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Chapter 1

Introduction

This project is a study of the Dharmadharmata-vibhaga! (An

Investigation_into Phenomena and [Their] Absolute Nature, hereafter,

DDV), an early systematic text of Indian Yogacara Buddhism. The
overall purpose of this study is twofold: to explicate the themes of
ontology, epistemology and soteriology implicit in the text, and to
provide, for the first time in a Western language, a translation of the
DDV and its commentary, the Dharmadharmata-vibhaga-vrtti (hereafter,
Vrtti).

This text is one of several treatises which can be described as early

attempts at systematizing certain key Mahayana doctrines, the most
important of which seems to be the notion that all things are mind-only

(citta-matra);2 hence, the epithet “mind-only" for the doctrines of the

1Dharmadharmatavibhanga, Peking Tanjur #5523. See also, Josho Nozawa,
"The Dharmadharmatavibhanga and the Dharmadharmata-vibhanga-vrtti: Tibetan Texts,
Edited and Collated, Based upon the Peking and Derge Editions,” in Studies in Indology
and Buddhology: Presented in Honor of Professor Susumu Yamaguchi on the
Occasion of his Sixtieth Birthday ed. G. Nagao and J. Nozawa (Kyoto: Nakamura
Press, 1955).

2 According to Paul Griffiths, we can divide the development of Yogacara
literature into four stages: the first consists of scattered satras that can be dated between
the second and fourth centuries CE; the second, the early systematic stage, includes the
five texts of the Maitreyan corpus; the third, the classical stage, which consists of
developed systematization of Yogacara themes by Asanga and Vasubandhu; and the
commentarial stage, the most important works stemming from Sthiramati, Dharmapala,
and Asvabhava. See, Paul J. Griffiths, On Being Mindless: Buddhist Meditation and
the Mind-Body Problem (La Salle: Open Court, 1986), 77-79. Regarding the first stage
of satra composition, we must caution against the view that new Mahayana scriptures
were first produced then followed by the more systematic treatises. In fact, Mahayana
satras were composed during most of the history of Mahayana Buddhism in India. For

1
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Yogacaras. According the Tibetan tradition,3 the DDV is attributed to
the celestial bodhisattva Maitreya, along with four other texts; namely,
the Abhisamavalarikara+ (hereafter, AA), the Ratnagotra-vibhaga5
(hereafter, RV), the Mahavanasutralarikara® (hereafter, MSA), and the
Madhyanta-vibhaga? (hereafter, MV). These are otherwise known as the

"Five Treatises” which were supposed to have been dictated to Asanga by
Maitreya in Tusita heaven, after the former had endured twelve years of
solitary meditative practice.8

Recent scholarship on the DDV has been scant indeed, despite the

importance and brevity of this text. Scholarly investigations have been

a discussion of this see, Paul Williams, Mahavana Buddhism: The Doctrinal
Foundations (London and New York: Routledge, 1989), 78-80.

3 According to the Chinese tradition, Maitreya authored the following texts; the
Yogacarabhumi, Yogavibhaga, Mahayanasutralankara, Madhyantavibhaga, and the
Vajracchedikavyakhya. See Hajime Nakamura, Indian Buddhism: A Survey with
Bibliographical Notes (Japan, 1980; repr., Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1987), 256.

+Abhisamayalankara, ed. by Th. Stcherbatsky and E. Obermiller (St Petersburg,
1929; repr., Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1992).

SFrom Jikido Takasaki, A Study of the Ratnagotravibhaga: Being a Treatise on
the Tathagatagarbha Theory of Mahayana Buddhism (Rome: Serie Orientale Roma,
1966).

6Mahavanasutralankara, ed. by Sylvain Levi (Paris: Librairie Ancienne Honoré
Champion, 1907).

7Madhvyantavibhaga-bhasva, ed. by Gadjin Nagao (Tokyo: Suzuki Research
Foundation, 1964). Hereafter, MVBh.

