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EDITORIAL NOTE 

The papers published in this volume were originally read and discussed at a 
workshop which the Philosophy Department of Brock University brought 
together at the Rathfon Inn on Lake Erie in the spring of 1969. The pa­
pers have survived, but the discussions, despite attempts to record and 
edit them, unhappily have not. Only some memories of the tensions and 
laughter of philosophical combat remain and they are not for publication. 

The workshop, which was funded by Brock University and The Canada 
Council, had, as working members, not only those who read papers but 
others with an interest in the problems of Indian and comparative philoso­
phy: 

George Burch, Professor Emeritus of Tufts University; David 
Goicoechea and Professor John Mayer of Brock University; Mr. Elvin 
Jones, University of Wisconsin; Professor Karl Potter, University of Wash­
ington; Mr. C. D. Priestly, University of Toronto; Professor Dale Riepe, 
State University of New York at Buffalo, and Professor Paul Younger of 
McMaster University. 

Dr. Wilhelm Halbfass of Brock University generously assisted in tran­
scribing the Sanskrit quotations. 
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(1) MK. Mulamadhyamakakiirikiis de Nagarjuna avec La 
Prasannapada Commentaire de Candrakfrti. Publiee 
par Louis de la Vallee Poussin, St. Petersbourg 1913. 
Composed, probably, in the second century A. D. 
Nagarjuna's Karikas are indicated, throughout the 
volume, by Chapter and number. Thus, MK. I. 1. indi­
cates Chapter I, Karika 1. 

(2) Prasannapada Candrakfrti's commentary to MK. Composed, prob­
ably, in the sixth or seventh century A.D. All refer­
ences are to the text published along with MK. by de 
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page 1, line 1. 

(3) MA Madhyamaklivatara by Candrakfrti. Tibetan text pub­
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MERVYN SPRUNG 

INTRODUCTION 

It would be a bulky and intricate volume indeed that treated adequately of 
the problem of two truths in Buddhism and Vedanta: the present volume 
is slim and unpretentious. Not the less incisive, for that, it is hoped, but 
certainly neither systematic nor complete, and this in several senses. Not 
all schools of Buddhism are dealt with: Theravada, Indian Yogacara, and 
the Logicians are missing among the Indian schools and there is no refer­
ence to Chinese and Japanese Buddhism. The Vedanta discussed is only 
Advaita (non-dualist), and that virtually limited to Sankara. Nor does the 
volume as a whole take up the problem of two truths thematically, though 
each paper raises the philosophical questions its author.thinks appropriate. 

The title 'The Problem of Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta' prom­
ises more than the book itself contains. The reason for this is given in the 
prefatory 'Note': each chapter is a paper read and discussed at a working 
conference. All the papers from the conference are here published, and no 
others. The book has thus the contours dictated by the availability of 
scholars at the time of the conference. 

The titles of the papers betray the purpose of the original gathering and 
the nature of the resulting book. Every paper inquires into an historical 
point of view...:. one or more of the Buddhist or Vedanta schools- and yet 
does this in such a way that it is not mere exposition, but focusses on the 
philosophical problems raised .. Nothing published here follows the problem 
in its transformations through all the historical points of view - though 
T. R. V. Murti and J. G. Arapura compare Advaita Vedanta and 
Madhyamika Buddhism in suggestive ways. Yet just this task is implicit in 
the title of the book, as it is in the endeavours of what is at present .called 
-not entirely happily- 'comparative philosophy'. We make but few 
references to Western thought- T. R. V. Murti to Kant and Hegel, myself 
to Plato and Descartes, B. K. Matilal to contemporary Western logic - and 
yet that the 'problem' is recognizable in such various historical schools is 
evidence that it is a genuine philosophical problem. The belief that it is 
lies behind the work of those contributing, as behind the hope that 
philosophers will read this volume and not merely sanskritists and special­
ists in Indian thought. The book is liberally besprinkled with Sanskrit 
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2 MERVYN SPRUNG 

terms, it is true, but not, it is hoped, to the point of frightening off those 
unfamiliar with that elegant language. May the presence of Sanskrit speak 
merely of the chthonic method of the contributors. They hope their work 
may find some echo in the problems with which Western philosophers -
some at least - are locked, and that it may suggest new ways of thinking 
about 'levels of truth', 'limits of thought', 'the possibility of metaphysics' 
and.cognate questions. 

The present volume is a modest contribution to the problem of 'two 
truths', a theme which could and.should be more thoroughly pursued. The 
views found in the Upani~ads would be richly worth inclusion in this 
theme. The tension between the rival claims of the seen and the unseen 
makes the problem of two truths worth pursuing there. Samkhya would 
have something to say, more, perhaps, by throwing the Vedanta under· 
standing of consciousness and its everyday forms into sharper focus. 
Tantric thought, and the various Shaivite schools, might (the field is still 
relatively unexplored) generate some light on the relationship of the phe­
nomenal world to the creative powers within and behind it. Yet, probably, 
the thought of certain Buddhists of the early centuries of the Christian era 
- those known as Madhyamika - and the deep, central tradition of the 
Upani~ads, transmitted by Sarikara and his followers from the eighth centu­
ry A. D. onwards, go most radically into the problems of two truths. It is 
they who search out the indefeasible questions of the nature of truth and 
of its availability to humans, who sense the implications of our being able 
to raise such questions for the nature of human existence and for the 
character of what sustains it. 

It is then perhaps not mere chance that virtually all the papers in the 
present volume take up aspects of the problem of two truths as dealt with 
in these two traditions- Madhyamika Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta. 
Historically this focusses attention on the centuries between 150 A. D. and 
900 A. D. when Indians were most creatively exploring the problems of 
thought that has become aware of itself as Thought. The roots of the two 
truths lie, of course, far back in the Upani~ads, which may usefully be 
dated in the centuries from 800 B. C. to 500 B. C. But most of the discus­
sion here is based on texts composed in the later period. Nagarjuna, con­
sidered the founder of the Madhyamika School of Buddhist philoso-
phy, is one of the main protagonists and is dated in the latter half of the 
second century A. D. His two main- and rival- interpreters are 
Bhavaviveka, sixth century A. D., whose work is preserved only in Tibetan; 
and Candrak!rti, end of sixth and beginning of seventh century, whose 
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commentary is intact in Sanskrit. Sankara, the other main protagonist, is 
the founder of the Advaita Vedanta School and is dated in the latter part 
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of the eighth and. beginning of the ninth century A. D. He had many follow­
ers in the immediately succeeding centuries. 

The diversity of aspects which draw the attention of the different. con­
tributors is an index of the complex interest of the problem. Most papers 
say something about the way Madhyamika understands the two truths. 
T. R. V. Murti adopts what might be called a gnoseological (not epistemol­
ogical) approach. He places the problems of knowing in the centre; he 
understands what Madhyamika is saying (or doing) in terms of the model 
of knowing. He defines samvrti (everyday existence) and paramiirtha (real­
ity or truth) as different kinds of knowing: the first, discursive and con­
ceptual (buddhi); the second, immediate and intuitive (prajfiii). Buddhi is 
inherently antinomical and hence unsatisfactory; prajfiii is beyond contra­
dictions and hence secure. 

Fred Streng is concerned with questions of human existence. He does 
not see the paramiirtha level as a second and transcendent 'truth' which 
would leave the samvrti level abandoned as 'lower'. Paramiirthasatya 
is the highest awareness of the truth ensconced in samvrti; it is the view of 
samvrti which most effectively leads to liberation and its 'truth' is pre­
cisely this effectiveness. 

My own paper attempts to bring out the relationship between the two 
'truths' -which, in my interpretation, are more nearly two 'realities'. This 
relationship appears to me to be transformational and not explanatory. 
The highest truth is not an explanation of the lower; it is what the lower 
becomes (hence the appropriateness of the word 'reality') under the con­
ditions of freedom. 

B. K. Matilal's logical critique of the Madhyamika position reminds of 
yet another aspect. Samvrti, understood as what is silnya (void) is, by defi­
nition, logically indeterminate: no precise predicate can be asserted o.f any­
thing because there is no 'thing' in the everyday world adequate to accept 
predicates. The paramiirthasatya then can be only a species of non-predi­
cative, intuitive 'truth'. This opens the door to mysticism, understood in 
contradistinction to realist logic. 

S. Ida reminds us of the intricacies of scholarship required to study the 
many branches of thought within the Madhyamika school. He deals with 
the evidence, from Tibetan sources, of Bhavaviveka's clearly developed 
theory of the graduated levels of truth (which provokes. comparison with 
Plato). He contrasts Bhavaviveka's primary concern with gradations within 
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samvrti and Candrakfrti's strong assumption of the equal devoidness of all 
samvrti levels. 

A. K. Warder's arguments against considering Nagarjuna a Mahayana 
Buddhist will provoke both inter~st and disagreement. He reminds us, 
tellingly, how easily we lapse into uncritical acceptance of views which 
happen to be widely held; Certainly it is important to realize, as he points 
out, that Nagarjuna nowhere in his main work, the Madhyamaka Karikas, 
quotes, verbatim, any Mahayana scripture; even though this leaves un­
touched the question whether Nagarjuna's philosophy is Mahayana in its 
concern and content or not. 

Herbert Guenther sets out the variety of views held about the two 
truths in the Vaibha~ika, Sautrantika and Yogacara schools, all from 
Tibetan sources. He emphasizes that the third and highest 'truth' of 
Y ogacara - the parini~panna - is not a realm apart from other levels, but 
is the non-mediated and aesthetic aspect of everyday things. This introduc­
tion of the notion of the aesthetic as a way of understanding the differ­
ence between the truths is novel and intriguing. 

Richard Brooks subjects the Vedanta concept of maya- which must be 
set, however carefully, in parallel with the Buddhist concept of samvrti­
to some contemporary analysis. He argues that to claim the entire pluralis­
tic world is an illusion - maya- sets up a philosophical problem but does 
not solve it. It implies that there is a criterion for knowing what is illusion 
ana what is not, but does not give it.·He suggests that Vedantists should 
attempt the breathtaking task of showing how the world is an illusion. 

In the final chapter, J. G. Arapura gives us to understand maya as dis­
course about Being or Brahman. The world as we understand it is related 
to its Being as discourse is related to what discourse is about. This is a 
fresh, contemporary approach to Vedanta and it allows Madhyamika to be 
compared from the point of view of language. Madhyamika, J. G. Arapura 
states, does not agree that everyday talk reveals the paramarthic, buddhist 
truth, but, rather, conceals it. Talk, for Madhyamika, he suggests, is merely 
about talk, from which futile circle escape can be only to the non-linguis­
tic level. This is an interesting comparison; there will be those who under­
stand Madhyamika differently and who will take up the discussion. 

The only other chapter in which there is explicit comparison of 
Vedanta and Madhyamika is the first. T. R. V. Murti assesses both schools 
as philosophies concerned with the central problem of accounting, in 
metaphysically acceptable terms, for our mis-taking everyday things to be 
real as they present themselves, when, on being awakened to truth, we 
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know that their reality is not in themselves but in their ground -which is 
never the everyday itself. On this score he finds he must give Vedanta first 
place. These lear~ed and vigorous arguments are certain to provoke further 
thought, especially as they rouse questions of the historical and doctrinal 
relationship of Buddhism and Vedanta. There will be those who think that 
Buddhist philosophy is not primarily concerned with the Vedantic prob­
lem, but, being radically oriented toward 'behaviour', is more sceptical of 
the ability of language to give metaphysical explanations. Such can point 
out that the Vedantist can aspire to 'know' Brahman, but that a Buddhist 
is not concerned to 'know' nirviiruz. The inviting depths of these questions 
make one regret that they are not searched out in the present volume. Cer­
tainly they lie waiting for future discussion. 

And not merely as esoteric problems oflndian philosophy. The issues 
which emerge from a probing into the questions of miiyii and samvrti, 
Brahman and paramiirthasatya are human and indefeasible; they have 
Weight for philosophers everywhere. That they have been central in the 
Indian tradition and, until recently, peripheral in the Western, can tell us 
much about the two traditions. The Indians have two truths as a philoso­
phical problem because they do not sunder faith and reason, but embrace 
all questions- including what in the West would be 'religious' questions 
-within the reach of philosophical thought. Hence religious experience 
and insight thrust forward the problem of two truths indefeasibly. In the 
West, because for the greater part we have held our religious faith to be of 
a different order than our philosophical convictions, we have had little 
need to see things in terms of two truths: we are content with one truth 
and one faith. 

Yet the problem of kinds of truth is not entirely absent from Western 
thought. Perhaps we could come to understand some thinkers better if we 
see them in this light. The two 'ways' ofParmenides, for example, the 
'way' of being and the 'way' of non-being or the way of thought and the 
way of opinion, are these analogous to two 'truths' or 'realities'? Certainly 
they are not dualist principles, not mere theories, for not both are 'true' or 
'real' in the same sense: one excludes the other. That the duality is of 
'ways', and not of 'views' within one 'way', reminds of Plato and Buddhism. 
Understanding the middle Plato, the Plato of the ascent of the psyche from 
darkness to light, in terms of two truths is more obvious; yet a thorough 
elaboration is still wanting. How interesting a re-study of the gnostic belief 
in a saving insight-experience (gnosis) would be must await further work. 1 

European mysticism should be interesting in this regard precisely be-
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cause mystics reject the duality of God and truth. Eckhart, the thirteent.1. 
century Christian, speaks confidently of the silent desert (void?} of Gott­
heit beyond the reach of the differentiations of intellectus. His aller­
hochstel Wahrheit (the most hightrutb.) reminds of the Sanskrit 
paramll.rthasatya being beyond all specifiable content and not being mere: 
ly a categorial distinction within a theory. Again, Eckhart insists that crea­
tures have being only if God is present in them, otherwise they are noth­
ing. This contrast can (with caution), be set next to maya and samvrti in 
their contrast to Brahman and paramlirthasatya. Other Christian mystics · 
have spmething to say about the puzzling fact that things can be either full 
of or empty of being, depending on how we live with them. 

Spinoza appears to have evolved his philosophy out of some such deep­
seated sense of the transformational possibility of existence. His third kind 
of 'knowledge' -intuition - is not merely another kind of knowledge 
about particular things in space and time; it is 'knowledge' of a quite dif­
ferent reality: namely, of 'God' which is to say of particular things in their 
timelessness. This intuition, especially of one's own body and mind as 
God, is at once love of God and God's love of himself. One cannot reason 
one's way back and forth between God and the finite world. Malebranche 
is another for whom 'God' is a philosophical problem. 

In recent time, at least one philosopher has had much to say in English 
that is germane to the puzzlements of the two truths: F. H. Bradley. 
Bradley, using the concepts 'appearance' and 'reality', discusses exhausting­
ly how it is that, though reality contains nothing but appearances, yet ap­
pearances are transmuted in reality (the 'absolute'). No particular remains 
what it is, but all are 'over-ruled by', 'go home to', are 'laid to rest in' the 
absolute. Of course there is a myriad of differences between Bradley, the 
post-Hegelian empiricist, and any Indian parallels. Yet the similarities be­
tween his basic concepts and those of Madhyamika are striking, and have 
often been noted. Bradley's absolute has no assets but appearances, though 
with appearances only to its credit, the absolute would be bankrupt. This 
is compatible with Nagarjuna's famous aphorisms "there is no on tic differ­
ence whatever between nirviirza and samslira"· and "all named things come 
to rest in the truth." 

Most worthy of attention -iii this matter of two truths - among re­
cent Western thinkers is Martin Heidegger. Not only does his early insis­
tence that Being is not to be grasped as any variation of particular beings 
point in this direction, but his later work might be understood as a struggle 
to think what is beyond representational thought and to say what is be-
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yond the language of metaphysics. The 'difference' between (source of?) 
Being and beings is itself neither, but results fu both, and cannot be spoken 
Of in language COJI?.monly used for either. It can be heard only in the VOice 
of silence. Heidegger's insistence, in his later work, that the root of repre­
sentative discourse lies in the rootless activity of human will, that only in 
Gelassenheit - non-purposive existence - can Being become one's own is, 
for a European, a novel treatment of the classical problem of two truths, 
though it rests easily within both the Buddhist and Vedanta traditions. 

And so Heidegger. cannot escape comparison with the two great 
thinkers of India: Nagarjuna the Buddhist, and Sarikara the Vedantist. 
Nagarjuna's nirviirza is beyond the categories of being and non-being, yet is 
what makes both intelligible; and he treats the human cravings generated 
by belief in the being and non-being of things as the one obstruction on 
the way to truth. Sarikara's Brahman, the sustaining source of maya 
(phenomena), can, .in many ways, be understood as one understands 
Heidegger's Sein; Brahman is 'known' -not representationally but in a 
special experience - only when one has ceased to find Self in one's person­
al existence ( cf. Gelassenheit). 

To bring the names of Heidegger, Sarikara and Nagarjuna together may 
be the fitting conclusion to this introduction. Insofar as it is appropriate it 
is evidence of the persistence of the problem of two truths. Taken together 
the three can make us see what the problem is. All are haunted by the con­
viction that 'bey,ond' the everyday world ('vorstellendes Denken', 'sarrlVJ:ti' 
or maya) there is something not of the nature of the everyday which alone 
can allow us to understand the everyday. All are acutely aware of the limi­
tations of language (though Heidegger and Sarikara preserve a confidence 
which Nagarjuna does not share) and yet persist in the effort to find some 
acceptable way of speaking about what is in some sense unspeakable. 
Whether it is in Gelassenheit (Heidegger) that language becomes appropri­
ate to Being or whether (Nagarjuna) words taken in a prescriptive sense 
(prajfiaptz) may refer to paramlirthasatya or whether (Sarikara) discourse 
may be about Brahman if the mind is disciplined and purified, the second 
'truth' becomes available only if certain non-intellective conditions are ful­
filled. How trenchantly this thought drops into contemporary debate 
about the possibility of metaphysics and the nature and legitimation of 
philosophy is self-evident. 

The present book does not, as I have said, make a concerted attempt to 
carry over the problem of two truths into the Western tradition. It is di­
rected to the problem as it appears in certain schools of Buddhism and 
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Vedanta. Yet the contributors hope that the questions they raise are worth 
further study, within the Indian tradition as well as in other traditions. 
They hope, presumptuously perhaps, yet innocently, that further study of 
the problems evoked in this book may nudge the horizons of philosophy 
outwards just a little. 

Dept. of Philosophy, 
Brock University, St. Catharines, Ont. 

NOTE 

1 Cf. Stufen der Wahrheit by Dieter Dunkel. Akademie Druck. Miinchen. 



T. R. V. MURTI 

SAMV~TI AND PARAMARTHA IN MADHYAMIKA AND 

ADVAITA VEDANTA 

It has been the fashion to consider that the differences between the 
Madhyarnika sunyata and Brahman are rather superficial and even verbal, 
and that the two systems of philosophy are almost identical. At least 
Professor Radhakrishnan thinks so, and Stcherbatsky's and Dasgupta's 
views are not very different. I hold a contrary view altogether: that in spite 
of superficial similarities in form and terminology, the differences between 
them are deep and pervasive. Both Madhyamika and Advaita agree that the 
absolute is transcendent to thought, totally devoid of empirical determina­
tions (nirdharmaka, sunya). "The Absolute is immanent too, being there­
ality of appearance. The Absolute is but the phenomena in their essential 
form. It follows that the absolute is realised only in a non-empirical intu­
ition called variously, prajfiaparamita, lokottarajfiana, and 
aparok~anubhuti. The nature of this experience is that it is non-discursive, 
immediate and unitary cognition; here essence and existence coincide. 
They further agree with regard to the nature and status of phenomena 
which are appearance. Engendered by a beginningless non-empirical avidya, 
the appearance can be negated completely by the true knowledge of the 
absolute. The nature of avidya and its orientation to the absolute differ in 
each system. Every absolutism is really an advaita or advayavada, non-du­
alism; they do not establish the absolute, but just reject duality as illusion. 
And the rejection is dialectically made and not on the basis of positive ar­
guments. Otherwise, that on the strength of which the absolute i~ estab­
lished will stand out _as another reality. What is rejected as illusory differs 
in these systems: the Madhyarnika negates the conceptualist tendency 
(vikalpa or dr~.ti); for this is what falsifies reality which is Intuition 
(prajfia); the Vijnanavada negates objectivity; for this makes vijfiana appear 
infected with the duality of subject and object; the Vedanta negates differ­
ence (bheda); the real is universal and identical. 

By implication every absolutism has to formulate the distinction of Re­
ality and Appearance and the two truths (paramartha and vyavahara). 
Scriptures too are interpreted on this basis- nitartha (para) and neyartha 
(apara). The Vedantic doctrine of three 'truths' and the admission of the 
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10 T. R. V. MURTI 

priitibhiisika is necessitated by the fact that it first analyses an empirical il­
lusion (an illusion which is cancelled in our ordinary experience even) and 
applies this analysis analogically to the world-illusion. The position of 
Vijfianavada is similar. The Ma.dhyamika, however, addresses himself di­
rectly to the world-illusion as presented in the conflicting philosophies and 
points of view. He is concerned with what has been called by Kant the 
Transcendental illusion. 

All three agree in their ideal of spiritual discipline. It is knowledge 
(prajnii; brahmajfiiina) that frees us; other factors are auxiliary to this. The 
state of mukti (nirviirza) is a complete identity with the Absolute." 1 

I. THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN MADHYAMIKA AND VEDANTA 

(1) It must not be forgotten that the Vedanta and the Madhyamika belong 
to two different traditions - the iitman tradition of the Upani~ads and the 
aniitman tradition of the Buddhists. The Vedanta is a complete and consis­
tent formulation of the iitman doctrine of the Upani~ads which conceive 
reality as pure being, as not subject to change and as one identical univer­
sal being. Brahman is the soul or spirit of things, their essence or reality. 
Change and particularity are taken as appearance of the underlying iitman · 
or Brahman. This I have called the substance view ofreality. 

As opposed to this, Buddhism began with the rejection of the soul or 
substance and confeives the real, as becoming, as a continuum of momen­
tary entities. The Vibhajyavada of Buddhism is the critical analysis of con­
cepts and linguistic usage. It rejected and relegated soul, substance, the uni­
versal and the whole as mere words without any backing in fact. The 
Madhyamika philosophy is the complete and consistent formulation of the 
sceptical attitude that was born with Buddhism. Not only is the soul or 
substance unreal (pudgalanairiitmya) but the so-called 'elements', accepted 
by the earlier .i\bhidharmika Buddhism is equally false (dharmanairiitmya). 
Denial or rejection must be complete; everything is sunya, void or devoid 
of any intrinsic nature of its own (nifzsvabhiiva). The Madhyamika dialectic 
is the most consistent and complete formulation of the critical analysis 
which began with Buddhism. 

Although there have been lively skirmishes between the two traditions, 
there has been no comingling or compromise of positions on either side to 
any appreciable extent. It is my contention that there could not be accep­
tance of any doctrinal content by either side from the other as each had a 
totally different background of traditions and conception of reality. The 
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Vedantists stake everything on the at:man (Brahman) and accept the au­
thority of the Upsani~ads. We have pointed out the nairlitmya standpoint 
of Buddhism and 1ts total opposition to the iitman, the permanent and uni­
versal, in any form. The barrier was always there. In the circumstances we 
cari atbest say that presumably there has been borrowing of technique and 
not of tenets. 

(2) For the Madhyamika the dialectic itself is all philosophy. After the 
refutation of all views or standpoints through reductio ad absurdum argu­
ments (prasangiipiidanam) there is nothing else to know. There is no knowl­
edge of anything as the underlying reality. Prajfiti is the negation of all 
views (sfi.nyatii of all dr~.tis) and prajfiii is the critical awareness itself with­
out any object or content known. 

In the Vedanta the dialect_ic is in the service of philosophical knowledge. 
The dialectic is used to refute difference or duality (bheda, bhedabuddhi) 
which hides the real and is avidyii (ignorance) par excellence. In this the 
Advaita follows the Upani~ads in decrying difference. When difference is 
removed, the underlying reality of Brahman shines out. Although Brahman 
is not an object of knowledge, there is some sense in speaking of knowing 
Brahman. It is not knowledge through representation or discursive thought, 
but knowledge by being the thing known (brahma veda brahmaiva 
bhavati). When the superficial differences are rejected, what remains is the 
identical, universal Pure Being. We realize the absolute Brahman in negating 
the false ascriptions of it. 

(3) Dialectic in the Vedanta starts with the analysis of an empirical il­
lusion (for example the rope-snake), and this analysis is extended analogi­
cally to the world illusion. The Vedanta undertakes a very careful and elab­
orate analysis of empirical illusions and even criticizes the theories of illu­
sions, with the purpose of elucidating the notions of Real, (sat, satyam) 

·and the False (mithyli, anrta) and to bring out the relationship between the 
two. It takes the Real as the unsublated (ablidhya) as what maintains its 
nature unchanged throughout its entire existence. The False (appearance) 
on the other hand is what is sublated as it is subject to the negation of the 
former, that is "it was not, is not, and would not be". It is negated or re­
moved, not by physical factors but by right knowledge, (jfiiinanivartyatvam 
vii mithylitvam ). Its status is that it is neither Real nor utterly unreal 
(sadasadvilak~arzatvam). The utterly unreal (asat, tuccha) is defined as what 
never appeared as real anywhere. Thus the Real and the False are not con­
tradictories, they are contraries. The False is at once different from the . 
Real insofar as it is sublated in experience, and different from the utterly 
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unreal (like the sky-lotus, hare's horn, son of a barren woman, etc.) as it 
did not not appear as real, but did appear and was mistaken for the real. It is 
technically called aninJacanzya. The Vedanta further holds that whereas the 
False presupposes the Real as it is mistaken for it and without the ground 
or substrate there could not be appearances, the Real does not need to ap­
pear and can be without the appearance. The relation between the two is 
one-sided. This question will be considered later on. It is the contention of 
Vedanta that there can be no illusion without a real basis or substratum 
(sadadhi~_thiina). 

What compels us to extend the logic of an empirical illusion to the 
world? Even granting the occurrences of empirical illusions and accepting 
the Vedanta analysis of such illusions, why should the world be taken as 
illusory? The Vedanta adduces some arguments why the world could be 
taken as illusory. The world is false because it has a determinate character 
or form, like the 'shell-silver'. A determinate character is an elaboration or 
thought-interpretation of what is directly or intuitively known and there­
fore is dependent on the latter. The thought elaboration may deviate from 
the intuitively given. A second argument is that the world is false because 
it is not self-evident (ja(ia); only the self-evident (svayampraktiia) is real. 
The self7evident is what is not object and yet immediately and uncondition­
ally aware of itself. A third argument is that the world is false, because it is 
limited (paricchinna) in space, in time and in regard to its nature. Only the 
infinite is real (ananta, ananda). All worldly objects arise as limitations of 
the Infinite Being (!3rahman). The Real is therefore defined as sat, (being) 
cit, (consciousness) and ananda, (bliss), understood negatively of course as 
what is different from non-being, from the unconscious and from the pain­
ful. 

Although the Vedanta gives arguments for the falsity of the world, its 
conviction is based, initially at least, on the scriptural texts and later on 
confirmed by reasoned thought and by direct experience. 

As distinguished from the Vedanta position, the Madhyamika does not 
start with the analysis of an empirical illusion and then extend it analogi­
cally to the world illusion. Although the Madhyamika characterizes things 
as illusory and gives examples, as castles in the air (gandhanJanagara) mi­
rage (marumarii::i) the stem of a banana tree, ball of foam (phenapirztj.a) 
hair-ringlets in space (keio!'l(iuka) and of course the son of a barren woman, 
etc., he nowhere, to my knowledge, gives an analysis of any empirical illu­
sion to point out what constitutes their illusoriness, as Vedanta does. 
Nor does he criticize other theories of illusion. He also does not draw any 
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distinction between the false (illusory) and the utterly unreal (asat) such as 
hare's horn or the son of a barren woman. The Vedanta does make out a 
clea~ and convincin_g case of distinction between .the mithyii (false) and the 
asat (unreal). 

The Madhyamika starts with the world-illusion itself in all its directl).ess 
and universality. The world-illusion is presented to the Madhyamika as the 
total and persistent conflict of Reason - the interminable opposition of 
philosophical viewpoints as actually propopnded by speculative philosophies. 
He is concerned with the Transcendental illusion. Their antinomical conflict 
on every issue of importance is an eyeopener. Criticism or prajfiii emerges. 
The primordial opposition or contrast in the Madhyamika is between dr~ti 
and prajfiii, between dogmatic or speculative philosophy and criticism, which 
self-consciously refus~s to take positions. Nowhere does the Madhyamika 
concern itself directly with issues like god, soul, matter, creation, etc., but 
only indirectly in his criticism of the philosophical views about these. For 
instance, in rejecting the different theories of causation the Madhyamika 
has rejected causation as a constitutive feature of the real. 

It must, however, be said that the Madhyamika dialectic, being a criti­
cism of philosophical standpoints, can get under way only when the differ­
ent systems have already been formulated. It cannot be an original system. 
This may make the Madhyamika philosophy appear adventitious, as it has 
to depend on the chance-emergence of-different systems and their opposi­
tion. It has, however, been shown that the conflict is necessary and implicit 
in Reason itself. The Madhyamika system may be later in time, but its 
emergence is logically necessary; the inner dynamism of philosophical con­
sciousness leads to the transcendentalism of the Madhyamika. Philosoph­
ical knowledge for him is not a body of doctrines, but their criticism and 
rejection. 

II. ADVAYA AND ADVAITA 

The Madhyamika absolutism is an advayaviida. Advaya is knowledge free 
from the duality of the extremes (antas or dr~.tis) of 'is' and 'is not', being, 
becoming, etc. It is knowledge freed of conceptual distinctions. Advaita 
is knowledge of a differenceless entity- Brahman (Pure Being). Advaya is 
purely an epistemological approach; the advaita is ontological. The sole 
concern of the Madhyamika advayaviida is the purification of the faculty 
of knowing. The primordial error consists in the intellect being infected by 
the inveterate tendency tci view Reality as identity or difference, perma­
nent or momentary, one or many, etc. These views 'cover' or 'obscure' re-
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ality, and the dialectic administers a cathartic corrective. With the purifica­
tion of the intellect by sunyata, intuition (prajff.a) emerges. The Real is 
known as it is, as tathata or bhutakofi. The emphasis is on the correct atti­
tude of our knowing and not on the known. 

From the ontological standpoint of the Advaita Vedanta, the emphasis 
is onthe thing known. When that is universal a..J.d devoid of difference (du­
ality) the knowing faculty too gets concentrated and lost in it (brahma 
veda brahmaiva bhavati); Brahman experience is non-dual. The primary 
aim of the Vedanta and the Vijfianavada is to seek the truly real and suf­
fuse the mind exclusively with it to the extent that the mind becomes one 
with the real. Dialectic is employed to demolish difference (bhedci.) plural­
ity (dvaita) and particularity (pariccheda), thereby indirectly establishing 
the reality of Pure Being as changeless, universal and self-evident. The 
Vijfianavada uses dialectic to disprove the reality of the object and plurality; 
it thereby indirectly establishes the sole reality of consciousness (vijff.ana). 

The Vedanta not only has an ontology but it also has a full-fledged the­
ory of avidya or maya and gives an explanation of the world of jfvas (indi­
viduals) and matter. It has a cosmology, although this has an epistemic 
status only. 

For the Madhyamika the ontologization of categories of thought is the 
very worst sin one could commit; it is dr~.ti which it is the function of 
sunyata to remove. It is not therefore surprising that he has no doctrines 
about god, man, matter, creation, etc. Also he does not speculate about the 
nature of avidyli, to whom does it belong and what is its object, etc. The 
Advaita Vedanta schools, however, have interesting theories about these 
points. The Madhyamika has a few things to say about viparyasa (wrong 
belief or superimposition) and this will be considered later. 

·We may ask the question, Why is it that the Madhyamika rejects every 
alternative standpoint and why does the Vedanta consider the world false 
(an appearance)? 

