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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Statement of the Problem :

There is a dearth of the understanding of the four noble truths from
Nagarjuna’s perspectives, particularly among the countries that have adopted the
HTnayéna Buddhism, such as Thailand, Sri Lanka, Myanma. The middle away as
proposed by Nagarjuna is often misunderstood or cursorily mentioned in this
tradition. This is probably due to the scarcity of translation of Nagarjuna’s works
from the primary sources, which were written in Sanskrit. Extant literarture usually

comes from the Tibetan translation and commentaries on-his works.

1.2 Background and Rationale :

There is a need to understand Nagarjuna’s interpretation of the four noble
truths, which are often understood as linear causation in the Hinayana tradition."
Nagarjuna disputes and refutes this. In order to understand Nag¢arjuna’s view on the
four noble truths fully, one must study his thoughts from the primary sources.
Therefore this independent study attempts to translate N@garjuna’s interpretation of
the four noble truths in the MUlamadhyamakakarika, which was originally written in
Sanskrit. However it has been widely taught and commented upon and preserved in

Tibetan language by the Tibetan monks and scholars.

1
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1.3 Purpose of the Study :

The purpose of the study is to understand the four noble truths in depth
from the translation of Nagarjuna’s main work, namely MUlamadhyamakakarika.
The study looks at the teaching in the context of Nagarjuna’s life, scant as it is, and
his philosophical methods. The study also explores various interpretation of the four

noble truths by various scholars.

1.4 Research Question:

The main research question is : How are the four noble truths conceived in
Nagarjuna’s eyes? The subsidiary questions are: How did Nagdjuna come to his

conclusion? What philosophical methods did he use? What are his premises?

1.5 Methodology :

In order to answer the research questions, we need to understand the most
fundamental logical error that Nagarjuna is challenging: the idea of svabhava. He
relentlessly refutes svabhava. Only when we understand the absence of svabhava
can we understand the four  noble truths as elaborated in the
MUlamadhyamakakarika. A translation of Chapters 24 and 26 from the original

Sanskrit is produced, followed by the discussion and conclusion.



Chapter 2

Literature Review

2.1 Nagarjuna’s life

Nagarjuna, one of the greatest thinkers in the history of Asian philosophy,
remains largely unknown. Despite various legendary accounts of his life in Buddhist
literature, contemporary scholars agree on hardly any details about him. It is unclear
when he lived, although some time during the first three centuries AD. is most
Likety,2 where he worked, what he wrote. The Tibetan canon attributes 116 different
texts of diverse content and quality to him. There were many “Nagarjunas”, up to
four different ones have been distinguished. In his biography preserved in Tibet,
Nagarjuna is depicted as a brahmaRa who, in the midst of the political chaos in his
homeland, was inspired to give away all his wealth and became a monk. After much
study, he attained mastery. of the five major branches of learning then current in
India and available in monastic education.

The most ‘common  view distinguishes only three “Nagdrjunas” : the
philosopher, the tantric adept, who possibly flourished around 400 A.D. and the
alchemist, who might be placed in the seventh century.’

Recent research by Joseph Walser suggests that Nagarjuna may have written
the Ratnavall sometime between 170 and 200 AD. in the area around present-day
Amaravati. This conclusion is based on two facts. First, there is a variety of evidence
connecting Nagarjuna with the Satavahana dynasty. This is not very helpful on its
own, as this dynasty spanned several centuries. However, in verse 232 of the
Ratnavall, N@garjuna mentions a depiction of the Buddha sitting on a lotus. Given

that such images were only available during the late part of the dynasty in the

2 - =
Westerhoff, Jan. 2009. Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Oxford. Page 15
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Fastern Deccan. Walser comes to the tentative conclusion that Nagarjuna composed
the text during 175 to 204 A.D.* None of this can be regarded as hard evidence.
However, given our present inability to find out the time and place of Nagarjuna in

any other way, Walser suggests that it is better not determine them at all.

2.2 Nagarjuna's works

His works show him learned in the non-Buddhist philosophical schools of his
day, in the various HInayana philosophies, and in the prajidparamita. It was during
the monastic phase of his life that he composed the great works that form the root
texts of the Indian Madhyamika tradition. Later, Nagarjuna felt called to intensive
meditation, received a vision of the deity Tara and left the protection and comfort of
his monastery to wander in search of full realisation. How do we deal with the
multitude of works ascribed to him? There are six works that are universally accepted
as Nagarjuna's so-called authentic works :°

1. the 'Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way' (MUlamadhyamakakarika,
MMK)

2. the 'Sixty Stanzas on Reasoning' (YuktiSastika, YS)

3. the 'Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness' (S,unyatésaptati, S,S)

4. the 'Dispeller of Objections' (Vigrahavyavartanl, VV)

5. the "Treatise on Pulverization' (Vaidalyaprakaraa, VP)

6. the 'Precious Garland' (Ratnavall, RA)

This set, the Yukti-corpus, is well-known in the Tibetan tradition where is it
called the “collection of the six texts on reasoning”. We cannot be completely sure
that all six texts were indeed composed by Nagarjuna; apart from the MMK, where

Nagarjuna's authorship is taken to be true by definition, the attribution of every one

4 - =
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5 - =
Westerhoff, Jan. 2009. Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 16-17



else has been questioned. Warder notes that the authorship of Nagarjuna for texts
other than the MMK has not been established beyond doubt and we ought not to

assume it. ¢

2.3 Nagarjuna’s philosophy

Western interest in N@garjuna as a philosopher is comparatively recent, going
back just more than a century. In itself this makes up only a part of Nagarjunian
scholarship, a substantial portion of which concerns itself with problems of philology,
textual history. The earliest systematic Western treatment of Nagarjuna is found in
the works of the Jesuit missionary Ippolito Desideri (1684-1733). Desideri published a
number of works in Tibetan in which he attempted a refutation of Tibetan Buddhism
from the perspective of Roman Catholicism.”

A concise overview of the philosophical investigation of Nagarjuna in the
West has been presented by Andrew Tuck. Tuck argues that its history can be
divided into three phases,® corresponding to three Western philosophical frameworks
against which N@garjuna used to be interpreted: first, the Kantian phase, then the
analytic phase, which was. finally succeeded by a post-Wittgensteinian one. A clear
example from the first phase is Theodore Stcherbatsky's The Conception of Buddhist
Ninv@Na which was- first published in 1927 Stcherbatsky's interprets Nagarjuna as
dividing the world into appearance and reality, the former corresponding to
saMsara, the realm of cyclic existence, the latter to nirvaNa, liberation. In his
attempt to defend Nagarjuna against the charge of nihilism, especially in the
exposition given by La Vallee Poussin, Stcherbatsky ascribes to Nagarjuna the

assumption of an absolute noumenal reality which underlies the constantly changing

6 - =
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and ephemeral world of phenomena. The further development of this Kantianization
of Nagarjuna is presented in a basic texts of Buddhist studies, T.R.\V. Murti's The
Central Philosophy of Buddhism.” As Murti's exposition of Nagarjuna is considerably
more detailed than Stcherbatsky's, the fundamental difficulties of interpreting
Nagarjuna according to a Kantian framework become more apparent. He observes
that the relation between the two (i.e. the absolute and the world of phenomena) is
not clear.