8Asanga’s biography is summarized by Janice Willis, in On_Knowing Reality:
The Tattvartha Chapter of Asanga's Bodhisattvabhumi (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1978), 3-12. See also, E. Obermiller, The History of Buddhism in
India_and Tibet by Bu-ston (Heidelberg, 1932; repr., Delhi: Sri satguru publications,
1986), 136-146.
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limited to only a handful of articles and one critical edition, exclusively
by Japanese Buddhologists.9 This situation, however, does not in any
way indicate a lack of importance of the DDV, for several reasons. From
the standpoint of the history of ideas, this text was probably composed
earlier than either the MSA or the MV, given its relative lack of
theoretical sophistication and formulaic analysis. We can, therefore, at
least tentatively trace the doctrinal and philosophical developments in the
so-called "Maitreya corpus.” Moreover, unlike, for example, the MV,
the DDV does not rely heavily on the scholastic terminology of the
Abhidharma tradition for its exposition of central Yogacara themes;
rather, it stresses an overtly Mahayana perspective on the relationship
between the mundane world of phenomena and the supramundane realm
of suchness (tathata) in the context of soteriology. In its own right, too,
the DDV provides a comprehensive perspective of the manifold doctrines
of the Yogacara in its use of the two main categories of "dharma" and
"dharmata.” Both the use of only two major categories for analysis and
the relative shortness of the text provides the scholar with a manageable

overview of at least one system of Yogacara philosophy.

91 am aware of only four articles, all in Japanese, concerning topics in the DDV.
These are cited in Nakamura, ibid, p. 261, note fifty-five: 1) Yensho Kanakura in
Josetsu No., 2 March 1948, pp. 99-148; 2) Shoko Takeuchi in Indogaku Bukkyogaku
Kenkyu 6, No. 1, Jan. 1958, pp. 205-208; 3) Tessho Kondo in Indogaku Bukkyogaku
Kenkyu 11, No. 1, Jan. 1963, pp. 227-230; 4) Noriaki Hakamaya, Komazawa Daigaku
Bukkvo Gakubu Ronsha, No. §, Dec. 1974, pp. 186-170.




Doctrinal Context

As a system (more accurately, systems) of philosophical and
religious discourse, Yogacara thought can be considered the last "creative
phase" of philosophical development in Indian Buddhism.10 In many
ways, Yogacara is a synthesis of the (non-Mahayana) scholastic
traditions, the Abhidharma, and the Mahayana philosophy of emptiness
(sanyata), as explicated by Nagarjuna. As a consequence, much of
Yogacara literature contains, on the one hand, complex theoretical
developments, characterized in part by a profusion of taxonomies. On
the other, the often complex and, at times, ponderous theoretical
apparatus is viewed as provisional in nature; in fact, the reality analyzed
and indirectly referred to by the system(s) is the basic ontological notion
of the suchness (tathata), that is, the emptiness of all phenomena. What
characterizes the uniqueness of Yogacara discourse is its view that, like
the Abhidharmikas, theory is a necessary condition for awakening, and
yet, like the Madhyamikas, theory and language are merely provisional,
possessing no actual referential function.

But how did this perspective on the provisional but necessary status
of theory arise? To understand this we must first look at the
Abhidharmika conception of language and reality, and the criticism of
this conception given by the Madhyamika. Furthermore, we must keep

in mind that much of the philosophical and doctrinal disputes concemning

10See, Florin Giripescu Sutton, Existence and Enlightenment in the Lankavatara-

satra: A Study in the Ontology and Epistemology of the Yogacara School of Mahayana
Buddhism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), p. 1.
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language and reality revolve around the troublesome notion of the "two
truths.” Briefly, both the Mahayanists and non-Mahayanists posit two
realms of truth; an ultimate or supreme realm, and a relative or
conventional one. The two truths, then, refer to two different levels of
reality (for the Abhidharmika and Madhyamika truth and reality are, to a
large extent, equated), one termed conventional (samvrti-satya), and the
other ultimate (paramartha-satya). The disputed issue concerns the nature
of the distinction between the two truths: does the distinction refer to an
actual (non-linguistic) state of affairs where there really are two realms
of existence? or, are the two "realms” indicative of two modes of
perception, one deluded and one enlightened? In the following, we
highlight the respective views of the Abhidharmika and Madhyamika on
the nature of the two truths.