The Madhyamika has to make his rejection of views universal; he cannot 
refute some views, but has to include all philosophies actual (already for­
mulated) and possible (anticipate future philosophies .in a general way). He 
has thus to schematize and bring all philosophical views into his net of the 
four-cornered conspectus of negation (catu~ko.tz). Universality and com­
pleteness is claimed for this much in the strain of Kant's critique or Hegel's 
dialectic. The question is not of the topical soundness of the schematism. 
but of the quality and daring, almost of the pretentious nature of the claim 
made by the Madhyamika. Without this claim for universality, the 
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Madhyamika criticism would not be a dialectic of all philo~ophy. Why are 
all views rejected? What is the principle on which it is done? Any fact of ex­
perience, when an.alysed, reveals the inner rift present in its constitution. It 
is not a thing in itself; it is what it is in relation to other entities, and these 
in turn depend on others. This process thus proceeds indefinitely and leads 
to a regress. Practically minded commonsense does not care to go deep. 
Philosophical systems, in their anxiety to uphold their own views, slur and 
gloss over the inherent flaw and instability of their contentions. For in­
stance, in causation we must differentiate between the cause and the effect 
and at the same time identify them. The relation between the two cannot 
be conceived as identity, difference or both; nor can we give it up. 
Nagarjuna says: "Neither of those things is established (as real) which can­
not be conceived either as identical or different from each other."2 

The principle is enunciated in almost every chapter of the Madhyamaka 
Karikas. The substance-view thinks that it could have substance without 
attributes or modes; the modal view believes that it can dispense with sub­
stance altogether. There is, however, no attribute without substance nor is 
substance without attribute. They are not intelligible even together; for 
how can we then distinguish them? Nagarjuna, in discussing the relation 
between a person and his emotions (raga and rakta), says that they are not 
anything either together or separately; likewise, no entity is proved (to 
exist) as together or separately. 3 There is no self apart from the states 
(uplidlina), nor are the latter without the self that gives unity to them; nor 
are they anything together.4 The relation between fire and fuel 
(agnfndhana) is examined a:t length by Nagarjuna to illustrate this predica­
ment. Fire is not fuel, lest the consumer (agent or kartli) and the con­
sumed (object-karma) should be identical; nor is fire different from fuel, 
for it cannot be had without the latter.5 All entities, like the Self and its 
modes (litmoplidlinayofz kramafz) as well as particular empirical things such 
as table and chair, are completely covered by this analysis.6 

Again, it is pointed out that the agent is dependent on the act; and this 
in turn depends on the agent. All things are to be understood as on a par 
with the agent and the act.7 If the definition (la~saruz) were different from 
the definiendum (lak~ya), the latter would be bereft of any distinguishing 
mark; and if both were identical, then there would be the absence of both 
as such.8 There is no whole apart from the parts and vice versa.9 Things 
that derive their being and nature by mutual dependence are nothing in 
themselves: they are not real. 10 

Relation has to perform two mutually opposed functions; as connecting 
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the two terms, in making them relevant to each other, it has to identify 
them; but as connecting the two, it has to differentiate them. Otherwise 
expressed, relation cannot obtain between entities that are identical with 
or different from each other.11 . 

These insuperable difficulties impel us to the conclusion that cause and 
effect, substance and attribute, whole and parts, subject and object, etc. 
are mutually dependent, relative; hence they are not things-in-themselves. 12 

What is relative is subjective, unreal. The categories are so many con­
ceptual devices (vikalpa, prapafi.ca) by which Reason tries to apprehend the 
Real that cannot be categorised and made relative (buddher agocaras 
tattvam ). Reason (buddhi) is therefore condemned as falsifying th_e real 
(samvrti). No phenomenon, no object of knowledge (bhava or abhava), es­
capes this universal relativity .13 

Relativity or mutual dependence is a mark of the unreal. A Hegel would 
have welcomed this inherent dependence of things as the dialectical neces­
sity of Reason working through the opposites, differentiating and at once 
unifying them. For him that is the mark of the Real. And this, because he 
does not go beyond Reason; in fact, for Hegel Reason and Real are identi­
cal. For the Madhyamika, reciprocity, dependence, is the lack of inner es­
sence. Tattva, or the Real, is something in itself, self-evident and self-exis­
tent.14 Reason, which understands things through distinction and relation 
is a principle of falsity, as it distorts and thereby hides the Real. 15 Only 
the Absolute as the unconditioned is real, and for that very reason it can­
not be conceived as existence (bhava) or non-existence (abhliva) or both or 
neither together. 

For the Madhyamika everything is self-inconsistent and nothing can be 
salvaged out of it. For the Vedanta falsity is a mistake (imposition of one 
thing on another), and there could not be any mistake without a core of 
truth or reality. The rope is mistaken for a 'snake'; Brahman is mistaken 
for the world. The 'snake' is false because the rope alone is real. There 
cannot be a mere mistake; it is always grounded on something real. 

Ultimately, the entire world of appearance rests on the ground of 
Brahman. There is thus no context of illusion which cannot yield reality 
as its substratum. We have only to remove the cover of appearance to find 
behind it the real. 

III. THE T,WO TRUTHS: SAMVRTI AND PARAMARTHA 

All Madhyamika treatises16 take the two truths - paramlirthasatya and 
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samvrtisatya - as vital to the system; some even begin their philosophical 
disquisitions with the distinction. According to Nagarjuna, "Those that are 
unaware of the d.istinction between these two truths are incapable of grasp­
ing the deep significance of the teaching of Buddha. " 17 The doctrine is al­
ready well-developed in the A~~asahasrika and other Prajfiaparamita t~xts 
besides Saddharma Pup.!farika, Samadhiraja and similar Mahayana Siltras. 

Paramiirthasatya, or Absolute Truth, is the knowledge of the real as it is 
without any distortion (akrtrimam vasturiipam). 18 Categories of thought 
and points of view distort the real. They unconsciously coerce the mind to 
view things in a cramped, biassed way; and are thus inherently incapable of 
giving us the Truth. The paramiirtha is the utter absence of the function of 
Reason (buddhi) which is therefore equated with samvrti. The Absolute 
truth is beyond the scope of discursive thought, language and empirical ac­
tivity; and conversely, the object of these is samvrtisatya 19 It is said: 
"The paramartha is in fact the unutterable (anabhiliipya), the unthinkable, 
unteachable etc."20 

Devoid of empirical determinations, it is the object of the innermost ex­
perience of the wise.Z1 It is so intimate and integral that we cannot be self­
conscious of it. 

Samvrtisatya is Truth so called; truth as conventionally believed in com­
mon parlance. Candrakfrti gives three definitions ofsamvrti. As the ety­
mology shows, samvrti is that which covers up entirely the real nature of 
things and makes them appear otherwise. In this sense it is identical with 
avidyii ..:.. the categorising function of the mind - Reason. Tattva is the un­
conditioned (nirvikalpa and ni~prapafica). It may also mean the mutual de­
pendence of things - their relativity. In this sense it is equated with pheno­
mena, and is in direct contrast with the absolute which is by itself, unre­
lated. The third definition of samvrti is that which is of conventional na­
ture (samketa), depending as it does on what is usually accepted by the 
common folk (lokavyavahiira).Z2 It is the truth that does not do any vio­
lence to what obtains in our everyday world, being in close conformity 
with linguistic conventions and ideas. It is the object of the ignorant and 
the immature. Paramiirthasatya is unsignified by language and belongs to 
the realm of the unutterable, and is experienced by the wise in a very inti­
mate way.23 

In calling it 'lokasamvrti', it is implied th~t there is some appearance 
which is 'atoka' - non-empirical, i.e. false for the empirical consciousness 
even. Cases of optical and other illusions, distorted perceptions caused by 
diseased and defective sense-organs, experiences in abnormal states of the 
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mind and dream-objects are examples of the 'aloka' or mithyli samvrtt. 24 

This corresponds to the prlitibhlisika of the Vedanta. 

IV. AVIDYA 

The first definition of samvrti is that it covers entirely the Real, and in this 
sense it is avidya or viparyasa. For the Miidhyamika not only diff~rence 
but identity too is avidyli; the real is neither one nor many, neither perma­
nent nor momentary; neither subject (vijfilina) nor object. These are rela­
tive to each other and are equally unreal. The Real is purely indeterminate, 
and all attempts to identify it with Being, Becoming, Consciousness, etc. 
are vikalpa, subjective devices. Nag[rjuna says: "If the apprehension of the 
impermanent as permanent is illusion, why is the apprehension of the inde­
terminate as impermanent not illusion as well."25 

In the Abhidharma, Vedanta and Vijfiiinaviida systems particular: con­
cepts or ways of viewing the real are avidyli. For the Madhyamika, avidyli 
is much wider and more general in scope; conceptualization as such (not 
merely particular concepts), any view without exception, is avidyli. Reason 
or intellect (buddhi) as the faculty of conceptual construction is avidyli 
(buddhifz samvrtir ity ucyate ). 

Avidyli for the Madhyamika is itself unreal, it is mliyli. If it were real, 
its products too would be real and there could be no question of negating, 
or even changing the world process. Nag[rjuna puts the matter dialectically 
thus: "If the passions belonged to one as an integrally real part of one's na­
ture, how could they be abandoned; the real cannot be rejected by anyone. 
If the passions did not belong to anyone, how could they be abandoned; 
for, who could abandon the unreal, the non-existent? It is concluded that 
kleilis, karma and their result are of the stuff of fairy castles, mirages and 
dreams."26 

The Vedanta offers full explanation of avidyli, evidence for its presence 
and the way it functions. Avidyli is the principle of creativity (the sakti 
of Brahman) by which the non-dual eternal Being, becomes, 'appears' as 
many and is differentiated. It is a beginningless quasi-positive entity, though 
not eternal, and is of the nature of Name and Form, (avyaktanlimarilpa). It 
functions in an a priori way. The empirical world is a joint product of 
Brahman and avidyli. It belongs to Brahman, as only a conscious being cap­
able of knowledge can be ignorant. And that can be only undifferentiated 
universal Pure Being (nirvibhaga citi); for particular beings (jzvas) presup­
pose difference which is the function of avidyli. 
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In the last analysis, avidya or maya represents the freedom of Brahman, 
to appear as the world or not to appear, or to appear in any other form. It 
is the principle by which the Transcendence of Brahman is safeguarded and 
yet there is the world appearance as from Brahman. Mayii has an epistemic 
status only. The relation between Brahman and maya is one-sided id~ntity: 
miiyii depends on Brahman, butBrahmr:m can be free of maya. 

As in the case of the Absolute, the doctrine of two truths also is lia-
ble to misinterpretation. There are not two different spheres or sets of ob­
jects to which these apply. There would then be no point in calling one 
samvrti and the other paramartha; the two might be different, but one 
would not be less real than the other. The difference is in our manner of 
looking at things. All things put on two forms owing to the manner of our 
apprehension: one is the tattva which is the object of right knowledge and 
the other is the object of false knowledge. In fact, there is only one Truth 
-the paramarthasatya, as there is only one real- the Absolute. The other 
- samvrtisatya, is truth so-called in common parlance, it is totally false 
from the absolute standpoint. 

It might be asked, if samvrti is ultimately to be rejected and not re­
tained in the paramartha, why consider it at all? We should concern our­
selves with the paramartha alone. But can we do so without taking the help 
of the samvrti (vydvaharika)? If we had been already rooted in the Abso­
lute ,(paramartha), there should ~ot be any occasion or use for samvrti. The 
paramlirtha, however, can be understood and realized only negatively, only 
as we remove the samvrti, the forms which thought has already, uncon­
sciously and beginninglessly, ascribed to the real. The Real is to be uncov­
ered, discovered and realized as the reality of appearances (dharmarzam 
dharmata). In the order of our discovery, the removal of samvrti must pre­
cede our knowledge of the paramartha. The paramartha is the end or goal 
that we seek to attain, and samvrti is the means; it is the ladder or the 
jumping board which enables us to reach that objective. It is therefore 
stated that samvrti is the means (upayabhfi.ta) and paramartha is the end 
(upeyabhfi.ta). Basing ourselves on vyavahara do we advance to the 
paramartha. 

The Four Holy Truths have to be understood as included in these two: 
nirodhasatya as nirvarza is paramartha and the other three including the 
marga, are within samvrti. Even the spiritual discipline (marga) undertaken 
for attaining nirvarza, exalted and purifying as it is, is within samvrti. So 
too, the four fruits of the discipline are within samvrti. The PrajfHtparamita 
goes so far as to say that even Buddhahood is illusory like a dream or 
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maya; if there were anything higher than that even, it has to be pro­
nounced to be within samvtti. The reason is that the scope of samvrti is co­
terminus with the range of concepts and words, with any kind of distinc­
tion and duality. 

V. CONCEPTION OF RELATION IN THE MADRY AMIKA 

AND VEDANTA 

For the Madhyamika, both the terms of a relational complex are false; as 
mutually dependent, they lack an essential nature of their own. The rela­
tivity of things is their unreality. The cause and the effect are neither iden­
tical with nor different from each other, nor both, nor neither. There is no 
substance without attributes, nor attributes without substance; the self 
(atman) is not one with its states; nor is it anything apart from them. Like 
Bradley, who lays down that qualities are nothing within or without rela­
tion and so too relation, the Madhyamika enunciates his dictum that both 
those things are unreal which cannot be conceived as either identical with 
or different from each other. 

The Vedantist will not reject both the terms as relative; he accepts one 
as the reality or the basis of the other. For the Madhyamika, the substance 
and the attributes are equally unreal, as neither of them can be had apart 
from the other. The Vedantist would say that the attributes are mere 
ascriptions of substance, the particulars are negations of the universal and 
are, therefore, unreal by their very nature (svarD.pato mithya); but the sub­
stance or the universal is inherently real, only its seeming relationship with 
the attributes or particulars is false (samsargato mithya); it has a transcen­
dent nature without the relation. 

The general formula applicable to the Vedanta is: the terms sustaining a 
relation are not of the same order, one is higher, and the other lower; the 
two terms are neither mutually dependent nor mutually independent; rela­
tion is neither 'internal' no.r 'external'. If mutually dependent, we cannot 
distinguish between the two terms, as they so necessarily imply each other 
that one cannot exist without the other any time. We cannot even say that 
there are two terms, as the basis of distinction is lacking. If mutually inde­
pendent, there is no basis of connection; each term is a self, a self-con­
tained universe as it were. To escape this dilemma, we have to conceive one 
term as basic and capable of existing apart from its relation to the other 
and the other incapable of so doing and therefore dependent. One term, 
the higher, is not exhausted in the relationship; it has a transcendent or 
non-implicatory existence which is its intrinsic nature. The other term, 
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however, is entirely exhausted within the relation and has no non-relative 
existence (prlitibhlisika, pratibhlisa-mlitra-slirtratvam ). 

VI. VIEWS ON LANGUAGE 

I may very briefly indicate the function of language in the two systems. 
For the Madhyamika language is a conventional set of symbols which has 
no reference outside this convention to any referent, to fact or reality. The 
meaning of a term or concept is another term or concept. That is, we 
never get out of the convention. This is samv~ti as lokavyavah!ira, as 
conformity with linguistic conventions and ideas. Speech has no revelatory 
function. 

The Vedanta on the other hand holds that though literally we cannot 
speak of Brahman as meant by the word, it can still indicate the presence 
of Brahman in a metaphorical or symbolical way (Zak~ylirtha). In fact, it is 
through the Scriptural Word (vlik), that we initially derive our knowledge 
of Brahman. Brahman is known only through the Upani~ads.27 In the last 
analysis, vlik (speech) and Brahman may even be identical. 

VII. SUNY ATA AS FREEDOM 

It is the contention of the Madhyamika that the final release is possible on­
ly through sflnyatli - by the giving up of all views, standpoints and predica­
ments. The root cause of dufzkha, in this system, is the indulging in views 
(d!~tis) or imagination (kalpanli, vikalpa). Kalpanli is avidyli par exellence. 
The real is the indeterminate (sunya); investing it with a character, deter­
mining it as 'this' or 'not this' is to make the Real one-sided, partial and 
unreal. 

Nagarjuna analyses the nature of bondage and freedom, thus; "Of con­
structive imagination are born attachment, aversion and infatuation, de­
pending (respectively) on our good, evil and stupid attitudes. Entities 
which depend on these are not anything by themselves. The kleias are un­
real."28 "Freedom (mok~a) is the cessation of karma and klesa (acts and 
passions); these arise from vikalpa (imaginative construction); this ceases 
with the knowledge of their falsity (sunyatli)." 29 Sunyatli is the antidote 
for all kleias. When the real is not misapprehended as an ens or as a non­
ens there is cessation of kalpanli and the cessation of kalpanli is nirvli!la. 
Thus the abandonment of all views and standpoints is the means to free­
dom; it is a disburdenment and a great relief. It is Freedom itself. It is for 
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this soteriological purpose that sflnyatti is taught and" practised. It is a spe­
cies of spiritual regeneration. But we should not take the cure ofthe dis­
ease as one more reality. Both the disease (samstira) and its cure (sflnyatii) 
are equally within phenomena. We are therefore warned not to consider 
sflnyatii to be another dr~.ti. . 

For the Vedanta, 'Tat tvam asi' (That thou art), 'aham Brahma asmi' (I 
am Brahman), is the saving ·knowledge which engenders freedom through 
knowledge of identity between the Self (iitman) and Brahman (Universal 
Being). But this saving knowledge is itself phenomenal. 

In both the Madhyamika and the Vedanta freedom is the abandoning 
of the egoistic standpoint and attainment of the universal. The attainment 
is conceived somewhat more positively as Brahrnahood, while the 
Madhyamika will not allow us to characterize it in any manner in keeping 
with his sflnyatii. 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

I have interpreted sflnyatii and the doctrine of Two Truths as a kind of Ab­
solutism, not Nihilism. Nagarjuna's 'no views about reality' should not be 
taken as advocating 'a no-reality view'. I fmd myself, therefore, unable to 
accept Dr. Streng's interpretation that Naga:rjuna does not accept, even by 
implication, any ultimate Reality and that there is no Absolute in his sys­
tem. All absolutism need not be of the Vedantic type, and I have drawn, in 
the course of this paper, the difference between the Vedanta and the 
Madhyamika philosophies. I have pointed out that the Madhyamika is epis­
temological in his procedure while the Vedanta is ontological. The former 
is an advayaviida (no two views), while the latter is an advaita (no two 
things). The Madhyamika does not allow us to characterize and clothe the 
real in empirical terms and concepts (prapafica, vikalpa); even nirviiJ1il or 
the tathiigata should not be theorized about. In the final resort sflnyatii by 
which all things are pronounced unreal, is itself not an end, an entity, but 
only a means, a remedy to cure a malady. All this is acceptable. But does 
this 'no view about reality' amount to a 'no-reality view'? That would be a 
species of nihilism. Both Nagarjuna and Candraklrti very vigorously protest 
against construing sflnyatii as "abhliviirtha" 30 (nihilism). Tattva (The Real) 
is accepted and is even defined "as transcendent to thought", as non-rela­
tive, non~determinate, quiescent, non-discursive, non-d,ual. 31 True, the Ab­
solute does not possess any ~ttribute of its own, but it~ presence can be in­
dicated even by an ascribed mark (!amiiropiit). It is asked: "How can the 
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anak~ara (the Inexpressible) be understood and taught (declared)?" The 
Absqlute is known as the reality of the appearances, what they falsely 
stand for. 32 . 

23 

What happens to the distinction between the Two Truths, the 
paramli.rtha and samvrti? In Dr. Streng's view the paramli.rtha would itself 
be a species of the conventional and having done its business of rejecting 
the conventional truths it will itself collapse into nothing. For him, the dis­
tinction between the two is only provisional and tactical. There cannot be 
anything outside the conventional. In reality there is no distinction, and 
this basic contention of the Madhyarnika has to be given up. In pronounc­
ing everything as silnya does not Nagarjuna rely on an absolute criterion of 
the Real as aparapratyaya (non-dependent) and prapaficopasamam and 
sivam (free from speech elaboration and benign)? "All things are relative" 
(pratftyasamutpannam ). Is this a statement which is itself relative or is it a 
perception of Truth (prajfia)? If the former, its relativity cannot rest on it· 
self nor .on the things of which it is a statement. If it were to rest on ~orne 
other higher statement, this will only lead to a regress ad infinitum. To 
avoid all this, it is more consistent to take it as a perception, (not a logical 
statement) of truth. 

Dr. Streng accepts· that silnyatli. serves a soteriological purpose and is reli­
giously motivated. In that sense it differs from modern positivism or lin­
guistic philosophy. But how can this purpose be secured if nothing is left 
over as Real, after the rejection of all things as relative? It is as if a man 
suffering from headache were told to cut off his head. Of course, he would 
be 'cured', for he will have nothing to complain about. In our view, both 
the headache and its cure and the antidote will be of the same phenomenal 
order; but the head would remain. 

The solution offered by Nagarjuna to the problem of suffering is really 
to say that there is no problem, or the problem is of our own making. Even 
this has to be realized through a spiritual discipline culminating in this con­
viction. The Vedanta also says the same thing. We are all Brahman, only we 
do not know that we are so. "The individual illusorily thinks he is not free 
and wants to be free. To his consciousness, accordingly, there is the neces­
sity of a siidhanii or discipline to attain freedom. This discipline must be 
such as will lead him to realize that his.bondage is an illusion and that he is 
eternally free."33 

Formerly Banaras Hindu University 
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NOTES 

1 The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, Geo. Allen and Unwin, 1955, pp. 321-2. 
2 MK. II, 21. 

ekibhavena va siddhir nanabhavena vi! yayoh 
na vidyate tayo)l siddi)l katham nu khalu vidyate 

MK. XXI, 6. 
sahi!nyonyena va siddhir vini!nyonyena vi! yayoh 
na vidyate tayo)l siddhi)l. katham nu khalu vidy~te 

' MK. VI, 10. 
evam raktena ragasya siddhir na saha nasaha 
ragavat sarvadharrna:p.ain siddhir na saha nasaha 

4 MK. X, 16. 
atmanas ca satattvam ye bhavanam ca prthak prthak 
nirdisanti na tan rnanye sasanasyiirthakovidan 

' MK. X, 1. 
yad indhanain sa ced agriir ekatvain kartrkarmap.o)l 
anyas ced indhanad agnir indhanad apy rte bhavet 

'MK. X, 15. 
agnlndhanabhyain vyakhyata atrnopadanayo)l. krama)l. 
sarvo niravase~ep.a sardhain gha~apa~adibhi)l. 

7 MK. VIII, 12, 13. 
8 Prasannapada 64.5, 6. 

lak~yiillak~anam anyac cet syat tad lak~yam alak~ap.ain 
tayor abhavo· 'nanyatve vi~pa~~am kathitain tvaya 

9 MK. IV, 1. 
riipakarap.anirmuktain na riipam upalabhyate 
riipep.api ria nirmuktam d#yate rupakarap.ain 

10 Prasannapada, p. 200. 
parasparapek~i! siddhir na svi!bhavikrti 

11 MK. XIV, 8. 
na ten a tasya sainsargo, ni!nyenanyasya yujya te 

Cf. Bradley: "Relation presupposes quality, and quality relation. Each can be some­
thing neither together with, nor apart from, the other; and the vicious circle in 
which they turn is not the truth about Reality." Appearance and Reality, p. 21. 
12 MK. XVIII, 10. 

pratrtya yad yad bhavati na hi tavat tad eva tat 
MK. VII, 16. 

pratrtya yad yad bhavati tat tac chi!ntam svabhavata)l 
Bodhicaryavatarapafijika (BCAP) p. 352. pratrtyasamutpannain vasturiipain samvrtir 

ucyate. 
Thus, pratrtyasarnutpada is equated with siinyata. See MK. XXIV, 18. 

13 MK. XXIV, 19. 
apratnya samutpanno dharrna)l kascin na vidyate 
yasmat tasmad asunyo hi dhaima)l kascin na vidyate 

14 MK. XVIII, 9.-
aparapratyayain sa:ntam prapaficair aprapaficitam 
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nirvikalpam ananartham etat tattvasya lak~apam. 
15 Bradley comes to the same conclusion: "The conClusion to which I am brought 
is that a relational way of thought- any one that moves by the machinery of terms 
and relations- must give appearance, and not truth." Appearance and Reality, p. 28. 
16 Some chief references where this doctrine is discussed: MK. XXIV; 

Madhyamakavatara by Candrakirtr (MA) VI, 23 ff; Bodhicaryavatara by 
Santideva, IX, i ff; BCAP pp. 352 ff. 

17 MK. XXIV, 9. 
ye' nay or na vijananti vibhagam satyayor dvayo)"l 
te tattvam na vijananti gambhlram buddhasasane 

18 BCAP. p. 354. 
parama)l uttamo 'rtha)l, paramiirtha)l akrtrimam vasturiipam, sarvadhaimapam 
ni)lsvabhavata 

19 From Satyadvayavatara as quoted in BCAP p. 366; see also Prasannapada, 
pp. 374-5. 
yadi hi paramarthata)l paramarthasatyam kayavarimanasam vi~ayatam 
upagacchet, na tat paramarthasatyam iti sarikhyam gacchet. 
samv!tisatyam eva tad bhavet. api tu, devaputra, paramarthasatyam 
sarvavyavaliarasamatikrantam nirvisesam asamutpannam aniruddham, 
abhidheyabhidhanajiieyajiianavigata~. etc. 

2° From Pitaputra Samagama as quoted in Siksasamuccaya by Santideva (ed. by . 
Bendel!) (Bib. Buddhica I), p. 256; BCAP. p. 367. 
yah punah paramarthah so 'nabhilapyah, anajiieyah, aparijiieyah, avijfieyah, 
ad~sita)"l, ·aprakasita)"l etc. · · · · 

11 BCAP, p. 367. 
tad etad aryanam eva svasamviditasvabhavataya pratyatmavedyam, atas tad 
evatra pramilpam 

Prasannapada, p. 493. 10. 11 
kutas tatra paramarthe vacam pravrttip. kuto vii jiianasya. sa hi paramartho 
'parapratyaya)l s!lnta)l pratyatmavedya arya:pam sarvaprapaiicatna)l 

22 Prasannapada p. 492. 10-12. 
samantad varanam samvrtih. ajfianam hi samantat 
sarvapadarthatattvavacchadanat samv!tir ity ucyate; parasparasambhavanam 
V[ samvrtir anyonyasamasrayenety arthap; atha Vii' samvrtih samketo 
lokavyavahara ity artha)"l. sa cabhidhanabhidheyjfianajfieyadilak~ara)"l 

It is in the first sense of sainvrti as avidyii that Santideva identifies sainvrti with 
buddhi. BCA. IX, 2; this is the same as drsti. See also MA VII. 28. mohah 
svabha:vavaranad dhi samvrtih, satyam tayakhyati yad eva kririmam. avidya hi 
padarthasatsvarliparopika ~v~bhavadarsanavaranatmika sam~rtih. MA. p. 23. 
23 BCAP, p. 360. . . 

abhlitarthadarsinam P!thagjananam m!~adarsanavi~l!-yataya 
samildaditatmasattil.kam 

MA. VI, 23 
samyagdrsam yo vi~ayajl sa tattvam mr~adrsam samvrti~atyam uktam 

24 MA. VI, 24, 25, 26. 
vinopaghatena yad indriyaril.m sarram api gri!.hyam avaiti loka)"l satyam tal 
lokata eva se~am vikalpitam lokata eva mithyil 
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'ls ~IK. Xn, 14. 
16 MK. XXIII, 24, 25. 
27 Sankara's Bhasya on Brahma Siltras I, i, 3. 

tam tu aupani~adam puru~am P!cchami 
25 MK. XXII, 1, 2. 
29 MK. XVIII, 5. 
30 MK. XXIV 
" MK. XVIII, 9. 
32 Prasannapada p. 264, 6, 7 and BCAP, p. 365. 

anak~arasya dharmasya sruti!J ka desanii ca kii srilyate desyate capi samaropad 
anak~ara!J 

33 K.C. Bhattacharyya, Studies in Philosophy, Vol. I, p. 118, Progressive Publishers, 
Calcutta. 



FREDERICK J. STRENG 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PRATITY ASAMUTPADA FOR 

UNDERStANDING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 

SAMVRTI AND PARAMARTHASATYA IN NAGARJUNA 

The teaching by the Buddhas of the dharma has recourse to two truths: 
The world-ensconced truth and the truth which is the highest sense. 

Those who do not know the distribution of L'le two kinds of truth 
Do not know the profound 'point' in the teaching of the Buddha. 

The highest sense is not taught apart from the conventional. 
And without having understood the highest sense one cannot 
understand nirva:za. 

He who perceives dependent co-origination 
Also understands sorrow, origination, and destruction as well 
as the path. 1 

The relationship between samvrti and paramiirtha in Madhyamika thought 
has often been conceived as an epistemological dualism: samvrti is regarded 
as phenomenal illusion, and paramiirtha is an undivided mystical union with 
·the One eternal absolute.2 For instance, Edward Conze, in the section on 
Madhyamika in Buddhist Thought in India, speaks of a substratum at the 
base of all phenomenal reality which is the Madhyamika "vision of the 
One."3 Again, he says that the spiritual intention of the term "emptiness" 
is "to reveal the Infinite by removing that which obscures it."4 This way 
of understanding the relationship between the phenomenal world and the 
highest awareness of truth (reality) may be suggested in the expressions of 
some of Nagarjuna's followers, especially the Prasangika school; but I 
cannot find this kind of differentiation in the Millamadyamakakiirikiis or 
Vigrahavyiivartanf, and it may be helpful for the discussion ofMadhyamika 
philosophy to analyze the notion of 'the two satyas' in relation to 
pratftyasamutpiida as found in these texts. 

While I would not want to suggest that the 'true' position of any 
school of philosophy is found in the earliest expression, a focus on these 
texts may reveal that at least part - the earliest expression - of the 
Madhyarnika school had different epistemological and ontological pre­
suppositions than a dualism of conditioned illusion and Unconditioned 
Reality. To investigate this problem I want to proceed in three steps: 
(1) analyze the assumption in these texts that the nature of reality 
(including existence) is 'dependent co-origination' or 'emptiness'; 
(2) analyze Nagarjuna's use of conventional logical procedure and his 

M Sprung (ed.), Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 27-39. All Rights Reserved 
Copyright© 1973 by D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht-Holland 
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appeal to empirical evidence for guidance in discovering the nature of 
reality; and (3) indicate how an understanding of reality as 'empty' 
prohibits a rejection of conventional (i.e. conditioned) means for attaining 
final release. 

SAMVRTI AND PARAMARTHASATYA ARE EXPRESSIONS OF 

PRA TITYASAMUTP ADA cSUNY AT A) 

The 'originating dependently' we call 'emptiness'. 
This apprehension, i.e., taking into account (all other things), 
is [the understanding of] the middle way. 

Since there is no dl}arma whatever originating independently, 
No dharma whatever exists which is not empty. 

If all existence is not empty, there is neither origination nor destruction. 
You rnust wrongly conclude then that the four holy truths do not exist. 

You deny all mundane and customary activities 
When you deny emptiness (in the sense of) dependent co-origination. 5 

When emptiness 'works', then everything in existence 'works' 
If emptiness does not 'work', then all existence does not 'work'. 

All things prevail for him for whoin emptiness prevails: 
Nothing whatever prevails for him for whom emptiness prevails. • 

In these passages Nagarjuna exposes the basic perspective of the Middle 
Way.: all existing things are empty of a self-established nature (svabhiiva) 
and this is a situation which must obtain for any existing thing to come into 
being. Existing things do not exist by virtue of their own being, nor can 
the arising-process be segmented into self-substantiated elements which 
then somehow cause changes in each other. This perspective, however, 
does not deny the arising of mundane existence; it simply claims that 
this 'coming into existence' cannot be accounted for by self-substantiat_ed 
factors, causes, conditions, times, ignorance, desire - though these 'things' 
are experienced, as are mirages and fairy castles. 

In this perspective the fundamental character of all dharmas and all 
'things' (bhiiva) is that they are dependently co-originated (empty). How­
ever, here I am using the term 'fundamental character' to avoid the impli­
cation that there is some unconditioned quality, some 'essential nature' 
which is defined by the term 'empty'; rather, it reflects the perspective 
that there are only empty, conditioned actual things in our phenomenal 
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experience. This phenomenal experience (samskrta), however, is condu­
cive to misconceiving the truth about phenomenal (conditioned) existence. 
Samsiqta is a term ·that has various related meaning in the Karikas, some-· 
what like the term 'appeared' in English. 'Appear' can have a positive 
connotation of 'self-evident reality', as in the statement: "He appeared 
in the doorway, though we thought he was lost." Also it has a negative 
connotation of illusion, as when we say: "He appeared to be honest, 
though he was a thief." Likewise, an ambiguity is indicated about the 
reality of the situation when we hear: "You appear as if you do not want 
to go." Similarly, samskrta arises and disappears through dependent 
co-origination (which is the only way anything comes into existence and 
dissipates), while at the same time conditioned existence is experienced 
as limited, and full of sufferip.g. 

The problem is: how can dependent co-origination account for the 
experience of samsara without necessarily perpetuating samsara in such a 
way that a qualitatively different reality is required to effect a release 
from it? One answer might be that dependent co-origination is the 'lower 
expression' of the reality of silnyata, whose true or higher expression is 
an avoidance of any conditioned existence and in this sense is without 
dependent co-origination. This kind of interpretation is typical of the best 
known English-language materials available today. It is also related to a 
common recognition that Nagarjuna's effort was a technique for release 
from the suffering involved in phenomenal existence; and thus his expres­
sion that 'all things are empty' is seen basically as a technique for mystic 
awareness of the unconditioned One, a via negativa. 

