and ethics.1 It is this solution that 

differentiates Nagarjuna's U nyatci from Taylor's deconstructive attempts at 

emptiness,

2.1.2 The necessity o f  distinguishing the  ttvo  tru ths

Nagarjuna clearly states that there arc two truths that need to be distinguished on 

the 'middle path1, a conventional one and an ultimate one. Nagarjuna emphasizes 

that there is this distinction to be made.

MMK XXIV: 8 The Buddha's teaching of the Dharma
Is based on two truths:
A truth of worldly convention 
And an ultimate truth.

Nagarjuna stresses the necessity of acknowledging and understanding these two 

truths:

MMK XXIV: 9 Those who do not understand
The distinction drawn between these two truths
Do not understand
The Buddha's profound truth.

What should be noted, Garfield points out, is that both are truths, and that they 

are introduced as distinct.2 The implication is that conventional truth is un­

1 Garfield J. L, (tvans.), t>» rtmrlmrmntnl Wisdom of (he ivlMcllGJ&ffi, p. 275
2, Ibid., p. 296



intuitively and paradoxically no less true than ultimate truth. These truths, treated 

here as distinct, are later revealed in a subtle and masterly twist as identified and in 

fact identical - the movement is therefore one of recognition and then of re­

cognition. Garfield translates the terms as 'truth of worldly convention1 (samvrti- 

satya), denoting a truth dependent upon tacit agreement, an everyday truth, a 

truth about things as they appear to accurate ordinary investigation and as judged 

by appropriate human standards; and 'ultimate truth' (.param artha-salya), 

denoting the way things are independent of convention or, Garfield expounds, 

the way things turn out to be when they z.re subjected to analysis with the 

intention of discovering the nature they have from their own side, as opposed to 

the characteristics we impute to them, 3

The goal of Madhyamika philosophy is (contrary to Nagarjuna's opponent's 

analysis of his stance) a continuance and reinforcement of the Buddha's mission - 

liberation from suffering caused by mental clinging:

MMK XXIV: 10. Without a foundation in the conventional truth,
The significance of the ultimate cannot be taught.
Without understanding the significance of the ultimate, 
Liberation is not achieved.

But this liberation can only be achieved, in Nagarjuna's view, by insight into the 

ultimate nature of tilings, their emptiness or devoidness, that is their no-self-ness 

(asaf), as well as the insight into the distinction between, and the relation of, the 

two truths. The doctrine of the twofold truths makes it clear that there is a 

conventional world of dependency arisen objects with properties including 

selves, and their properties and relations. In this conventional world there is



conventional truth: The sun shines, grass is green, good and evil can be judged, 

people exist as individuals and they claim property rights. But there is also an 

ultimate truth about this world: It is empty of inherent existence. None of these 

objects or persons exists from their own side (independently of convention). 

From the ultimate point of view there are no individual objects or relations (as 

relation implies two or more objects) between them.

While Nagarjuna emphasized the distinction of the two truths, he was well aware 

that the conventional world of things, people and their relationships 

presupposed a need for value and ethics as well as religious practice with its belief 

systems, supportive teachers and communities. Once the nature of these distinct 

entities were emptied, the obvious result would be the dissolution of ethics and 

values, as well as the dissolution of the religious community - hence a nihilistic and 

heretic reading of his message would seem inevitable.

Nagarjuna tackles the charge of nihilism from its own side. He begins chapter 

XXIV, 'Examination of the Four Noble Truths', by exploring the consequences of 

a nihilistic interpretation of his thesis. We must emphasize here that Nagarjuna 

was aware that his opponent would understand emptiness as the non-existence of 

conventional reality. lie  mimics the charge of his opponent:

MMK XXIV: 1 If all this is empty,
Neither arising, nor ceasing,
Then for you, it follows that 
The Four Noble Truths do not exist.

Nagarjuna allows his opponent to claim that if the entire phenomenal world were 

empty, no tiling would exist, including the fundamental tenets of Buddhism; The 

Four Noble Truths. Magliola explains that this understanding of emptiness as non-
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existence would entail the absence of dharma-enililes and the absence of 

entitative causality - entitative causality is seen by the opponent as the necessary 

process whereby 'production' and 'destruction1 occur,^

The Four Noble Truths are: (1) All life in cyclic existence is suffering; (2) There is a 

cause of this suffering, namely, craving caused by ignorance; (3) There is a release 

from suffering; (4) The path to that release is the eightfold Buddhist path of right 

view, right concentration, right mindfulness, right speech, right effort, right 

action, right morality and right livelihood.5

The Four Noble truths are the most basic tenets expressing the Buddha's theory 

of craving and release from craving and suffering caused by ignorance, They are 

interpreted by Nagarjuna's opponent: in terms of entitative causality, that is that a 