Abhidharmika Thought: An Overview
The intellectual crosscurrents that provided the subtext for the
development of Yogacara doctrine included the theoretical systems of the
Abhidharma (particularly the Sarvastivada).l!l The Abhidharmika
interpretation of the Two Truths was one of detailed analysis based upon
the assumption of a truly descriptive language. This is made clear in
Vasubandhu's Abhidharmakosa (hereafter AK) .3 a-d:

dharmanam pravicayam antarenpa nasti

11Though not explicitly named, the Sarvastivada view, which maintained the real
existence of consciousness (vijnana) and its object (vijneya), was one of the two extreme
stances to be avoided according to the Yogacara (the other being the Madhyamika). See
the Trimsika-bhasya, hereafter TrBh, in Sylvain Levi, ed., Vijnaptimatrata-siddhi (Paris:
Librarie Ancienne Honoré Champion, 1925), p. 15.



klesanam yata upasantaye ‘bhyupayah/
klesai$ ca bhramati bhavarnave ‘tra lokas
tad-dhetor ata uditah kilaisa sastra//12

Because there is no method to extinguish the
defilements other than the examination of the factors of
existence, here, on the basis of the defilements, the
world roams the ocean of existence. Therefore, it is
said that the treatise is elucidated for this reason.

Since a truly descriptive language was thought to be possible,
"...liberation came from knowing the way of things and was thereby
much facilitated by the completeness and adequacy of a dharmic list."13
Hence, the Abhidharmika assumed that language is coextensive with
experienced phenomena, that the linguistic realm stands in an isomorphic
relationship with the existential one. Therefore, the ascertainment and
naming of those irreducible factors of existence (dharmas)--factors that
were, in actuality, a product of analytic reduction--disclosed "reality as it
is" (yathabhatam), and thereby aided in the relinquishment of all
defilements (klesa).

Furthermore, the Abhidharmika maintained that language has a
twofold function; that of referring 1) to empirical objects within the
context of worldly discourse (vyavahara), and 2) to the ultimately real
particulars in dharma discourse. This double layer of language, for the

Abhidharmikas, mirrored the ontological status of those phenomena

12 Abhidharmakosabhasyam, ed. by Pralhad Pradhan (Patna: K. P. Jayaswal
Research Institute, 1975), 2.

13payl M. Williams, “Some Aspects of Language and Construction in the
Madhyamaka,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 8 (1980): 2.
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articulated in discourse. These were distinguished by the categorization
of entities as either samvrtisat (conventionally real) or paramarthasat
(ultimately real):

yatra bhinnena tad-buddhir anyapohe dhiya ca tat/
ghatarthavat samvrtisat paramarthasad anyatha//1+

Where the notion of something [is relinquished]
through breakage, such as a pot; and when another,
such as an object [like water] is removed by analysis;
that is conventional existence. [All other phenomena]
are otherwise [considered to be] ultimate existence.