The second, analytic phase of Western studies of Nagarjuna can be regarded
as starting shortly after the publication of Murti's book, with Richard Robinson's 1957
article 'Some Logical Aspects of N@gQrjuna‘s system'. He sets out to analyse some
of Nagarjuna's arguments, using the resources of modern symbolic logic. His ultimate
aim is to transcribe the karikas entirely, chapter by chapter, into logical notation.
The focus is shifted from an investigation of the primarily metaphysical problem of
the relation between saMsara and nirv@Na to Naearjuna’s logical method:
refutation called reductio ad absurdum.

If one considers the bigger philosophical picture, however, the limitations of
the reading of Nagarjuna during the analytical phase become apparent. Many of his
views, such as the rejection of a foundationalist ontology or the difficulties of
assuming a world conforming - to the structure of the language, contradict
assumptions of analytic philosophy-of the first half of the twentieth century. While
the employment of certain tools of the analytic philosophers could be seen as
presenting Nagarjuna's arguments more clearly, it was also evident that Nagarjuna
would have not aimed at analytic philosophers. Neither the attempts to develop a
logically perfect language for describing the world nor those to ground our

knowledge of the world on the supposedly secure foundation of sense-data could

9
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find much favour with Madhya@mikas. Analytic philosophy with its specific set of
philosophical assumptions was partially helpful in trying to understand Nagarjuna.

In fact, the third post-Wittgensteinian phase of interpreting N@garjuna, the paragons
of analytic philosophy were now identified which Nagarjuna's opponents, such as
the Abhidharmikas and Naiyayikas. Works such as Frederick Streng's Emptiness or
Chris Gudmunsen's Wittgenstein and Buddhism set out to stress the close similarities
between Nagadrjuna and the later Wittgenstein and his criticism of analytic
philosophy. While the relation between saMsara and nirvaNa had been the main
concern for the Kantian readers of Nagarjuna, and that of the logical consistency of
svabhava, the substance for analytic interpreters, the new key term of the Post-
Wittgensteinian phase was pratTtyasamupéda or dependent origination. This was
regarded primarily as reflecting the underlying idea of a Wittgensteinian philosophy of
language, according to which the laneuage of philosophical statements could not be
recarded as independent of the inter-dependent nature.

There is not nearly as much difference in the roles of Wittgenstein and those
of Nagarjuna as one might imagine of conceptual thought and conventional
language. Words were not supposed to gain their meaning by referring to something
outside of the system of language; the relation of words to their referents is not seen
as being indicative of ontological status but is solely of practical value.

The fact that each interpretation takes place against a specific conceptual
framework does not mean that successive interpretations might not lead to a deeper
and more comprehensive understanding of Nagarjuna's thought. In fact the literature
published over the last decades suggests that the study of Nagarjuna is becoming
more mature: firstly, most authors now try to treat Négérjuna's writings as expressing
a single, unified system of thought, rather than as a disparate verses from which
individual isolated samples can be extracted to suit one's idiosyncratic interpretation.
There finally appears to be an agreement that any interpretation of Nagarjuna

should be coherent with his assertions in all the works which can be plausibly



ascribed to him. Secondly, and more importantly, it has become evident that
Nagarjuna is worthy of philosophical investigation in his own right. Amongst the most
philosophical contemporary commentaries on Nagarjuna's texts, the works by
Kalupahana, Garfield (1995) and Siderits (2013) have to be studied.

For Na@garjuna the discussion of epistemology entails both examining another
kind of existence called svabhava, by investigating whether the means we employ to
acquire knowledge of objects are intrinsically such means, and whether the objects
are intrinsically such objects as well as establishing an epistemological framework to
explain how emptiness can be known.

He examines the different ways in which we could find out that particular
means of knowledge are indeed such means. Na@garjuna rejects both the idea that
these means are in some way self-established or that the means and objects of
knowledge mutually establish one another. His aim is to show that there are no
epistemic procedures which are-intrinsically and essentially means of knowledge, and
that their objects are not independently existent. Essentialism about epistemic
procedures is thus replaced by contextualism: procedures can give us knowledge in
some contexts, but not . in others without ceasing to be means of knowledge.
Therefore it is essential to come up with an account of epistemology like the
contextualism which allows for means of knowledge but does not assume that they
exist intrinsically.

A philosophical system which is concerned as much with the way in which
our conceptual and linguistic conventions shape our worldview as Nagarjuna’s will
have something to say on the philosophy of language. Discussion of language does
not occupy a great part of Nagarjuna's writings. The greatest part of the Nagarjuna’s
philosophy of language is a later development.

What method does Nagarjuna use to refute the earlier schools? He uses the
logical method, which, in modern parlance, would be called reductio ad absurdum

or absurd consequences move. Reductio ad absurdum is proving that a position is



false, or at least untenable, by showing that if true it would lead to absurd
consequences. It is a common and highly effective method of refuting a position. If
one can see that obviously absurd consequences follow from a position, it gives one

good grounds for rejecting it.*°

10 - =
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Chapter 3

Translation of MUlamadhymakarika@ Chapters 24 and 26

Chapter 24 5ryasatyaparik$5 caturviméatitamam prakaralam |

yadi $Unyamidam sarvamudayo nasti na vyyal |

caturN@maryasatydnamabhavaste prasajyate ||1|

If all this is empty, there is neither origination nor cessation. It follows for you that

there is the nonexistence of the four noble truths.

parijid ca prahaNaMm ca bhavana sakSikarma ca |

caturN@maryasatyanamabhavannopapadyate 112l

If the four noble truths do not exist, then understanding, abandonment, practice,

and realisation would not be possible.

tadabhavanna vidyante catvaryaryaphalani ca |

phal@bhave phalasthd no na santi pratipannakah 113l

If these things do not exist, the four fruits cannot exist. Without fruits, there would

be no attainers of the fruits and hence no enterers into the paths.*

11 _ - =
Siderits, Mark; Katsura, ShoryU. 2013. Nagarjuna’s Middle Way. MA: Wisdom Publication. Page 267-288

2
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nonreturner, and arhat) and the four enterers into achievement.
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saMgho nasti na cetsanti te’Stau puruSapudgalah |

abhavaccaryasatyanam saddharmo’pi na vidyate ||4||

The spiritual community does not exist if the eight kinds of person do not exist.’”
And because of the non-existence of the noble truths, the true dharma does not

exist either.

dharme casati saMghe ca kathaM buddho bhaviSyati |
evaMm triNyapi ratnani bruvaNah pratibadhase ||5]|
SUnyatam phalasadbhavamadharmam dharmameva ca |

sarvasaMvyavaharamsca laukikan pratib@dhase ||6|

Dharma and spiritual community being nonexistence, how will the Buddha come to
be? In this way you deny all three jewels when you proclaim emptiness. You deny
the real existence of the karmic fruit, both good and bad action, and all worldly

modes of conduct.

atra ermah SlCInyaté_lyém na tvaM vetsi prayojanam |

SUnyatam SUnyatartham ca tata evaMm vihanyase I[7]]

Here we say that you do not understand the point of teaching emptiness, emptiness

itself and the meaning of emptiness. In this way you are thus frustrated.