While I heartily concur that Nagarjuna's effort is best understood in 
terms of a religious concern for release from suffering, I would suggest that 
if the release is interpreted as a moveme.nt from conditioned existence 
(samskrta) to a qualitatively different unconditioned reality (asamskrta) 
it is done with a failure to take seriously Nagarjuna's perspective· that 
'dependent-co-origination' is the meaning of 'emptiness'. Emptiness 
(silnyata) refers to two dimensions of the Buddhist concern: (1) it is the 
situation in which conditioned existence arises and dissipates, and thus it 
applies to practical everyday experience; and (2) it is the situation of 
freedom from suffering, the highest awareness. It is important that we 
distinguish these two without appealing to an eternal self-established 
reality (svabhava) as sometl).ing 'more real' than dependent co-origination. 
For Nagarjuna 'dependent co-origination' is the basic term through which 
one can understand both the arising and cessation of pain; it is a situation 
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that is in itself neutral, allowing for both the production of illusion (fantasy, 
phantoms) an.d its cessation. If this is the case, we must analyze how it is 
that phenomenal existence (including the world-ensconced truth, smnvrti) 
can either be an illusory pain-producing reality, or be a means for release 
from attachment to this illusory reality. 

SAMV~TI CAN BE USED TO REALIZE PRATITYASAMUTPADA 

(LE. SUNYATA) 

If we recognize that the nature of reality is 'dependent co-origination', 
then the conditioned awareness (samvrti) 7 that we commo~ly know is 
already an expression of this reality_ However, Nagarjuna does -not hold all 
forms of conditioned awareness to be equally valid expressions of reality. 
As a matter of fact, much perception and conceptual formulation is illusory 
because it is formed by the assumption of self-substantiated reality (which 
experience is as binding for man as the reality of dependent co-origination 
is liberating)_ Actually, many conditions that obtain for the appearance of 
truth also obtain for the appearance of error. The formation of conditioned 
existence does not automatically carry with it a unique quality (svalak~ang) 
of evil by comparison to an unconditioned reality. This is made clear in the 
Kliriklis: 

Because the existence of production, duration, and cessation is not 
proved, there is no samskrta: 

And if samskrta is not proved, how can asainskrta be proved? As a magic trick, 
a dream, or a fairy castle, 

Just so should we consider origination, duration, and cessation.• 

Rather, we see that a problem occurs when we act inappropriately to the 
empty (non-svabhliva) set of conditions that allow samskrta to arise. 
This inappropriateness is our acting as if we could discern a self-existent 
reality either in the conditioned 'thing' or in some identifiable 'element' of 
our experience (like 'origination', 'duration', or 'cessation')- By seizing on 
one aspect and making decisions about oneself on the assumption that it 
is an ultimate (self-existent) reality, human beings mistake their judgments 
for the nature of existence. Contrariwise, the insight that leads to the cessa­
tion of these inappropriate acts is an awareness that the conditions and re­
lations by which we define our experience are empty. Thus, ignorance and 
insight both require the situation of dependent co-origination, but igno­
rance is .the superimposition of a partial truth (the crystallizing of the non-
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eternal quality of life into an eternal entity) on to the dynamic character 
of reality. 

·Perhaps the view of samvrti in Nagarjuna's thought can be more specifi­
cally analyzed by.looking at some of the passages which deal directly with 
the psychological production and dissolution of phenomenal existence. In 
the Kiirikiis' discussion of misconceptions (viparyiisa) we read: 

It is said that desire (raga), hate, and delusion are derived from 
mental fabrication (samkalpa), 

Because they come into existence presupposing misconceptions as 
to what is salutary and unsalutary. Those things which come into existence 

presupposing misconceptions 
as to what is salutary and unsalutary 

Do not exist by their own nature (svabhava); therefore the impurities 
(klesa) do not exist in reality. 

Form, sound, taste, touch, smell and the dharmas are 
Merely the form of a fairy castle, like a mirage, a dream 

That by which a notion is formed, the notion, those who have notions, 
and that which is grasped (in the notion): 

All have ceased; therefore, the notion does not exist ( as svabhava). 

From the cessation of misconception ignorance ceases; 
When ignorance has ceased, samskaras and everything else cease. 

The misconceptions as to what is salutary and non-salutary do not 
exist as self-existent entities (svabhavatas) 

Depending on which misconceptions as to what is salutary and 
non-salutary are then impurities? 9 

Here we see several terms used which give us some indication of 
Nagarjuna's view of the relation of thinking to misconception. Mental 
fabrication (samkalpa) is a condition for various evils when it is informed 
by misconceptions. However, misconception can cease, since it is not a 
self-existent entity. Likewise, since there are no self-existent entities in the 
production of either a person or notions (graha), these productions cease to 
exist as self-existent entities. Thus, all samkalpa and graha that depend on 
assumption of svabhiiva cease when the critique of pratftyasamutpada is 
applied. 

Similarly, the notion of prapafica is used tq indicate an illusion that 
comes to an end: 

The cessation of accepting everything (as real) is a blessed 
cessation of phenomenal extension (prapaiica); 

No dharma has been taught by the Buddha of anything. 
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On account of the destruction of the kleias of action there is release; 
for kleias of action exist for him who constructs them. 

These kleias result from phenomenal extension (prapafica); but this 
phenomenal extension comes to a stop by emptiness.' 0 

Another important term for illusory mental effort is dr~.ti - a view, or 
doctrine that claims absolute validity on the grounds that it asserts a self­
existent truth. In Kiiriktis X..TIII 29-30 the cessation of dr~.ti is seen to 
come about when. one has insight into emptiness: 
Because of the emptiness of all existing things, 

How will the view about 'eternity', etc. come into existence, 
about what, of whom, and of what kind? 

To him, possessing compassion, who taught the real dharma 
For the destruction of all views- to him, Gautama, I humbly offer 
reverence." 

The Illusory character of graha, dr~.ti, and prapanca is that they super­
impose the character of svabhiiva on the 'dependently co-originating char­
acter' of reality. 

In 'emptiness' the conceptual and perceptual distinctions that assume 
absolute (svabhiiva) characteristics are dissipated. At the same time, the 
nature of reality ('emptiness') cannot be reduced to propositions. This is 
made clear in the following stanzas: 

· ·When the domain of thought has been dissipated, 'that which can be 
stated' is dissipated. 

Those things which are unoriginated and not terminated, like 
nirvitrza, constitute the Truth (dharmatll). 

Emptiness is proclaimed by the victorious one as the refutation of 
all viewpoints; 

But those who hold 'emptiness' as a viewpoint- (the true 
perceivers) have called those 'incurable' (asi1dhya). 

One may not say 'empty' (in reference to the tathagata); nor that he 
is 'non-empty'; not both nor neither; 

. ('Empty') is said for the purpose of conveying knowledge. 12 

According to these stanzas the articulation of 'emptiness' cannot be regarded 
as grasping reality with a mental form (word, idea); nvertheless, there is a 
valid purpose of using verbal expression. The purpose is twofold; (1) to 
refute all viewpoints (i.e. dogmas which assume that positive verbal distinc­
tions expose truth}, and (2) to convey knowledge through conceptual desig­
nations. In order to convey the truth in conditioned mental forms, claims 
,Nagarjuna, one must be very sensitive to the tendency in verbal designation 
'to superimpose a self-existing quality on that aspect of reality that one has 
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circumscribed with a term. As we have indicated before, it is this superim­
position of self-existing reality which is the source for the misconceptions 
about one's self and the phenomenal world. The insight into emptiness · 
brings prapafica and dr~!i to a halt; but at the same time emptiness is the 
reality in which concepts (prajfiapti), imagination (samkalpa), and logic_al 
analysis (prasa1iga) are formed, and this effort can lead either to cessation 
or further production of suffering. 

Nagarjuna affirms a limited use of conceptual forms and he appeals to 
phenomenal experience when he refutes his opponents who hold to as­
sumptions of absolute distinctions and eternal essences. In doing this, he 
uses the common denominator of human experience, that fact that all 
existing things arise depending on something else. He recognizes that it is 
appropriate to request evidence for what is claimed in the highest insight 
(paramlirtha). Likewise, it seems to me, that in engaging in his negative 
dialectic he is willing to be persuaded that he is wrong if given adequate 
negative evidence. Such negative evidence would arise if one could logically 
account for the arising of phenomena through an appeal to absolute, un­
changing entities (something that has an own-being), or if one can find even 
one existing phenomenon that both remains without change and which at 
the_ same time causes something else to change. His acceptance of formal 
reasoning, and his use of inference based on direct perception is seen in 
several ways.13 ( 1) He recognized that a principle oflogic holds in a number 
of comparable situations; and that if one instance holds, then other instances 
of the same pattern are proved.14 (2) Throughout the Kiiriklis Nagarjuna 
uses expressions that indicate logical necessity: "na upapadyate"/5 "na 
yujyate", 16 and "prasajyate". 17 (3) Nagarjuna's criticism of the svabhiiva 
position depends heavily on the principle of contradiction, which is explic­
itly stated.18 ( 4) The formal structure of the Vigrahavyiivartan f is a religious 
debate in which Nagarjuna answers each argument of the opponents one by 
one, including a defense of his logical argumentation on the grounds that 
defmitions and logic are themselves not absolute, but useful, -indicators. 
(5) Nagarjuna appeals to inference based on direct perception when he uses 
common experiences as examples in his argument, e.g. comparison of light­
darkness; comparison of youth-aging and milk-curds. 

In making use of concepts (e.g. 'emptiness') and logic as valid means of 
knowledge Nagarjuna was standing in a basic Buddhist tradition. 
K.N. Jayatilleke has shown that early Buddhism did not regard learning 
truth as a subjective experience only or as entirely opposed to normal per­
ception.19 Inference based on perception (in distinction to reasoning from 
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a priori assumptions, tarka) and perception- both normal and extrasensory 
-were regarded as legitimate means of knowledge. Likewise, Nagarjuna's 
statements in the texts we are considering would affirm Jayatilleke's und·er­
standing of early Buddhist recognition that the experiences in jfilina are not 
discontinuous with the processes of the mind in its everyday activity. There 
is, indeed, a major difference between the self limitation placed on the capaci­
ty of conscious awareness through illusory attachments, and the development 
of capacities for higher knowledge through the loss of defilements. However, 
both the illusion .and highest awareness are possible because of 'emptiness' 
(dependent co-origination). As ignorance ceases, the rigidity of the mind's 
grasp on parts of the reality softens; and the highest truth operates ('works', 
is effective) to free the operation of dependent co-origination. The highest 
truth does not, I think, refer to an unconditioned reality. but to effecting 
the truth within the Ci!pacities already in life - namely. empty relationshi.ps. 
This "effecting the truth in life" is indicated by the loss of attachment to 
anything that would claim svabhliva; and logical inference and perception 
can be useful to effect such truth. 

PARAMARTHA IS NOT TAUGHT APART 

FROM VY AVAHARA 

If pratftysamutpli.da is basic to both samvrti and paramlirtha then participa­
tion in samvrti (or vyavahiira) is part of what it means to know paramlirtha. 
That is to say, the use of samvrti is not just a necessary evil, it is a compo­
nent part of realizing emptiness. The practical, everyday world as such is 
not to be rejected- only the ignorance, the attachment to svabhliva, should 
cease. Such attachment to svabhliva is not a part of the conditioned empty 
r~lations that form existence; and one need not- or cannot- reject the 
dependent co-origination of empty forms when one sees the truth of depen­
dent co-origination. Thus, Nagarjuna would never suggest that since all 
things are empty any belief or any view is equally conducive to knowing 
the way things are or, on the contrary, to hiding the truth. The way a person 
participates in vyavahiira is important for realizing the truth of 
pratftyasamutplida. To state this another way, and more strongly, we would 
say that truth claims made through conditioned concepts and experiences 
have power to expose one to the highest truth insofar ~s one avoids impos­
ing a self-existent quality on any concept or experience (such as using the 
notion of 'emptiness' as a dogma). 

The role of samvrti in paramiirtha is a function of the recognition in the 



THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PRATITY ASAMUTPADA 35 

Kliriklis that the distinctions between such things as nirvlirta and samslira, the 
tathligata and the world, or 'being bound' (bandhana) and release (mok~a) 
ani only practical distinctions. If one assumes that each opposite term refers 
to a different eternal quality or essence, and then desires one and hates the 
other, he fails to perceive that this is an empty, relative. distinction. The 
emptiness of absolute opposites is seen in the following stanzas: 

Therefore, 'that which is bound' is not released and 'that which is 
not bound' is likewise not released. 

If 'that which is bound' were released, 'being bound' and 'release' 
would exist simultaneously. 

Where there is no superimposing of nirva!la (on something else), 
nor a removal of sainsara, 

What sainsara is there? What nirvil!la is imagined? 20 

The self-existence of the tathagata is the self-existence of the world. 
The tathagata is without self-existence; the world is without 
self-existence. 21 

There is nothing whatever which differentiates stimsara from nirvana; 
And there is nothing whatever which differentiates nirvii!la fro~ sainslira. 

The extreme limit (ko!i) of nirvli!la is also the extreme limit of sainsara; 
There is not the slightest bit of difference between these two. 

Since all dharmas are empty, what is finite? What is infinite? 
What is both finite and infinite? What is neither finite nor 
infinite? 22 

The differentiation which presupposes unchangeable essences is not useful 
for knowing the emptiness of ideas, 'things', or emotional responses. But 
when words are not regarded as representing some independent reality, they 
can function as practical forces in man's cessation of ignorance (attachment) 
to illusory objects. Even more, (empty) words used to express the dharma 
and the dialectic are not merely a destructive form which clears the .ground 
for a constructive formulation of the truth, or simply a dissolution of all 
verbal formation that then allows a mystic intuition of an absolute unchang­
ing reality to 'take over'. The dialectic itself can be a means of knowing. It 
provides the insight that there is no absolute or independent samslqta or 
dharma. This is no mean feat; for the conventional use of words and logic 
tends to posit some kind of intrinsic value in the mental constructs that are 
used. This tendency to superimpose illusory significance to parts of human 
experience can be overcome, in part, by verbal guides (such as teachings, 
moral precepts, dialectic) which are informed by the highest insight into the 
emptiness of things. Thus Nagarjuna did not contend that paramlirtha appears 
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when samvrti ceases. Rather the truth of existence is known when emptiness 
is realized as the source of both samvrti and paramartha. Ideally, sa·mvrti is 
paramiirtha applied to daily living: when nirviirza is realized in the cessation 
of desire, or in the reduction of all dogma to absurdity. Then the practical 
distinctions of 'cessation', 'desire', 'dogma', 'absurdity', or 'nirviirza' are from 
the highest perspective, recognized as empty of all svabhiiva. 

Because Nagarjuna's ultimate affirmation is pratftyasamutpada, any con­
ventional affirmation that might suggest an absolute, in the form of a dogma 
or doctrine, is avoided. Even "sunya", "asvabhiiva", "tathiigata", or 
"pratyaya" cannot be transformed into absolutes; they are designations 
which can help in a practical way to dispel the effective (though empty) 
power of misconceptions. To the degree that one uses samvrti without 
the misconception of svabhiiva it can be an aid in the cessation of suffer-
ing. The soteriological function of Nagarjuna's dialectic is commonly ac­
cepted.23 Our concern here is to indicate that the affirmation of 
pratftyasamutpiida as the way things are precludes an interpretation that 
would make the goal of knowing sunyatii a denial of phenomenal existence, 
as if this existence were characterized by an unchangeable essence 
(svabhiiva) of impurity. 

To realize that nirvarza, samskrta, asamskrta, and samsiira are empty of 
svabhiiva requires a shift more drastic than to say that all conceptual forms 
prevent a person from intuiting the One undifferentiated whole. Both 
samvrti and paramiirtha participate in dependent co-origination - which 
reality is without beginning or end, and without eternal qualities. There is 
no way to eliminate dependent co-origination. The problem it is affirming 
is that in conventional expression the processes of articulation (definitions 
of words, inferences drawn from asserting 'is' or 'is not') are conducive to 
superimposing a svabhiiva on the selection of conscious impressions we 
experience. The highest awareness, which is needeQ. for release from 
svabhava, is not the result of moving from the finite to the infinite, but 
the release from ignorance about the dependent co-origination of anything 
at all. Paramiirthasatya is, then, living in full awareness of dependent co­
origination rather than in a limited, 'tunneled' awareness about the con­
ditions of existence. It is living without fear of the interdependent nature 
of things, and without the desire for an unconditioned self-existent reality 
- which is just a fantasy, a mirage. Indeed, the reality of dependent co­
origination is a 'relative existence'; but according to the paramarthasatya 

· the 'relative character' is not a self-existent evil. It is not to be negated for 
its opposite; for the realm of opposites is a function of the crystallization 
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of svabhlivas. From the perspective of paramlirthasatya, both paramlirtha 
and samvrti are empty (dependently co-originated). 

Graduate Program in Religion, 
Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas 

NOTES 

I MK. XXIV, 8-10. 
dve satye samupasritya buddhanam dharmadesana 
lokasamvrtisatyam ca satyam ca paramarthatap. 

ye 'nayorna vijananti vibhagam satyayor dvayop. 
te tattvam na vijananti gambhrram buddhasasane 

vyavaharam anasritya paramartho na desyate 
paramartham anagamya nirva!1am nadhigamyate 

MK. XXIV, 40. 
yap. pratrtyasamutpadam pasyaty idam sa pasyati 
duhkham samudayam caiva nirodham margam eva ca 

2 Th. Stcherbatsky, The Conception of Buddhist NirvliiJ.a, Academy of Sciences of 
the U.S.S.R., Leningrad, 1927, pp. 46-48; S. Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy 
Macmillan, New York, 1923, I, pp. 658-9, 662-9; T.R.V. Murti, Central 
Philosophy of Buddhism George Allen & Unwin, Ltd., London, 1955, 
pp. 121-126; E. Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, George Allen & Unwin, 
Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 239-243. 

3 Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, p. 241. 
4 Ibid., p. 243. 
5 MK. XXIV, 18-20. 

yap. I'ratityasamutpiidap si1nyatam tam pracak~mahe 
sa: prajiiaptir upada:ya pratipat saiva madhyama 
apratrtya samutpanno dharmah kascin na vidyate 
yasma:t tasmad asunyo hi dhar~ap kascin na vidyate 
yady asi1nyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayap. 
caturpam aryasatya:nam abha:vas te prasajyate 

MK. XXIV, 14. 
sarvam ca yujyate tasya siinyata yasya yujyate 
sarvam na yujyate tasya sunyata yasya na yujyate 

MK. XXIV, 36. 
sarvasamvyavahar!ims ca laukika:n pra tibadhase 
yat pratrtyasamutpadasiinyatam pratibadhase 

• The Vigrahavyavartanr of Nagarjuna (ed. by E.H. Johnston and E. Kunst), 
Melanges Chinois et Bouddhiques IX. (1951) pp. 108-151, 70. 

prabhavati ca siinyateyam yasya prabhavanti tasya sarvarthah prabhavati 
na tasya ki!llcin na prabhavati siinyata yasya . 
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7 N. Dutt, in Aspects of Mahayana Buddhism and Its Relation to Hinayana 
(London, 1930), pp. 216-17, gives three senses in which the term 'Samvrti' 
is used in Buddhism: (1) identical with ignorance (avidyii) on account of its 
completely enveloping reality, (2) identical with phenomenal, for it implies 
a thing which is dependent, or subject to cause and condition, and (3) signs 
or words current in the world, based on direct perception. 

' MK. VII, 33, 34. 
utpadasthitibhanganam asiddher nasti sainskftain 
sainsk!tasya aprasiddhau ca katham setsyaty asainsk!tam 

yatha maya yatha svapno gandharvanagarain yatha 
tathotpadas sthanain tatha tatha bhanga udahrtam 

9 MK. XXIII, 1, 2. . 
sainkalpaprabhave rago dveso mohas ca kathyate 
subhasubhaviparyasan sainbhavanti pratrtya hi 

subhasubhaviparyasan sainbhavanti prat]tya ye 
te svabhavan na vidyante tasmat klesa na tattvata{t 

MK. XXIII, 8. 
rupasabdarasasparsa gandha dharmas ca kevala]l 
gandharvanagarakara: marrcisvapnasainnibha]l 

MK. XXIII, 15. 
yena g!hrati yo graho grahrta yac ca g!hyate 
upasantani sarvapi tasmad graho na vidyate 

MK. XXIII, 23. 
evain nirudhyate 'vidya viparyayanirodhanat 
avidyayarn niruddhayain sainskaradyain nirudhyate 

MK. XXIII, 6. 
svabhavato na vidyante subha:Subhaviparyaya]l 
pratrtya kataman klesa)1 subhasubhaviparyayan 

10 1v1K. XXV, 24. 
sarvopalambhopasama)1 prapaficopasamah siva]l 
na kvacit kasyacit kascid dharma buddhena desitah 

MK. XVIII, 5. . 
karmaklesaksayan moksah karmakle:ia vikalpatah 
te prapaficat.prapaficas ·t~ :iunyatayain nirudhyate 

11 MK. XXVii, 29. 
atha va sarvabhavanain :iunyatvac chasvatadaya]l 
kva kasya katama)1 kasrnat sainbhavi~yanti dp~aya]1 

MK. XXVII, 30. 
sarvad!~~iprahanaya yajl saddharmam adesayat 
anukampam upadaya tam namasyami gautamain 

12 MK. XVIII, 7. 
niv!ttarn abhidhatavyain niv!tte cittagocare 
anutpannaniruddha hi nirvapam iva dharmata 

MK. XIII, 8. 
sunyata sarvadmrnain prokta ni]lsarapain jinai)1 
ye~am tu sUnyata d!~~is tan asadhyan babha~ire 
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MK. XXII, 11. 
[silnyam iti na vaktavyam) asilnyam iti Vi! bhavet 
ubhayam nobhayam"cetl prajfiaptyartham tu kathyate 

" R. Robinson in Early Miidhyamika in India and China, University of Wisconsin 
Press, Madison, 1967, pp. 50-58, provides a fuller discussion on Ni!.ga:rjuna's use of 
logic in the Karikas. 
14 IviK. III, 8; XVI, 7. 
15 1\IIK. IV, 4, 5; VII, 21, 23. 
16 ~IK. II, 18; XVII, 24. 
17 MK. XX, 9, 18; XXV, 4. 
18 MK. VII, 30; IX, 7, 8. 
19 Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, George Allen & Unwin Ltd., London, 1963, 
pp. 426-437. 
20 MK. XVI, 8. 

baddho na mucyate tavad abaddho naiva mucyate 
sya.tam baddhe mucyamane yugapad bandhamok~ap.e 

MK. XVI, 10. 
na nirvap.asamaropo na samsarapakar~ap.am 
yatra kas tatra samsaro nirvap.am kim vikalpyate 

21 MK. XXII, 16. 
tathagato yat svabhavas tat svabhavam idam jagat 
tathi!gato [nij"lsvabhavo) nij"lsvabhavam idam jagat 

22 IviK. XXV, 19. 
na samsa:rasya nirvanat kimcid asti visesanam 
na nirvap.asya samsa:rat kimcid asti vise~aPam 

MK. XXV, 20. 
niiV-iij1aSya Ca ya kotij"l Samsaranasya ca 
na tayor antaram kimcit susilk~mam api vidyate 

MK. XXV, 22. 
siinye~u sarvadharme~u kim anantam kim antavat 
kim anantam antavac ca nanantam nantavac ca kim 

23 See T.R.V. Murti, Central Philosophy of Buddhism, pp. 127-8; E. Conze, Buddhist 
Thought in India, pp. 241-3; and references in F. Streng, Emptiness-A 
Study in Religious Meaning, New York, Abingdon, 1967, Ch. 10. 



MERVYN SPRUNG 

THE MADHY AMIKA DOCTRINE OF TWO REALITIES 

AS A METAPHYSIC 

It is the Sanskrit term satyadvaya which sets the problem. The first word 
of the compound, 'satya', ranges in meaning from 'reality' to the 'truth' 
about reality; it is commonly taken in the latter sense, but I tend to the 
former. The second word in the compound, 'dvaya', does not mean 'two' 
merely as a number in the series, 'one-two-three', but means, and I make 
much of this, 'duality', 'twofoldness', or 'double-nature'. So the term 
satyadvaya, is, in my view, more closely seized as 'the twofoldness of 
reality (or truth)' or 'the duality of reality (or truth)'. 

What is the pr.oblem set by this phrase? ,:'Surely if we give a meaning to 
the word 'reality' (or truth) there can be oAly one, otherwise we simply 
have an instance of irresponsible duovocality. Do we not? And is 'reality' · 
not one of those words which is so pervasive in our thinking that to use it 
loosely would be to vitiate thinking? Again why two realities? Why should 
there not be a threefoldness about reality? Why not a hundredfoldness? 

And then, why two realities? Why not two aspects of one reality? 
Why not one 'pseudo' reality and one 'real' one? Why not one 'appearance' 
and one 'reality'? What is the problem? Why two realities? How does the 
problem of there being more than one reality arise? Perhaps in different 
ways, but before turning to Madhyamika consider what 'dualism' has often 
been taken to mean. 

When the Western man hears the word 'dualism' he will probably think 
of Descartes even as the Eastern man will call to mind the SaiDkhya philo­
sophy. Descartes understood his world in terms of two substances - the 
'thinking' and the 'extended'- which were, of course, mutually exclusive; 
neither had explanatory powers in the sphere of the other. Yet both were 
required to make this one world intelligible, even if their conjunction re­
mained a metaphysical mystery. Descartes never speaks, however, of a two­
foldness of reality: the two substances compose, inexplicably, one reality. 

In SaiDkhya thought the dualism is, at first blush, as precise as Descartes' 
and even parallel. Prakrti is the stuff of everything that becomes object and 
puru~a is the subject which never becomes object. These two categories are 
as mutually exclusive as thinking and extension and as irreparably sundered. 

M Sprung (ed.), Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 40-53. All Rights Reserved 
Copyright © 19 73 by D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht:Holland 
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True, their connotation is not the same: prakrti accounts for everything 
objectifiable both mental and non-mental; puru~a is not empirical consious­
ness, obviously, but pure awareness; it is the condition of the possibility of· 
there being objects at all. Yet prakrti and puru~a together, are necessary for 
the world as we know it to evolve; they are not two realities, but the dual 
principles of one. 

It appears that twofoldness of reality receives little attention in Cartesian 
and Samkhya thought. And yet SaiDkhya knows of a second reality which · 
is other than the everyday. If and when the puru~a can cease to identify with 
the prakritic thoughts, feelings and body sensations of the individual 
person, it is said to be liberated. Then the metaphysical-dualism of prakrti 
and puru~a is seen to be merely one term of a far more radical dualism, that 
of bondage and freedom. Nothing parallels this in Descartes and yet through­
out his primary thought he implies a dualism of attitude or existential stance. 

He distinguishes between theory (within which the mind-body dualism 
has its place) and praxis where the human believes, resolves and acts without 
regard for such theory.1 This dualism does not lie within metaphysiCs but 
embraces metaphysics as one of its poles. It is comparable, in this respect, 
to Samkhya, though it does not carry the same range of implication. 

I arrive at much the same result when I consider Plato from this point 
of interest. The striking polarity in his thought of 'becoming' on the one 
hand and 'being' on the other, of the many and the one, does not constitute 
a dualism of realities- metaphysically. Plato is precise2 in holding that there 
is only one reality which is the object of knowledge and that common opin­
ion is confused approximation to such knowledge. There is only one sphere 
of being to be known. It is equally fruitless to recall Plato's distinction be­
tween matter and form, that is, between the immutable eidos and the infi­
nitely mutable matrix or receptacle.3 The latter, though needed as an expla­
natory supposition in understanding Plato's world, is in no sense a separate 
reality; it is, indeed, an approximation to non-being. The forms, together 
with the matrix, compound into one reality. 

And yet. This is somehow inadequate. The striking contrast between the 
confused murk of the perishable where contradictory predicates are the bas­
is of mere opinion - the cave of everyday ignorance - and the clarity of the 
secured vision of being - the sunshine of the upper world - is so powerful, 
that one senses an unconfessed dualism in Plato. As lived, the opposition of 
ignorance and knowledge, of the perishable and the imperishable, cannot be 
reduced to a matter of degree. There would appear to be noway to move 
from the one to the other, except by metaphysical legerdemain. That this 
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dualism of existence is an other than a dualism of categories is supported by 
Plato's description of the way of education or enlightenment - the anabasis 
of the psyche. By the example of an individual Plato is able to indicate how 
the cave and the sunlight are related, namely, transformationally. 

In none of these three philosophies is there an explicit doctrine of two. 
truths or two realities. Metaphysical dualism is a dualism of explanatory cat­
egories. The twofoldness of existence, which I have emphasized in each case,·. 
though a more radical attitude, still does not conceive of the two modes of 
existence as realities in their own right. Madhyamika, in its term satyadvaya, 
suggests a view in which the opposition of the two 'modes of existence' will 
become still more radical. We should now proceed to see if this is so. 

I turn to Nagarjuna'sMadhyamaka Sastra4 and to Candrakfrti's com­
mentary. The theme of the double nature of reality is less pervasive than one 
would expect although it enters decisively at what is perhaps the high point 
of the Siistra: in Chapter XXIV, for the purpose of defending Madhyamika 
against the charge of nihilism. My treatment ofthe problem begins there, 
but draws as well on passages in Nagarjuna's analysis of cause, of the sub­
stance theory of person, of the possibility· of human perfection, of Nirviirza 
and others. 

In Chapter XXIV, which is an enquiry into Buddhist doctrine, Nagarjlina 
puts himself under attack by an opponent of realist and pluralist convictions. 
This opponent takes Nagarjuna's distinctive term, sunyatii- often trans­
lated as 'emptiness' or 'voidness', and which I take both as 'devoidness' and 
as 'reality' - to mean that people and things of the everyday world are mere 
illusions, that they do not exist. Nagarjuna rejects this interpretation vigor­
ously and warns anyone who so mis-thinks that he is on his way to a calam­
itous end. But if saying that everyday things are devoid is not saying they 
are nothing, what is it saying? At this point5 Nagarjuna has recourse to the 
notion of satyadvaya, as if no other term was available to him. And it is the 
concern of all philosophical concerns that is now in the open: in what sense 
are things real? What is the worth of terms like 'real' and 'not-real', 'is' and 
'is not', 'being' and 'non-being'? Are such terms adequate to illuminate the 
problems of human existence? It will become clear that in Nagarjuna's view 
they are not. 

In this setting what is said about the satyadvaya? I shall state a series of 
observations "and formulations which Nagarjuna and Candrakfrti make about 
the two realities: firstly, about everyday reality- samvrtisatya- and 
secondly, about the way things really are- paramiirthasatya- before 
studying the ways in which they may be related. 



THE MADHYAMIKA DOCTRINE AS A METAPHYSIC 43 

Samvrti is said to be: 
(1) Whatever is completely enveloped and dbscured.6 

(2) Ignorance. Of course, not lack of information but misunderstanding; 
it is the total obscu.ration of the nature of all things. This, and No. 1 are vir­
tually synonymous; theyare descriptive terms, well-known, but not put to 
technical use in the argument.7 . 

(3) Existence insofar as it coheres by virtue of oelief in person. This is the 
significance ~f loka, according to Candrakfrti.8 It might be called personal world. 

( 4) Existence, understood in terms of the afflictions or debilities (klesas) 
of desire, enmity and delusion; and in terms of the valuations good and bad · 
based on perprehension (viparyiisa). 

(5) Conditioned corning-into-being (pratftyasamutpiida)9 • This term is 
ambivalent, but, as samv~ti, it describes the temporal process in which every 
(supposed) entity is dependent on a complex of causes for its occurrence. 

(6) The totality of all transactions (vyavahiira) in which the dualism inher­
ent in thing-language and thing-knowing is operative. 10 .Samvrti is not merely 
the realm of things, it is the realm of language-based transactions involving 
things. This is not merely overt behaviour; it embraces all use of language 
which refers descriptively. 

(7) The impossibll.ity of true predication. In samvrti predicates, by their 
nature, are stolen or false (mo~adharma)Y 

(8) What does not yield sense (anupapatti); what gives itself out to be 
comprehensible in conceptual terms but which fails in this. 12 

(9) The realm of what is devoid (siinya). This will say that whatever gives 
itself as real but turns out to have no essential nature of its own is samvrti. 
This is not illusion, because in samvrti things must be taken as if real. . 

So much for a rather abstract summation of what is said about samvrti. 
And now a summation of what Candrakfrti and Nagarjuna say about 
paramiirthasatya. For this purpose I treat as of equal relevance passages 
concerned with the terms sunyatii, tattva, dharmatii and nirviirza. 
Paramiirthasatya is said to be: 

(1) The cessation of the modes 'I' and 'mine', of the belief in person, of 
the lokic structureP Repeatedlythe debilities (klesas) are said to cease to 
be in nirviirza. 14 

(2) Tranquil (siinta) understood not as a state of mind, but as the cessa­
tion of the restlessness of the lokic structure15 (personal world). 

(3) What does not arise or cease;16 is not dependent either causally or 
logically _17 In a way which is baffling, paramiirtha is what is not in process. 