Samvrtisat entities are those existents having secondary existential status
because their spatial unity and temporal continuity are artificially
constructed by language. The word 'pot’ for instance functions
meaningfully only within worldly discourse since it refers to an object
that is given only in empirical cognition. In other words, the term ‘pot’
designates a particular state of affairs that can (and should) be reduced to
a more elementary level, for example, shape, color, hardness, etc. This is
not to say that a pot is merely a product of imagination. It does exist
empirically, as a relative truth, but because it is reducible either through
physical destruction or analysis, its status is that of samvrtisat. Opposite
to samvrtisat entities are ones designated as paramarthasat, those
irreducible factors of existence that are accorded primary existential
status. These entities are meaningful in the context of dharma language,
for they are the existents referred to by means of the dharma lists. This

double layered ‘ontology’ was the Abhidharma version of the two truths:

14AK 6:4a-d.
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"The distinction between samvrti- and paramdrthasatya in the
Sarvastivada was essentially one between a dependent linguistic and
cognitive referent and that which through analysis is found to be
ultimate.”15

Since liberation was a result of discerning the factors of existence
the assumption of reference language was philosophically and
soteriologically indispensable for the Abhidharmika. This assumption,
however, resulted in a conceptualist mediation between doctrine and its
understanding; the Abhidharma enterprise attempted to disclose the truth
of doctrine by means of reductive analysis and terminological taxonomy.
In other words, it provided a theoretical system for the interpretation of
stated doctrine(s), but no insight into the relation between doctrinal
elucidation and the ineffable, unconditioned "object” it purports to
disclose. Given the Abhidharmika assumption concerning language, as
being co-extensive with a non-linguistic world, the successful disclosure
of "things as they are" within conventional discourse was not realized
since the issue of the relation between language and reality was never
addressed. This resulted in a never ending process of analytic reductionl6

and a theoretical "closure.”

15Williams, 2.

16The Yogacara provides a devastating critique against the possibility of the
existence of irreducible atoms as maintained by the Sarvastivada. Sthiramati points out
the absurdity of asserting the atomistic structure of empirical objects. The assumption is
that an object, e.g., the coffee cup, is not self contained but is composed of more basic
elements that, though not accessible to the senses, are revealed by analysis. This cup is a
collection of minute particles which congregate to form a particular shape. The problem
is that there is no specific reason why this group of atoms forms the cup in front of me,



The Madhyamika Critique: An Overview
In response to Abhidharmika theory the Madhyamika developed a

dialectical philosophy of “negation" based in part on the Prajfiaparamita

doctrine of emptiness. This doctrine maintains that all phenomena are
empty of intrinsic nature (svabhava), that the being of beings is non-
being (nihsvabhava). While the Abhidharmika did assert the unreality of
a substantial self (pudgala/atman), they nevertheless assumed that all
factors of existence (dharmas) possessed a self-nature. In contrast to this,
the Madhyamika contended that all things are empty because they are
dependently co-arisen. In his invocational verse in the

Mulamadhyamaka-karika (hereafter, MMK) Nagarjuna states:

anirodham anutpadam anucchedam asas$vatam/
anekartham ananartham anagamam anirgamam//
yah prafityasamutpadam prapancopasamam Sivam/
desayam asa sambuddhas tam vande vadatam
varam//17

Non-extinction, non-origination, non-annihilation,
non-permanence, non-identification, non-
differentiation, non-coming and non-going [out of
being], I pay homage to the Buddha, supreme among

and not the dictionary. Nothing accounts for this unique conglomeration, claim the
Yogacara, because there is no special quality that arises in atoms when they are collected
than when not. Therefore, atoms cannot form a particular shape that corresponds to the
image in consciousness. Sthiramati continues, arguing that an object cannot be
composed of irreducible elements, simply because an atom that has no spatio-temporal
quality cannot by definition function in the empirical realm. A multitude of shapeless
and spaceless elements, no matter how many, can never compose a spacio-temporal
object. If an atom were to have duration and extension, it would be open to further
reduction and therefore would not be an atom (TrBh, 16-17).

17Kenneth K. Inada, Nagarjuna: A Translation of his Malamadhyamakakarika
with an Introductory Essay, (Tokyo: The Hokuseido Press, 1970), 38.
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teachers who, [to explicate] the blissful cessation of all
conceptual proliferation, has taught this dependent co-
arising.