3
Jones, Richard. 2022. Nagarjuna. New York: Jackson Square Books. Page 24 : those who aspire for the four fruits and those who have

attained them.
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dve satye samupaSritya buddhanam dharmadeS$ana |
lokasaMvItisatyaM ca satyaM ca paramarthatah |[8]|
The dharma teaching of the Buddha rests on two truths: conventional and ultimate

truth.

ye’nayorna vijananti vibhdgaMm satyayordvayoh |

te tattvaM na vij@nanti gambhlram buddha$asane ||9)|

Who do not know the distinction between the two truths, they do not understand

reality in accordance with the profound teachings of the Buddha.

vyavahéramanés'ritya paramartho na deSlyate |

paramarthamanagamya nirvaNam nadhigamyate [|10]|

The ultimate truth is not taught independently of customary ways of talking and

thinking. Not having acquired the ultimate truth, nirv@MNa is not attained.

vinaSayati durdrsta SUnyata mandamedhasam |

sarpo yatha durglhlto vidya va duSprasadhita |[11]|

Emptiness misunderstood destroys the slow-witted, like a serpent wrongly held or a

spell wrongly executed.

ataSca pratyudévrttam cittam deéayitum muneh |

dharmam matvasya dharmasya mandairduravagahatam ||12||

Hence the sage’s intention to teach the dharma was turned back, considering the

difficulty, for the slow, of penetrating this dharma.
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SUnyatayamadhilayam yam punah kurute bhavan |

doSaprasaNgo ndsmakam sa SUnye nopapadyate ||13||

Moreover, the objection that you make concerning emptiness cannot be a faulty

consequence for us or for emptiness.

sarvaM ca yujyate tasya SUnyata yasya yujyate |

sarvaM na yujyate tasya SUnyaMm yasya na yujyate [|14]]

To whom emptiness makes sense, everything makes sense.

To whom emptiness does not make sense, nothing makes sense.

sa tvam doSanatmaninanasmasu paripatayan|

aSvamevabhirudhah sanna$vamevasi vismrtahi|15]|

You, throwing your own faults on us, are like the person mounted on a horse who
forgets the horse.
svabhavadyadi bhavanam Sadbhévamanupas’yasi |

ahetupratyayan bhavamstvamevaMm sati paSyasi ||16]|

If you look upon existents as real intrinsically, in that case you regard existents as

being without cause and conditions.

karyaM ca karaNam caiva kartaram karaNam kriyam |

utpadaMm ca nirodhaMm ca phalam ca pratibadhase ||17||

Effect and cause, as well as agent, instrument and act, arising and ceasing, and fruit

— all these you thereby deny.
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yah pratityasamutpadah $Unyatam tam pracakSmahe |

sa prajiaptirupddadya pratipatsaiva madhyama ||18||

Dependent origination we declare to be emptiness. It (emptiness) is a dependent

concept; just that is the middle path.

apratltya samutpanno dharmah kaScinna vidyate |

yasmattasmadaSUnyo hi dharmah kaScinna vidyate ||19]|

There being no dharma whatsoever that is not depently originated. It follows that

there is also no dharma whatsoever that is non-empty.

yadyaSll_,lnyamidam sarvamudayo nasti na vyayah |

caturN@maryasatydnamabhavaste prasajyate ||20]|

If all this is non-empty, ther is neither origination nor cessation. It follows for you

that there is the nonexistence of the four noble truths.

apratltya samutpannam kuto duhkham bhaviSyati |

anityamuktam duhkham hi tatsvabhavye navidyate ||21]|

How will suffering come to be if it is not dependently originated? Indeed the
impermanent was declared to be suffering, and it does not exist if there is intrinsic

nature.
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svabhavato vidyamanam kim punah samudeSyate |

tasmatsamudayo nasti SUnyatam pratibadhatah ||22]|

How will something that exists intrinsically arise again? Therefore the arising of

suffering does not exist for one who denies emptiness.

na nirodhah svabhavena sato duhkhasya vidyate |

svabhavaparyavasthanannirodham pratibadhase [|23||

There is no cessation of a suffering that exists intrinsically. You deny cessation

through your maintain intrinsic nature.

svabhavye sati margasya bhavana nopapadyate |

athdsau bhavyate margah svabhavyam te na vidyate [[24|

The practice of a path that exists intrinsically is not possible. But if this path is

practiced, then you must say it does not have intrinsic nature.

yada duhkham samudayo nirodha$ca na vidyate |

margo duhkhanirodhatvat katamah prapayiSyati ||25|

When there is neither suffering nor the arising and cessation of suffering, then what

kind of path will lead you to the cessation of suffering?
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svabhavenaparijidnaM yadi tasya punah katham |

parijidnaM nanu kila svabhavah samavasthitah ||26]|

If non-comprehension of suffering is intrinsicc how will there later be its

comprehension? Isn’t an intrinsic nature said to be immutable?

prahaNasakSatkaraNe bhavana caivameva te |

parijidvanna yujyante catvaryapi phalani ca ||27|

In the same manner, abandonment, realisation, and practice, like comprehension,

are impossible for you, and so too the four fruits.

svabhavenanadhigatam yatphalam tatpunah katham |

S'akyam samadhigantuMm syatsvabhavam parigrhnatah ||28]]

For those holding that there is intrinsic nature, if the lack of acquisition of the fruit is

intrinsic, how would it be possible to acquire it later?

phal@bhave phalasthd no na santi pratipannakah |

saMgho nasti na cetsanti te’Stau purusapudgaléh [129]]

If the fruits are nonexistent, then there are neither the strivers after nor the attainers
of those fruits. The spiritual community does not exist if the eight kinds of person do

not exist.
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abhavaccaryasatyanam saddharmo’pi na vidyate |

dharme casati saMghe ca kathaMm buddho bhaviSyati ||30)|

And because of the nonexistence of the noble truths, the true dharma does not

exist either. Dharma and saMgha being nonexistent, how will a Buddha come to

be?

apratltyapi bodhim ca tava buddhah prasajyate |

apratltyapi buddham ca tava bodhih prasajyate |[31]|

And if it follows for you that there can even be a Buddha not dependent on
enlishtenment. It follows for you as well that there can even be enlichtenment not

dependent on a Buddha.
yaScabuddhah svabhavena sa bodhaya ghatannapi |

na bodhisattvacarydyam bodhiim te’dhigamiSyati ||32||

One who is unenlightened by intrinsic nature, though that one strives for
enlishtenment, will not, according to you, attain enlightenment in the course of the

bodhisattva’s practice.

na ca dharmamadharmam va kaScijatu kariSyati |

kima$Unyasya kartavyam svabhavah kriyate na hi ||33||

Moreover, no one will ever perform either good or bad actions. What is there that is

to be done with regard to the non-empty? For what has intrinsic nature is not done.
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vin@ dharmamadharmalm ca phalam hi tava vidyate |

dharmadharmanimitta ca phalaMm tava na vidyate ||34|

For you, indeed, there is fruit even without good or bad action; for you there is no

fruit conditioned by good or bad actions.

dharmadharmanimittaln va yadi te vidyate phalam |

dharmadharmasamutpannamaS$tnyam te katham phalam ||35]|

Or if, for you, the fruit is conditioned by good or bad actions, how is it that for you

the fruit, being originated from good or bad actions, is non-empty?

sarvasaMvyavaharamsca laukikan pratibadhase |

yatpratTtyasamutpadaSUnyatam pratibadhase [|36]|

You also deny all-worldly modes of conduct when you deny emptiness as

dependent origination.

na kartavyaM bhavetkiMcidanarabdha bhavetkriya |

karakah syadakurvanah SUnyatam pratibédhatah 137|]

There would be nothing whatsoever that was to be done, action would be

uncommenced, and the agent would not act, should emptiness be denied.