(4) Known by wise saints 'in and through itself (pratyiitma). 18 The ren-
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dering 'in and through themselves' is not very interesting. This formulation 
marks the paramarthic out from what is known in logical dependence: it 
cannot be 'explained'. 

(5) Not of the nature of named-things (ni~prapafica) 19 • "io nor of thought­
constructs (nirvikalpa) ;21 verbal judgments are not efficacious, do not fun<;­
tion with respect to paramlirthasatya;22 named-things come to rest in 
sii.nyatli23 and all points of view find their resolution in sii.nyatli. 

( 6) That of which stolen predicates are not asserted.24 

(7) Sensible, that is, what yields sense;25 this is a diffi~ult notion. 
Paramlirtha is to yield sense, even though everyday words and concepts are 
inapplicable to it. Paramlirtha is not illogical or irrational but rather the 
reverse. 

(8) Not of varying aspects (anlinlirtha);26 it is not within any context. 
(9) Incapable of being taught or demonstrated (nopadisyate) 27 but not 

incapable of being 'pointed out' (deiyate).28 

(10) The reality of samvrti as its devoidness.29 Paramlirthasatya is not 
the reality (nor truth) of .something other than samvrti. 

(11) As nirvarza, of the same 'ko.ti' as samslirli (i.e. samvrti).30 This appears 
to say that paramlirtha is not a realm of fact apart from samvrti; it is not to 
be distinguished predicatively from it. 

(12) Not something which is to be thought of as real (bhliva) in the same 
way that things, inner and outer, are real?1 

(13) The middle way; this simple term conceals the central thought of 
Madhyamika. 

(14) Liberation from the samvritic. 
Each of these points is not distinct from all the others but taken together 

they say much about the two realities. Comparing these two lists, even super­
ficially, certain ways of taking the twoness emerge. 

Samvrti is existence structured py belief iJ:! person; paramartha is the 
coming to an end of this belief. 

Sainvrti is inseparab-le from the lokic structure, debilities, perprehension 
and valuation; paramlirtha is the coming to an end of the lokic structure 
('tranquility'). 

Sainvrti is ignorance, it is being completely enveloped; paramlirtha is the 
removal of this. 

Samvrti is conditioned coming-to-be: it is taking existence to be real 
things undergoing real change as a result of real causes. Paramlirtha (as 
nirvlifUZ) is said to be existence not taken in this causal way, nor in the way 
of logical dependence. 
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Sainvrti consists of transactions involving named-things; named-things 
find their end in paramiirtha. 

Samvrti is false '?r deceptive predication; paramiirtha is the cessation of 
predication. 

Samvrti does not yield sense; paramiirtha is what makes sense out of 
samvrti.. . 

Paramiirtha is said to be 'not of varying aspects', and incapable of being 
'taught' (explained); by inference sainvrti may be said to be the home of 
points of view and of argument and explanation. 

Sainvrti is through and through 'suny a', 'devoid'; paramiirtha is what 
renders sainvrti devoid; it is not the inere fact of sainvrti being devoid; it is 
the reality of sainvrti. 

Paramiirtha is not a realm of fact or existence apart from sainvrti; it has. 
the same 'ko.ti' or bounds, and no predicative distinction can be made be­
tween the two. 

As sunyatii, paramiirtha is said to be the 'middle way'; it does not name 
a realm of paramarthic fact but a way of being among and with samvritic 
facts. 

Sainvrti is the means to liberation, 32 paramiirtha is liberation. 
In this terse juxtaposition I note several recurring relations. Many of the 

characteristics of sainvrti are thought of as finding their end or as being 
removed in paramiirtha: the lokic structure, ignorance, named-things, 
predication. Not much of sainvrti remains after that. I should emphasize 
the recurring phrase "named-things as such find their end in silnyatii". 
This is one of the seminal thoughts of Madhyamika from which much can 
be understood. 

Again the difference between the two is often - not always - not sci 
much a difference in the way of conceptualizing them, but in the way of 
taking them, behaving toward them. The samvritic way is to think of one­
self as a real agent, appropriating and disappropriating real things, by apply­
ing causal knowledge. The paramarthic way would not rest on any of these 
notions. It is not so much a theory about sainvrti as it is an end to sainvrti; 
it is a different way of being. At this point the wide divergence of 
Madhyamika thought from metaphysical dualism is evident. 

What appears to be theoretical concern is not at all wholly absent. 
Sainvrti is said to be what does not, in the final count, make sense, 
(anupapattz). That is, every attempt at truth must fail because the truth of 
anything cannot be recovered completely in samvritic terms. In uncountably 
many passages the siistra demolishes a samvritic concept by claiming it does 
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not make sense or is not comprehensible (nayujyate, or nopapadyate). 
Paramtirtha is, in at least one passage, explicitly said to be what does yield 
or make sense (upapatti). 33 We would have to bear in mind here that such 
a claim is startling. If conceptual. explanation is ruled to have no application 
to paramtirtha in what way can the latter be said to yield sense? EvidentJy 
'sense', or what brings conceptual activity to rest, is not itself going to be 
further conceptual activity. At this point we strike close to the heart of 
Madhyamika thought. 

Again samvrti is said to be the 'means' to the realization ofparamtirthasatya, 
or to be precise, it is said that unless based on the transactional realm, ' 
paramtirtha cannot be pointed out. 34 However we understand this relation­
ship, it is clearly not that of one satya explaining the other; it is rather that 
one - samvrti- fulfils its function by being talked about or signified. Or, 
we can talk about the paramarthic only by using samvritic words. 

The last of the relationships between the two realities which I name in 
this survey is the one which Madhyamika is remembered for - silnyatti, 
devoidness. When all the other relationships have exhausted their meaning 
for us they will, I believe, have proved but pointers to devoidness. The every­
day is understandable only in a privative sense as not being what it fails to 
be; what is ultimate is understandable only in a privative sense as not being 
what the everyday is, or, more precisely, as being what the everyday is not.35 

It is not possible to avoid a brief reference to the problem of language 
at this turn. 

Many passages appear to forbid any use of samvritic language in speaking 
of paramtirtha. "How could verbal utterances and judgments be efficacious 
in paramtirtha", 36 "the real is not manifest in named-things". 37 Indeed the 
Madhyamika is a radical nominalist: he denies not only that universals are 
real; he denies that particular things and even simple qualities of particular 
things are real. Language does not name and it does not describe: it refers 
obliquely and it is prescriptive. 

The word 'chariot', to take the hoary example, does not name a thing · 
over and above wheels, a.."'<.les, chassis, because there is no such thing. Yet 
the word serves our practical purposes: we do not mount the horse if we 
are invited into the chariot. Such words are said to be prajfiaptir uptidtiya -
obliquely prescriptive. But metaphysical language is said to function in the 
same way. Sunyatti is expressly referred to as aprajfitiptir uptidtiya. This 
appears to imply that we must not expect anything substance-like to answer 
to the term silnyatti, but that it is meant to tell us what to do with or how 
to be toward everyday things without which silnyatti itself would have no 
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meaning. If this is sound, then verbal language applies to the paramarthic in 
the same way it applies to the samvritic and talk of the one is no more for­
bidden than talk of the other. Madhya,"Tiika then need not be silent on the 
matters it most wants to talk about. 

And indeed it refuses to remain silent. Though language, used argumen­
tatively, has no validity for paramiirtha, it may be used to 'monstrate' ·or to 
'point to' it. Demonstration (explicit teaching) is not possible, but monstra­
tion is. I am referring here to the difference between upadisyate and desyate. 
The Madhyamika thinker could never accept a strict prohibition of talk 
about paramiirtha, because it is his single purpose to draw people's atten­
tion to it by talk. 

Language, according to Madhyamika, at no level, truly names, though it 
appears to. It provides a naming service to aid us in transactions. The illusion 
of isomorphic naming arises inevitably for humans in every kind of practical 
transaction and also in metaphysics. The things_ named in the two spheres are 
different though it is not easy to say how. 

I turn now to a more definitive discussion of the peculiar relationship be­
tween samvrtisatya and paramiirthasatya as Nagarjuna and Candrakfrti appear 
to have understood it. We should recall that the distinction of the two real­
ities was introduced by Nagarjuna to counter the mistaking of the term 
sunyatii as 'unreal'. To defend himself against nihilism Nagarjuna develops 
his view of the two realities. He might equally well have introduced the term 
silnyatii to clarify the relationship between the two realities, because silnyatii 
is the term around which our understanding of the two realities must grow. 

Existence (sarvam idam) is sunya, devoid, Nagarjuna declares, because, in 
the final count, existence can be understood only as devoid.38 The question 
here is whether it is legitimate to use the word 'understood' in this way. 

What is existence devoid of? What is lacking? In a word, all things are 
lacking svabhiiva: a simple, immutable own-nature. What is real, by contrast, 
is precisely what the everyday world lacks. Only the real (tattva) which is 
paramiirthasatya can be said to be svabhiiva, i.e. real in its own right. And 
yet paramiirtha has been expressly declared not to be real in the way in 
which named-things are wrongly taken to be real in the everyday, which is 
to say in the svabhavic way. 39 

This is a glimpse of the bedevilling paradox inherent in Madhyamika. The 
categories 'real thing' and 'unreal thing' have been shown to be untenable 
within the samvritic; ought they not to be equally inapplicable to what is 
real? Not in every sense apparently, for the real is svabhavic, though not to 
be understood on the model of svabhavic things. 
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Nagarjuna and Candrakfrti warn against the temptation to reify iunyatli. 
Sunyatli, thought of as a reality apart from samvritic things, is not §unyatfi 
at all, but merely a further instance of substance ontology, of illegitimate 
svabhavic thinking. And yet we have just said that reality is what the 
samvritic world is devoid of. It is important in the face of this paradox not 
to fall into the error of supposing that the 'things' of samvrti are unreal. They 
cannot stand as the final truth about themselves, yet they must be accepted 
for samvritic· purposes as they are what makes up samvrti. Even the yogfmust 
let them be as the indispensable means to seeing through them or living be­
yond them, which is the only description we can have of reality. 

Is this the demise of all ontology, of all thought about the Real, about 
Being? It would appear so and yet I would wish to hold open the possibility 
for a Madhyamika to speak sense about reality. If he has not this possibility 
he is reduced to the extremity of the radical cynic who must stitch his lips 
together. So Jar he has merely denied the use of the substance model, as 
understood in samvrti, for paramarthic purpose. And, of course, he has for­
bidden the use of substance language and cause and effect language, of 
paramlirtha. The Madhyamika has denied that he is a nihilist and I would 
like to leave the way open for him to be more than a sceptic. Perhaps he can 
suggest an answer in terms other than those of traditional ontology. 

I would point out that the term iunyata is ambivalent in a frustrating 
way. It is on the one· hand a mere grammatical abstraction from the term 
'§unya': it means §unya-ness. This use marks the mere fact that all things 
are devoid. On the other hand iunyatli t~lls us what it is that things are 
devoid of, namely, reality; in this use it is a synonym for tattva, tathatli, 
paramlirtha, dharmatli and nirvarza. I find it a sine qua non of following the 
many arguments given, to know when §unyatli marks the fact of devoidness 
in things and when it says what it is things are devoid of. It is the key thought 
of Madhyamika which lures us on in this ambivalence. 

We cannot escape this paradox; whatever is said about the Real refers · 
to the samvritic world.40 There is no second realm of existence to which 
shunyatic language applies. One can say that as the world of named-things 
can be understood only as not real as it gives itself out to be, therefore the 
shunyatic predicates41 are the only ones which do allow us to understand 
it. In short samVl:ti must be understood in paramarthic terms. It fails to be 
paramarthic, which is to say it is silnya. But its iunya-ness is not only the 
fact of this failure; it is also what is failing. Again, paramlirthasatya is truly 
what samvr:ti is only taken to be. Samvr:ti is taking the everyday as if it were 
svabhavic - real in itself- but paramlirtha is alone truly svabhavic. It is 
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what the everyday is wrongly taken to be. This is my understanding of 
Candrakfrti's pregnant formulation, "The yogf realizes that silnyatli is to 
be understood as the ultimate reality of samvrti."42 

I am tempted to say at this point that paramlirtha is the 'material apriori'43 

functioning in all our attempts to know everyday things. If Nagarjuna can say 
that our everyday is lacking the marks of the Real it is clear that jn some sense 
he knows the Real. Otherwise, how could he sense its absence? From the be­
ginning it serves as a criterion of all other knowledge. This apriori relation­
ship, which cannot but remind us of Plato and Scheler, suggests that the 
everyday is related to the Real in such a way that in its very inadequacy it 
tells us what would be adequate. It is not a haphazard relationship because 
what is absent in the devoidness of the everyday is nevertheless evoked by 
the everyday. Echoes are not random. Discursive silence has its own logic. 

This train of thought will at least make it clear to us that we are not 
dealing with a metaphysical dualism. Madhyamika's two realities are not 
separate in that each can be understood in its own terms and then by meta­
physical magic be related to the other in an intelligible way. Sainvrti and 
paramiirtha are so related that the one must be understood in terms of the 
other. Each by itself is absurd, being an abstraction. Each, precisely through 
its fragmentary nature, evokes the other. 

At this point we are very close to the paradoxical heart of Madhyamika. 
Consider the paradox of sainvrti. Nagarjuna sets himself the sweeping task 
of demonstrating the hollowness of every last category constituting 
sainvrtisatya. He destroys the categories of cause, motion, person, act, ori­
gination, cessation, reality, and many more. Now for the greater part these 
categories are not theories about sainvrti, they are constitutive of it. How 
does he invalidate them? By revealing the self-contradictions in each, it is 
commonly said. Certainly he does that though not as uniformly as has some­
times been supposed. As well, however, ~e appeals again and again to the 
self-evidence of immediate experience. In the first kiirikii of Chapter I he says 
"real things are never under any circumstances found to come to be either 
out of themselves, or out of something other than themselves, or out of both, 
or without any cause at all." The key words here are "are never found to" 
(navidyante). Nagarjuna is establishing a court of appeal to which the every­
day claims of sainvrti may be referred, in this case the claim that real things 
have causes. He repeats this referal countless times. Kiirikii 4 of Chapter XXI 
says "How can there be origination without perishing? Imperishability is 
never found (vidyate) in things." 

Nagarjuna is, as it were, going behind or beneath the conventional cate-
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gories to find a touchstone of their truth. This radical empiricism is interest­
ing in itself but what it does to samv~ti is bewildering. Nagarjunais arguing 
that the everyday world which is taken to be constituted of such categories 
as cause, thing, person, etc., not only is not ultimately real but does not exist 
even as erroneously conceived. To put it another way, samvrtisatya which 
can be only as things and people in a welter of coming and going,44 turns. 
out not to be truly described even in these terms. Samvrti does not consist 
of persons and things. It never did. The reality Nagarjuna sets out to demol­
ish was never there to need demolishing. And yet if it had not appeared to 
be there it would never have provoked its demolition. This is the paradox of 
samvrti. I am tempted to put it this way: samvrti is nothing more than the 
target of the paramarthic destruction; paramiirtha requires samvrti in order, 
by showing its hollowness, to make itself known. In the end, it is not possible, 
I believe, to make the relation of samvrti and paramiirtha intelligible in any 
theoretical terms available to us. 

In passing I would barely mention a further way in which the paramarthic 
is related to the samvritic. Commonly we say the Madhyamika dialectic de­
prives the samvritic categories of any claim to be real by showing them to be 
self-contra,dictory. This implies, plainly, that only what is not self-contradic­
tory can stand for the real. Only once, I think, does Candrakfrti say some­
thing like this,45 but the spirit of 'rationalism' pervades Madhyamika. The 
everyday is condemned because it does not make sense. This non-samvritic 
criterion is as pervasive as the criterion of immediate experience, even more 
so, and it too is never justified explicitly. Putting these two criteria together, 
could we say that they point to an immediate experience which is undistorted 
by nonsense, or to a reality which as a whole makes sense, in some sense? 

Yet so long as we think of the two realities as a polarity and so long as we 
find their relationship not quite making sense, so long are we mired within 
samvrtisatya. The interdependence is the mark of the samvritic. As concepts, 
each of the two presupposes the other and this is fatal to the intelligibility 
of each. Neither provides the intellect with a sure support in understanding 
the other. Each is what it is, only because the other is already implicit in what 
it is. The circle is openly vicious. Any unqualified explanation is intellectual 
dishonesty. Madhyamika's own metaphysical concepts are no less inadequate 
than others, and must fall to its own attack. 

But is this then not the end? It is the end of rationalist metaphysics, of 
cartesian or Siimkhya dualism and of platonic ontology. It is the end of all 
thought which sets itself the task of answering metaphysical questions in the 
language in which the questions are asked. It is the end of attempting to 
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explain the relationship of saravrti and paramartha and this because 
paramtirtha is not the stuff of which explanations are made, nor, for that 
matter, is samvrii, Madhyamika will be content with nothing less than con­
vincing us that any explanation advanced will be nonsensical. It appears 
that he has succeeded in making his own theory, insofar as he has such, un­
intelligible. What is the Madhyamika way out of the quicksands ofuni.\1.telli­
gibility? 

Recall Candrakfrti's explanation of the way to avoid reifying samvrti and 
paramtirtha: he resorts to the way a wise man lives.46 He says, in effect, 
that the wise man, having awakened to the truth that samvrti arises solely 
from primal ignorance, is not real in its own right and that devoidness is the 
reality of samvrti, proceeds on his way (pratipadyamana) without falling into 
the dualism of real and not-real. He lives so that the everyday world is neither 
rejected as unreal nor accepted as real. Candrakfrti does not attempt further 
to define or distinguish samvrti and paramartha conceptually' he resorts to 
a description of the way a wise man, in practice, deals with the relation of 
the two. As if only in human existence itself could the two be related ade­
quately. As if the existence, the being, if you like, of the wise man were it­
self the true relation and the only possible true relation of reality and every­
day thing.s, or the only possible way in which everyday things can be real. 

That this is not a chance illustration introduced by Candrakfrti is clear 
from Nagarjuna's classical formulation: "It is precisely dependent coming­
to-be which we interpret as the devoidness in things, this term 'devoidness' 
(iiinyatii) is a prescriptive expression (prajfl.aptz} presupposing (upadaya) 
the samvritic everyday; it is the middle way itself."47 This appears unequivo­
cal and decisive: silnyata is not a term to which something real corresponds; 
it does not refer to anything of the nature of substance, to anything bhavic. 
It prescribes a certain way of being in and among things; a certain way of 
dealing with or treating things; a certain way of comporting oneself: the 
middle way. · 

In sum, the Madhyamika twofoldness of reality is not a metaphysic. It is 
not parallel to any view based on a polarity of explanatory categories like 
mind - matter or puru~a - prakrti or form - matrix. It bears resemblance 
to Samkhya's bondage and freedom, or Plato's states of ignorance and wis­
dom, and that because these are no longer theoretical categories, but ways to 
be. 

Dept. of Philosophy, 
Brock University, St. Catharines, Ont. 
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NOTES 

1 See Wilhelm Halbfass. Descartes' Frage ruzch der Existenz der Welt. Ve;lag Anton 
Hain 1968; pp. 1-15. Halbfass gives H. Wein credit for this insight. My state-
ment of this thesis is crippling in its brevity. 

2 Republic BK. V, 476e-480. 
' Timaeus 49a. 
4 Mulamadhyamakakarikas (MK) and the Prasannapada. 
' MK. XXIV, 9. 
6 Prasannapada 492.10. 
7 This differs from the view of G. M. Nagao, who thinks "falsehood through igno­

rance" the most important meaning. Vide Silver Jubilee Volume of the 
Zinbun-Kagaku- Kenkgurvo, p. 553. 

8 Prasannapada 492.8.9. 
9 Prasannapada 492.11 and 54.9 to 55.1. 

10 Prasannapada 492.12. 
11 MK. XIII, 1. 
12 /Prasannapada 67.12 to 68.1. 
13 1MK. XVIII, 5. 
14 e.g. ~IK. XVIII, 4. 
15 MK. XVIII, 9. 
16 MK. XVIII, 7. Quoted by Candrakrrti at 493.8.9. 
17 MK. XXV, 9. 
10 Prasannapada 49 3.11. 
19 The difficult term prapafica is sometimes taken to mean "phenomena" and some­
times "language"; I take it as both: namely as named-things (inner-and outer). 
20 MK. XVIII, 9. 
21 lVIK. XVII_!, 9. 
22 Prasannapada 493.10. 
23 MK. XVIII, 5. 
24 Prasannapada 237.12. 
25 Prasannapada: 67.12 to 68.1. 
26 MK. XVIII, 9. 
27 Pra:sannapada 493.11. 
28 MK. XXIV, 20. 
29 Prasannapada: 495.3. 
30 IVIK. XXV, 20. 
31 MK. XXV, 4. 
32 Prasannapada 494.14 and 15. 
33 Prasannapada 67.12 to 68.1. 
34 MK. XXIV, 20. 
35 After this discussion I will not need to explain at length why I find the word 
"phenomenal" (introduced by Th. Stcherbatsky) an inadequate rendering of 
samvrti. For a somewhat different understanding of the double aspect of 
iany~ta compare T. R. V. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, p. 142 
N.l. 
36 Prasannapada 493.10. 
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37 MK. XVIII, 9. 
38 MK. XXIV, 14. 
39 Prasannapada 495.10 and 11. 
40 At this point the -limitations of the vocabulary I am using become embarrassing. 
Clearly, sainvrti is not a factual world, sainvrti is a misunderstanding of, and a 
wrong way of taking what is properly taken only as paramlJ.rthasatya. 
41 Which are not predicates in the ordinary sense. 
42 Prasannapada 495.3 and 4. 
43 A term introduced by Max Scheler in conscious deviation from Kant's formal 
apriori. 
44 MK. XXV, 9. 
45 Prasannapada 67.12 to 68.1. 
46 Prasannapada 495.3 to 5. 
47 MK. XXIV, 18. 



BIMAL KRISHNA MATILAL 

A CRITIQUE OF THE MADHYAMIKA POSITION 

I. THE MADHY AMIKA POSITION - 'EMPTINESS' 

Suppose a man has committed theft. Another man, who does not, in fact, 
know whether the first man has committed theft or not, comes along and 
declares that this is the thief simply because he happens to take a dislike to 
him. Then, a third man, who has actually seen the first man committing 
theft, comes along to declare that this is the thief. Now, both the second 
and the third man make the same assertion about what happened in actual­
ity, but yet the difference between them is very significant and important. 
It is the distinction between a liar and a truthful person, between false­
hood and truth- a discrimination about all that matters in Ethics. If we 
have understood this distinction between the third and the second person, 
we have then understood something important about a Madhyamika Bud­
dhist, who declares everything to be empty. This is exactly the way 
Candrakfrti wanted to explain the distinction between the 'emptiness' doc­
trine and scepticism, the essential difference between a Madhyamika and a 
sceptic. 1 

The above parable, meant to underline the distinction between the 
'emptiness' doctrine and scepticism is, in a sense, somewhat superficial and 
may be even misleading. For it might be argued that the assertion in both 
the cases is identical and the difference lies merely in what motivated such 
assertions. Thus, as a report on what is the case, both assertions will enjoy 
the same 'truth-value'! But this kind of argument only exemplifies how 
much one can be misled by over-extending the point of a parable. In fact, 
the usefulness of a parable no longer holds as soon as the relevant point is 
made. Thus, we have to understand, with great care and caution, the impli­
cation of the 'emptiness' doctrine. For it was Nagarjuna himself who gives 
the following warning against any misunderstanding of the doctrine: "Like 
a snake caught at the wrong end, or like a craft learnt in the wrong man­
ner, the 'emptiness' doctrine may destroy the stupid person when it is mis­
understood by him! "2 

The Madhyamika is critical of all other philosophical systems. He re­
fuses to believe in phenomenal plurality. Thus, h~s philosophic activity 

M Sprung (ed.), Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 54-63. All Rights Reserved 
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consists mainly in exposing the unjustifiability, and therefore the unreali­
ty, of the pluralistic order envisaged by our common experience and 
thought. That the pluralistic order of the universe is only a convenient 
myth and lacks essence or svabhtiva in the ultimate sense is well expressed 
by the following Lankavatara verse: 3 

Since the essence or 'own-nature' of things, when they are critically examined, cannot 
be established, such things have been declared (by the Buddha) to be inexpressible · 
and without essence. · 

The Madhyamika comes very close to the spirit of the Advaitin with regard 
to his attitude toward phenomenal plurality. But the Advaitin seems to me 
to be more committed to a metaphysical absolutism in relation to which 
he seeks to evaluate ordinary thoughts and experience. The Madhyamika, 
however, tries to maintain a non-committal attitude in ontology. 

The ultimate truth, according to the Madhyamika, always eludes our or­
dinary experience and conceptual thought. But it is admitted to be accessi­
ble only to a direct but somewhat mystical experience, a sort of penetrat­
ing insight or prajfiti. If this unlocks the door to mysticism in philosophy, 
my advice is to tolerate it. 'Mysticism', at least 'cognitive mysticism', need 
not be, it is argued, treated as a derogatory term. For, as we realize more 
and more the limits of language in our analytical struggle, the idea of some­
thing inexpressible may well dawn in our mind although it would be diffi­
cult to make a logical appraisal of this 'inexpressible'. 

My point is that proper understanding of the Madhyamika position 
ought to produce an incentive to strike a middle course between excessive 
naivete and excessive sceptjcism. The doctrine of 'emptiness', silnyatli, is 
usually presented as the critique of all views, all philosophical systems. But 
the implication of this propo~ition can be misconstrued in two ways: one 
by the opponent and the other by the so-called proponent. An opponent 
might think that the Madhyamika position amounts to nihilism. But this is 
wrong. A proponent might, on the other hand, think that the Madhyamika 
disproves all views, all philosophy. But this too, is, in our opinion, wrong. 
If anything, the Madhyamika critique is an attempt to show that it is nei­
ther proper nor is it strictly justifiable to regard any particular metaphysi­
cal system as absolutely valid. Perhaps in the same vein, T. R. V. Murti has 
remarked: 

The Madhyamika dialectic is not refutation; .... Refutation is the rejection of an op­
ponent's view by an interested party having a view of his own to establish. A critique 
is the disinterested analysis of Reason by itself. 4 
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Nagarjuna makes a significant use of the earlier Buddhist doctrine of de- · 
pendent origination (pratztyasamutpada) to prove the 'emptiness' or 
'voidness' of everything. The 'proof has been summed up by Nagarjuna as 
follows: 5 

Here the dependent origination of things is what (we call) emptiness. Why? - Because 
it is devoid of 'essence' (or, 'own-being' svabhava). Those things which are dependent­
ly originated have no essential nature (i.e., no being of their own), for they lack their 
essential nature. Why? - Because they are dependent on causes and conditions (hetu 
and pratyaya). For, if things existed through their essential nature ('own-being') then 
they wou,ld have existed (or, come into existence) without caring for their causes and 
conditions. But they do not originate that way. Therefore; they are devoid of their 
essential nature, and because they are devoid of essential nature, they are called 
'empty' (or, 'void' ianya). 

Nagarjuna puts his thesis succinctly as follows: 6 

Whatever is dependent origination, (is what) we call 'emptiness'. That (again) is 
(called) dependent designation, (and) That is alone the Middle Way. 

Candrakfrti says that Nagarjuna here establishes the following equation, 

Dependent origination= Emptiness= Dependent designation= The Middle Way, 

meaning thereby that all these terms in Madhyamika philosophy refer to 
the same thing, and are therefore interchangeable. 7 

Candrakfrti further notes that dependent origination is to be urider­
stood in this context as the lack of natural origination or origination by it­
self (svabhlivena anutpadafz). "What lacks origination-by-itself lacks exis­
tence or origination or emergen~:;e (astitva), and having lacked emergence it 
lacks disappearance or destruction or non-existence (nastitva)." 8 Accord­
ing to Candrakfrti, 'emptiness' is thus intended for the avoidance of the 
two extremes, existence or production and non-existence or destruction, 
and in this way 'emptiness' means the Mid_dle Way. 

In short, the Madhyamika position can be interpreted, even at the risk 
of oversimplification, as exposing a conflict, or rather a contradiction, be­
tween two propositions - one of which we seem to assume a priori while 
the other we derive in some sense from experience. The former is: all 
beings have their own-being, all things have their 'own nature' or 'essential 
nature' (svabhliva). The latter is: all things are dependently originated. The 
contradiction between these two can be made obvious with a little bit of 
explanation. The first proposition implies that own-beings or essential na­
tures cannot be created and hence they do not originate (or perish). In 
other words, own-being is INDEPENDENT and CHANGELESS. The sec-
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ond proposition implies that all things originate (and perish) through de­
pendence on something or other. In other words, all things have DEPEN 
DENCE and undergo CHANGE. Now to reconcile the conflict between the 
two, the Madhyamika concludes: Therefore, everything is devoid of its 
own nature, everything is empty. 

II. TWO TRUTHS (DVE SATYE) 

Nagarjuna says: 9 

The Buddhas teach dharma (the doctrine) by resorting to two truths: One is the con· 
ventional or provisional truth, the other is the ultimate truth. 

Those who do not comprehend the distinction between these two truths 
Do not comprehend the deep significance in the Buddha's teachings. 

The conventional is called samvr:ti or lokasamvr:ti. Candrak1rti deliber-
ates over the etymology of the term samvr:ti and suggests three possible 
meanings: (i) complete covering or the 'screen' of ignorance which hides 
truth, (ii) existence or origination through dependence, mutual condition­
ing, (iii) worldly behavior or speech behavior involving designation and de­
signatum, cognition and cognitum. 10 All three meanings reflect three dif­
ferent aspects of what is called sainvrti, the conventional level. 

This doctrine of two truths may not be quite satisfactory to some phi­
losophers. A realist may be rather suspicious of such bifurcation of truths 
into two levels.Accordingly, this doctrine has been seriously criticized by 
realistic philosophers like Kumarila, and Bhasarvajfia. 11 But such criticism 
perhaps misses the mark if we do not take into account the soteriological 
significance of the doctrine. 

The Buddha's teaching of the doctrine (dharma) may be seen as a claim 
to find a path (mlirga), a means, of release or freedom from life's anxieties 
and frustrations. The first of his four Noble Truths equated life-experi­
ences with pain and suffering. He was a practical teacher well aware of the 
problem of expressing the truth in a language that will be appropriate and 
intelligible to the particular he.arer and his mental preparedness. It was on­
ly natural that a variety of truth statements made by the Buddha on vari­
ous occasions will appear to be mutually contradictory. The later Buddhist 
teachers thus faced the problem of explaining away these contradictions by 
penetrating into the deeper significance of these sayings. Almost by a 
stroke of genius, these Buddhist teachers, among whom Nagarjuna was most 
remarkable, introduced a level-distinction, in fact, a distinction between two 
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levels of truth, the conventional (samvrti) truth and the ultimate 
(paramartha) truth. 

This exegetical technique of 'level' distinction (distinction of contextual 
relevance) may not, however, be. altogether novel in the Indian tradition as 
it might appear to be at first sight. A similar method is reflected in Brahmi­
nical exegesis of the Vedic scriptures (which combine the ritualistic injunc­
tions of the Vedas and speculative philosophical questions of the Upani~ads 
as one whole 'revealed' body of truth). TheBrahminical teachers set the in­
junctive sections in the context of ritualistic action (karmakarzrja) where the 
religious goal is 'heaven' or some such limited end. But the speculative thoughts 
of the Upani~ads (in which the same rituals are condemned as superficial and 
selfish acts) are set by the same Brahminical teachers in the context of a high­
er knowledge ( cf. para vidyli and aparli vidyli) with a nobler goal. Thus, jfiana 
karzr)la is contrasted with karmakarzrja. 

The immediate purpose of the exegetical technique of distinguishing be­
tween two levels of truths is to maintain consistency in the whole body of 
the Buddha's teachings. But, in the context of the religious philosophy of 
Nagarjuna, the affirmation of 'two truths' serves a deeper purpose. The teach­
ings of the Buddha, four noble truths, five 'aggregates', ieight-fold; path etc., 
are all in this manner treated as practical advice given by a doctor to a sick 
person in order to get rid of his sickness, rather than as embodying the high­
est philosophical truth. As another Buddhist parable puts it, when a man is 
struck by an arrow and bleeding to death it is only practical and proper, at 
that instant, to pull the arrow out and administer medical care rather than 
look for the culprit to punish him or even teach the man how to avoid disas­
ter in the future. Thus, the theory of 'dependent origination' or 'emptiness' 
(or 'essencelessness') which, according to the Madhyamika, embodies the 
highest truth in Buddhism, does not ask one to reject any part of the 
Buddha's teachings, but to embrace all of them. Thus, Nagarjuna writes: 12 

For whom emptiness 'works', everything 'works' for him. 
For whom emptiness does not 'work,' nothing 'works' for him. 

"He who sees dependent origination, sees all these -
Sufferings, origination, cessation and the path. 