The eight negations such as non-extinction, non-origination, etc.,
constitute the ontological principle of all phenomena, that is, emptiness.
These negations are also identified with dependent co-arising.
Candrakirti maintains that “the meaning of the subject matter
(abhidheyartha) is the dependent co-arising that is here marked by the
eight characteristics such as non-extinction, etc."18 It is the mainstay of
the Madhyamika that emptiness and dependent co-arising interpenetrate at
their most primal level. Non-being, therefore, is not complete non-
existence. The Madhyamika wish to maintain the middle course between
existence and non-existence which, on the one hand, denies any
substantiality to things, but on the other hand maintains the existence of
phenomena as dependently co-arisen.

Therefore, the metaphysical assumptions of the Abhidharmika
were the target of Madhyamika argumentation, a rigorous logical analysis
that explicated the inherent contradiction within substantialist
metaphysics. But this refutation was not a mere negation that only
‘critiqued’ the opponent's stance. The change from the standpoint of
essence to the insight into the emptiness of all beings is not a matter of
degree; it is a radical shift, or better yet, a total paradigmatic

transformation of perception. The actual analysis itself can best be

18p, L. Vaidya, ed., Madhyamakasastra of Nagarjuna with the Commentary:
Prasannapada by Candrakirti (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute, 1960), 2.
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described as a destructuring of our implicitly assumed ontologies that
inform all our perception. These ontologies that superimpose an essential
nature underpinning worldly phenomena are a product of conceptual
proliferation, and their cessation results in enlightenment. Again,
Candrakirti states, "It has also been shown that the aim of this treatise is
nirvana, which has the characteristic of, 'the blissful cessation of all
conceptual proliferation’.”19

There are three points of tension in the Madhyamika articulation of
the two truths that need discussion: ultimate reality is completely distinct
from conventional truth; awakening to ultimate reality cannot be
accomplished without conventional reality; the two truths do not signify a
double realm of existence, that is, for the Madhyamika there is but one
world. The complex relations among these three points is well stated by

Nagao:

Each [of the two truths] encompasses the entirety of
beings in the world. Madhyamika is not a layered
construct in which these two themes build on each
other, but even though they seem to have nothing to
do with each other, they complement one another.
Each theme from within its own structure and its own
dynamic orientation analyzes 'being’ in the world from
a unique perspective. At the same time the two cannot
but interact because they have to do with one and the
same world--in such fashion that the understanding of
one issues in the understanding of the other.20

19MMK Namaskara, lc.

20Gadjin Nagao, The Foundational Standpoint of Madhyamika Philosophy,
trans. John Keenan (Albany: SUNY, 1989), 21.
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In the context of Madhyamika discourse conventional truth is
threefold: as that which is complete occlusion (samanta-dvaranam), that
is, the ignorance (ajiianam) that covers the reality of all things (padartha-
tattva); the co-dependent nature of existence (paraspara-sambhavanam);
social convention (samketa) as worldly discourse (loka-vyavahara) having
the characteristics of signification/signified, knowing/the object of
knowledge, etc.2l The process of awakening then, includes overcoming
conventional truth as occlusion/ignorance, seeing into the reality of
conventional truth as dependent co-arising, and using conventional truth
as a means for enlightenment.

As for ultimate truth itself, Nagarjuna describes it as

apara-pratyayam $antam prapaicair apraparcitam/
nirvikalpam ananartham etat tattvasya laksanam/22

Not caused by another, tranquil, not multiplied by
conceptual proliferation; without dichotomous
conception, not having another for an object, this is
the characteristic of reality.

The above definition stands in direct contrast with that of conventional

reality, which is explained as possessing a dualistic structure. Though the

21Regarding conventional truth Candrakirti says: “Conventional means
wholesale occlusion; that which is called ‘conventional’ is ignorance because it
completely obscures the reality of all things. Another meaning is, Through mutual
dependence the conventional [means] co-dependently existing. Or, [a third] meaning is,
'The conventional is social convention as worldly discourse, and that [convention] has
the characteristics of signification/signified, knowing/object of knowledge, etc.™
(samantadvaranam samvrtih ajnanam hi samantat sarva-padartha-tattvavacchadanat
samvrtir ity ucyate parasparasambhavanam va samvrtir anyonya-samasrayenety arthah
atha va samvrtih samketo loka-vyavahara ity arthah sa cabhidhanabhidheya-jfiiana-
jneyadi-laksanah, PPd, ed. Vaidya, 215.)