19

jatamaniruddham ca kUtastham ca bhaviSyati |

vicitrabhiravasthabhih svabhave rahitam jagat ||38)|

The world would be unproduced, unceased, and unchangeable. It would be devoid

of its manifold appearances, if there were intrinsic nature.

asaMpraptasya ca préptirduhkhaparyantakarma ca |

sarvakleSaprandNam ca yadya$Unyam na vidyate [|39)|

The obtaining of what s not yet obtained, activity to end suffering, the
abandonment of all the defilements — none of these exists if all this is non-empty.
yah pratltyasamutpadam paS'yatTdam sa paS'yati |

duhkham samudayam caiva nirodham margameva ca ||40]|

He who sees dependent origination sees this: suffering, arising, cessation, and the

path.
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Chapter 26 dvada$Sangaparlksa SadvimsSatitamam prakarafam |

punarbhavaya saMskaranavidyanivltastridha |

abhisaMskurute yaMstairgatiM gacchati karmabhih ||1]|

One who is enveloped in ignorance forms three kinds of volitions that lead to

rebirth. And by means of these actions one goes to one’s next mode of existence.

vijﬁénam samniviS'ate samskérapratyayam gatau |

samniviste’tha vijiane namarlpaMm niSicyate ||2||

Having volitions as its condlitions, consciousness enters into the new mode of

existence. Consciousness ~having entered into the new mode of existence,

n@marlpa (ie the five skandhas) becomes infused (with.life).

niSikte namarUpe tu SadayatanasaMbhaval |

Sadayatanamagamya samsparsSah sampravartate |[3||

But n@marlpa having become infused, the six sense organs, contact take place.

cakSuh pratitya rUpam ca samanvaharameva ca |
namarUpam pratltyaivam vijidnaMm saMpravartate ||4||
Dependent on the eye, colour-and-shape, and attention, dependent thus on

namarUpa, eye)consciousness occurs.

14 - = =
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saMnipatastrayaNam yo rUpavijidnacakSusam |

sparSah sah tasmatsparSacca vedana saMpravartate ||5]|

The conjunction of three things — colour and shape, consciousness and the eye -

that is contact, and from that contact there occurs feeling.

vedanapratyaya trSNa vedanartham hi trSyate |

trSyamana upadanamupadatte caturvidham ||6||

Dependent on feeling is desire, for one desires the object of feeling. Desiring one

takes up the four kinds of appropriation.

upadane sati bhava upédétuh pravartate |

syaddhi yadyanupadano mucyeta na bhavedbhavah ||7||

There being appropriation, there-is the coming into existence of the appropriator, for
if one were without appropriation, one would be liberated; there would be no

further existence.

pafica skandhah sa ca bhavah bhavajjatih pravartate |

jaramaraNaduhkhadi Sokah saparidevanah |j8||

daurmanasyamupadyadsa jateretatpravartate |

kevalasyaivametasya duhkhaskandhasya sambhavah [|9]|

And this existence is the five aggregates; from existence results birth. The suffering of
old age, death, and so on - grief accompanied by lamentations, frustration and

despair — these result from birth. Thus arises this entire mass of suffering.
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saMsaramUlansaMskaranavidvan saMskarotyatah |

avidvan karakastasmanna vidva Mstattvadar$anat ||10]|

Thus does the ignorant one form the volitions that are the roots of saMs@ra. The

ienorant one is therefore the agent. The wise one, having seen reality, is not.

avidydyam niruddhayam samskaranNamasaMbhavah |

avidyaya nirodhastu jA@anenadsyaiva bhavanat ||11]|

Upon the cessation of ignorance, there is the nonarising of volitions. But the

cessation of ignorance is due to meditation on just the knowledge of this.

tasya tasya nirodhena tattannabhipravartate |

duhkhaskandhah kevalo’yamevam samyan nirudhyate {[12||

Through the cessation of one factor, successive factors fail to arise. Thus this entire

mass of suffering completely cease.
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Chapter 4

Discussion

4.1 Interpretations of svabhadva and Sunyata

Svabhava means intrinsic existence. In early Buddhist school called
sarvastivada, abhidharma is the predominant doctrine. It teaches that the smallest
permanent component of any phenonmenon is called dharma. Therefore,
fundamentally there is svabhava. Then came along the sautrantika, which claims
that phenomena or dharmas exist only momentarily, so fast that phenomena appear
that there is continuity or permanency. It is, in modern times, like the light bulb
appears shining continuously but in fact it only lights up 60 cycles per seconds,
thanks to the fact that electric current alternates its direction 60 cycles per second.
Despite momentary existence, it is still svabhava.

How did ancient Buddhist scholars resolve the problem of nirv@Ra, which is

supposed to be permanent; otherwise, nirvana cannot be the summum bonum or
the ultimate goal of Buddhist practice? The lokottaravada proposes the idea of
duality that there is the transcendtal realm, in which nirvél‘_\a pelongs and there is
the worldly realm in which our senses and-body-mind complex belong. This idea
sounds strikingly similar to that of the S@afNkhya system of Indian philosophy. It is also
very similar to Kant’s idea of duality: the phenmenon and neumenon.
Nagarjuna disputes all the above doctrines of earlier Buddhist schools, saying that
earlier schools, despite some refinement of the idea of impermanence, still propose
inherent existence at the most fundenmental level. Nagarjuna, therefore, refutes
svabhava.

In science, nothing exist inherently on its own. Take for example: we cannot
identify any object as an independently existent object as such. Any object can be
reduced to constituents all the way down. Wood can be reduced to carbons, which

can be reduced to the composition of protons , neutrons and electrons, which in
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turn can be reduced to subatomic particles. In modern physics, subatomic particles
consist of a multitude of apparently ghost-like particles called quarks. All the so-
called smallest particles do not exist as matters, nor do they exist as energy.
Sometimes they behave as matters; other times, they behave as energy. We cannot
predict how they behave but we can calculate their probability. However, we cannot
find their location at any given time. Modern physics would be amazingly consistent
with Na@garjuna’s idea of svabhava.

Svabhava is the central conceptual point which Nagarjuna tries to refute.
Svabhava is often translated as ‘inherent existence' or 'own-being. S,unyaté
(emptiness) means precisely the absence of svabhava.

There are various interpretation of what svabhava as a philosophical concept
entails. The concept of svabhava does not have any straightforward equivalent
amongst the those discussed in the history of Western philosophy. This is not to say
that it is a fundamentally alien concept, but merely that it combines a number of
features which we do not see thus combined in the Western context. In order to get
a clear conception of svabhava. ontologically svabhava has two aspects:

1. Essence-svabhava

In the early Buddhism, we encounter an understanding of svabhava as a
specific characterizing property of an object. This understanding of svabhava is made
more precise by the sarvastivadin’s-identification of svabhava. The specific quality
which is unique to the object is characterized and therefore allows us to distinguish it
from other objects. Objects have specific qualities as their own because they are
distinguished from the qualities of other objects. In this context svabhava is
understood as opposite to the common characteristics of all phenomena.