thing or self or mental construction causes effects upon another thing or self or 

mental construction - for instance the second noble truth that craving causes 

suffering is set up in terms of cause 'craving1 and effect 'suffering'. In these terms 

a consequence of Nagarjuna's doctrine of emptiness is that the Four Noble Truths 

are - like other phenomena and views treated by Nagarjuna previously in the 

treatise - deconstructed. When Nagarjuna asserts tunyata, and thereby rejects 

causality, the opponent argues, he renounces in the process the fundamental 

philosophical tenets of Buddhism. The opponent continues to unravel the 

consequence of this renunciation of the keystone of the Buddha's teaching:

MMK XXIV: 2, If the Four Noble Truths do not exist,
Then knowledge, abandonment.
Meditation, and manifestation

4 Magliola R, R,, Derrida on the Mend, p, 113
5 Garfield J. L, (Wans.), The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Wav, p. 294
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Will be completely impossible.

MMK XXIVi 3.

MiVfK XXIV: 4.

MMK XXIV: 5.

If these things do not exist,
The four fruits will not arise.
Without the four fruits, there will be no attainers of the fruits. 
Nor will there be the faithful

If so, the spiritual community will not exist,
Nor will the eight kinds of person.
If the Four Noble Truths do not exist,
There will be no true Dharma.

If there is no doctrine and spiritual community,
How can there be a Buddha 
If emptiness is conceived in this way,
The three jewels are contradicted

The non-existence of the Four Noble Truths, in other words, entails the non­

existence of the Three Jewels of Buddhism: the Dharma, the Buddha and the 

Sangha, The whole point of the Three Jewels is to make it possible to attain 

buddhahood. The Dharma provides the philosophical insight and knowledge 

necessary for enlightenment; and the Sangha provides the teachers, the 

encouragement, the models, the opportunity for practice and other support 

necessary for the strenuous practice of the path, The attainment of buddhahood 

requires reliance on these two. It follows that if they are rejected so is the 

possibility of buddhahood. The opponent is charging Nagarjuna with 

undermining the entire Buddhist enterprise, He concludes:

MMK XXIV: d Hence you assert that there are no real fruits, 
And no Dharma. The Dharma itself 
And the conventional truth 
Will be contradicted.
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The Four Noble Truths, preached by the Buddha in his first teaching after gaining 

enlightenment, are the fundamental philosophical tenets of Buddhism, If it were a 

consequence of Nagarjuna's doctrine of emptiness that the Four Noble Truths 

were false or, more radically, non-existent, Garfield notes, that would constitute in 

this philosophical context an immediate refutation of the Buddhist position. At 

another point Garfield suggests that the implicit dilemma with which Nagarjuna 

confronts himself (for it is, of course, Nagarjuna who states the opponent's 

position) is elegant. The distinction between the two truths or two vantage points 

- the ultimate and the conventional - is fundamental to his own method. So when 

the opponent charges that the assertion of the non-existence of such things as the 

Four Noble Truths and of the arising, abiding, and ceasing of entities is 

contradictory both to conventional wisdom and to the ultimate truth, Nagarjuna is 

forced to defend himself on both fronts and to comment on the connection 

between these standpoints.6

2.2 THE OPPONENT'S MISTAKES

2 .2A  N ih ilism

Having explored his opponent's viewpoint, which at the same time reveals that he 

is well aware of the extent of the opponent's attack, Nagarjuna replies that the 

opponent has missed the point entirely:

MMK XXIV: 7 We say that this understanding of yours
Of emptiness and the purpose of emptiness 
And of the significance of emptiness is incorrect.
As a consequence you are harmed by it.

6 Ibid,, p. 296



Author  Dixie H  * 

Name of thesis In Seach Of A Middle Way A Comparison Of Nagarjuna'S Method, Prasanga, And Mark Taylor'S 

Deconstructive System Dixie H  * 1998 
 
 

PUBLISHER: 
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg 

©2013 
 

LEGAL NOTICES: 
 

Copyright Notice: All materials on the Un i ve r s i t y  o f  the  Wi twa te r s rand ,  Johannesbu rg  L ib ra ry  website 
are protected by South African copyright law and may not be distributed, transmitted, displayed, or otherwise 
published in any format, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner. 

 

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: Provided that you maintain all copyright and other notices contained therein, you 
may download material (one machine readable copy and one print copy per page) for your personal and/or 
educational non-commercial use only. 

 

The University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, is not responsible for any errors or omissions and excludes any 
and all liability for any errors in or omissions from the information on the Library website.  

 