22MMK XVIIL9.
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Madhyamika maintain that their philosophy is a non-dual one, there still

seems to be a disparity between ultimate and conventional truth.

Candrakirti explains the difference in terms of perception:

dnos kun yan dag mthon bahi hkhrul pa yis

dnos siied no bo gnis ni hdzin par hgyur

yan dag mthon yul gan yin de iid de

mthon ba hkhrul pahi kun rdzob bden par gsuns23

Existence is comprehended in only two ways,

By the true or false perception of all things.

That which is the object of true perception is reality
(tattva);

And [that which is the object of] false perception is
called conventional truth.

The two truths, then, involve modes of perception, not differing
ontological realms. This points to the Madhyamika stance regarding
ultimate reality: it is epistemologically transcendent and ontologically
immanent. The non-duality refers to the ontological status of all
phenomena, as dependently co-arisen and empty of self nature. The two
truths, on the other hand, function by disclosing different orientations of
perceiving the world, a disclosure required for awakening. That is why
Nagarjuna maintains:

vyavaharam anasritya paramartho na deSyate/
paramartham anagamya nirvanam nadhigamyate2+

Not relying on worldly convention, the ultimate
cannot be taught;

23Madhyamakavatara (Peking Tanjur #5261), 229b.

24MMK XXIV.10
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Not approaching the ultimate, nirvana cannot be
attained.

Therefore, the Madhyamika maintain that discourse is necessary
since there is no other way toward liberation than through our
conventional existence. Paradoxically it is only through "negating” our
presently cognized world that we implicitly understand the true nature of
things. Language is thus afforded a soteriologically efficacious role,
though its importance lies in disclosing its own inability to assert
anything ultimately meaningful about existence. Hence, its function lies

in an overt critique of ontological assumptions.

The Yogacara Synthesis

The utilization of the insights of the Madhyamika and
Abhidharmika by the Yogacara is not, however, a mere synthesis. The
philosophical and hermenuetical contributions made by the Yogacara
(both of which serve its overall soteriological orientation) include a shift
in the discourse on emptiness, from an overtly ontological critique of the
entical existence (svabhava) of phenomena to an epistemological theory
on the construction (kalpana) of illusion. In other words, from the
hermenuetical perspective, the Yogacara interpret the notion of the non-
self nature (nihsvabhava) of all phenomena as the non-self nature of all
phenomena dualistically conceived. Philosophically, this change of the
locus for non-self nature, from phenomena to the dualistic conception of
phenomena, shifts the emphasis from the negation of entities to
epistemological speculations on the foundations for the illusory formation

of entities. Hence, the greatest difference between the Madhyamika and
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Yogacara lies in the latter's positive view of theoretical analysis.
Moreover, the Yogacara provide a reinterpretation of the "middle path
(madhyama pratipat)” cast in exclusively philosophical, or, more
accurately, ontological and epistemological terms.25 In other words, in
the utilization of the Abhidharmika and Madhyamika, the Yogacara also
critique their respective philosophies. What the Yogacara claim is that
the true state of affairs is neither existent, critically referring to the
Sarvastivadabhidharma contention that all factors of existence are real
entities, nor non-existent, critically referring to the Madhyamika stance
of the non-essence (nihsvabhava) of all phenomena. In brief, the
Yogacara develop their own theory of "neither existent nor non-existent,”
and coin two important technical terms; namely, the superimposition of
existence on what does not exist (samaropa), and the wholesale negation
(apavada) of all things. For the Yogacara, both the superimposition of

existence and the wholesale negation of everything are to be avoided.