The specific quality of an object is the unique combination of properties which
distinguishes the object from all others. An essential property is something an object

cannot lose without ceasing to be that very object. Nagarjuna observes that
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svabhava, in the sense of essence, cannot be removed, like the heat of fire, the
fluidity of water, the openness of space.

For, in common usage, heat is called the svabhava of fire because it is
invariable in it. The same heat, when it is apprehended in hot or warm water, is not
svabhava, because it is contingent, since it has arisen by fire and water, even though
heat does not constitute the svabhava of water.

Heat is a property which is always created by fire. Water, on the other
hand, can be either hot or cold and requires some special conditions to heat it up.
Although not stated explicitly, the notion of essence-svabhava also appears to
include a modal element: if fire lost the property of heat, it would no longer be fire.
Water, however, can cool down and still remain water. This conception of svabhava
agrees well with a common understanding of an essence or essential property in
contemporary metaphysics which conceives of them as the properties an object

cannot lose without ceasing to be that very object.

2. Substance-svabhava

There is, however, a second understanding of svabhava, which is of much
greater importance in the Madhyamika debate which considers svabhava to be a
primarily ontological notion, independent of anything else: svabhava in the sense of
identity and svabhava in the sense of independence.

The fifteenth chapter of the MUlamadhyamakakarika, investigating the
notion of svabhava, begins by saying: svabhdva cannot result from causes and
conditions, because if it was produced from conditions and causes it would be
something artificially created. But how could svabhava be artificially created, as it is
not artificially created and not dependent on anything else? Substance-svabhava is
therefore taken to be something which does not depend on anything else. This is the
definition of svabhava, which is not artificially created and not dependent on

anything else.
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Nagarjuna considers the existence of substance-svabhadva to be
incompatible with change. If svabhava existed, the world would be without
origination or cessation. It would be static and devoid of its manifold states. But given
that we do perceive change in the world, this provides us with an argument against
substance-svabhava. By the observation of change, we can infer the lack of
svabhava of things. If svabha@va was found, what would change? Neither the change
of a thing itself nor of something different is possible: as a young man does not
become old, so an old man does not become older either.

Nothing which we perceive to be changing can exist by substance-
svabhava. This is because an object existing by substance-svabhava constitutes an
independent, irreducible and unconstructed fundamental constituent of reality. If the
young man had its age as an essential and intrinsic property, if he was young by
svabhava, he could never grow old.

It is evident that most of Nagarjuna's arguments are concerned with the
rejection of substance-svabhava. These two meanings can also be employed when
speaking about svabhava. We could say that if something exists by svabhava, it does
not depend on anything whatsoever. This is the meaning of svabhava usually
identified with substance-svabh@va and corresponds to the sarvastivadin's primary
existent. But we could also say some property exists by svabhava if as long as any

objects are around they have that property.

4.2 The Four Noble truths

Chapter 24 of the MUlamadhyamakakarika is regarded as the Buddha's main
teaching known as the four noble truths. In the first six verses, the opponent objects
that if, as Na@garjuna claims, all is indeed empty, then this teaching, as well as all
that follows from it, is put in danger. In replying, Nagarjuna first claims that the
opponent has misunderstood the meaning of the doctrine of emptiness. He then

seeks to turn the tables on the opponent and show that what would actually
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jeopardize the Buddha's teachings is denying emptiness, or affirming that there are

things with intrinsic nature. (n outline, the argument goes like this :*°

Verses 1-6 Objection: Emptiness is incompatible with the core teachings of the
Buddha : the four truths and the three jewels as well as with ordinary modes of
conduct.

Verse 7 Reply: The opponent misunderstands emptiness.

Verses 8-10 The opponent does not understand the distinction between the two

truths.

Verses 11-12 The Buddha hesitated to teach emptiness for fear of its being

misunderstood.

Verses 13-15 Assertion: The faults pointed out by the opponent are in fact found in

his arguments.

Verses 16-17 Reason: If things existed with intrinsic nature, they would not originate

in dependence on cause and conditions.

Verses 18-19 To affirm that all things arise in dependence on causes and conditions is

to affirm that all things are devoid of intrinsic nature.
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Verses 20-25 If things were not empty, the four noble truths could hold.

Verses 26-27 If things were not empty, there could not be the four activities that

constitute the path to nirvaNa.

Verses 28-30 If things were not empty, the three jewels-Sangha, Dharma, and

Buddha-could not exist.,
Verses 31-32 If things were not empty, then these things would all be essentially
unrelated: being a Buddha, enlichtenment, following the Buddha's teaching, and the

path of the bodhisattva.

Verses 33-35 If things were not empty, there would be neither good nor bad actions

together with their respective results.

Verses 36-37 The denial of emptiness means the denial of worldly conduct.

Verse 38 If things were not empty, the world would be completely static.

Verse 39 If things were not empty, then conduct aiming at attainment of nirvana

would also make no sense.

Verse 40 Conclusion: One who sees dependent origination sees the four truths.
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Chapter 24 of the MUlamadhyamakakarika opens by laying out, in the first
six verses, the primary objections to the view that everything is empty, from those
who take existence to be inherent existence.’ In verse 1, those who reify reality put
forward their strong counter-proposal, which is based on a misunderstanding of the
meaning of intrinsic existence. Nagarjuna rejects all intrinsic existence based
primarily on the view of dependent origination. And the proponents of intrinsic
existence claim that if things were indeed empty of intrinsic existence, then nothing
could be produced and nothing could cease. Therefore, cause-and-effect
relationships would not be tenable. Hence nothing would exist.

In verse 2, this would include the four noble truths, which consist of a pair of
cause-and-effect relationships: suffering and its cause, and liberation and its cause.
Since cause-and-effect do not exist, it would follow that the four noble truths do not
exist. Those who reify reality continue their defence of intrinsic existence, arguing
that if there were no intrinsic existence, then none of the ways of approaching the
four noble truths would be possible. The four ways of approaching the four noble
truths are complete understanding (the truth of suffering), abandonment (the truth of
the cause of suffering), cultivation (the truth of the path), and actualization (the truth
of cessation). If the four noble truths did not exist, then there could be no complete
understanding, abandonment, cultivation, and actualization. Therefore, there would
be no one trying to eliminate the first two truths and accomplish the last two truths.

If the four noble truths did not exist, the four achievements would not be possible.

Verses 3 discuss the four achievements (stream-enterer, once-returner,
nonreturner, and arhat) and the four enterers into achievement. Those nearly
achieving these attainments are like those who have entered the stream of liberation

by realizing reality. Further purification leads one to coming back for one more life,

16
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or several lifetimes, to complete the work. This discussion hinges on whether these
eight achievements and enterers exist intrinsically or not. The argument from those
who reify reality is this: if things did not exist intrinsically, then the four achievements
and the four entries into these achievements would not exist. Therefore, they
conclude that things must exist intrinsically. Their rebuttal: if things did exist
intrinsically, then these four achievements and the four entries into these four
achievements would not be possible. Then it would be those who reify reality, who
would face such consequences.

In verse 4, those who reify reality continue drawing out consequences based
on their lack of understanding of intrinsic existence, concluding at this point that
there would be no Dharma. If there were no sangha and no Dharma, then how could
there be a Buddha? Therefore, Nagarjuna holds everything to be empty would
consequently reject the most precious Three Jewels.