Besides all these, the doctrine of 'two truths' makes the exposition of the 
highest truth, emptiness or essencelessness of everything, possible. The ulti­
mate truth is beyond the scope of language. It is, in fact, inexpressible. But 
only throughiNDIRECTIONcan the ultimate reality be brought into rela­
tion with conventional means of communication. A discourse on 'emptiness' 
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can be meaningful only in the light of this method of INDIRECTION. Here­
in lies the adequacy of the negative dialectic used by the Madhyamika in his 
exposition or disco~rse, - a method already in use by the Upani~adic 
thinkers to communicate their idea of the highest truth. Thus, it has been 
said: 13 

The highest truth cannot be taught without recourse to 
conventional language (vyavahara). 

Nirvii!Ja (Cessation) cannot be realised, if we do not realise 
the highest truth. 

It should be conceded that the phenomenal world is not a mere fiction in 
the sense the 'son of a barren woman' is a mere fiction. The phenomenal 
world has a provisional existence. If the phenomenal world were a nonentity, 
all practical activities would have been impossible, and even ethical and spiri­
tual disciplines would lose their significance. In fact, phenomenal world (and 
phenomenal experiences) is what should lead us to the realisation of the ul­
timate truth. The character of the phenomenal world is thus declared to be 
neither real nor unreal, but logically indet~rminable. 14 

III. 'EMPTINESS' AND LOGIC 

The Madhyamika uses philosophic. arguments in support of his doctrine of 
'emptiness', His 'court of appeal' is what is called prasanga 'reductio-ad­
absurdum' as well as vyavahilra 'the common denominator of our phenome­
nal experience'. Aprasanga type of argument, from which the name 
Prasangika is given to the sub-school of Madhyamika of which Candrakfrti 
was the chief exponent, can be briefly characterized as follows. It is the 
argument that moves by extracting contradictory consequences or para­
doxical results from the initial proposition or premise. If Pis a given 
proposition assumed to be true by the opponent, a Prasangika-Madhyamika 
will try to deduce from it such consequences as will be inconsistent with 
each other or with the original proposition. This may be called the logical 
absurdities that a position or a given proposition will lead to. 

There is another kind of absurdity which a Prasangika sometimes tries to 
expose. Sometimes the deduced consequences of a given proposition run 
counter to our common pheno:r.nenal experiences or some tacit assumptions 
based upon such common experience. This is what I have called the 
Prasangika's appeal to vyavahilra as opposed to his appeal to logical contra­
dictions or paradoxes. But in either case, the essence of a prasanga 
argument lies in the reduction to some absurd consequence. 
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In Euclidean geometry, a weaker form of reduction is used. In this 
system there are certain axioms and there are consequences derivable from 
such axioms. Here the truth of a theorem (P) is demonstrated by deducing 
from its contradictory (not P) absurd consequences inconsistent with the 
said axiom system. But the theorem is held true as long as the axiom system 
is held true. For the above argument simply proves that the said theorem 
and the axioms stand and fall together. Either both are true or both are 
false. But a prasanga exposes a proposition to be illegitimate because it has 
absurd corollaries. In short, prasanga is a sort of weapon in the hand of the 
Madhyamika, the proponent of the 'emptiness' doctrine, by which he tries 
to demolish other philosophical assertions by exhibiting contradictions 
latent in them. 

But although Nagarjuna uses prasanga for destroying the opponent's 
position almost ruthlessly, his approach in philosophy does not seem to be 
dogmatic. He keeps the door open for arguments, for evidence and persua­
sion. He thinks that if the opponent can prove that he is wrong and supply 
evidence he will be glad to accept it. But since the opponent cannot supply 
evidence in favour of the unchanging svabhliva ('essences' or 'own beings') 
of things, his point remains. But more on this later. 

The doctrine of 'emptiness' gives rise to an interesting paradox, a brief 
discussion and the stipulated solution of which will be instructive in this con­
nection.15 If all philosophical theories are 'empty' in the sense of being non­
final and hence false then the theory of 'emptiness' is also empty and hence 
false. To put it in another way, if the Madhyamika negates all philosophical 
doctrines on the ground oflatent contradictions, his own doctrine can be 
subjected to the same criticism and shown to involve contradiction. This is 
how the early Naiyayikas must have criticized Nagarjuna. He tried to answer 
such criticisms in his Vigrahavylivartanf. 

The Madhyarnika claims that emptiness is the critique of all views of real­
ity, but is not itself another view of reality. It is not a view of reality simply 
because it cannot be successfully negated or criticized. One simplified way 
of understanding the Madhyamika point is as follows: Suppose X stands for 
reality and Pis a variable for any view, i.e., a philosophic characterization 
of reality. The 'emptiness' doctrine says that no matter what P may be, it 
cannot be successfully applied to X because if Pis applied ·to X it can be 
shown by prasanga that either not-P applies to X, or that some other absur­
dity follows. To negate this position successfully one has to show that there 
IS a P which applies to X without giving rise to absurdities. The 
Madhyamika maintains that as long as such a refutation is not forthcoming, 
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he cannot be persuaded to give up his point. But apart from this philosophic 
point, the motivation of the Madhyamika in enunciating the doctrine of 
'emptiness' is quite different, as we shall see in the next section. 

IV. 'EMPTINESS' AND SOTERIOLOGY 

The 'emptiness' doctrine has been propounded in the context of a religious 
philosophy. Hence we should not lose sight of the soteriological significance 
of the doctrine. Our ordinary and metaphysical knowledge and our various 
conceptual formulations are illusory to the extent they are formed with the 
assumption of an 'essence' or 'own being' (svabhliva). This assumption which 
binds a person to his emotional and conceptual habits is declared as necessar­
ily a wrong assumption, in fact a form of avidya in the context of a religious 
philosophy that seeks the cessation (nirodha) of all worldly sufferings, frus­
trations and pain, as the highest goal. Just because of this assumption, a man, 
so the argument goes in this religious philosophy, lives his everyday life in 
painful awareness of his frustrations. When one seizes something as one's 
own 'self or 'soul' or 'essence' and construes some things as existent and 
other things as non-existent, some things as real and other things as unreal, 
frustrations due to this false assumption are reinforced all the more and 
painful mundane existence continues. The 'essencelessness' or 'emptiness' 
doctrine is supposed to provide the necessary antidote to this painful 
human existence. It is supposed to 1idminister the change in the attitude 
necessary for overcoming the delusions about pain and for grasping the 
highest insight (prajfia). It is said to reveal the distinction between the final­
ity and non-finality of purposes, between the absolute and the relative 
goals, between the conventional and the ultimate truths. 

It should be noted that the Madhyamika argument for 'emptiness' by 
usingprasanga or the negative dialectic seeks to make a positive con­
tribution, to provide an insight into the highest truth. At the same time, it 
helps to break our mental and emotional attachment to phenomenal 
realities. In fact, this negative dialectic is complementary to meditational 
practice to bring home the realization of the ultimate truth. 

When the ultimate truth dawns in the mind, the 'emptiness' doctrine 
does not appear as a separate doctrine or viewpoint. Emptiness is the 
critique of all views, but itself is not another view. Thus, Nagarjuna writes: 

If something were non-empty, something would also be empty. But nothing is non­
empty, so how will something be empty? 
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The victorious one (the Buddha) proclaimed the emptiness of all views. But those 
who take 'emptiness' to be a view, are called 'incurable (persons)'. 16 

Candrakfrti cites another parable in this connection. If a man goes to the 
shop to buy something, but the shop-keeper tells him, "Look, there is noth­
ing to sell, so I can give you nothing," and if that man says, '.'All right,. 
then, please give me that nothing," it becomes difficult to remove his 
delusion about buying. In the same manner, if someone thinks 'emptiness' 
to be a view (dr~.ti), his delusion is difficult to cure. Candrakfrti goes on to 
quote a siltra reporting the dialogue between the Buddha and Kasyapa: 17 

"0 Kasyapa, it is far better to resort to the 'soul' doctrine than to regard 'emptiness' 
as a view." 

H·Why so?" 
"Emptiness, 0 Kasyapa, is the means of breaking away from, or getting out of, 

(nifzsara[la) all views. But if someone takes emptiness to be a view, I call him incurable. 
Suppose, Kasyapa, someone is sick. The doctor gives some medicinal herb to him. And 
that medicinal herb, after removing all other 'defects' in the system, does not itself get 
out of the system. What do you think now, Ka:Syapa? Will that man be relieved of sick­
ness? " 

"Certainly not, 0 Honourable one. If that medicinal herb, after removing all defects 
of the system, does not itself get out of the system, then that man will be even more 
sick." 

The Honourable One said, "In this manner, 0 Ka:Syapa, emptiness is the means of 
'getting out' of all views. But if someone takes emptiness to be a view, I call him to be 
incurable." 

Thus, emptiness should, under no condition, be construed as a view (dr~.tz) 
or a position. It has the therapeutic value of curing delusions originating · 
from all s.orts of views or positions. When all such delusions are cured, 
emptiness vanishes into non-emptiness, samsiira vanishes into nirviirza and 
vice versa. 

To take a position, or accept a point of view, in the undifferentiated 
totality, is to introduce a false distinction between that position and the 
rest of the whole. The therapeutics of 'emptiness', negative dialectic and 
meditation-practice of Buddhism are supposed to bring this point home. 
As soon as one is home, and totality is revealed, it would be foolish to 
construe 'emptiness' as a position. Thus, emptiness is the means by which 
our deepest delusions are purged out of our system whereupon the"empti­
ness' doctrine resolves itself into the highest wisdom, the Prajffaparamita. 
Nagarjuna describes it by eight Negatives (cancelling one another): 18 

No cessation, no origination; no destruction, no permanence; 
no non-differentiation, no differentiation; no coming in, 
no going out .. 
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It is said to be the state of perfect equilibrium, where all mutual forces 
are at rest. It is siva, the state of perfect freedom, joy and bliss. 
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THE NATURE OF SAMVI5-TI AND THE RELATIONSHIP OF 

PARAMARTHA TO IT IN SVATANTRIKA-MADHYAMIKA 

One of the basic religio-philosophical questions for man is: In the ultimate 
sense, what are the modes and the basis of human existence in regard to the 
liberation of man? 1 

Among Buddhist thinkers, Bhavaviveka (ca. 490-560), the founder of the 
Svatantrika-Madhyamika, is perhaps the best example of one who qualifies 
his whole thesis by saying either 'from the standpoint of ultimate reality' 
(paramlirthatas or tattvatas) or 'from the standpoint of conventional reality' 
(samvrtitas). For example, he makes the following statement in the Chang­
chung-lun2 which I translate: 

We also accept the conventional reality which (everybody) in the world unanimously 
accepts as real. For in worldly experience, origination through causes and conditions 
is accepted as real. Therefore, (reality) of the conditioned elements, i.e., the eye-( organ), 
etc., is brought under the category of samv~tisat- everybody including shepherds and 
cowherds knows this. Since we make our assertion from the standpoint of ultimate real" 
ity, we never contradict the actual experience of the world. 

The scriptural basis for Bhavaviveka's qualification is the following ligama 
where the discrimination of satyadvaya is emphasized: 

The person who can realize buddhahood is "the leamed one who is endowed with dis­
crimination (vibhitga) [produced] by the insight into the two, i.e., conventional and ul­
timate [reality]." 

I shall attempt to explain the nature of samv"(ti and the relationship of 
paramlirtha to it in Svatantrika-Madhyamika under these headings: 

(1) The Sautrantika-Svatantrika-Madhyamika and the Yogacara-
Svatantrika-Madhyamika. 

(2) The nature of samvrti in Bhavaviveka. 
(3) The nature of paramiirtha in Bhavaviveka. 
( 4) The relationship of samvrti to paramiirtha in Bhavaviveka. 
(5) Conclusion. 

M Sprung (ed.), Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 64-77. All Rights Reserved 
Copyright© 1973 by D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht-Holland 
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I. THE SAUTRANTIKA-SVATANTRIKA-MADHYAMIKA AND THE 

YOGACARA-SV AT ANTRIKA-MADHY AMIKA 

It was Wassiliew (Wassilij Pawlowitsch, 1818-1900) who distinguished in 
the Madhyamika acaryas two opposing schools - the Prasangika­
Madhyamika and the Svatantrika-Madhyamika- on the basis of the 
siddhiinta by the first 'Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa·(1648-1721). 3 The second 
'Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa was Dkon-Mchog 'jig-med-dpang-po-ye-shes-brtson' 
grus-grags-pa'i-sde-dpal-bzang-po (1738-1791).4 He is known by his short 
title Kun-mkhen-sku-bar-ba and his short but well-written siddhiinta, the 
Precious Garland (Rin-po che'i-phreng-ba). This work is not included inA 
Catalogue of the Tohoku University Collection of Tibetan Works on 
Buddhism. However, the text is well known among Tibetans, because it is 
one of the important introductions to the four principal systems of 
Buddhist philosophy, i.e., the Vaibh~?ika, the Sautrantika, the Yogacara 
and the Madhyamika. Thus the work is relatively unknown to the modern 
scholarly world. 5 

Here, however, a question might be raised: how accurately do these Tibe­
tan siddhiintas describe the actual subdivisions of Indian Buddhism? 
Yama:kami Sagen states his doubts: 6 

These four probably represented the principal classes of Buddhists who flourished in 
India at the time when militant Vedantism was hurling its missiles against the moribund 
faith of Sugata. The works of the Buddhists so far as I am aware, know of no such four­
fold classification .... 

However, this classification is not entirely without justification, because 
some Buddhists use it. themselves, as in: 

(1) Ye shes snying po kun las bsdus pa shes bya ba'ibshad sbyar 
(Jniinasiirasamuccaya-nama-nibandhana, Tohoku, 3852) by post-Santara:k~ita, 
Bodhibhadra. 

This is· a commentary on an authentic Indian Madhyamika text Ye shes 
snying po kun las bsdus pa (Jniinasiirasamuccaya, Tohoku, 3851) falsely as­
cribed to Aryadeva. As Yamaguchi has shown,? these two works, after having 
summarized the other Indian philosophical systems list the siddhiintas of the 
above four Buddhist schools in sequence. 

(2) The Tarka-Bhii~ya by Mok~akaragupta (ca. 1050-1292).8 

Having published an English translation of this text, Kajiyama notes: 

At the end of the third chapter,_ our author briefly reproduces the main theories of the 
four Buddhist schools, Vaibha~ika, Sautrantika, Yogacarin and Madhyamika (30-33). 
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This portion is particularly interesting and important, since we do not have many des­
criptions of the same kind in other Buddhist texts and since it became a model when 
Gu!Jaratna (and probably Madhava) wrote a summary of Buddhist doctrines in the 
Tarkarahasyadrpika (and the Sarva-darianasaingraha). 

Now I describe the Svatantrika-Madhyamika and its major subdivisions -
the Yogacara-Svatantrika-Madhyamika and the Sautrantika-Svatantrika- · 
Madhyamika - according to the Tibetan sources. 

(a) The Precious Garland9 by Dkon-mchog-'jig-med-dpang-po. 

Why is he called the Svatantrika-Madhyarriika? The reason is: if he rejects own-being 
in ultimate reality (paramarthasiddhasvabhava) by employing the correct logical marks 
(linga), which are established independently [by the] triple characteristic [possessed by 
the logical mark] (22b-5). 10 If one divides [the Svatantrika-Madhyamikas], there are two 
[i.e.,] the Yogacara-Svatantrika-Madhyamika. Of these two, the Madhyamika who main­
tains self-awareness (svi:zsainvedana) while rejecting the external object, has the charac­
teristic of the first, namely, Acarya Santarak~ita [ca. 725-788], (22b-6). 

In other words, as a Madhyamika, Santarak~ita denies svabhava in ultimate 
reality. However, as a Svatantrika, he retains the notion of svabhiiva as far as 
tathyasamvrtisatya is concerned. Lastly, as a Yogacara, he denies the absolute 
reality of the external world which is taken as independent of our experienc­
ing it. H. Guenther says: 

Ap_art from many other subtleties the Yogacara-madhyamika-sva~antrikas claimed that 
the belief in a self was wishfulness and emotivity, setting up all the other emotively toned 
action and reaction patterns in a human being, while the belief in things other than the 
self, as existing as such, was intellectual opacity. (Indian Buddhist Thought, etc., p. 84). 

In conclusion, Dkon mchog 'jig med dbang po says: 

The determination of the three - the basis, the path and the fruit - [of the Sautrantika­
Svatantrika-Madhyamika] agrees in general with the Yogacara-Svatantrika-Madhyamika, 
except for some specific differences. [Here], I say: 

Here, I have well explained, without any personal fabrication, all the divisions of the 
siddhantas of the Sva:tantrika-[Madhyamika] school which maintains- [as long as] 
there is a particular (svalak~arza), [that is] not real [in the ultimate sense]. 

This is to be known as the middle stanza [of this treatise]. 
(b) A Classification of [Philosophical] Views (Lta-ba'i-khyad-par) by 

Ye-shes-sde. 11 

The. foregoing classification is also employed by a ninth century Tibetan 
translator Ye-shes-sde in his A Classification of [Philosophical] Views 
(Lta-ba'i-khyad-par) as follows: 

[A Madhyamika master Bhavaviveka] composed his commentary to A.carya 
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Nagarjuna's /Vladhyamaka-karika, which was entitled the Prajfiapradrpa, as well as 
[an original world, the /Vladhyamaka-hrdaya-karika. ·In the interim, [a M!!dhyamika] 
master named Santarak~ita composed ~ Madhyamika treatise called the 
lvladhyamakal.amkara-karika, adhering to the Yoga (carabhamz) by Acarya Asanga, 
whose doctrine was vijfiaptimatra. 12 'Thus, [Santarak~ita maintained], - "In 
conventional reality, [the theory of] vijfianamatra is established in accordance with 
the [Yogacara-si:hool]. However, in ultimate reality, vijfiana also has no own-being." 
Thus, in the Svata.I).trika-Madhya.mika school, two slightly different schools came into 
being. Because of the works of Acarya Bhavya (Bhavaviveka) [his school] is called 
the Sautrantika-[Svatantrika]-Madhyarnika and because of the works of Santarak~ita 
[his school] is called the Yogacara-[Svt!tantrika]-Madhyamika. 

ln the above two sources, Bhavaviveka is classified as a Sautrantika 
Svatantrika-Madhyamika. Here, the Sautrantika element of his view on 
satyadvaya needs some elucidation. 

The Sautrantika maintains the reality of a conglomerated entity, i.e., 
'a jar and water, etc.' in the locus of samvrtisat, They admit only the 
underlying elements of these conglomerated entities as 'real entities' in the 
locus of paramiirthasat. 

For example, Vasubandhu says in hisAbhidharmakosa, 13 

[When that thing] is either broken [physically] or negated through intellectual [anal­
ysis], the notion (buddhi) of that thing does not [evolve], just like ajar and water­
it is samvrtisat. Otherwise, it is paramarthasat. 

Bhavaviveka's view of the two realities in general is similar to the above. 
However, there is an important difference: Bhavaviveka is a Sautrantika­
MadhyamL\a. That is to say, as a good Madhyamika he goes further by 
claiming, "rilpa, etc., are also samvrtisat and not paramiirthasat. , 
According to Bhavaviveka, this view is 'the criterion of the Prajfiapii.ramitii.' 
(prajfiiipiiramitiinaya) which he takes as 'the-proper criterion of Buddhism'. 
Here is the shift from 'prajfiii to prajfiiipiiramitii' -from 'penetrative in­
sight' to 'perfection of penetrative insight'. 

II. THE NATURE OF SAMVRTIIN BHAVAVIVEKA 

According to the Precious Garland: 

If objects of knowledge (jfieya) are divided, there are the two, ultimate reality 
(paramllrthasatya) and conventional reality (samvrtisatya). An object of realization 
through the way of the disappearance of dual perception and by the validity of direct 
perception (pratyak~apramarza) which realizes its object manifestly is characterized 
as the former [i.e., ultimate reality]. An object of reality through the way which has 
dual perception and by the validity of direct perception which realizes its object 
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manifestly is characterized as the latter [i.e., conventional reality]. For exa~pie, the 
definiendum of the ultimate truth is the emptiness of true existence of a jar and that 
a jar exists [conventionally] is, for example, the definiendum of the latte; 
(sainvrtisatya) (23b-3). 

In addition to this distinction, the Svii:tantrika-Madhyamika further divides· 
conventional reality into two types -real (tathya) and erroneous (mithyii) 
conventional reality. 

The first (tathya) is like water and the second (mithya) is like water in a 
mirage (marfci) (23b-6). · 

This statement is verified by Bhavaviveka's following description in his 
Prajfiapradfpa: 14 

All the dharmas [are neither born nor do they perish] like nirvil!la. However, this 
[view] is considered from the ultimate point of view. Many virtuous acts [like 
giving, etc.] are to be upheld and followed. In social convention also, these [virtues] 
have real [value]. Therefore, everybody knows that these internal and external 
entities [like the sense-organs and their objects] are real. [On the other hand, a 
flower"in the sky, a turtle's hair, etc.] are regarded as unreal by everybody. Accord­
ing to the social conventional truth, [Nagarjuna] says: 15 

Everything is real or unreal. 
Bhagavat also declared: 16 

"Whatever is a well-known fact in the world, 
I also say that thing exists. 
Whatever is not a well-known fact in the world, 
I also say that thing does not exist." 

Moreover, the sense organs like the eye, etc., and their objects, like rapa, exist 
without contradicting conventional truth. Therefore, it is declared, "Everything is 
real." [However], from the ultimate point of view, their own-beings cannot be estab­
lished like a mirage which arises dependent on [other entities] . Thus, since it does 
not exist as it appears, when we consider it from the point of view of two truths, 

"Everything is both real and unreal."17 

Thus, Bhavaviveka divides the world into conventional reality 
(samvrtisatya) and ultimate reality (paramarthasatya). He further divides 
samvrtisatya into the real (tathya) and the false (mithya). The first is like 
water and the second is like the water of a mirage. Here; the causal func­
tion (kriyakarasamarthya) is the criterion used to determine the real­
conventional reality. 

However, he does not stop there. He also tries to separate ultimate 
reality into two. kinds; the supra-mundane ultimate reality and mundane 
ultimate reality. These divisions have capital importance in Bhavaviveka's 
system. His points are: 

(1) Ultimate reality is uncognizable by the knowledge of other. 
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(2) However, he maintains that the paramiirtha exists in the knowledge 
of the paramartha which is conformable to discrimination 
(kalpananulomikaparamarthajfiana). This is the kind of ultimate reality 
which he perceives when he makes the qualification - "from the stand­
point of ultimate reality." 

Thus, for Bhavaviveka, mundane reality is limited and has relative 
efficacy up to a certain point. However, for Candrakfrti the truth is only 
one, i.e., the paramartha and the samvrtisatya is delusion. In regard to the 
differences between them, Kajiyama gives us the following chart: 18 

Candrakfrti 
paramartha 

llokasamvrti l 
samvrti 

alokasamvrti 

BMvaviveka l 
aparyayaparamartha _ 
paryayapararnartha paramartha 

tathyasamvrti l 
samvrti 

mithyasamvrti . 

The basic question raised within the two schools is the relationship 
between ultimate and conventional reality, one of the constant questions 
raised by Buddhist thinkers. Moreover, one man's reality is, sometimes, 
another man's illusion. Here, while Candrakfrti tends to take 'the either­
or' view, i.e., things are either ultimately true or illusive, Bhavaviveka 
admits degrees of reality, when he says: 

Also, without the stairs of the tathyasainvrti, the ascension to the top of the palace 
of ultimate reality (tattva) is lost. For this. very reason, firstly, the sainvrtisatya 
should be discerned by the Intelligence. Thence, one proceeds to investigate 
thoroughly the unique and the universal characteristics of dharmas. 19 

The tathyasamv~tijfiana is so called because it corresponds to the direc­
tion of the real object (bhutarthapravivekanugw:zyata, MHK, III-7c-d). 
It is also called visuddhilaukikajfiana (pure-mundane-knowledge), which 
can be summarized as follows: 

(1) The fulflllment of equipment of [the sextad], i.e., giving, etc., 
knowledge, and merit (danadipurzyajfianasambhli.ra). 

(2) The discernment of the relationship between cause (hetu) and 
fruit (phala). 

(3) The discernment of the universal characteristic (slimanyalak~arza), 
cognized by the inferential knowledge which has discrimination, and the 
unique particular (svalak~arza), the reality-itself (bhava-svariJ.pa), which 
should be ascertained by the immediate direct knowledge (nirvikalpa-
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jfiiina). And also discerning of conventional symbol (samketa), concept 
(prajfiapti), mark (nimitta), etc. 

( 4) The knowing of these virtues: the four unlimited (apramiirza), 
[virtues] i.e., friendliness (maitrl), compassion (karurzii), sympathetic joy 
(muditii) and even mindedness (upek~ii). The four means of conversion . 
(samgrahavastu), i.e., giving, (dana), kind words (priyaviiditii), helpfulness 
(arthacarya) and consistency between words and deeds (samanlirthatii). 

(5) Likewise, a thorough study of the subjects which are well known 
in the mundane world, i.e., grammar, palmistry, enumeration, alchemy;, 
medical science, arithmetic, charms, spell, etc. 

III. THE NATURE OF PARAMARTHA IN BHAVAVIVEKA 

Prior to the discussion on the nature of paramiirthasatya, it should be 
noted that Bhavaviveka clearly qualifies his statement that the view from 
the standpoint of ultimate reality is possible only in a highly concentrated 
mind, when he says: 

After [a yogin] generates the concentration of his intelligence, he should investigate, 
with his insight, these [natures], i.e., solidity, wetness, heat, motion, etc., which are 
the properties (vastu) of earth, water, fire, wind, etc. These dharmas are established 
by the method of samvrti which can be understood by the conventional expression 
(vyavahara) [of the mu~dane world].'" While analyzing with [his] intelligence 
(dhr), [he ponders]: 

How is this [possible] from the ultimate point of view? 21 That is: While he is 
making investigation with his intelligence, he ponders in this manner: are these 
entities acceptable or not from the ultimate point of view? 22 

If it is acceptable, then this is a tattva. Otherwise, that [reason] should be 
searched for. That is: If the existence of these entities is accepted from the ultimate 
point of view, then these entities are· paramlirthatattva. If these [entities] are inade­
quate for examination [from the ultimate point of view], then, the paramlirthatattvas 
are other than these [entities]. If so, one should search for that [reason] with the 
intelligence, without any inclination to [one] side.23 

Bhavaviveka, then, goes on to say: 

Here, earth, etc. do not, indeed have the own-being of the gross-elements, from the 
standpoint of ultimate reality. The reasons: they are created like knowledge, or are 
'cause possessing', and so forth. 24 

The argument can be formulated as follows: 
(1) Hypothesis: Earth, etc. (is) not own-being-possessing. 

(pak~a) ( dharmin) (dharma) 
from the standpoint of ultimate reality. 



Reason: 
(hetu) 

Examples: 
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(because) earth, etc. (is) 
(a) 'creation-possessing' 
(b) 'cause-possessing' 
sa-pak~a (a) like knowledge 
vi-pak~a (b) (unlike) 
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(2) Compare this formulation with the standard formulation such ·as 
that given by Karl Potter: 25 

Hypothesis: That mountain (is) fire-possessing. 
Reason: (Because) that mountain (is) smoke-possessing. 
Examples: (a) (as in) kitchen. 

(b) (unlike) lake. 
We immediately notice three things. 

(a) The standard formulation does not have the qualification from the 
standpoint of ultimate reality. 

(b) Bhavaviveka's argument does not have vipak~a. 
(c) The conclusion of every syllogism is an absolute negation 

(prasajyaprati~edha) and is not a relative negation (paryudiisaprati~edha). 

Thus,' our familar picture of Bhavaviveka has been only that of a man of 
'priyiinumiina (an adept of inference)', drawn by several scholars, starting 
from Candrakfrti. 

As Edward Conze says: 26 

We still have no clear idea of Bhavaviveka's Svatantrika system, which can be studied 
only in Tibetan translations, and which seems to have upheld the well-nigh incredible 
thesis that in Madhyamika logic valid positive statements can be made. 

However, this view should be altered after considering Bhavaviveka's clear 
distinction between the realm which can be talked about and the realm 
which cannot be talked about. He insists on the employment ofclear and 
comP.lete reasoning for the realm which can be discussed. Moreover, he 
insists on the necessity of samatha (calming of mind) prior to the discern­
ment of ultimate reality -he ·was perhaps also a master of samiidhi. 

He describes the knowledge of ultimate reality as follows: 

In order to show the knowledge of ultimate reality (paramarthajfiana), [it is said]: [if] 
the prajfia Ii.as the functioning of the complete breakthrough of the net[work] of 
thought [construction] and has the 'penetration-less-penetration' into the ultimate 
reality which is free from [the marks of] sameness and multiplicity, immaculate [as] 
space; wordless, without thought-construction, quiescence which is to be realized alone, 
[then it is the prajfia] belonging to the ultimate reality. 27 -
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IV. THE RELATIONSHIP OF TATHYASA~IVRTIJNANA TO 
PARAMARTHA 

From the foregoing, we can safely say that Bhavaviveka takes a progressive 
view of the degrees of reality and the levels of insight into it. In fact, these 
progressive steps (kramas) form the key concept which describes the rela-. 
tionship of samvrti to paramartha in the Svatantrika-Madhyamikas. 
KamalaSi:la's Bhiivanii-krama is an excellent example, as the title of the 
book indicates. 

Bhavaviveka declares: 

[That is:] 'The palace of tattva'- the palace of emancipation which pierces [the sky] 
apart from the three worlds. This is the residence of the omniscient, whose coats of 
the eyes are completely cleared; constructed by the countless craftsmen of kusala, 
well decorated by the soaring pillars of the [thirty-seven] wings of enlightenm~nt 
(bodhipak!a), painted by the white paint of the endless iukladharma, illuminated by 
the light from the moon's countenance of Sugata. The ascension towards this summit 
is impossible in an entirely sudden way. The reason is: without ascending the stairs of 
the tathya-samvrtisatya for seven countless kalpas, the complete perfection of the 
[six] pllramitiis, [ten] powers [of a Tathagata] and [the six] superknowledges 
(abhijff.a) is impossible. Bhagavat also proclaimed: Apart from the sainvrtidharmas, it 
is impossible [for us] to realize the ultimate. For this reason, firstly, th~ samvrtisatya 
should be discerned by the intelligence.'" 

The above statement, then, suggests that the Svatantrika-Madhyamikas 
maintain that liberation can be gained progressively by action, meditation, 
and insight. They do not claim liberation by a sudden leap of insight. In 
fact, they claim 'creeping before leaping'. Therefore, as far as the 
Svatantrika-Madhyamikas are concerned, they are not 'leap philosophers', 
as Potter calls the Madhyamikas, but indeed, 'progress philosophers'. This 
is one of the reasons why Potter rightly suggests: 

The Svatantrika position suggests the possibility of a midway position between 
Yogaci!Ia or Buddhist logic and Madhyamika. And this was apparently attempted by 
Santarak~ita and Kamalasna ... .' 9 

Lastly, a.comment can be made on the nature of Bhavaviveka's qualifica­
tion, mentioned earlier - samvrtitas or paramarthatas. Nagarjuna does not 
qualify, in his Madhyamaka-karikas, his statement either by paramarthatas 
or sainvrtitas, although there are the celebrated passages concerning 
satyadvaya which are as follows: 

The Buddhas' Dharma-explanation relies on two truths: the wordly, conventional 
truth, and the absolute truth. Those. who do not know the distinction between these 



THE NATURE OF SArVIVJ3.TI 73 

two truths do not know the deep reality in the Buddha's teaching. Without reliance 
on the expressional [truth], the absolute is not taught; without arriving at the abso­
lute, nirva.na is not rea~hed. 30 

Here, only mutual dependency of conventional truth and ultim~te truth, 
one expressible ar:-d the other inexpressible, is mentioned. However, as. 
Tsong-kha-pa says: 

There are many instances [in the Madhyamika literature] where the qualifications 
likeparamartha-[tas], satya, are placed to the things to be negated. If not, there are 
many instances where there are qualifications such as - it cannot be established from 
the vieVIfpoint of svabhava, svarflpa, and svala_k~arza. 

Thus, the discrimination of the two realities (satyadvayavibhiiga) is not a 
new invention of Bhavaviveka, but a continued thought in the Buddhist 
sutras and siistras. He only capitalized on this distinction as a key criterion 
of his system. For this reason, Bhavaviveka may be called a 'point of view 
philosopher'. His point of view is - "if only you would try to understand 
the point of view Nagarjuna is taking, you would not find his statements 
like, 'Everything is both real and unreal' so incomprehensible- he is taking 
the satyadvaya point of view." Nagarjuna is, also, it seems to me, saying 
"If only you would try to understand the point of view the Buddha is 
taking, you would not find his teaching of sunyatii so incomprehensible -
he is taking the satyadvaya point of view." Here, the Buddha, Nagarjuna 
and Bhavaviveka are adopting and sharing the same presuppositions, 
criteria, goals, and judgments of real and unreal. 