Philosophical Themes in the DDV: Summary
On the basis of the implied Madhyamika conceptions of
ontological immanence and epistemological transcendence, the Yogacara

formulated its own philosophical notions of ultimate reality. Regarding

25For instance, the middle way was interpreted in ethical terms, i.e., between
hedonism and asceticism. With the philosophical development of Buddhist teachings.,
the middle way took on an ontological significance (e.g., between being and non-being).
The Yogacara further theoretized the middle path which included both senses of
“being” and “perceiving” (or non-being and non-perceiving) in its concept of
“neither/nor.”
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the DDV, the internal structure of Maitreya's religious philosophy can be
summarized as consisting of three interrelated aspects: 1) Ultimate
reality is the basis for spiritual awakening; 2) ultimate reality is beyond
the reach of cognition and language; 3) ultimate reality is an immanent
reality, being trans-descendent,26 rather than transcendent. These aspects
constitute the soteriological system underpinning the DDV, and refer,
respectively, to the possibility of soteriology, its necessity, and its

actualization.

Soteriological Possibility: Ontological Immanence

The first aspect, that ultimate reality functions as the ground or
basis for spiritual awakening, discloses the ontological mode of existence
of all phenomena, both conditioned (samskrta) and unconditioned
(asamskrta), the veridical perception of which is covered over by
defilements (samklesa). In Yogacara terminology this aspect refers to the
"original” or “intrinsic" purity (prakrti-vyavadana), which is inherent
both in all phenomena and the mind (citta) This notion of an intrinsic
purity, given its locus in both phenomena and consciousness, indicates the
Yogacara conception of ultimate reality; that it is ontologically
immanent. Its immanence is stressed in the fact that the Yogacara

conceive of the mind as being intrinsically pure, or luminous

26This term is used by Nishitani to denote, on the one hand, a going beyond
(“trans-") the realms of| e.g., temporal, teleological, historical and personal realities. On
the other hand, Nishitani continually stresses that ultimate reality, or “Absolute
Nothingness,” is our ultimate "home ground,” and that the realization of reality is a
movement back to the ground ("descendence”). See, Keiji Nishitani, Religion and
Nothingness, trans. Jan Van Bragt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).
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(prabhasvara-citta), and that ignorance (avidya) is caused by “stains”
(mala) that are merely incidental (agantuka). In other words, spiritual
awakening is not a matter of ascending to a spiritual realm that exists
apart from this world. It consists of realizing what, in some sense, is
always the case, that all things are intrinsically pure. Moreover, the
realization of intrinsic purity, that is, the direct perception of the true
mode of existence of all phenomena as being empty of essence, is
possible only if all phenomena are indeed empty of essence to begin with.
This indicates the ontological aspect of ultimate reality in that the mode
of existence of all phenomena (including consciousness) is “empty"
regardless of whether one realizes it or not. And, this intrinsic emptiness

provides the possibility for awakening.

Soteriological Necessity: Epistemological Transcendence

The second aspect, that ultimate reality is beyond cognition and
language, indicates the epistemological transcendence of ultimate reality.
Though completely immanent in the ontological sense, ultimate reality is
at once inaccessible to all cognitive functions and, moreover, is obscured
by the very operations of conceptualization and language. Because
conceptual and linguistic operations are, at base, structured
dichotomously, the non-dual (advaya) nature of ultimate reality
completely transcends any cognitive and verbal formulations. The
soteriological significance of this is that, according to the Yogacara,
duality is the basis for the continuous obscuration of the the true nature

of reality. Until there is the comprehension (parijna) of the illusory
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nature of all dualistically conceived phenomena and the relinquishment
(prahana) of defilements (samklesa), one remains caught in the samsaric
cycle of birth, suffering, old age, and death.