In verse 5, those who reify reality conclude that there would be no precious

Triple Gems in the absence of intrinsic existence.-Not only would rejection of intrinsic
existence damage the four fruits, it would also undermine all non-virtues and all
virtues. Thus, all conventional phenomena would cease to exist. In this way there
would be no world and no beings inhabiting this non-existent world. (verse 6)
In verse 7, Nagarjuna responds. From the first to the sixth verse, those who reify
reality faces the full consequences of no intrinsic existence. Those who think that to
exist is to be non-empty and to be empty is to be non-existent have no
understanding of the purpose of emptiness. Nor do they appreciate the cultivation
and achievement of the understanding of emptiness. Furthermore, those who reity
reality have no understanding of the meaning of emptiness.

Due to this misunderstanding, those who reify reality misinterpret
Nagarjuna’s position to be a view that rejects the existence of everything. The irony

is about to come : Nagarjuna is about to turn the tables, charging the reificationist
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himself with nihilism. The teachings of the Buddha comprise the two truths: the
conventional truth and the ultimate truth.

This understanding of reality represents a deeper level or the Buddha's
teachings. The things which we see in everyday life do exist in the framework of one
and do not in the framework of the other. But we need one to explain and to reach
the other. This is very important because here Nagarjuna distinguishes them and
tells us that we need to understand that distinction in order to avoid the extremes
of nihilism and reification. Yet in verse 18, Nagarjuna tells us that they are
inseparable and that we need to understand that inseparability to avoid those very
extremes.

From our understanding of the two truths, we're able to comprehend the
four noble truths, the bedrock of the Buddha's teachings. Recognizing there are
causes to our suffering allows for the possibility of eliminating suffering. The four
noble truths are a guide leading us out of suffering. This path leads to the total
cessation of suffering. Thus, the conventional leads us to the ultimate. And without
the ultimate there could be no conventional.

The conventional relies on relationships like cause and effect, which are only
made possible by ultimate emptiness. Extending the cessation of suffering to all
living beings then. summarizes the essence of the Buddha's teachings. This is
presented in verse 8. Those who do not understand these two truths have no
understanding of the essence of the Buddha’s teachings.

This reiteration of the importance of the two truths is reconfirmed in verse 9.
Without depending on the conventional truth, one cannot understand the ultimate
truth. Moreover, without understanding ultimate truth, one cannot attain nirvana.
Verse 10 is important because it emphasizes the importance of conventional truth
and the need for the ultimate truth. It must be realized by careful understanding
that can only be achieved through language. We cannot just go straight to the

ultimate without a thorough engagement with conventional reality, which is the basis



32

of emptiness. And in order to understand conventional reality, we need to
understand emptiness. Each supports the other. They are, in fact, non-dually related.
Versel0 has an important relationship with the verse 18. Verse 10 presents the
important distinction between the two truths. In verse 18, we find the explanation of
the identity of the two truths. Thus, both are important verses to fully comprehend
emptiness. Emptiness is not the annihilation of convention, but the ability to return
to convention, seeing it merely as convention. Discursive thought returns; language is
again used, but now understood merely as a tool, not as a mirror of reality itself.

This intimate and quintessential connection between the conventional truth
and the ultimate truth, and attaining nirvaNa is presented here in verse 10. They are
necessary for avoiding the extremes. If one does not know how to understand
emptiness correctly, then those with less intellisence will be lost.

Verse 11 presents two analogies illustrating the potential disastrous
consequences of misunderstanding emptiness: In the first analogy, the danger that
exists in misunderstanding emptiness is described to be like the danger of a beginner
without proper training trying to catch a poisonous snake.

In the second analogy, this dangeris the same as an untrained beginner,
without knowing the proper technique, attempting to cast a spell using black magic.

Hence, if you grasp emptiness properly and you become free. Grasp it
improperly and your suffering will never end. This is particularly relevant when the
two truths are not understood and one thereby concludes that emptiness itself
exists in some absolute way. This grave misunderstanding is very difficult to correct.

For these reasons the Buddha fully understood how difficult it would be for
those with immature wisdom to understand the profound reality correctly.
Therefore, he remained silent and did not teach for some time after attaining
enlishtenment. This is explained in the verse 12. The very same arguments are used
those who think that exist is to be non-empty and to be empty is to be non-existent

to refute Nagaruna. Nagarjuna claims he is immune to the consequences
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presented by those who reify reality. Moreover, those who reify reality must now
face these same consequences they tried to force on Nagarjuna

In verse 13, due to a fundamental misunderstanding of emptiness, the faults
thrusted on Nagarjuna are now turned back onto the reificationists in a bit of
philosophical counter-attacks. Nagarjuna is charging the opponent who thinks
Nagarjuna is a nihilist with being that very thing himself.

Verse 14 presents the well-known classic position: to whom emptiness makes
sense, everything makes sense. To whom emptiness does not make sense, nothing
makes sense. This verse has sometimes been used to sumnarize Nagarjuna’s view of
reality. particularly emphasising the two truths: the conventional and the ultimate
truth. This verse demonstrates how: reality functions despite all phenomena lacking
intrinsic existence. Those who reify reality are accused of mistakenly transferring their
own faults onto Nagarjuna.

Versel5 compares this to a person riding a horse who forgets he is on a
horse. The horse-rider is riding around his property counting his horses one , two and
three. He knows he had a fourth horse yesterday. So he accuses another person of
having stolen one of his horses, as the other person is riding a horse that looks a lot
like the one he can't find. The other person points out that in fact the rider forgot to
count the horse he is riding. Thus, the rider accuses the other person of riding the
horse that in fact he is riding. The opponent accuses Nagarjuna of riding the dark
horse of nihilism, when in fact he is riding it himself.

Verse 16 informs us that actually the opposite is true. When those who reify
reality view everything existing intrinsically, in fact they are rejecting everything.
Reification precludes relations. Relations mean dependence. Reification views
everything as intrinsic or independent. Whatever exists independently, by definition,
is not dependent. Therefore, nothing could be in relationship. Since everything exists
in dependence, reification thereby rejects everything. By rejecting everything, those

who reify reality have rejected all causes.
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Verse 17 continues the argument. By rejecting all causes, those who think that to
exist is to be non-empty and to be empty is to be non-existent must also reject
results dependent on these causes. If they reject all results that depend on their
causes, this means that language and our thinking must also be rejected. The agent,
his actions, and the objects of those actions would all be categorically rejected by
the opponent. Furthermore, since causes and effects are rejected, this means the
opponent must reject the very production and disintegration of things. Thus, those
who reify reality actally reject everything. They reject all things.

The heart of the chapter- and of the book- is presented in verse 18.
Understanding this verse ' properly becomes the cornerstone of correctly
understanding the Middle Way. Whatever dependently arises is empty of existing
intrinsically. There are only two possibilities: either things exist objectively from their
own side, or they exist subjectively from the side of the mind. Existing from the side
of the mind means they are dependently designated by the mind. Rejecting things
existing intrinsically from the side of the object means they must exist subjectively
through dependent designation. This is the identity of emptiness and dependent
origination. Emptiness means absence of intrinsic or independent existence. Absence
of intrinsic or independent arising means-dependent origination. This is the Middle
Way. This is explained as-emptiness. This identity is the powerful meaning of verse
18.