However, such uses of the expression 'point of view' lead, in turn one 
to ask "what is it to take such a point of view? " 32 

It seems to me, then, the following difficulty would arise. Practically 
speaking any point of view might conceivably be relevant in some way in 
any instance. This leads to anarchy of points of view, because it is impos­
sible to fix a criterion which distinguishes relevance and irrelevance among 
these points of views. If there is no fixed criterion, then, how can one best 
decide which, among alternative points of view, one is justified in taking? 
The ultimate answer might be circular, because a point of view requires 
another point of view - ad infinitum. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The Svatantrika-Madhyamikas admit degrees of reality and levels of insight 
into the reality dependent on spiritual maturity and degrees of samiidhi. 
Thus, Bhavavivekit describes how ultimate reality looks to someone who is 
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in the process of samiidhi. Although we are not in a position to decide 
whether or not Bhavaviveka had an actual experience about pa:ramiirtha, 
the following conclusions on the nature of samvrti and the relationship of 
paramiirthas to it are certain: 

(a) No one denies the fact that there are the limited values in samvrtt. 
For example, when contrasted with a mirage of water, a flower in the sky 
or the hair of a turtle (mithyii samvrti), the four elements have their inher­
ent efficacies: earth, which is the solid ene.rgy, sustains things in space; 
water, the wet energy, consolidates; fire the heat energy, transforms things; 
and wind, the mobile energy expands. 

(b) However, all serious inquiry starts from re-examination of conven­
·tional reality (samvrtisat). For example, in ultimate reality, the above ele­
ments lose their rigid own-beings (identities), for they are only convention­
al designations from the point of view of ultimate reality. 

(c) This absence of own-being (nifzsvabhlivasfi.nyatii) can be proven by 
correc~ application of speculative reasoning (tarka). Bhavaviveka's meaning 
is similar to the statement, "Everything that can be thought at all can be 
thought clearly. Everything that can be put into words can be put 
clearly. " 33 

However, this is the realm of mundane-ultimate-reality which is know­
able by non-conceptual knowledge (nirvikalpajfiiina) i.e., the teaching of 
non-production (anutpatti) which is acquired by listening, by thinking and 
by creative contemplation (bhiivanii). However, this is not paramiirtha it­
self. Paramiirtha is accessible only to the highly trained introspective indi­
vidual in whom the flame of reasoning (tarkajviilii) is consummated. 

Wittgenstein also says: 34 

There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves man­
ifest. They are what is mystical. 

Prajfiii, then, is born, like the new phoenix from the ashes of tarkajviilii, as 
Bhavaviveka puts it: "Words stop here; this is not a domain of thought. 
Conception turns back and the silence of knowledge is born."35 

In other words- "Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, daruber muss man 
schweigen. " 36 

Perhaps. 

Dept. of Religious Studies, 
University of British Columbia 
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A. K. WARDER 

IS NAGARJUNA A MAHAYANIST? 

This paper is intended as a contribution to the understanding of Nagarjuna. 
In particular, it proposes to set aside certain assumptions of the commen­
tators and many modern students regarding the interpretation of his state­
ments. Should these assumptions turn out to be justified, well and good, 
but so far the necessary evidence has not been adduced. The later 
Mahayana schools claim him as their own, that is all. That claim ought to 
be investigated before we read their views into Nagarjuna's words. Our aim 
must be first to try to understand Nagarjuna in his own words, not in those 
of Candrakfrti or anyone else. This aim does not imply any lack of admira­
tion for Candrakfrti, but merely a belief that philosophy did not stand 
still for four centuries and that the later philosopher might be more inde­
pendent than is sometimes supposed. No school is ever faithful to its real 
or supposed founder. The mere fact of conforming to a school, whereas 
the founder was nothing if not original, excludes the possibility of an iden­
tity of outlook between the founder and those who later try to follow him. 
It is this which ma..l(es 'Buddhism' itself, as a 'system', impossible. There can 
be a philosophy of the Buddha, if we can find out what it was, but how 
can there be a philosophy of 'Buddhists' which remains identical with it? 
But we must no.t here pursue this question: the only point to retain 
here is that unwarranted assumptions concerning Nagarjuna should be 
set aside .. 

Before proceeding with our question we have obviously to describe 
'Nagarjuna', since there were several writers of that name. The best descrip­
tion for the particular Nagarjuna we are now interested in appears to be: 
'The author of the Mulamadhyamakakarikiis' .1 There are of course other 
texts believed to be by the same Nagarjuna. The present writer thinks it 
probable that the following works are his: Vigrahavyli.vartanf, 
SU.nyatasaptati, Yukti~a~tikii, Vaidalyasiltra and Prakararza. The identity of 
authorship is attested by Tibetan tradition and supported by the apparent 
agreement of views between these texts. The tradition is less certain about 
a group of works of a somewhat different character: Suhrllekha, Ratniivalz 
and a number of stotras (the collection called Catufzstava). These are not in 
principle philosophical treatises like the others, but sometimes make refer-
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ence to philosophy. The Suh':llekha recommends the King to whom it is 
addressed (Satavahana) to emulate the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara and the 
Buddha Amitabha in looking after the happiness of the world he rules and 
ultimately becomihg a buddha. This is Mahayanist and suggests as source 
the Amitlibhavyilha or Sukhiivatfvyilha, one of the earliest Mahayana 
siltras. Otherwise this epistle expounds simply the old moral and socia:l 
teaching of the early Buddhist schools. The Ratniivalf Rlijaparikatha is 
likewise addressed to a King (Satavahana again according to the commen­
tator Ajitamitra). It goes beyond the old ethical teaching and advice on 
government into philosophical analysis of the idea of a self, etc., and also 
into a Madhyamaka type of critique of the concept of a 'cause' and so on. 
In its fourth chapter it defends and names the Mahayana. The Catufzstava 
embody Madhyamaka language (e.g. Paramarthastava 11) and there is a 
clear reference to Mahayana ideas atNiraupamyastava 22: the Buddha is 
said to be 'permanent' (nitya) and to demonstrate cessation, i.e. attaining 
nirvfi!la, only for teaching purposes ( cf. Saddharmapu!lflarfka, Chapter XV). 
If any of these works are by the Nagarjuna with whom we are now concerned, 
our question is answered. The present writer thinks it quite likely that they 
are in fact his, nevertheless this has not been established beyond doubt and 
we ought not to assume it. The MK is a far longer text than any of these: 
should it not be taken as self-sufficient? Should we not ask what its outlook 
is before relating it to other texts not certainly by the same author? As to 
yet other works not mentioned above, the present writer thinks it very un­
likely that any of them are by the au thor of MK. 

The MK nowhere mentions Mahayana nor does it appear to make refer­
ence to any Mahayana sutra (canonical text), either by name or by quoting. 
On the other hand it does· refer, in both these ways, to siltras found in the 
Tripi_taka as accepted by the early schools. Nagarjuna's sources here can 
be found in the Pali Canon, which happens to be preserved intact, and also 
in the Sanskrit and Chinese versions of the early Trip(taka which are partial­
ly preserved. Among the sutra collections he shows a distinct preference for 
the Samyukta. 2 

The only sutra actually named in MK is the Klityayanlivavlida. 3 

Candrakfrti, incidentally, says4 that this is found in all Nikayas, i.e. schools 
of Buddhism or recensions of the Tripi{aka. Nagarjuna here quotes from the 
sutra the key words, saying that the Master avoids both the extremes 'it ex­
ists' asti and 'it does not exist' nasti (writing in verse karikas, Nagarjuna can­
not reproduce th~ exact wording of the original prose sutras in ex!_enso ). 

Nagarjuna quotes in a similar manner, but withou(naming the sutra, 
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from the Acelakiisyapa: 5 The- key words here are that unhappiness, duflkha, 
is made·by oneself, svayam kl:ta, or made by another, parakr:ta,_ or made by 
the two together or is without a cause, four positions which are rejected in 
the Tripi_taka and by Nagarjuna in favour of conditioned origination. 

Nagarj-unafurther quotes fro~ the Anavariigra Samyukta. 6 This is a little 
fuller, quoting phrases as well as words: 'The former point (origin) is not dis­
cerned ... transmigration is beginningless .. .' (pi:trVa prajfiayate ko(ir na . .. 
samsaro 'navaragraJ:t ... . ) 

The quotation 'That is false which has the nature of falsity' (tan mr~a 
mo~adharma) or 'which has the nature of perishing' as the Sthaviravada Com­
mentary interprets, appears to come from the Dhiituvibhanga Sfitra in the 
Madhyama. 7 Candrak1rti in explaining this karika 8 quotes the sutra more 
fully, adding the words ' ... true which has the nature of non-falsity, extinc­
tion' satyarrzyad idam amo~adharma, nirvii!1f1m, a phrase which is found in 
the Madhyama with Nagarjuna's. In the Pali text, what is false is described 
only as sensation, vedanii, or all unhappiness, (duflkha). Nagarjuna in his 
kiirikii extends this to all forces (samskaras), which Candrak1rti also gives as 
if part of the sfitra. This would seem to be a logical implication of the con­
trast with extinction, but that depends on the precise interpretation. In any 
case it appears probable that Nagarjuna was following some version of this 
sfitra here. 

In rejecting the opinions (dr~_tis) of speculation Nagarjuna clearly 
follows some version of the Brahmajiila Siltra. 9 Some of the key terms of 
this scheme of opinions are set out by Nagarjuna from the siltra: those who 
imagine things concerning the 'former end' (purviinta) suppose the universe 
(loka) to be eternal (sasvata), etc.; those who speculate about the 'after end' 
(apariinta) are concerned about whether or not they will survive in a future 
life, whether the 'soul' (iitman) will survive or there will be 'annihilation' 
(uccheda); returning to the 'universe' again the question is raised whether it 
is 'finite' (antavant), etc. 

Besides these and other clear references at particular points to individual 
siltras of the old Tripi taka, however, Nagarjuna's work as a whole assumes, 
as the doCtrine of the Buddha which he is upholding, the most prominent 
and frequently repeated statements of that Tripitaka, which we can recon­
struct to a considerable extent by comparing the available texts in Pali, Chi­
nese and Sanskrit. The doctrine of the Buddha, according to Nagarjuna, 
consists essentially of the Four Truths and Conditioned Origination. 10 

There are no terms peculiar to the Mahayana. There is no evidence that 
Nagarjuna had ever seen any Prajfiiipiiramitii text (except for the later 
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Mahayanist legends of his visit to the Dragon World and so on)_ For him 
the most important canonical text is the Nidana Samyukta_ 

TheMulamadhyamakakiirikas are a critique. lfNagarjuna is in part 
explaining a body of texts which he had before him, and which from our 
preceding investigation appears to have been some recension of the early 
Tripifaka, he is much more conspicuously criticising views with which he 
does not agree. What are these views he is attacking? There are of course 
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his general critiques of philosophical concepts and certain types of propo­
sition, which can be seen as a continuation as well as an interpretation of 
the critiques he found in the Tripi{aka itself, some of which we have just 
noticed ('soul', 'universe', 'eternal', 'finite', 'self, 'other' and the like). Here 
he offers critiques of the concepts 'time', 'space', 'motion'; 'causality', 
'characteristic', 'agent' and others. But he also appears at times to be at­
tacking some kinds of Buddhistic concepts. In places his opponents, whose 
views he quotes (as in MK XXIV, but also in many other places), are evi­
dently Buddhists of some kind. Modern students have sometimes supposed 
that he is criticizing early Buddhism, -or the early schools, in order to set 
up Mahayana instead. Is there any truth in this supposition? We have al­
ready pointed out that there is nothing overtly Mahayanist in the MK. Even 
in its deeper implications there seems to be nothing distinctively Mahayanist 
in this reading of the Nidana Samyukta. It is not early Buddhism which is 
being attacked, for the Tripi{aka is quoted with respect as the words of the 
Buddha or the Master, treated as true statements and then applied to the 
criticism of various opponents_ But within the manifold tradition of Bud­
dhism it is possible to identify two major targets. 

The first of these can be found among the systematizations of the 
Abhidharmas of various schools of Buddhism. The Abhidharma is of course 
the thirdpi{aka constituting the Tripi{aka itself, but, as available, we find 
wide divergencies among the Abhidharmas extant belonging to different 
schools. There is a common kernel, as well as external indications of what 
the original commonAbhidharma contained, but the texts preserved rep­
resent the results of systematisation after the division of the early Bud­
dhists into several schools. There is no need to discuss the question of an 
original Abhidharma here. 11 What Nagarjuna is attacking is not Abhidhar­
ma as such but the systems and methods of certain schools, some of which 
are known to us from texts still available. Whereas the original purpose of 
Abhidharma was to provide a convenient synopsis of the Dharma, which in 
the siltras is embedded and scattered in narratives and dialogues, the texts 
of certain schools, such as the Sthaviravada and Sarvastivada, go far beyond 
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the statements of the sutras. These texts emphasise the analysis of every-. 
thing into dharmas, elements or elementary qualities of experience, follow­
ing up certain implications in some of the sutras but going far beyond the 
sutra analysis. If this analysis is systematised and made complete and com­
prehensive, we get a description of the whole experience, or of the whole 
of 'transmigration' (what one would loosely translate as the 'universe'), as 
composed of a finite number of dharmas, whose nature is then the subject 
of further discussion. According to the Sthaviravada, for example, these 
dharmas are ultimately real (paramiirtha), whereas other things we suppose 
we experience are merely conceptual, such as the concept of a 'person' 
(pudgala). 12 From this, elaborate commentarial discussions developed, 
summarised in Mohavicchedanz. 13 

It was the Sarvastivadins who pressed furthest the idea that the dharmas 
were ultimately real. Their school derived its name from the notion that all 
the dharmas 'exist' (asti), even in the past and future (see particularly the 
first section of the Vijfl.iinakiiya, refutation of the Sthaviravada). Nagarjuna 
in MK is much preoccupied with this idea of the 'existence' of dharmas 
and presumably the Sarvastivada and its Abhidharma, with this peculiar 
doctrine, constitute his primary target wherever the idea is in question. For 
him, 'exists' implies 'always exists', which is the eternalist opinion. 14 If ob­
jects are assumed to exist, it is inconsistent, logically 'not congruent' (na 
yujyate), to say that they have conditions, i.e. it is inconsistent with con­
ditioned origination.15 'What is conditioned by something is not identical 
with it nor different from it, that is why there is nothing which is annihi­
lated or which is eternal.' 16 Comparing MK I and XXIV, we see that it can 
be said that dharmas 'occur',. 'originate', 'cease', provided that this is under­
stood only of 'empty' dharmas, not of 'existing' dharmas, i.e. what are called 
bhiivas; 'existings', 'existents'. This last term derives from a late phase of 
Abhidharma type discussion, as in the Sthaviravada commentary 
Atthasiilinf,11 as an explanation of dharma. (A dharma is an existent; what 
is not a dharma is inexistent, abhiiva.) 

The second major target represents a further stage of Abhidharma discus­
sion. In the. Sthaviravada tradition it is not found in the Abhidharma itself 
but in the post-canonical Pe,takopadesa and in the commentaries. This is the 
theory of the 'own-nature' svabhiiva, invented in order to define and describe 
the dharmas. The 'own-nature' is also found in the Sarvastivada tradition, 
though it is not so conspicuous there. In the Petakopadesa (1st century 
B.C.?) we find a discussion on cause (hetu) and condition (paccaya) with 
reference to the dharmas. 18 The cause is the 'own-nature', the condition is 
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the 'other-nature' (parabhiiva). The cause is 'internal' (ajjhattika), the condi­
tion 'external' (blihira). We understand from this that the 'own-nature' is 
the dharma in the previous moment ofits own series of momentary occur­
rences, whilst the 'other-nature' is some other dharma acting on it from 
outside. This 'own-nature' doctrine was stabilised in the Sthaviravada com­
mentaries, probably some time before A.D. 10019 , appearing in the stan­
dard Pali version of Buddhaghosa. The 'other-nature' idea seems not to 
have been pursued further. In Buddhaghosa's A{{hasiilinf on the 
Dhammasangarzi we find the fundamental definition: 'dharmas are what 
have their own own-nature' (attano pana sabhiivan dhiirentzti dhammii). 20 

This evidently means that dharmas are to be defined, and identified in ex­
perience, as elementary qualities not analysable into anything else. It is, 
however, added that the dharmas 'naturally' (yathiisvabhiivatas) have this 
own-nature 'through conditions'. We may render this freely as that it is their 
nature to have conditions. It looks as if the 'other-nature' has been incorpo­
rated into the 'own-nature' in order to avoid the dilemma. The possibility 
cannot be excluded that this was a last minute modification of Sthaviravada 
doctrine in an attempt to meet the critique of Nagarjuna. In any case the 
'own-nature' concept of the Petakopadesa, and of the commentarial tradi­
tion at some stage, offered a splendid target for Nagarjuna, closely related to 
the other scholastic trends he objected to (bhiiva < svabhiiva, 'being' deduced 
from 'own-being'). In MK XV he offers his critique of the 'own-nature', 
which in fact constitutes the basis of his entire work and is the best chapter for 
students to read first. If an 'own-nature' were related to causes and conditions 
it would be artificial (krtaka ). This would contradict the conception of its 
'own' nature, which by definition should be independent of anything else 
(nirapek~a). If there is no 'own-nature' then there can be no 'other-nature' 
either, since this could be understood only by contrast with 'own-nature'. 
In the absence of either 'own~nature' or 'other-nature' how can there be 
any'nature' bhliva (being, existent)? If 'nature' (existent) is denied, then 
'no nature' (abhiiva) (inexistent) also cannot be affirmed, for 'no nature' is 
only the otherwise nature (anyathiibhiiva) of 'nature'. Those who see 'own­
nature' and 'other-nature', 'nature' and 'no nature', do not see the reality 
(tattva) of the doctrine of the Buddha .... Nagarjuna then quotes the 
KiityiiyaniivaiJada Sutra as we have noted above. The critique clarified here 
is applied in MK I and elsewhere and leads to Nagarjuna's main statement of 
what he sees as the doctrine of the Buddha in MK XXIV. "If because of the 
'own-nature' you see (envisage) an 'existing nature' sadbhiiva of 'natures' 
bhlivas, then you must see these 'natures' as without causes and conditions. 
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You must reject cause and effect (causality), agent, instrument and action, 
origination and cessation and any result. It is conditioned origination which 
we call 'emptiness'. It is a 'concept based on' (upli.diiya prajfiapti) something 
else (i.e. not itself the reality), and, precisely it is the intermediate way."21 

All this, of course, in the context of 'emptiness', of the origination and ces­
sation, etc., of 'empty' dhannas, not of 'existents'. 

From all this it seems clear that Nagarjuna accepts the Tripi_taka, in an 
ancient form recognised probably by all scho9ls of Buddhists as the teaching 
of the Buddha, but attacks what he sees as misinterpretations of it by the 
scholastic traditions of the schools. He professes to be simply restoring the 
original meaning of the old sutras, showing that the innovations of the schools 
lead to contradictions and in particular conflict with what he takes to be the 
essential teaching, namely conditioned origination. This is hardly going over 
to the new Mahayana movement, with its new sutras designed to replace the 
old ones because they alone contain the definitive or ultimate teaching, but 
instead a return to the original s·ources. If Nagarjuna really had any sympa­
thies with the Mahayanists, he was certainly against that complete break with 
early Buddhism which many Mahayana sutras advocate. If he had such sym­
pathies, we must conclude that his aim was to prevent a break, to reunite all 
Buddhists on the basis of the texts which all accepted, to restore the original 
Buddhism. 

In conclusion, we may attempt to answer the question whether Nagar­
juna's claim to be restoring the original meaning and interpretation of the 
old sutras is justified, or whether the available traditions of the Sthaviravada 
commentaries, and what little we know of the interpretations of other 
early schools, are more faithful. Of all the schools, the Sthaviravada pur­
ports to be the most conservative in rejecting any innovations in the doc­
trine of the Buddha. Is it possible to determine the outlook of the old 
sutras themselves, independently of either interpretation and divested of 
all accretions in the traditions of the schools, and then see which interpre­
tation is closer to it? 

Within the scope of this paper it is obviously not possible to set out the 
old texts and discuss their interpretation in detail. We must be content here 
to refer to a previous publication which attempted to define the position of 
original Buddhism, among the schools of Indian philosophy in the Buddha's 
time, and to add a few clarifications from research doile since then?2 The 
general drift of that article was that Buddhism, like some other teachings of 
its day, reflected the current advances in science and opposed to all tradi­
tional authority (especially Vedism or Brahmanism) truths discovered in 
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experience and verifiable by anyone. This may be described as an em­
piricist type of philosophy. The four 'truths' and conditioned origination 
are presented as empirical discoveries which the Buddha has made and any­
one can verify for himself.23 Being empiricist, original Buddhism naturally 
criticised speculative philosphy as futile and meaningless (pp. 59, 62). ·~ys­
tem' is in fact an inappropriate term to apply to this Buddhism, which was 
rather an inquiry and at most a method. We should add here that the old 
sii.tras offer critiques of speculative concepts such as 'soul' (iitman ), which 
cannot be shown to correspond to anything in experience. 24 Speculative phi­
losophers envisage a 'soul' in various ytays, but always as, or in relation to, 
something else, such as matter, sensations and other experiences, percep­
tion, consciousness and so on. The Buddhist critique is always that these 
other data provide no evidence for any 'soul' distinct from them and in itself 
unobservable. This is consistent with the use of the term dhanna for what we 
do observe, translatable as 'nature' but aiso as 'quality': we experience only 
qualities, not 'substances' (such as 'soul') in which speculative philosphers 
suppose qualities to inhere. The speculative propositions of the Brahmajiila 
Sfi.tra, which we have referred to above, are rejected in a similar spirit. Seve­
ral of them relate to a 'soul', others to a 'universe' (loka) which seems simi­
larly to be proposed as a kind of substance which might be eternal, infinite 
or the reverse, a universal entity in which all experience inheres. This sfi.tra 
explains only how such speculations arise, but other sfi.tras provide detailed 
critiques of them. The Buddhists found only sequences of conditions, not a 
universal 'being' or God (Brahman) or any eternal entity. The empirical dis­
covery of the four truths and conditioned origination is opposed to all spe­
culation. 

Now the Sthaviravada.tried very meticulously to preserve this body of 
original inquiries and doctrines discovered by the Buddha. But the very ef­
fort to be faithful to the admired teacher, It may seem, led them to be un­
faithful. The words of the Buddha were regarded as authorative, though 
the Buddha himself recognised no authority, including himself. These 
words were systematically studied, compared, classified, defined and elab­
orated into an Abhidharma. Few new empirical investigations were made 
(some are recorded in the AUhasiilini) and those only supplementary to 
the received propositions of the Buddha. Nothing inconsistent with those 
propositions could be entertained. Gradually it came to be believed that 
the Buddha had been omniscient: this is asserted in an apocryphal sfi.tra 
text, thePapsambhidiimagga. 25 Consequently after him nothing further re­
mained to be known, his words must offer a complete system of what was 
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known. The Abhidharma is even stated to be infinite in extent, consistent 
with this infinite knowledge, if set out in full, the received texts naturally 
offering only an outline with indications of how theoretically one could 
proceed to an infinity of combinations of terms and propositions. It is in 
the Kathiivatthu that we see most clearly the standpoint and methods of 
this school. Amid the controversies of the schools over the words of the 
Buddha and their meaning, we fmd them here elaborating a formal logic 
for the purpose of checking controversial terrp.s and propositions against 
the received Tripitaka. How will such and such a term fit into the system? 
Again, in the subsidiary Yamaka and its commentary, it is asked, is such 
and such a term distributed in such and such a proposition, though it 
is maintained that it is not words but meanings which constitute the ulti­
mate authority or source of knowledge (pramii7J.a). 26 In the vast literature 
of the Sthaviravada much of original Buddhism is preserved, and perhaps 
most of the original (before division into schools) Tripi taka in fairly 
accurate texts. But it is difficult to distinguish the original and be sure 
of its original significance; as the.maze of modern studies has demon­
strated. 

By comparison Nagarjuna is simple, though not easy. He cuts away the 
verbiage, explodes the meaningless concepts and propositions and leaves us 
with a few briefly formulated truths and critiques quoted from the record of 
the Buddha's words. The Buddha taught the four truths concerning unhappi­
ness and how to end it, with conditioned origination as his analysis of expe­
rience expanding the second truth. Nagarjuna criticised speculative philos­
ophy about 'existence', 'soul', 'universe', 'infinite', and the like. Is this not 
a revival of the original empiricism, more faithful to it in spirit than the 
endless letters of the Sthaviravada? What is wrong with speculation, says 
Nagarjuna, is that its concepts 'do not apply' (nopapadyante) to any 
reality. Thus, before the commencement of the 'characteristic', the 'char­
acterised' does not apply, and if the 'characterised' has no application then 
the 'characteristic' too is impossible. 27 How can 'The goer now stops' 
apply, when 'goer' does not apply without motion? 28 If the way possesses 
own-nature its development has no application, or, if the way is developed, 
its own-nature does not occur as you supposed.Z9 

There is perhaps a grain of truth in the tradition that Nagarjuna studied 
alchemy. 30 There may be more than a grain, but practically nothing has 
been done as yet to evaluate this tradition or to determine which Nagarjuna 
is in question here, though the association with Satavahana indicates one 
of the earliest ones. At any rate there would seem to be nothing inconsis-
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tent in an empiricist plillosopher rejecting metaphysical speculation and 
dabbling in science. 

Dept. of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, 
University of Toronto 

NOTES 

1 See under Abbreviations. 
2 The Sanskrit forms of the names of texts are used for the sake of simplicity of 

discussion but without raising the question of the 'original' language of the 
Tripi{aka. 
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HERBERT GUENTHER 

SA~IVJ3..TI AND PARAMARTHA IN YOGACARA 

ACCORDING TO TIBETAN SOURCES 

The earliest systematic attempt to present Buddhist philosophy in a com­
prehensive way was offered by the Vaibha~ikas. They had given prominence 
to the concept of particular existents, but the way they tried to explain them, 
by inquiring into the nature of them, was the reintroduction of metaphysics. 
This metaphysical concern is linked with the notion of two truths, conven­
tional (samv':ti) and ultimate (paramartha) .. Superficially this idea seems to 
correspond to the traditional western conception that the philosophers, in 
particular metaphysicians, have access to real things which are stable, un­
changing and, for that reason, fully knowable; as a consequence they rec­
ognize the world of appearance for what it is: impermanent, flickering, and 
unreal like a dream. The key terms here of course are 'real' and 'unreal' re­
spectively. Certainly a dream is quite real in the sense that it is the case 
that we are dreaming and having certain beliefs. It is also 'unreal' in the 
sense that the beliefs entertained in dreaming refer to what is not the case. 
This shows that 'real' is used in an evaluative sense with reference to some 
interpretation. While it would seem natural to conclude that the real is 
genuine, the authentic, as opposed to the spurious, the Vaibha~ikas did not 
separate reality from existence and therefore did not accept something as 
unreal or non-existent. Their distinction was that between the ultimately 
real and the empirically real. Further, the Vaibha~ikas' metaphysical inter­
pretation of Being does not, as might be assumed, coincide with their divi­
sion of Being into that which is absolute on the one hand, and transitory 
on the other. Ultimately real was that of which it was assumed that it ex­
isted as substance while anything that could be claimed to exhibit substan­
tial existence (though not having existence as substance in itself which 
nevertheless might be a constituent of the latter) was considered to be con­
ventionally or empirically real and to have nominal existence. This means in 
other words that, for instance, the atoms which belong to the realm of the 
transitory were ultimately real, while that which was built up by them, the 
physical world, was only relatively real. Similarly, the indivisible noetic 
event was absolutely real, while the series built up by successive momen­
tary noetic ev·ents was transitory. This means that what we call a mind· is 

JilL Sprung (ed.}, Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 89-97. All Rights Reserved 
Copyright© 1973 by D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht-Holland 
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relatively real, but the elements that constitute the mind are absolutely 
real. A concise statement is given by dKon-mchog 'jigs-med dbang-po: 1 

"That with reference to which the idea of something being this or that is going to be 
lost when the thing in question is either physically destroyed or mentally split up, has 
the specific characteristic of the empirically real. Such is a clay jug or rosary, for if a 
clay jug is smashed with a hammer the idea of the jug is gone. Similarly, if one sepa­
rates the beads of the rosary, the idea of the rosary no longer obtains. 

That with reference to which the idea of something being this or that is not going to 
be lost when someone attempts to smash or split it up, has the specific characteristic 
of the ultimately real. Such are the partless and indivisible atoms, indivisible momen­
tary noetic events, and the three absolutes as stated in the Abhidharmakosa: 2 

Whatever when smashed up or split cannot 
Be called the same is, like a jug or drop (of water) 
But empirical truth. All else is ultimate truth. 

Thus although that which is empirically true does not really exist in an absolute sense, 
it nevertheless exists veridically because according to this line of thought any particu­
lar existent entails the status ofveridicality. 

A quite cUfferent interpretation of the two truths is given by the 
Sautnmtikas, who were essentially interested in the analysis of perceptual 
situations. This interest led them to the re-evaluation of the so-called two 
truths. In order to understand their position, it will be necessary to give a 
very rapid survey of what is implied when we speak of perceptual and cog­
nitive situations. It is the nature of any perceptual situation that whenever 
it arises we claim to be in cognitive contact with something other than our­
selves or our states, and this claim extends to those situations which are 
commonly believed to be veridical as well as to those which are commonly 
held to be delusive. The two situations 'I am seeing a jug' and 'I am seeing 
a pink elephant' are exactly alike in having an epistemological object. The 
difference is that in one situation it is assume'd that there also is an ontolog­
ical object corresponding to the epistemological object while in the other no 
such object obtains. 

It is further assumed that in perceptual situations the epistemological 
object is of the physical kind and that its corresponding ontological object, 
if ever there is one, must be a physical object. 

But there also are situations which have an epistemological object of the 
physical kind but are not perceptual. For instance, the epistemological ob­
ject of the two situations which I verbalize as 'I am seeing a jug' and 'I am 
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thinking of a jug', is in both cases of the physical kind. Yet there is an im­
portant difference. In the former case I seem to be in cognitive contact with 
the jug in a more direct and immediate way, while in the latter I seem to be 
at a distance. The perceptual situation which may be termed 'intuitive' is 
distinct b.y its directness from the thought situation which is 'discursive~. A 
further characteristic ofthe thought situation is that in it I can think of any­
thing regardless of whether it is held to be veridical or delusive in a percep­
tual situation. In other words, I can think of goblins and the like without 
assuming that there must be an ontological object corresponding to them. 

The Sautrantikas were clearly aware of these two kinds of cognitive situ­
ations which I have described as intuitive and discursive. For them an intu­
itive perceptual situation which common sense holds to be veridical was 
absolutely real, and insofar as it was only relatively real, from the view­
point of the absolutely real it could even be claimed to be delusive. This 
conclusion indeed was drawn by later Buddhist philosophers. Although 
the trend to consider thought situations to be delusive or relatively real 
was very marked, the Sautrantikas by virtue of their penetrating analysis of 
cognitive situations did not commit the mistake of equating the epistemolog­
ical object of the thought situation with the relative reality of this situation. 
In the thought situation the epistemological object of, for instance, a jug is 
as real as that of a goblin, but while the former fulfl.ls the expectation of 
there being something denoted by the phrase 'the jug' which forms. an essen­
tial sector in a perceptual situation and, therefore, is absolutely real, the lat­
ter is not so, precisely because it does not fulfl.l this expectation. The imme­
diate problem now is "What is the relation between the objective constituent 
(liklira) which accurately corresponds to the epistemological object (alambana) 
qfthe perceptual situation and the physical object (vi~aya) which we are said 
to perceive in this situation." The Sautrantikas' answer was that there is a 
certain sensum, an observable quality (akara), which as the objective consti­
tuent has a certain characteristic and stands in a certain relation to a certain 
physical object. In virtue of this relation the sensum is an appearance of the 
physical object About this relation it was then said that it was a many-one 
relation, which is to say that many different sensa can be an appearance of 
several physical objects. On this view the objective constituents of percep­
tual situations are particular existents of a peculiar kind. They are not liter­
ally part of the perceived object although they resemble physical objects as 
ordinarily conceived, they are more like mental states in their privacy and 
dependence on the mind of the observer. The full force of this implication 
was realized by the subsequent mentalistic schools of Buddhism who argued 
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that the sensible form and size and distance of objective constituents were 
determined by the individual's predominant interest and beliefs (viisanii). 
Nevertheless, the Sautrantikas' analysis of perceptual situations already left 
the existence of physical objects highly hypothetical. It was certainly a mere 
assessment on the part of some Sautrantikas, when they claimed that, r~­
gardless of whether the situation is veridical or totally delusive, the situa­
tion does have an objective constituent and that, where the situation is 
commonly held to be veridical, the objective constituent or the sensum has 
been created by the hypothetical object which as the emitting region is the 
dependently necessary condition of the sensum and its specific character: 
istic. Where the situation is totally delusive and where there is no emitting 
region at all, as in visual situations of dreams and hallucinations, it was 
held that the sensum was due to the independently necessary condition 
which in either case is a living body with a suitable brain or mind. 