As everything is dependently arisen, everyching is empty. This includes all
phenomena, as stated in verse 19. Thus, these two verses in chapter 24, verse 18
and verse 19, are the essence of Nagarjuna's MUlamadhyamakakarika. Verse 20
goes on: if all phenomena were not empty of intrinsic existence, then there would
be no production and no disintegration. If there were no production and no
disintegration, then the four noble truths would be impossible.

Verse 21 argues, if things did not depend on others, then how could suffering be

produced? The Buddha taught that phenomena are impermanent and that all
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contaminated things are in the nature of suffering. This precludes the possibility that
things could exist from their own side intrinsically. Moreover, if things did in fact exist
intrinsically, how could they ever be produced? Those who reify reality would be
rejecting everything in the world since all are produced. As those who reify reality
would reject all phenomena, including production, they would therefore also reject
the cause of suffering.

This is the conclusion drawn in the verse 22. Furthermore, if suffering existed
intrinsically, then the cessation of suffering would be impossible. As the cessation of
suffering would be impossible, suffering would last forever. In this way, those who
reify reality are forced into 'a position whereby they must reject the cessation of
suffering based on their own logic.

This is the presentation in verse 23.If the path existed intrinsically, then how
could there be a path? When those who reify reality propose a path to
enlightenment that complements meditation, that path cannot exist intrinsically. For
if it did exist intrinsically, the absurd consequence would follow that we could never
relate to that path. Without relating to the path, we could never meditate on the
path.

This is the further absurd consequence of intrinsic existence drawn out in
verse 24. Following from the logic of those who. reify reality, there would be no
suffering, no cause of suffering, and no cessation of suffering. If that were the case,
verse 25 questions, then precisely who is it that attains the cessation of suffering?
And if there is no one who attains the cessation of suffering, then no truth could be
realized at the ultimate level. Hence, there would be no ultimate truth of reality to
be realized.

Therefore, the verse 26 concludes the truth concerning reality, which is the
object of the meditation, cannot possibly exist intrinsically. Furthermore, if all these

things existed intrinsically, then it would be impossible for those who reify reality to
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continue maintaining their position of knowing, abandoning, cultivating, and
actualizing all the achievements that result from meditation on the truth of reality.

Verse 27 again demonstrates the absurdity of objective, intrinsic existence by
showing how it contradicts complete understanding, abandonment, cultivation, and
actualization. These important products of meditation on emptiness could never
come about since intrinsically existent achievement could never be. How could
there be achievement at all in the face of an unchanging world that is devoid of
relations? This is the conclusion drawn in verse 28. Without attainment, there could
be no arhats reaching and abiding in these attainments. Without those stream-
entering arhats putting effort into attainments, the eight kinds of arhats could not
exist.

Verse 29 concludes that without these eight kinds of arhats there would be
no Sangha. If there were no four noble truths, which are the truths from the
perspective of these arhats, then there would be no Dharma. And if there were no
Dharma and no Sangha, then how could there be a Buddha?

Nagarjuna skilfully turns all the arguments back onto the opponents, those
who reify reality. He states that these faults do not attach to him; rather, they attach
to any position that reifies reality. This is grand finale; this is the presentation of the
verse 30. According to those who reify reality, a Buddha would not be dependent on
enlightenment, nor would enlightenment be dependent on a Buddha, This further
absurd consequence of grasping intrinsic existence, which prevents any type of
relationship at all, is presented in verse 31.

Furthermore, according to those who reify reality, those who have not yet
attained enligshtenment could never practise the path to enlishtenment. Intrinsic
existence does not allow anything to change. Thus, there could be no
transformation; hence, no one could ever practise the path. This is a further absurd

consequence of intrinsic existence presented by Nagarjuna in verse 32.
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If the view of intrinsic existence of those who reify reality is to be accepted,
this means that no one could ever know the difference between Dharma and non-
Dharma. In this context, Dhama and non-Dharma refer to virtue and non-virtue; thus,
no one could ever distinguish between right and wrong. If things were not empty of
intrinsic existence, nothing at all would ever be possible. The impossibility of
anything, anywhere at any time, is a further absurd consequence of the view of
intrinsic existence of those who reify reality, laid out in verse 33.

Furthermore, as made clear in verse 34, it there is no practice of morality and
immorality, then according to those who think that to exist is to be non-empty and
to be empty is to be non-existent, nobody could ever attain any results. Intrinsic
existence prevents all relationships, including causality. Without causes there can be
no results. Yet those who reify reality continue insisting that results are produced
from moral and immoral actions. In that case, then why are morality and immorality
not empty of intrinsic existence? If results are produced from moral and immoral
actions, then these actions must be empty of intrinsic existence. Intrinsic existence
precludes any change, any causality. This is a further contradiction of intrinsic
existence.

Verse 35 exposes the absurdity that no results could ever be produced. Verse
36 concludes that in actuality those who reify reality are rejecting all conventional
phenomena whatsoever at any time and at any place. Thus, they are completely
rejecting dependent origination. Therefore, for those who reify reality there would be
no striving to attain anything. They are forced into the ridiculous position that
performance of action would be devoid of any activity and any object, Action
without activity and action without an object are the further absurd consequences
explained in verse 37.

If that were the case, then nobody would do anything. Without activity and
without an object, it would be impossible to do anything. If beings existed

intrinsically then they could not be born. And if beings are not born, neither could



38

they die, leading to the absurd result of unborn beings who can never die. All
change and formation is precluded. Thus, they would be completely bereft of any
attributes or any relationships at all. Complete inert inactivity is the absurd
consequence of intrinsic existence drawn out in verse 38

Verse 39 shows the absurd consequence that the third and fourth noble
truths would be utterly impossible given the view of reification. Thus, whoever
correctly sees the true meaning of dependent origination will understand suffering.
They will then recognize the cause of suffering and hence will attain cessation from
that suffering.

Nagarjuna shows here in verse 40, the last verse, that understanding
emptiness is equivalent to understanding the four noble truths, precisely what the
opponent claimed could not be understood within the framework of emptiness. The
four noble truths are everything one needs to understand. And they are exactly what
the opponent claimed that Na@garjuna himself undermined. Nagarjuna thus
demonstrates that the opponent's view of reification leads him to fall into nihilism.
This chapter therefore shows that is only the Madhyamika position that allows one
to affirm the Buddhadharma. Thus, chapter 24 establishes conventional reality or
important ground, path, and result.'” The thorough establishment of conventional
reality within the context of emptiness is the grand achievement of Nagarjuna,
clearly elucidating the teachings of the Buddha.

Chapter 24 of the MUlamadhyamakakarika is the most important chapter:
Nagarjuna relentlessly challenges the notion of intrinsic existence. He does this so
exhaustively that some might misinterpret his arguments to mean that nothing exists.
Then they might think that since nothing exists, everyone can do whatever they
want, for nothing really matters. This would be a grave error not only for the

individual but also for society in general. It is much harder to understand emptiness.
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Understanding emptiness set us free from the two extremes of reification and

nihilism.

4.3 Dependent origination (Pratlyasamutpada) :

This chapter is out of character with the rest of the MUlamadhyamakakarika :
it is a straight exposition of the twelve-step dependent origination
(pratltyasamutpada) that is standard to all of Buddhism.'® With no analysis of it in
terms of emptiness, this leads some scholars to doubt that this chapter were
originally part of the MUlamadhyamakakarika and is written by someone else. Some
scholars also doubt that the Buddha ever taught the full twelve-step cycle. If this
hypothesis is true, then the original ending of the MUlamadhyamakakarika is the
dramatic declaration.

Dependent origination may only be a conventional truth; the situation from
the ultimate point ot view would not involve the the process in terms of any
categories or entities. The discussion of dependent origination starts with root-
ignorance (avidya). Dependent origination is about the necessary conditions for a
process and how to remove a condition so that the cycle does not continue. The
difference is not merely semantic: causes can be seen as all the necessary conditions
coming together, but dependent origination only delineates one necessary condition
in each step. Thus, if the root-ignorance (avidyad) were the cause of desires rather
than a condition, then once it arose, desires would have to arise. Thus once we are
unenlightened, we would remain unenlightened forever. But under dependent
origination, once ignorance arises, desires are not automatically caused. That is, our
root-ignorance does not cause desires, but condition for desires; thus, by removing

this ignorance, desires cannot arise.
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AWl Buddhist schools accept the doctrine of dependent origination.  Dependent
origination means that every existent depends on other things to exist or to originate.
There is nothing that can exist on its own or has its own intrinsic existence or
essence or nature. However, Négérjuna’s view is the identification of emptiness with
the twelve nidanas (links) and the principle of dependent originations. According to
Nagarjuna, if we understand dependent origination fully, we will be face to face with
emptiness. It may be recalled that the sarvastivada’s abhidharma interprets the
twelve nidanas in terms of sequential, linear causality, which supports its realistic
interpretation of dharmas as being free-standing entities, each with its own essential
nature.

Nagarjuna critiqued the abhidharma of the twelve nidanas as linear and as
underplaying their important and critical relational dimension. In fact each nidana
only has existence and meaning in relation to and in mutual dependence upon the
others. Feeling makes no sense apart from a body-mind apparatus. Rebirth
consciousness has o' meaning apart from ignorance. For Nagarjuna, the abhidharmic
idea that each nidana, as a dharma, is an entity with a definite and independent
essence is incorrect. The deeper truth is relational: no single nidana has any nature
that stands independent from the web of relationships in which it is appearing.
Rather, that nidana is the effect of the entire realm of being with which it is causally
connected. And this totality, which alone is what the nidana is, can never be put
into thought or words. It is profoundly empty of individual intrinsic nature.

The Buddha's version is the twelve links of dependent origination, which
explains the causal chain of how we are bomn, suffer and die repeatedly. He
emphasizes the dependent nature of our lives. This explanation of the cycle of birth
and death underpins the second noble truth, the truth of the cause of suffering. It
shows how we cycle from one birth to another through ignorance of the reality. It
also gives us insight into how we can escape from this suffering. The reverse process

shows the path to enlightenment.
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The twelve links of dependent origination actually work more like a spiral
involving several elements, rather than a linear progression. Nevertheless, the
Buddha starts his teaching with ignorance. Because of ignorance, we grasp reality as if
it had objective, intrinsic existence. In this way we reify reality. Because of clinging to
such a reality, emotional responses of attraction or aversion follow. We become
attached.

Gaining insight into the sequence of events help us disrupt it. Through
analysing ignorance and cultivating the wisdom of realizing emptiness, we can escape
the misery and become free from suffering. Thus, through understanding chapter 26,
"Analysis of the Twelve Links of Dependent Origination, we develop the insight that
realizes emptiness, which is the only way to be free."’

We can then stop the ignorance and become free. Existence and birth
manifest in the body and mind, which are the five aggregates. These five aggregates
are, by their nature, suffering. When ignorance is brought to an end, action (karma) no
longer arises. Ignorance is brought to an end through understanding and meditating
on emptiness. Thus, cessation of ‘ignorance, and with it the complete chain of
suffering, is accomplished through the understanding of emptiness. When the cause
of cyclic existence ceases, all the subsequent links no longer arise. This is somewhat
analogous to the domino-effect: when one falls, all the others fall in sequence. Here
the twelve links may fall-all at once when their original cause (ignorance) has been
eliminated. No further effort or action is required. Once ignorance is finished, the
succeeding links will naturally no longer arise. In this way the continuity of suffering is

severed.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion

The study sets out to answer the following questions: How are the four noble
truths conceived in Nagarjuna’s eyes? The subsidiary questions are: How did
Nagajuna come to his conclusion? What philosophical methods did he use? What
are his premises?

From the original texts of chapter 24 and 26 of the MUlamadhyamakakarika,
it is clear that Na@garjuna sees the four noble truths through the lens of emptiness
and dependent origination, the perspectives of which are discussed at length in the
previous chapter. In short, without emptiness and dependent origination, there
cannot be the four noble truths.

Nagarjuna comes to this conclusion by taking on his opponents’ argument to
the contrary : only without emptiness can the four boble truths exist. Nagarjuna
uses a very powerful logical means of negation, in modern logical terms called
reductio ad absurdum' or absurd consequences move. Reductio ad absurdum is
proving that a position is false, or at least untenable, by showing that if true it would
lead to absurd consequences.

His main premise is that there is no such thing as svabhava and the absence
of svabhava is Sunyata (emptiness). He effectively uses this tool to disprove his
opponents’ position of svabhava, and to prove his position of emptiness. He also
emphasises that emptiness is not nihilism and svabhava is eternalism. Emptiness is
neither nihilism nor eternalism.

The opponent starts it off by imputing an ontological nihilism to Nagarjuna
that would destroy the Buddhist way of life: if everything is empty, then the four
noble truths do not exist. N@garjuna corrects his opponent by claiming that the
Buddha's teaching is based on two categories of truths: truths from a conventional

point of view and truths from the highest point of view or the ultimate truth. Truths
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from the highest point of view give the ultimate ontological status of something.
Conventional truths are about what the unenlightened count as real, depending on
our conceptual conventions. Thus, ultimate truth is stated from the ontologically
correct point of view, while conventional truths still involve the idea of self-existent
entities for practical purposes.

Here we have a very profound understanding of what the Buddha has
discovered: the four noble truths. And Buddhist scholars believe to be the most
important teaching of Lord Buddha. The four noble truths in Buddhism are that there
is suffering, that suffering has a cause , desires based on the root-ignorance, that
there is cure removing the root-ignorance, and a prescription (the eight-fold path).
Teaching the ultimate truth depends on our conventions.-And without understanding
those truths, nirvdNa cannot be attained. This distinction is very important.
Nagarjuna accepts truths in the conventional sense, while denying that they exist in
the worldly sense from the highest point. The phenomena are empty of self-
existence and there are no self entities in the world, but the phenomena still exist in
some ultimate sense. This is reality as it truly is (tattva). In fact, he goes on to say
that only if phenomena are empty do things work, then there can be suffering. If the
world were nothing but a collection of discrete self, there cannot be suffering and
suffering could not end.

Implications of the study: The MUlamadhyamakakarika revolves around
Nagarjuna’s attempts to refute a commonly misunderstood concepts of and show ,
in his views, the correct understanding of not only the four noble truths, but also the
whole Buddhadharma. We can understand Nagarjuna better by studying the primary
sources, his own works in Sanskrit. It is also advisable to carry out comparative
studies between his works and those of original Pali canons and of the extensive

Tibetan translation.
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