The Sautrantikas in this way accepted three kinds of perceptual situations.3 

The one corresponded to what common sense holds to be a veridical situation 
in which the existence of an ontological object corresponding to the episte­
mological one is assumed. This peculiar feature is technically known as the 
svalak~a!la, which has been translated as 'thing-in-itself, and scholars like 
Stcherbatsky and others were happy to find their Kantian presuppositions 
apparently confirmed. From the analysis I h~ve just given it is obvious that 
it has nothing. to do with the unknowable thing-in-itself claimed by Kant 
and foisted upon Buddhist philosophy where it has absolutely no place. The 
second kind was of an illusory character like two moons, and the third was 
of visionary of hallucinatory nature and was recognized as a regular phenom­
enon in living religiously. 

I turn now to what I call 'mentalist' views. I use the term 'mentalist' for 
the adherents of those views which are referred to by such terms as 
Y ogacara and Vijiianavada and Cittamatra. Tibetan sources never use the 
equivalent for Vijiianavada, but employ the term mal-'byor-spyod-pa 
(Y ogacara) whenever they want to emphasize the importance of introspec­
tive techniques, and the term sems-t~am-pa (Cittarnatra) "those who think 
that mind alone counts" whenever the philosophical content became the 
subject matter of discourse. Western scholars speak of this trend in Bud­
dhist philosophy as 'idealism'. Unfortunately, this term is a misnomer. All 
philosophical schools, in one way or another, set up ideals and hence are 
'idealistic'; in the context of Buddhist philosophy the term 'idealistic' as 
a distinguishing characterization is completely meaningless. The Vaibha~ikas 
and Sautrantikas were as 'idealistic' as the Yogacaras and Madhyamikas. The 



SAl-iiV:f3.TI AND PARAMARTHA IN YOGACARA 93 

Yogacaras' distinguishing feature was that they developed the view that the 
relatively permanent conditions of interrelated ·sensa were minds. For them, 
'mind' was not so much a 'particular mind-entity' but a symbol for the par­
ticular experience which in those persons who have had it, has brought 
forth the particular response verbalized in the proposition that 'mind alone 
counts'. The mentalists took their cue from t.lJ.e Sautrantikas' non-referen­
tial aspect of mind and developed it into aesthetic experience or pure sen­
sation. Some of the mentalists seem to have held the view that apparently 
coloured patches were literally mental events which, on the basis of their 
reasoning, then would be both non-objective and non-referential in the 
same way as a feeling as such would be. Such an event would be 'purely 
subjective'. It is true, in course of time the mentalists were accused of ad­
vocating pure subjectivism and they certainly upheld 'causal' subjectivity 
by which anything is defined as subjective when the necessary condition of 
its being is the occurrence of a percipient (mental) event. However, the ac­
cusation of subjectivism had only a limited validity and certainly never ap­
plied to all mentalistic views. The mentalists did not subscribe to 'exis­
tential' subjectivity by which it is implied that anything that owes its being 
to a percipient event occurring in me, exists only for me. Solipsism has 
never been a Buddhist idea. Since the mentalists offered a variety of theo­
ries of perception they are one of the most diversified schools. What distin­
guished them from the earlier Sautrantikas ./tas their renewed interest in 
metaphysics. This metaphysical awakening ~ccounted for the succes of 
Buddhism in the whole of Asia. There is not~ single aspect oflater Bud­
dhism that is not deeply indebted to the mentalists. 

Metaphysical considerations were prominent in the mentalistic assump­
tion of the three absolutely specific constitutive principles (trisvabhliva). In 
the following I am offering a different translation from the current linguistic 
one because the linguistic translation has been made without understanding 
the philosophical connotation. The first principle is called 'the notional­
conceptual', (parikalpita). It corresponds to what we would call a formal 
sign whose whole function is a meaning, a signifying of something else to a 
knowing power, particularly in a conversational setting. Its hallmark is uni­
versality. As is. well known, it is impossible for us to say or think about any­
thing without using formal signs or concepts that are universal. Thus the jug 
in front of me is conceived of as a jug made of clay, brown in colour, fragile 
and so on. Yet the notion 'jug' does not apply just to this particular jug, but 
to any and all jugs, and the same is true of any other notion such as brown 
in colo1;1r, fragile, in front of me and so on. Further, we must have the con-
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cept 'jug' in order to become aware of the jug, but it is not necessary to be 
aware of the concept 'jug' in order to become aware of what it signifies, its 
significatum. This is clearly stated by Ngag-dbang blo-bzang: 4 

· 'Apart· from merely being a tag (a being of reason) used and created by ·apprehending 
something while verbalizing the non-ideal universality, the notional-conceptual is not 
something having ontological status. It is like a sky-flower having no essence.' 

Since formal signs are nothing but meanings or intentions, it is possible to 
distinguish between first and second intentions. This is to say the jug as it is 
in itself is an object of first intention, while the jug as it is in the condition 
of being known or of being an object before the mind is an object of second 
intention. The Buddhist philosophers clearly distinguished between first and 
second intentions, which is made evident by the phrase parikalpitasya 
parikalpitam. 

The second principle I translate as 'the relative' (paratantra). It refers to 
certain experiences or states with which everyone of us is familiar but which 
our language can only describe by the stimlJlus which produces these states. 
This is because human language developed from references to what is be­
lieved to be concrete things around us but not from What goes on in re­
ferring to them. There are no words which at the same time cover the with­
in and the without. Only indirectly can we say, 'the state which could oc­
cur if a person saw· a jug'. It is precisely this state which is indicated by 'the 
relative', not the relation that holds between two terms or connects two 
events. It is a stage in which subject and object are given together because 
subject qua subject means to function, and to function means to relate one­
self to an object which is given together with the subject as a possibility of 
positive and negative judgments. To relate oneself to something means that 
the subject is constantly varying its relation to the object, but while the 
subject-object relation is unequivocal its functionality reveals a plurality of 
objects. 

' Mountains, wens, plots of land, houses, residences and other objects of the world, as 
wen as the sentient.beings as the subjects therein, seem to each of us at every moment 
to be mutuany apart and distant from each other and this is the mode of things appear­
ing as objects external to the observer. However, since this mode of appearing is itself 
not something empiricany verifiable, objects external to the observer do not exist apart 
from the functioning of the mind (shes-pa). What then is the mode of being or of exist­
ing of mountains, wens, houses, sentient beings and so on, which constitutes the 'rela­
tive'? When the eye sees a figure, the ear hears a sound, the nose smens a fragrance, the 
tongue tastes a flavour, the skin feels a touch and the mind thinks a thought, the noetic 
(shes-pa) performing an these activities is like a crystal shining in an the colours with 
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which it comes into' contact. In this sense the relative really exists, being one substance, 
one fact arid one state, in the same way as the dream-consciousness and the house we 
dream of are one event. ' 5 

It is important here to note that the 'relative' (paratantra) is one unitary 
event, and that it is not the relation between two different things. 

The third principle is 'the ideally absolute' (parini~panna) which is said 
to rest on 'the relative' in the sense that the former is a presential value of 
the latter. It is, therefore, not something above and behind the relative, but 
the relative in its aesthetic immediacy from which further intellectuarand 
other abstractions may in turn be made. Still there is a difference between 
the relative and the ideally absolute which can best be illustrated by what 
happens in and characterizes aesthetic experience. Here it is necessary to 
distinguish between (a) aesthetic experience simpliciter as it exists only at 
the first instant in consciousness, distinguishing within itself the aesthetical-
ly valid from the aesthetically invalid and (b) aesthetic experience enriched 
by other experiences which have been put back into the crucible from which 
aesthetic experience emerges and upon which aesthetic intuition imposes its 
presential value so that in the moment of the validity or enjoyment of our 
aesthetic intuition of, for instance, the jug (the 'ideally absolute') we can 
apprehend it aesthetically as a jug (the 'relative'). In other words, when a 
man looks at a jug he has both aesthetic and intellectual activity, but he 
u~ually does not make a clear intellectual abstraction from aesthetic experic 
ence, put it back into the crucible and then clearly intuit a new intellectually 
clarified object. Rather he tends to contaminate his experience with the super­
ficial fictions of some practical concern (the 'notional-conceptual') which 
are characteristic of what may be termed ordinary perception as contrasted 
with the richness and liveliness of aesthetic awareness. In ordinary percep-
tion a man uses perception as a means to a meta-perceptual end rather than 
as an end in itself. 

It was only natural that the mentalists should be pre-occupied with epis­
temological questions because these were the problems that were dealt with 
by all schools of Buddhism. While the Vaibha~ikas thought that it is the eye 
that sees, the Sautrantikas were of the opinion that the mind sees by means 
of the eye. The Sautrantikas also had prepared the way for the mentalists' 
assertion that there can be no world external to the observer because every 
object before the mind is a content in mind, and that there is no reason to 
maintain the belief in an external world as this would be a betrayal of the 
philosophical questioning by catering to uncritical and naive opinions. The 
rejection of a world external to the observer by the mentalists forced them 
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to reinterpret the ideas Of a conventional reality (samvrti, kun-rdzob) and 
an absolute reality (paramiirtha, don-dam). Because of the close .connection 
that existed between the Sautrantikas and the mentalists, it is important for 
an understanding of the mentalists' position to remember that for the 
Sautrantikas only that about which it was believed that there existed a corre­
sponding ontological object was absolutely real, all else conventionally reill. 
In other words, the idea of a moon is absolutely real, but not the idea of an 
ego (iitman, pudgala), because the 'moon' fulfills the claim about an ontolo­
gical object, but the 'ego' does not. The mentalists, dispensing with the as­
sumption of an ontological object corresponding to the epistemological 
one, termed this fact of there being no external world, sanyatii (stong-pa­
nyid). The sa,nyatii alone was absolutely real (samvrti, kun-rdzob ). Certain­
ly, mountains and trees and persons are quite real in their aesthetic appear­
ance and perception, but not in what is claimed about them when percep­
tion is used for metaperceptual ends. The relationship of the 'three abso­
lutely specific constitutive principles' (trisvabhiiva) with the two realities, 
conventional and absolute, is now obvious. 

Both the 'ideally absolute' and the 'relative' are said to be real in an ulti­
mate sense, while the 'notional-conceptual' is stated not to be so. This is to 
say that only the 'ideally absolute' and the 'relative' are significant, not the 
fiction we have about them. It is obvious from this analysis that from a purely 
philosophical point of view the mentalists initiated a kind of metaphysics 
which did not claim to reveal truths about a world that lies beyond the reach 
of the senses and hence, nowhere; rather were they concerned with how to 
take what happened here and now, how to get the things of this world into 
perspective. To sum up, the development of the twp truths, particularly as 
it was developed by the mentalists, shows that there was an uninterrupted 
process of critical thinking, and that these two truths were intimately related 
to the predominant Indian interest in epistemological questions. Yet they 
were essentially of a metaphysical nature. 

Dept. of Far Eastern Studies, 
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RICHARD W. BROOKS 

SOME USES AND IMPLICATIONS OF ADVAITA 

VEDANTA'S DOCTRINE OF MAYA 

As Professor T. R. V. Murti has observed in his Central Philosophy of Bud­
dhism, an absolutism, whether it be that ofMadhyamika Buddhism, Advaita 
Vedanta, or F. H. Bradley, makes a distinction between an ultimately real 
realm (the Absolute) and a merely pragmatically real realm (the world of our 
veridical ordinary experience), thus entailing a doctrine of 'two truths' and 
a theory of illusion. 1 Most scholars who direct their attention to the claims 
of an absolutistic philosophy are concerned either with the task of attempt­
ing to explicate, to clarify these claims - to determine what they 'really 
mean' - or else of detecting the logical error that, in their estimation, 
could have given rise to such foolishness. Fewer have exercised them-
selves with the equally important task of treating absolutistic claims in a 
philosphical way, drawing philosophical implications from them, and then 
dealing philosophically with these implications. It is this latter approach 
that I propose to take to Advaita' s doctrine of maya. 

There are any number of other approaches one could take, each with its 
own usefulness. For instance, one could approach the concept historically. 
One could show the development of the concept of maya from its early use 
in some Rg Vedic hymns, through its appearance in the Upani~ads, to 
Sari.kara's use of the concept, and finally to its transformation at the hands 
of post-Sari.kara Advaitins down to, and including, those of the twentieth 
century. No philosopher, after all, speculates in an intellectual vacuum and 
Advaitins have been especially eager to demonstrate that their philosophic 
system really is compatible with the orthodox (astika) tradition; indeed, 
that it is the only one that does the tradition full justice. Taking this ap­
proach, one could talk about primitive attempts to understand the world: 
how man's breath came to be regarded as his real nature, that which sus­
tained the body and departed from it at death, gradually evolving into the 
concept of atman; how the inspiration (Brahman) of the early Vedic poets 
got elevated to the status of an impersonal, cosmic principle which 'under­
lies' all things; and how the magic power of the gods (maya, Indrajala) in 
their specific actions came to be elevated to the status of cosmic, creative 
power of one God (isvarasakti). This is usually the approach of, say, orien­
talists, historians, or anthropologists, and it has its own merit. 

M Sprung (ed.), Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 98-108. All Rights Reserved 
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But it treats mliyli as a museum piece, historically interesting but oflittle 
or no philosophic import today. It does littk justice to the fact that the con­
cept and the system in which it is embedded are as vitally alive and as widely 
held by intelligent thinkers in India today as ever they were in the past. Fur­
ther, this approach too easily slips into a dismissal of the concept as being 
merely the product of a fanciful, prescientific imagination, thereby commit­
ting the genetic fallacy with regard to it. 

·Even when maya has been considered as a serious philosophic claim, sev­
eral quite different evaluations have been made of the claim. The prima facie 
interpretation of the word 'mliyli' is that it means 'illusion'. T. R. V. Murti, 
as noted above, believes that a theory of illusion is the inescapable concom­
itant of any absolutism.2 But this has bothered some apologists for Advaita, 
and they have sought, often with great ingenuity, to soften this claim and 
thereby avoid its implications. 

The orthodox Hindu can treat the theory of mliyli as Advaita's attempt 
to make the Absolute -in this case, nirgw:za or nirdharmika Brahman - in­
telligible to us, even though by definition it cannot be conceived, charac­
terized, or spoken of affirmatively, since it is without qualities (nirgw:za) or 
attributes (nirdharmika). Even Prof. Murti himself suggested that mliyli is 
"a provisional recovery of the world", a useful 'myth' which assists us in 
realizing the Absolute by devaluing the world and, thus, directing our at­
tention away from it. 3 But surely this assumes the existence of an Absolute 
in order to make the claim intelligible. And how do we know that there is 
such an Absolute? Why, from orthodox Hindu scripture, sruti.4 Quite the 
reverse of the previous approach which takes Hindu scriptures too lightly, 
this takes them too seriously. Advaita becomes more theology than philos­
ophy. 

A somewhat similar approach is to say that the term 'mliyli' is a sort of 
signal that the kind of language Advaitins are using is not ordinary language 
and cannot, therefore, be analyzed in ordinary ways; it is not that 'maya­
talk' is superior to ordinary language - though some Advaitins clearly main­
tain this view- but that it is just different.5 But why? Why give Advaita 
a kind of 'privileged communication'? And to what. end? If it is so that 
Advaita can convey to us profound truths about the nature of ourselves and 
the universe without being concerned about self-contradiction or paradoxes 
of self-reference or questions of meaninglessness, then 'mli.yli.-talk', whatever 
the disclaim~rs, is superior (piiramlirthika). And we are still left to defend 
its right to that superiority without lapsing into theological dogmatism. If, 
on the other hand, this 'privileged communication' is permitted so that 
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Advaita can say a lot of curious things merely for the sake of bamboozling 
the peasants and puzzling the orientalists, of what relevance is it? . No, there 
is only one kind of talk in Advaita, serious philosophic talk making serious 
claims about the nature of the world. And it must be defended in the same 
manner any philosophic talk is defended, by giving reasons based on experi­
ence, without recourse to privileged communications - theological or other­
wise. 

So if we are to avoid either dogmatic adherence or too casual a dismissal, 
a more philosophic approach is needed. One such that attempts to soften the 
implications of accepting maya as a doctrine of illusion is to treat it as an 
axiological claim. 6 It is not that the world is illusory, this argument runs, it 
is just that purely worldly concerns - such as fame, a good family name, a 
wide circle of friends, material wealth, intellectual brilliance and wit, or 
sexual gratification - are of relatively little value compared with self-knowl­
edge, or as Advaita puts it, realization of one's own identity with Brahman, 
the Absolute. It is not, these interpreters say, that the world disappears, or 
is seen ontologically to be an illusion, when one attains to this state of real­
ization; it is not sublated, following the usual translation of 'biidha', it is 
merely 'subrated'. 7 While we might be tempted occasionally to speak of 
the usual worldly pursuit of happiness as 'illusory', it would only be illusion 
in a metaphorical, not an ontological sense. 

This approach has the merit of avoiding the problem ~hat arises when one 
treats the world as an ontological illusion, as we shall see further on in this 
paper. But the question surely still arises as to whether this Brahman, with 
which one is supposed to realize one's identity, is something real'-- or is mere­
ly a wonderful figment of one's imagination. Even a superficial acquaintance 
with the literature of Advaita must convince one that it is the former that is 
claimed. So this approach merely sidesteps the issue of maya as a theory of 
illusion. Brahman is of ultimate value because, in the final analysis, Brahman 
is the only reality. And th!it still leaves the world as something less than real 
ontologically. This approach has definite value as an insight into the practical 
moral implications of Advaita metaphysics, but it does nothing to solve the 
fundamental problem of that system .. 

Finally, one could take a dialectical approach to the concept of miiya. In 
such an approach, the illusoriness of the world is established by showing in­
herent contradictions in the categories of all realistic philosophies, thereby 
showing the hopelessness of explaining it on purely rational grounds. Such 
an approach was actually taken by several noted Advaitins: SrfHar~a, 
Citsukha, N rsimhasrama, and Madhusudana Sarasvatf. While ingenious, this 
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approach commits the fallacy of argumentum ad ignorantiam; it may, in­
deed, prove that neither Samkhya nor Nyaya-Vaise~ika categories can ex­
plain the world satisfactorily, but that does not prove that no realistic cat­
egories whatever can do the job. In order to do that, one would have to 
establish:- perhaps in a Kantian fashion - some sort of a priori categories 
of reason before showing their inherent contradictions. Aside from the fact 
thatfew·contemporary philosophers would accept this task as having been 
accomplished (no more by Kant than by anyone else), the mere demon­
stration of their inherent contradictoriness would be a demonstration that 
they were, after all, not an adequate set of a priori categories. This ap­
proach,· in other words, is self-defeating. Though extremely instructive, it is 
of limited philosophic value. 

I propose, then, to adopt the widely-accepted and prima facie interpre­
tation of Advaita's doctrine of maya as asserting that the entire pluralistic 
world - subjective as well as objective -is an illusion, and that this is at 
least an ontological claim, whatever else it may be. Advaita's claim is that 
Brahman, the Absolute, alone is real, while everything else -that is to say, 
anything and everything that appears to be other than Brahman; anything 
separate, limited, finite, and apparently existing as an independent entity 
- is illuso-ry. 

The merit -of this approach is that it takes Advaita seriously, both in its 
claim about the nature of the world and in the epistemological basis of this 
claim. Instead of qu-ibbling over whether the world really is real or not, or 
whether it is possible to have certain kinds of experience or not, by fervent­
ly defending separate systems based upon different assumptions, this ap­
proach deals with the question as a problem in the logic of explanation, 
analyzable and decidable in the same way, and to the same extent, as all 
other problems of explanation. 

But before the analysis can begin, one of Advaita's most fundamental 
claims must be taken seriously. It is this: that it is possible to realize one's 
own identity with the Absolute, and that this experience (variously termed 
Brahmajfiana, atmabodha, aparok~anubhati, etc.) sublates all other experi­
ences, but is itself unsublatable. That is to say, there is an experience which 
some claim to have had - called in Advaita the 'knowledge' or 'realization' 
of Brahman - which, when one has it, is of such an overwhelming, sublime 
nature that one is immediately tempted to say that all one's previous 
experience had been mistaken, that one had up to then been living in an 
illusion. 

To take the claim seriously does not, of course, mean that one must be-
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lieve it. It simply means that an analysis of Advaita and its central doctrine 
of maya rests so completely upon this claim that the analysis would be im­
possible without acknowledging it at least provisionally to see what impli­
cations follow from it. 

Let us admit the possibility of Brahmajfiana, then, as a human experience. 
Three possible implications follow from it: 

(1) Brahmajfiana is a delusion; ordinary perception (critically analyzed) 
is veridical; the world is real and Brahman is nonexistent, its apparent 'per­
ception' being the psychological result of self-delusion coming from years 
of belief in it and the physiological effect of meditating out under the hot 
Indian sun; 

(2) Both Brahmajfiana and ordinary perception (or experience) are veri­
dical; both Brahman and the 'world are real; 

(3) Brahmajfiana is veridical; ordinary perception is mistaken; the world 
illusory and Brahman alone is real. 

The first alternative was accepted in ancient India by Carvaka, and can 
easily be seen as the position that an A. J. Ayer or a Bertrand Russell 
would take, if they thought about it. 8 Bhedabheda, Sarllkhya, and Nyaya­
Vaise~ika may be taken as successively more successful attempts to defend 
the second alternative. Advaitins, who were familiar with all these prior 
philosophic positions (and their difficulties), as well as with the various 
Buddhist philosophies (developing, apparently, out of quite a different ini­
tial inspiration or experience), rather boldly opted for the third alternative. 

One of the implications of accepting the third alternative is that the 
pluralistic world, the world of our everyday, ordinary experience, cannot 
be real; it must be only an appearance. But what do we mean when we say 
that something is an appearance? We mean, do we not, that whatever state 
of affairs (to give it the broadest possible description) we happen to be re­
ferring to only seems to be what we perceive it to be, but is not really so. 
That is to say, though we don't deny the existence of a perception (or~ per­
haps, more generally, an experience), we do deny the judgment made about 
that perception (or experience). We make a distinction between the percep­
tion and the truth value of the judgment based upon that perception; we may 
admit the existence of the percept, but we deny the truth of the assertion 
made about it. Furthermore, we distinguish between a state of affairs that 
'appears to be such-and-such' and a state of affairs that 'appears to me (or 
you, or him) to be such-and-such'. In the first case, we recognize an inter­
subjective character about the apparent state of affairs; to use a familiar 
and overworked example, we all see the stick in the water as 'bent' - and 
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continue to see it as 'bent' even when we know it really is not. In the sec· 
ond case, however, there is a purely subjective character to the apparent 
state of affairs; the 'blood' that Lady Macbeth sees on her hands cannot be 
seen by the doctor. and nurse observing her and the 'dagger' that Macbeth 
himself sees is not seen by the audience as a stage prop. Although English 
usage js not consistent in the matter, we sometimes distinguish between 
the two by calling the first an 'illusion' and the second a 'delusion'. Fol­
lowing this distinction, we may say that an illusion is intersubjective, while 
a delusion is either (I) a purely private experience, the judgment about 
which does not reflect a true state of affairs in the world, or (2) the accep­
tance of an illusion as a true state of affairs in the world. To say that 
something is an· appearance, therefore, entails that it is either an illusion 
or a delusion. 

The word 'illusion', as I am using it, implies an apparent objectivity; 
this is evident from the fact that we continue to perceive the illusory state 
of affairs even when we know that it is-not the way things really are, The 
word 'delusion', on the other hand, will imply an apparent state of affairs 
which is subjective. But this can cover a very great deal of territory! We 
use the word 'delusion' to cover beliefs that are fervently held in the face 
of evidence against them, hallucinations, and simple acceptance of percep­
tual illusions at face value. Delusion, in any case, seems always to involve. 
belief of some sort, while illusion does not. Now, people are able to believe 
(have believed!) the most incredible things, so to narrow the scope of the 
word 'delusion' to fit the requirements of the problems of Advaita, I will 
arbitrarily limit my use of the word to beliefs involving direct perception 
(or, more generally, immediate experience). That is to say, I will use the 
word 'delusion', for purposes of this paper, to mean a mistaken judgment 
about a perception (or an experience) which is believed, by the person 
making the judgment, to be true; e.g., 'that stick [in the water] is bent' or 
'that is a dagger floating unsupported in the air before me' or 'that [point­
ing at a rope] is a snake' or 'there are two moons in the sky tonight'. 

This distinction may help clarify the doctrine of miiyii in Advaita. To 
say that the world is miiyii is to point to its illusory status. But this is not 
to deny the existence of the world; it is merely to deny it reality. The 
world is not a delusion, i. e., an hallucination or a dream, a mere figment 
of the soul's imagination - though Prakasananda's dr~.tisr~_tiviida interpreta­
tion of Advaita makes this claim, and some modern purveyors of Advaita, 
like Radhakrishnan, sometimes seem to interpret miiyii this way. No, the 
world is an illusion. And, as such, it has an intersubjective character about 
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it. Hence, while Advaita has problems enough with it, the appearance of a 
common world to all souls is not one of them. 

The delusion comes in when the souls - such as you and I - accept the 
mayavic world at face value. This, as Advaita points out, is due to our igno­
rance, a rather straightforward ·observation, since we naturally would be ig­
norant about the illusory status of the world until we had some reason to 
believe that the world was other than what it appeared to be. Again, this 
seems to me to show the significance to AQ.vaita of the Brahmajfitina expe­
rience: if this experience were not taken seriously, it is unlikely that any­
one would ever seriously advance the proposition that the world is illusory. 
It is, after all, a rather sweeping claim! Though devising a set of categories 
that would explain the world might prove difficult, the effort would not 
be abandoned merely on that account. It is just as it would be if we never 
removed sticks from water; we would continue to accept our perception of 
them as 'bent' as veridical. It might seem odd to some that all sticks in wa­
ter look bent whereas not all of them do out of water. But that could easi-· 
ly be taken as just one among a host of peculiarities about the fascinating 
world we live in. 

Furthermore if the world is illusory, and we are deluding ourselves 
when we accept it at face value, it follows that real values in life lie else­
where. Thus, the word mtiyti also functions, as discussed earlier, as are­
minder of the worthlessness, in the final analysis, of purely worldly things. 
In this way, Advaita, like all other Indian philosophical systems, has some 
practical implications. Although it is not my intention to go into the matter 
here, it can be observed in passing that the doctrine of mtiyti has axiological 
as well as ontological implications. 

Furthermore, when someone claims that something is an illusion (or a de­
lusion), he is implying more than just ontological and axiological judgments 
about that thing. He is implying some epistemological judgments as well. The 
statement 'x is an illusion (or a delusion)' asserts, in fact, four different things: 
(1) it asserts that x is not real; (2) it asserts that the belief or judgment'x is 
real' is false; (3) it assumes an epistemological norm that excludes x; and ( 4) 
it implicitly claims that the appearance of x can be explained in terms of that 
norm. For example, we accept the perception of the stick as straight to be 
normative and explain its 'bent' appearance by means of the law of light re­
fraction. Macbeth attempts an explanation of the appearance of the 'dagger' 
when he calls it "A dagger of the mind, a false creation/Proceeding from the 
heat oppressed brain." To say that something is an illusion (or a delusion), 
therefore, is either explicitly or implicitly to promise to give an explanation 
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of that thing in tenns of an epistemological nonn which does not include it. 
To fail to explain that thing is to make a claim about the nature of the world 
without ~my rational basis to sustain that claim. It is to fail to show cause 
why that thing should not be deemed real and the perception (or expe:r;ience) 
of it veridical. And that is not philosophy; it is sheer dogmatism. Any such 
unsupported cl8.im must be rejected. The word 'illusion' (or 'delusion'} is, 
therefore, to put it graphically, a promissory note. 

This is the crux of the matter, and takes us back to the question of 
Brahmajnana. If this supposed realization of Brahman is, indeed, the experi­
ence that sublates (and subrates) all other experiences, showing all other ex­
periences to be mistaken (mithya), then .Brahman is the epistemological nonn 
in tenns of which all else is explained. Advaita's principal task, therefore, is 
to offer an explanation of the illusory appearanqe of this pluralistic world 
when, it claims, there is really only unity, Brahman. If the explanation suc­
ceeds, we must consider Advaita's claims about Brahmajnana and the onto­
logical status of the world rather more seriously than most West!'!rn philoso­
phers have heretofore done. If the explanation, on the other hand, fails, it 
means that Advaita has offered us a promissory note without having money 
in the bank to back it up - and we need not take its claims seriously. It is 
not my intention to analyze Advaita's attempted explanation here, merely 
to point out the importance of it. 9 But, clearly, thjs is the principal implica­
tion of Advaita's doctrine of maya. 

But suppose, for the moment, Advaita's support of its contentions does 
succeed. There is another interesting implication about calling the world an 
illusion. That involves what might be called the 'maya paradox', and bears 
some resemblance to the so-called 'liar paradox' and other paradoxes of self­
reference. For, if the world "is an illusion, then the philosophy of Advaita with 
its doctrine of maya, since it is part of the world, is part of the illusion; the 
doctrine that the world is an illusion is itself an illusion! While this does not 
land Advaita in the· direct paradox into which one lands when one says some­
thing like 'This statement is false', it does, nonetheless, give Advaita a para­
doxical appearance at its very heart. It leads one to wonder what it could 
possibly mean to say 'The doctrine that the world is an illusion is itself an 
illusion'. It leads one to wonder if something hasp.'t gone wrong somewhere 
and to question the assumptions that got one to this point. The opponents 
of Advaita -:- particularly the Visi~tadvaitins -were quick to note this impli­
cation of the maya doctrine and point it out. Advaitins have usually responded 
by saying that this paradoxicality just further supports their contention that 
the world is hopelessly inconsistent and, therefore, illusory. But this is just 
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begging the question! Again, it is not my purpose to solve Advaita's problem, 
merely to point it out as one of the implications of the doctrine of miiyii. 

There is a further use of the word 'miiyii', however. Frequently the crea­
tion of the world in Advaita's cosmogony is likened to the creation of imag­
inary elephants, etc. by someone called a 'miiyiivin', i.e., a miiyiim~ker. 
From the description of the miiyiivin's creations, it is clear that the 
miiyiivin is a hypnotist. 10 It sounds as though Advaitins were claiming that 
Brahman had us all hypnotized into believing that there was a world before 
us and that we daily were making our various ways around in it, but that is 
all a mere figment of our imagination. Aside from the fact that this analogy 
would seem to make the world a delusion rather than an illusion - though 
that might amount to a mere quibble, since it would be so widely held! -
and aside from the fact that it does not completely do away with the as­
sumption of plurality (unless Brahman hypnotizes himself!), this use of the 
term 'miiyii' has certain unfortunate implications for Advaita. The first of 
these is a version of the paradox just mentioned, since the notion that we 
are all hypnotized by Brahman into believing that there is a pluralistic 
world around and within us would itself be part of our hypnotic illusion. 
While this may not be as paradoxical as the previous 'miiyii paradox', it 
does seem odd. Far more serious for Advaita, however, is the second impli­
cation: if we are under Brahman's hypnotic spell, then waking up from 
that spell would no longer be within our own power to effect - and that 
contradicts a key tenet of Advaita. All Advaitins assume that Brahmajfiiina 
is possible for anyone who wishes to undertake the mental and spiritual 
discipline deemed its necessary prerequisite. Since attainment of this beatif­
jc vision is held to be the ultimate goal of life, the above interpretation of 
the doctrine of miiyii would stultify the individual effort to attain this goal. 
To the Advaitin, this is tantamount to saying that the interpretation must 
be wrong. In order to avoid this implication, we must assume that Brahman 
is merely like a hypnotist in his creation of an apparently pluralistic world, 
but is not actually one with respect to the poor, deluded souls in it. The 
question then is: how can you make sense of this analogy without begging 
the question of explaining apparent plurality in terms of unity? Again, it is 
not my purpose to answer the question, but merely to raise it. 

Finally, in my discussions in India with contemporary apologists for Ad­
vaita, some of them even used the word 'miiyii' as a claim that the appearance 
of the world is, after all, inexplicable. (This seems to rest upon a translation 
of'anirVacanfya' as 'inexplicable', which is, I believe, wrong.) Clearly that is 
dogmatism. If my analysis of illusion (or delusion) is correct, the claim 'x is 
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an inexplicable illusion' is self-contradictory. Surely, when Advaita's doctrine 
of maya is challenged by critics, Advaitins must avoid the temptation to use 
the word 'mi'iyli' in. this way. Never will one find this use in the writings of 
the major Advaitins, such as Sarikara, Suresvara, Padmapada, Vacaspati Misra, 
Sarvajfiatman, and Madhusudana Sarasvatf. Only in recent times have some 
contemporary apologists for Advaita tried to use the doctrine of mliyti this 
way.U This use seems to be traceable to the minor sixteenth-century 
Advaitin Narayap.a Sarasvatf, author of a vtirtika on Sarikara's Brahma­
sutrabhii:f}'a.12 It probably represents a degeneration of Advaita at the 
hands of lesser men than its eight and ninth-century founders. Or, on the 
other hand, it may represent a desperate attempt on the part of the faith-
ful to protect Advaita against refutation by emptying it of its significance! 

These, then, seem to me to be the principal uses of the doctrine of mtiyti 
as it appears in Advaita Vedanta. Though often paradoxical, it certainly is a 
fascinating and philosophically daring doctrine. Perhaps this is what gives it 
some of its philosophical charm. For sheer audacity of metaphysical claim, 
it hardly has an equal. I have, however, been less interested in clarifying or 
defending the doctrine than in pointing out the implications of these princi­
pal uses. The chief of these implications is Advaita's need to explain how it 
is we seem to experience a pluralistic world when there is really only the uni­
tary Brahman. To say that.the world is mliyti is implicitly to promise to give 
such an explanation. But the doctrine of mtiyti is not, as some of its modern 
protagonists seem to believe, itself that explanation. 

Dept. of Philosophy, 
Oakland University, Rochester, Michigan 

NOTES 

1 T.R.V. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, George Allen and Unwin, 
London 1955, p. 104. 

1 Lac. cit. 
3 From remarks made during our discussions at the Brock Workshop on 'The Doc-

trine of Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta', Apri124-27, 1969. 
4 Prof. Murti, in fact, admitted this in his remarks. 
5 This suggestion was made by Prof. Karl H. Potter during the Brock Workshop. 
6 Cf. R.P. Singh;The Vedanta of Sankara: A Metaphysics of Value, Bharat Pub-

lishing Ho11se, Jaipur, 1949. 
7 Cf. Eliot Deutsch, Advaita Vedanta: A Philosophical Reconstruction University of 

Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 1969, pp. 15-17. 
• In fact, I once heard Prof. Herbert Feigl offer the physiological 'explanation' -
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almost exactly in the words I have used - in one of his lectures in his 'Philosophy of 
Science' course, University of Minnesota, spring quarter, 1959. 

• It is my personal feeling that Advaita's explan~·tion must proceed by analogy, since 
deductive argument would be impossible in the absence of any possible universal 
generalizations about a unitary Absolute. I feel that a careful study of Advaita's doc­
trine of superimposition (adhyasa) will show that Sankara, at least, was aware of this 
and intended his examples such as 'the rope and the snake' (rajjusarpa) to function in 
this respect, i.e., as explanatory analogies or models. I further believe that an analysis 
of these analogies will prove that they are all inadequate to support Advaita's position. 
See my unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 'The Rope and the Snake: An Investigation of 
the Concept of 'Adhyasa' (Superimposition) in Advaita Vedanta'; University of 
Minnesota, 1968. 
10 The usual translation of 'mayiivin' as 'juggler' is misleading. 
11 Cf. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, George Allen and Unwin, 
London rev. ed., 1951, vol. 1, pp. 183-4; S.K. Das, Towards a Systematic Study of the 
Vedanta, by the author, Calcutta, 1931, p. 164, Swami Nikhilananda, Self Knowledge 
[Atmabodha] of Sri Sankaracharya, Ramakrishna Math, Madras, 1962, pp. 55, 62-3, 
71, and 73. This is but a sampling of some of the more noted present-day Advaita 
apologists who interpret miiyii in this way. 
12 Cf. Surendranath Bhattacharyya, 'Sankara on M[ya and Avidya' Prabuddha 
Bharata 65 [Sept. 1960], 373. 
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MAYA AND THE DISCOURSE ABOUT BRAHMAN 

This essay is conceived only as a very restricted kind of inquiry, as the title 
itself shows. What is maintained here as the prime interest is to discover 
some of the objectives in the original articulation of the mliyli theory and 
then to discuss at some length what may be shown as the principal one 
among them. The origm and development of the mliyli concept can be, and 
has been sometimes, investigated from an historical point of view, which is 
not entertained here. There is again the approach of the metaphysician 
who sees himself as a partisan and therefore feels impelled to join issue and 
to argue for or against this concept which is one of the most controversial 
of all philosophical concepts. From the time of Ramanuja and other critics 
of maya-vada and the Sankarite supporters of it, metaphysicians as a rule 
have got inside the debate. This temptation too is rigidly avoided in the 
present search. 

It is in Sankara that we fmd the arguments for mliyli (or avidyli) orga­
nized into a well articulated theory (vlida) although many of them had al­
ready been present in Gau~apada before him. History has recognized 
Sari:kara as the father of the theory but no one will contend that he was 
the absolute progenitor of the idea as such. After Sallkara the Advaita 
thinkers developed it further into a general theory of knowledge with the 
designation ajfl.linavlida (theory of ignorance), not unlike, in broad fea­
tures- of dialectics - but quite unlike in metaphysical import - the 
vijfi.linlivlida of Buddhism. 

Sallkara was primarily what we could call today a philosophical theolo­
gian, whose urgent interest was to explain in the most cogent rational 
terms the central message of the Vedanta. This led him to the theory of 
non-dualism (advaitavlida), out of whi~h by sheer force of logical implica­
tion arose the subsidiary theory of illusion (mayavada, avidyavada). San­
kara realized that if duality (in all such ubiquitous forms as subject-object, 
thinker-thought, thinker-thing, etc.,) is to be avoided while explaining (not 
explaining away) the world by mliyli, the principle of avidyli needs to be 
recognized as a concomitant condition, for both mean illusion. Then there 
is the question where does avidyli actually reside? Sallkara himself in­
clined to the veiw that it does so in persons who are the subject of illusion. 

M Sprung (ed.), Two Truths in Buddhism and Vedanta. 109-121. All Rights Reserved 
Copyright© 1973 by D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht-Holland 
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It was felt by later Vedanta writers that a general epistemological theory 
that distinguished and comprehended avidyli and maya was needed, and 
the result was a vastly more developed and considerably more compiex 
ajfi.anavada. 1 

Maya theory has implications for several things, mainly experience, tb.e 
world and language. The original motivation in articulating the theory was 
to rationalize these implications by making them cohere with the funda­
mental metaphysical position of Advaita Vedanta. In this sense it is clear 
that mayavada is simply a rational postscript of advaitavada and is in no 
way prescriptive of it. But then such a rational postscript has been neces­
sary not only for theoretical considerations but for existential ones as well. 
It must never be lost sight of that the Vedanta, like most other Indian sys­
tems, is not only philosophy but also religion. This essential integrity 
of the two ensconced in the very heart of Indian thinking is a matter of no 
mean significance for a faithful and objective study of the matter; dis­
regard of this fact would be a violation of the first principles of scientific 
phenomenology. So then, besides the theoretical purpose of making the 
rational implications of this particular metaphysics for experience, the 
world and language cohere with the fundamental Advaita view of reality, 
there has been also the existential one of providing a framework and a 
context for the quest of liberation (mukti, nirva!'la). For this reason, 
Sari.kara declares that for the Vedanta the thought that there may be no 
liberation will not arise even in dream,2 wherein lies, he feels, the un­
contestable superiority of his position. Actually, the real reason for 
Sankara's criticism of two systems, viz., the Samkhya dualistic realism and 
Buddhist (Yogacara) subjective idealism is their inability to account for 
liberation. These may be singled out precisely because they are diametrical­
ly opposite and because their views, if adhered to, will destroy rational 
grounds of experience as well as the possibility of a world. 

As far as experience is concerned Sankara is as realistic as the Samkhya, 
only more logically so. The Samkhya has been hard put to it to explain 
experience, its ground and its subject on the basis of its eternal dualism 
between punt~a and prakrti (pradhiina ). By definition, punt~a, which is 
intelligence, cannot be the principle on which experience springs or in which 
it resides. But neither can the non-intelligent pradhiina be that. Samkhya is 
really caught in an impossible logical situation which will undercut the 
entire meaning of.liberation. Logic would r.educe Samkhya to the absurd 
position of having to say that experience (suffering) is itself the experiencer 
(sufferer). 3 This is where Vedanta comes in with its doctrine of miiyii or 
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ajfiiina. "An enquiry about ajfiiina is (therefore) an investigation into the a 
priori conditions of experience," writes Prof. T. R. V. Murti, who adds, 
"such a thesis requires to be elaborated and justified. A general and com­
prehensive theory has to be formulated."4 Sankara forces the Samkhya to 
admit that the relation of causes of experience (suffering) and of experi­
ences (sufferers) is not real but the effect of avidyii. At this point Sari.kara 
speaks as a meticulous empiricist who will accept the phenomenal experi­
ence as just what it is and no more and no less. 5 Phenomenal reality is its 
own ground and the true perception of it will reveal the ground of that 
ground, which is the non-dual Reality. 

Against the Buddhist subjective idealists, who de.nied the existence of 
the external world, Sari.kara urges a number of arguments, the first and 

·strongest among which is that we must admi-t the existence of what we ac­
tually perceive. If anyone has any suspicion that Sari.kara was a subjective 
idealist himself, let that be laid to rest here. In fact he almost stoops to sar­
casm when he suggests that we should no more pay heed to a man who 
while perceiving external things with his senses denies their existence than 
believe the report of a man who while eating and experiencing the feeling 
of satisfaction.avers that he does not do so.6 Strange as it may sound, 
miiyiiviida implies a very strong affirmation of the reality of the world. In 
this respect it goes exactly as far as empiricism would want to go. No empi­
ricist ever ascribes absolute reality to the world in any case. Analogical rea­
soning itself, which is so important in Vedanta philosophy, is based on the 
reality of the perceived world as it is on the reliability of experience. This 
is how one prefers the report of perceptions of the waking state to those of 
the dreaming state as clues to Reality. Likewise the real rope seen as rope 
rather than as snake, is truer to fact. The genuine philosopher must always 
respect fact as against the would-be philosopher who denies what he sees. 7 

It is, however, to be acknowledged that a mere assertion that the world 
exists is of no philosophical value. It .does not take a philosopher to do 
that, as everyday life is lived on such as assumption; neither is it of any val­
ue to reverse what all life has assumed. The philosopher's task is to explain 
the way the world exists, the knowledge of which will be integral to .the 
search for meaning and the quest for liberation. The Vedanta philosopher 
is also clear in his mind that the world offers no standpoint from which to 
speak abouUhe world or to gain knowledge about it. Hence his insistence 
on sruti (revelation). What the world contributes to the knowledge of itself 
is analogies based on the distinction between fact and non-fact present in 
its very structure. When that (by definition) transcendentally originated 
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knowledge bodies forth with the aid of analogies provided by the phenom­
enal world we have a well-ordered and coherent knowledge of the world 
giving rise to a system of meaning and a framework for the aspiration to­
wards liberation. 

All this leads one to the central objective of the Vedanta in the advaitic 
form, which is to explain how speaking about Brahman, the Ultimate Real­
ity, is made possible. The Vedanta knows that philosophy is about 
Brahman, not about the world or experience. Knowledge about these latter 
things arises as modes of the knowledge of Brahman. The inalienable con­
necting link is discourse itself. Therefore mliyli must be understood funda­
mentally as discourse about Brahman. This is the line along which we will 
seek to develop our exposition of mliyiivlida. 

I. SAMVRTI AND MAYA 

We will argue here that one of the main reasons for forging the theory of 
mliyli is the quest for making discourse about Brahman (which is indis­
coursible) possible. It is a well-known fact that as a dialectical device in11yli 
is a variant of the more general theory of samvrti, explicitly fashioned by 
the Madhyamika dialecticians, chiefly Naga:rjuna. It is Gau~apada who in­
troduced the Buddhist epistemological method into the Vedanta: this too 
is well-known. The schema adopted by Nagarjuna necessitated the positing 
of an absolute reality (paramlirthasatya) conceived as silnya as against a 
phenomenal reaJity (samvrtisatya). This division has a parallel in 
vijfilinavlida. However, what appears to be no more than a purely schemat­
ic division for the Buddhists was something quite different for Gau~apada. 
The problem at issue is not whether paramlirthasatya (silnya) in the 
Madhyamika language, or parini~panna in the vijfi.linavada language, is on­
tological reality rather than a mere speculative supposition, that whole 
matter itself being still controversial, but on what grounds it can be said to 
be so if it might be. We should note a very deep divergence here between 
Gau~apada and the Buddhists. Gau~apada clearly attests to the fact that 
the doctrine of Brahman and the consequent doctrine of mliyii - along 
with that of the identity of the jfvas with Brahman - is strictly derived 
from the Upani~ads and were not taught by the Buddha.8 Even his cele­
brated insistence on the primary use of reason as attested, for instance, by 
his declaration that sruti (scripture), while it speaks of creation either from 
the existent or the non-existent, has to be given up in favour of that which 
is ascertained by reason, must not lead us to suppose that he used dialectic 
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· in the free and uninhibited manner of the Buddhists. His essential concern 
is Brahman, but it is only that he goes about demonstrating Brahman with 
the tools that the Buddhists had forged. But the picture becomes much 
clearer in Sallkara;s enunciation of the Advaita Vedanta, from which all 
ambiguities with respect to the use of the Buddhist method has been re­
moved. Henceforth the difference between <!-logical method and a purely 
dialectiCal method becomes perceptible. 

It is possible to see that the maya doctrine of the Vedanta has its origin 
in logical thinking while the sarhvrti doctrine as set forth by all the relevant 
schools of Buddhism, particularly the Madhyamika, has its origin in d-ialec­
tical thinking. 'Logical' here means making it possible for something to be 
said about Reality (Brahman in this context), taking, of course, the original 
meaning of 'logos'; 'dialectical' likewise means the discovery, through talk-
ing, of that about which something may be said. The gist of this may be 
expressed this way: in the case of the one, there is Reality but it cannot be 
talked about without some sort of contradiction, and in the case of the 
other, the possibility of talk is accepted without inquiring, however, into 
the origin of talk - but there is no knowing what reality or reality-sub­
stitute; if any, it will lead to, and what significance it will bear. 

II. LOGICAL ORIGIN OF MAYAVADA 

In dealing with this question, first of all the reader must be warned that 
what is being dealt with here is not the metaphysical theory or theories of 
language found in the Vedanta, about which great classical works like 
Bhartrhari's Vakyapadfya offer ample instruction. The reason for side­
stepping. such a momentous issue is not convenience or fear or even want 
of an opinion but simply the absence of its warrantability in an essay that 
is conceived as strictly phenomenological in scope. Here then, we are not 
immersed in thinking about language itself, as ontological or otherwise, but 
only in specifically formulated Brahman-language, which, of course, as 
sallk.ara himself believes, is the substance of sruti. 

There is here an essential - not accidental - definitional schism because 
Brahman is defined as indefinable. If it were purely a dialectical- situation 
the matter could simply rest there as there is nowhere to go; from. such a 
deadend, however, there may contingently arise different alternate possibil­
ities, only to be-instantaneously swallowed up, severally or altogether, by 
some allconsuming frame like the catu~kofi (the fourfold frame of the 
Madhyamika). As· the situation in the Vedanta is not purely dialectical but 
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logical, the schism itself has to be given on tic being. The primary reason 
why it is a logical situation is that Brahman is that which reveals itself as 
the Alone-Being and as the All-Being, needing no other knowledge.9 

All definitions of Brahman must fall outside the intended realm and 
they involve the character of the subject-matter. The real problem is not 
what is said about Brahman but the saying. Everything that is truly said, 
on account of the saying of it, is a negation of the intent in the saying, for 
such is the coherent definition of Brahman the non-dual, the One without 
a sec.ond. Brahman is throughout spoken of as attributeless (nirgurza), 10 as 
devoid of all differences of space, place and time ( digdesakiiliidibhedasilnya ). 11 

The words sunya (devoid of) and vivarjita (free from), like many other simi­
lar words, added to other predicative terms form compounds signifying 
negative attributes of Brahman, and there is a prolific use of these in all 
Advaita Vedanta works. Thus Brahman is said to be free from the entire 
universe (sarvaprapaficavivarjita)/2 free from all objects 
(sarvavi~ayavivarjita)/ 3 free from all phenomenal attributes and determina­
tions (sarvadharmavise~avivarjita)/4 etc. Likewise it transcends all empirical 
operations (sarvavyaviihiiragocariitfta). 15 Besides, Brahman is free from all 
adjuncts (nirupiidhi), from all differences (bhedas), whether homogeneous 
(sajiitfya), heterogeneous (vijiitfya) or inherent (svagata). If these and hun­
dreds of other expressions like them are literally true then they are also 
literally false, for the very fact that they can be formulated militates 
against their content as well as intent. Statements like tat tvam asi which 
purport the identity of Brahman and the individual self (jfva) are especially 
vulnerable. Sankara, following the lead of Kasakrtsna, emphatically advo­
cates such an unqualified identity.16 Tat tvam asi is the most notable sruti 
statement that purports the abolition of the distinction between Brahman 
and the individual self, but by the very fact that it manifests itself as a 
verbal entity both distinctionlessness and distinction are confirmed to­
gether the one directly and by intent and the other indirectly and without 
intent. 

III. AVIDYA THE EXISTENTIAL STARTING POINT 

In order to abolish distinction, however, its real nature and the principle 
on which it is founded have to be recognized. It is of t.'J.e nature of avidyii 
and made of (by) avidyii (avidyiik~ta).17 This is an abiding theme for 
Sallkara and his followers. Rendered into the language of phenomenology, 
avidyii may be described as the existential fact of consciousness as it con-
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fronts itself. Tat tvam asi means then that the transcendent essence of con­
sciousness is atman but whenever this truth is·verbally expressed there will 
be a .logical contravention of the existential fact of consciousness confront­
ing itself, although ·the facticity of the fact cannot be intentionally purpor­
ted. Distinction will not have to be presupposed if the truth remains strict­
ly implicit. Undoubtedly, implicit truth is what is intended in sruti state­
ments, but stated truth presupposes extension and therefore distinction. 
But is there a way in which implicit truth can remain implicit? There seems 
to be no direct way whatsoever. Nevertheless the irony of having to make 
implicit truth explicit may sometimes be dramatically expressed in silence. 
Such dramatic expression is what is witnessed in the rather rhetorical si­
lence observed by Bahva before Vaskali, in answer to the question about 
Brahman, followed by the words "silent is this Atman" (upasii.nto 'yam 
atma). 18 From the context where this episode is narrated it is clear that 
what Sarik.ara has in mind is the irony of having to say what cannot be said, 
fully knowing that silence itself is excluded from speech only so that the 
actuality of Brahman may be indicated by such dramatic enactment.19 

Silence by itself is no more capable of expressing Brahman than speech. 
The purpose in resorting to the device of irony seems to come clearly to 
light when we notice that Sarik.ara invokes three well-known passages of the 
Upani~ads, viz., "Not this, not this"?0 "it is differ.ent from the known, it is 
also different from the unknown";21 "Whence words, along with the mind, 
return not attaining it.'m The difference between speech and silence is the 
analogical measure of the difference between Brahman with distinction and 
Bra~man without distinction. The difference measured thus is maya: here 
is the significance of the etymology of the word, from ma, to measure. It 
thus be conies very instructive to note that Sankara himself concludes his 
narration of the episode with an explanatory quotation from srnrti. "The 
cause, 0 Narada, of perceiving me as possessing the qualities of all beings is 
the maya produced by me; (but) thou shouldst not know (think of) me as 
such."23 

Avidya seems to be the fundamental phenomenological starting point 
from which maya emerges as an explanatory principle, in some ways sup­
ported by perception and inference. Avidya then seems to be a fact of con­
sciousness, while maya appears to be a postulate, drawing its substance 
from avidya and its raison d'etre from the paradoxically expressed aspect 
of ontological Reality, Brahman. Sarik.ara himself, in the quest for an ex­
periental description of mllyli, has recourse to avidyii. Avidyli is that which 
informs mliya?4 Sankara, therefore, treats both terms synonymously. 
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The ways in which avidya and maya have been distinguished by later dia­
lecticians reflect the particular metaphysical path that an original and genu­
ine phenomenological problem has been obliged to travel. They are distin­
guished as two forms of ajfiana. In treating both avidya and maya as postu­
lates these dialecticians have been forced to regard them as coordinated 
parts of the same general theory; they have also tended to examine them ·as 
some kind of infra-ontological or quasi-ontological entities. If this is the 
case they have been looking at the matter in a somewhat different way than 
Sankara himself, who, it seems, on the one hand, thought of maya as the 
structure of discourse about Brahman, keeping in view the character of 
Brahman, revealed in srnti, and therefore as the logos of .the world,25 and, 
on the other, thought of avidya as that which informs maya. The idea of 
distinguishing the two even in a methodological manner clearly found no 
place in his thinking. 

What distinguishes the method of Sankara from that of the later dialecti­
cians is mainly the much higher degree of scholastic speculation prevailing 
in the latter. The scholastic speculation is principally manifested in the 
almost literal factuality that is associated with cosmological and psycholog­
ical explanations, which have always had an important place in Indian 
philosophy. As a result an explanatory account of the genesis and composi­
tion of any given condition tends to become a substitute for the immanent 
or non-immanent existential meanings of that condition. But in Sari.kara the 
insightful simplicity typical of his utter genius forestalled any domination 
by that line of scholastic thinking. Having understood the mythic character 
of all cosmology and psychology, he could wave them away at any time for 
the sake of the existential. What is significant about the post-Shankarites is 
not any philosophical gain or loss - there is not much of either - but the 
interesting speculative results brought about by their formidable analytical 
skills, comparable to those of the Buddhist dialecticians themselves, who in 
their own way added little to the paradigmatic insights of the Buddha. As 
an instance of their speculation, there is a fairly universal concern in them 
to relate ajfiana to the gzqzas, sattva, rajas, and tamas. Likewise, we meet 
with a great interest in classifying ajfiana into types such as, for example, 
mi1lajfiana (primordial ignorance) and ti1lajfiana (diverse empirical offshoots 
of ajfiana), put forward by Vacaspati Misra. Again we notice that ajfiana as 
the causal principle of the universe occupies much attention. One of the 
truly typical solutions to this problem consists in the proposal, shared by 
several, that ajfiana be seen as two-fold power (sakti), namely of veiling 
(avara!la) and projecting (vik~epa).26 Incidentally, it is not unimportant to 
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note that these speculative efforts are paralleled in the Purap.as, which are 
contemporaneous. 

In a sense, to study the development of the theory of ajfiana is to study 
. the whole history of Advaita Vedanta since Sarikara, but then, most of the 
discussions found there are mainly of historical interest. So we must revert 
to the phenomenological exposition of avidyii; it is possible, however, to re· 
main with it even if we meander through the various scholastic speculations 
of the post-Shankarites. 

Avidyii must be regarded as an existential phenomenon, nevertheless a 
very special one, as it is essentially consciousness confronting itself under 
the conditions of the assumption of absolute knowledge, without which it 
cannot be what it is. Understood that way, it appears to be positive privation 
or absence, in fact, the reverse side of absolute knowledge. Its effort to un­
derstand itself is the negative aspect of the effort to possess absolute knowl­
edge. This theme receives a particularly cogent examination in Vidyaranya's 
Vivararzaprameyasamgraha and Madhusildana Saraswati's Advaitasiddhi. The 
positive character of avidyii, Madhusildana Saraswati argues, is revealed by 
the intuitive knowledge of sak~in (the witness self), which is described as 
pure consciousness reflected on the vrtti (mode) of avidyii,27 He is careful 
to point ou.t that avidyii has for its object something that is known a priori; 
it refers to a known unknown, based on a knowledge that is transcendental­
ly originated (through irnti), which then becomes the absolute condition of 
all ignorance. The unknown is Brahman itself. Therefore the statements 'I 
am ignorant', 'there is no knowledge in me' express existential awareness 
whic.h has for its object the witness self as it apprehends the known un­
known, Brahman. We must concede, however, that the existential insight 
well recognizable in this is often concealed in an archaic cosmology and an 
equally archaic psychology of sleep, dream and waking, which scholasticism 
analyzes as literal fact rather than in terms of its deeper mythic significance. 

Avidyii must not be understood as talk about the conditions and charac­
ter of human experience independent of iroti. It is really nothing but the 
individual (siik~i) modality of the talk about Brahman which in its univer­
sal modality is denoted by 'miiyti'. Some of the modern meanings of the 
word 'myth' adequately convey the meaning of the word 'miiyii'. Miiyii is 
to be understood as the utmost universalization of mythic being, as the un­
bounded frame and structure of all individual myths, unified into a single 
interpretive· system. If rhetoric is permitted, it can be described as the 
fathomless, boundless ocean from which all things come and into which all 
things disappear. It may be objected that this is the kind of talk that one 
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makes about Brahman. Yes, that is precisely the point. Brahman talk also 
turns out to be mii.yii. talk. Clearly the subject of discourse, that is mii.yii., is 
not itself but Brahman, and as such the paradox of self-invalidation implied 
in the statement 'the world is illusory', it being part of that illusory world, 
resolves itself.28 If mii.yii. is the logical structure of the discourse about 
Brahman then discourse about maya is simply its obverse side, existing only 
tenuously.. It is in that sense that one must speak of it, as has been spoken 
of by Advaitins, as neither real nor unreal but indefinable (anirvacanfya). 

IV. THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MAYA OF VEDANTA AND 
SA~!VRTI OF BUDDHISM 

The predominance of the logical in the one and the dialectical in the other 
has already been noted. However, it is correct to say that Buddhism really 
got into a bind while the Vedanta did not. There is something a bit nonsen­
sical about beginning a talk by denying everything that may serve as the 
subject of talk, and this could involve a kind of self-contradiction (different 
from the Vedantic self-contradiction of discoursing about that which is not 
discoursible) as it amounts to cutting off the ground of talk. The method 
of pure dialectical negation, with no ontology involved, means that we 
make statements aimed at other statements rather than at any state of 
affairs, and when all statements demolish one another the entire structure 
will collapse through the power of dialectics and then we have sftnyatii.. 
Strictly within the procedure of negative dialectics, can sunyata be regarded 
as a state of affairs? That is the question. As statements have no reference 
point other than one another they can only nullify one another. In contra­
distinction, it is clear that in the Vedanta each statement nullifies itself in 
the light of the character of Brahman which is implicitly (not explicitly) 
present in Brahman statements, that is to say, as it is there through intent. 
In other words, each statement collapses by itself, meaning that each is ren­
dered false by being true. Further, as their truthfulness is tl?-eir undoing they 
are also redeemed maya-wise through the same truthfulness. The relativism 
involved in the Madhyamika position issues in the absolutism of sunyata, 
which strictly from the standpoint of dialectics alone seems to be a negative 
one; the possibility of an ontology of sftnya, arising from sftnyatii. will have 
to depend u.pon factors above and beyond sheer dialectics. 

In the Buddhist idealist schools, then, in order to make talk significant 
some limitation needs to be imposed on the process of dialectics. In the 
Vedantic idealism the significance of talk is no problem; it is the non-
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contradictory possibility of it that is at issue. The question is whether 
sunyatii or sunya provides such limitation and thereby significance. It 
would seem that such cannot be the case although sunya is called 
paramiirthasatya (absolute reality). In the absence of a real ontological 
limitor to the process of mutual, dialectical demolition of stated points of 
view, it is samvrti itself that performs this role. It is in this context that a 
distinction bet~een lokasainv~ti (sainv~ti founded on the empirical world) 
and alokasainv~ti (sainv~ti not founded on the empirical world) had to be 
invented in order to contain the potentiality towards infinite regress and 
therefore meaninglessness resident in the very concept in question. In the 
Vedanta, on the contrary, limitation exists even before discourse begins; in 
fact it is the starting point as well as the goal. The limitor is Brahman itself, 
not sainvrti or miiyii. Hence the importance ofvastutantra and 
snitipramiina. Brahman is speech (vagvai Brahmetz).29 Miiyii-viida did not 
develop in Advaita Vedanta as an instrument for limitation of discourse as 
is quite definitely the case with sainvrtiviida in dialectical Buddhism. This, 
then has been an effort on our part to answer the question as to what moti­
vated the articulation ·of the theory of miiyii. 

V. A MISUNDERSTANDING DISPELLED 

Simply in the interest of accurate exposition, not partisan defense, a very 
wide-spread misunderstanding needs to be dispelled. Miiyii does not mean 
denial of the world. The ultimate non-being of the world does not have to 
be stated as a theory, as it is strictly implied in the very definition of 
Brahman itself. As a theory it only seeks to translate the implicit into the 
explicit, thereby necessitating the complete phenomenological tracing, or 
retracing, of the paths through which the world-appearance has come into 
being. Miiyii, therefore, is a provisional recovery of the world so that its 
ultimate non-bemg, along with Brahman's being, may be spoken. Explicit 
speaking of its non-existence is indirect recognition of its phenomenal exis­
tence. Here, again, it is unquestionable that phenomenal reality comes into 
being through speech. Miiyii will last as long as Brahman can be spoken and 
the world will last as long as miiyii will last. The world has the same power 
of endurance and the same degree of reality that empiricists are willing to 
ascribe to it. Accordingly, and to this extent, miiyiiviida is even consistent· 
with an empiricist view of the world. It is possible for Advaita Vedanta to 
accept the reality of the world although not reality as the world; this is a 
crucial difference from empiricism. Brahman stands over against the world, 
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and mliyli is the ground of the provisional distinction between the world 
and Brahman, all distinctions being provisonal. Out of the distinctions 
surely arises Brahman as the real but it is not the ground of distinction but 
of non-distinction. 

To treat mliyli as illusion is to misunderstand it. Truly speaking, it is the 
cosmic condition of which illusion is the model. All descriptions of mliyli . 
are given through analogy with human illusory experiences but to identify 
the terms of analogy is to mistake its purpose. Sari.kara is very emphatic 
about the factual reality of the things that are mistaken for something else. 
The rope that is seen as snake is the objective foundation of the illusion. 30 

Likewise, to reverse it, the water that we see in a mirage is unreal but the 
water that we use is real. 31 

No word of explanation is necessary for omitting some of the more 
well known aspects of mliylivlida for example that pertaining to name and 
form (nlimarflpa), as the project undertaken here is not meant to be an ex­
haustive treatment. The purpose has been simply to bring out some points 
not often recognized. 

Dept. of Religion, 
McMaster University, Hamilton, Ont. 

NOTES 

1 The later Vedanta works likeAdvaita-siddhi, Bhamatr, Vediinta-paribhli~ii, 
.Vivararza-prameya-samgraha, Paneapiidika, etc., have been responsible for its 
elaborate and intricate development. A comprehensive idea of this can be ob­
tained from Ashutosh B. Shastri, Studies in Post-Sankara Dialectics, University 
of Calcutta, Calcutta, 1936; and T.R.V. Murti, 'Ajfiana- One or Many', Malkani, 
G.R., Das, R. and Murti, T.R.V., Ajfiana, Luzac & Co., London, 1933. 

2 Aupani~adasya ... nirmok~a samkli svapne 'pi na upajllyate, Bha~ya on Brahma-
si:ltra. II, 2.10. 

3 na tapter eva tap tim abhyupagacchasi. ibid. 
• 'Ajfillna- One or Many', op. cit., pp. 122-23. 
5 Vyavahllre tu yatra tathli drna!z tapya tlipakabhliva!z tatra tathaiva sa iti. Bhasya 

on Brahma Sfltra, II, 2.10. 
6 Yathll hi kascit bhufijlino bhujislldhyliyllm t(ptau svayamanubhflyamlinllyllm evam 

brflyi'innllham bhufije na vli tpylimrti, tadvad indriyasamnikar~er:za 
svayamupalabhami'ina eva bahyamarthain nliham upalabhe na ca so'strti bruvan 
katham upadeyavacana.h sylit. Ibid., II, 2.24. 

7 cf. ibid., II, 2.29. 
• Naitad buddhena bhiisitam (this was' not spoken by Buddha). Mandukya Karika 

IV, 99. Sankara, comme~ting on this passage, puts his stamp of appro.val on it. 
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• This is an ever present theme. Cf. Nityaprakasasvart:lpaiva savita ... na 
jfianantaram apeksate (eternally self-luminous like the sun ... does not depend upon 
any ·other knowledge). Sarikara's Bha~ya on Mal}tjii.kya Upani~ad, III, 33; also 
Sarikara's Bhasya on Brahma Sutra, I.l.S. 
1° Cf. Sarikar~'s Bha.sya on Chandogya Upani!ad, VIII.l.l. 
11 Ibid. 
12 • Cf: Sarikara's Bhasya on Prasna Upanisad, V. 7. 
13· Cf. $ankara's Bha~ya on Marz(iii.kya Upani~ad, L. 37. 
14 Cf. Sarikara's Bhasya on Prasna Upanisad, V. 2. 
15 Sarikara'sBha.sya.onKa[ha Upani_sad,"I.2.14. 
16 ·cr. Bha!ya on Brahma Sutra, !.4.22. 
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