Spiritual practice or cultivation (bhavana) is, therefore, necessary,
given the epistemologically transcendent aspect of ultimate reality.
Without cultivating the conditions for the occurrence of wisdom (prajiia)
and relinquishment, consciousness does not transcend the unreal
constructions of conceptualization and language, that is, the dichotomous
constructions (vikalpa) which obscure the insight into ultimate reality and
hinder spiritual emancipation (moksa). Soteriological necessity finds its

grounding in the epistemological transcendence of ultimate reality.

Soteriological Actualization: The Manifestation of
Ontological Immanence

For the Yogacara, spiritual practice culminates in what is called the
transformation of the basis (asrayaparivrtti). This is the condition in
which the defilements no longer manifest (prakhyana) themselves,
because they have been comprehended and abandoned in the successive
stages of the path (marga). Moreover, the transformation of the basis is
the manifestation of ultimate reality, that is, suchness. This manifestation
of reality is called purified suchness (tathata-vaimalya), which is to be
differentiated from intrinsic suchness, or original purity (prakrti-
vyavadana). As stated above, intrinsic suchness is the fact of the
ontological mode of existence of all phenomena, that is to say, their

intrinsic emptiness. Purified suchness, on the other hand, is the
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realization of this ontological fact. This realization of ontological
immanence occurs only when the epistemic functions of
conceptualization and language are transcended and consciousness

"purified” of all defilements.

Overview: Approach and Content

In any discussion of "Yogacara® Buddhism, there is the danger of
oversimplification. Yogacara is not a hermetically sealed, monolithic
system of thought whose philosophical and doctrinal pronouncements
remain unchanged throughout history. As mentioned above, the DDV is
part of the early systematic literature of the Yogacara. Of course,
scholars have recognized major differences in doctrinal emphasis and
philosophical interpretation, for instance, in the division between the so-
called Nirakara-vijianavadins, who denied any aspect to consciousness
(vijnana), and the Sakara-vijnanavadins, who asserted an aspect with
regard to consciousness.2’” However, even within lineages that are
thought to remain consistent with regard to their philosophical and
doctrinal heritage, there occur substantial modifications between earlier
and later expositions of doctrine and philosophy. For example, the
explication of the three-nature theory (trisvabhava) in Maitreya/Asanga’s

MYV contrasts with that of Vasubandhu's in his Tr. Moreover, one can

27For a discussion of these two branches of Yogacara thought, see Yoshifumi
Ueda, “Two Main Streams of Thought in Yogacara philosophy,” Philosophy East and
West, 17 (January to October, 1967), 155-165.
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assert that these respective texts offer quite different systems of thought,
though both maintain their Yogacara "heritage."

An attempt is made, therefore, to clarify the DDV in the context of
its relatively contemporaneous Yogacara texts. This "intertextual”
context is developed on the basis of the Maitreyan corpus, particularly the
MSA, and to a lesser extent the MV. However, the problem of
contextualizing the DDV is further compounded by the fact that, as
mentioned above, the Yogacara formulate their discourse implicitly on
the basis of the earlier Mahayana notions of emptiness ($unyata) and
dependent origination (pratityasamutpada), particularly on Nagarjuna's
philosophical analysis of these doctrines. Therefore, we have in the
attempt at analyzing a particular text a synchronic and diachronic aspect.
In other words, a thematic subtext must be formulated on the basis of
both a general overview of Yogacara thought in connection with other
Yogacara texts contemporaneous with the DDV, and a developmental
continuity of a previously formulated philosophical and doctrinal
foundation. The other texts of the so-called "Maitreyan corpus,”
particularly the MSA and MV, provide the synchronic context for our
investigation, while Nagarjuna provides the diachronic.

The basic philosophical literature of the Madhyamika and
Yogacara differ radically in their respective modes of discourse.
However, despite the subsequent sectarian criticisms back and forth
between the two schools, Nagarjuna's philosophical understanding of

emptiness, as mentioned above, plays a foundational role in classical
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Indian Yogacara.28 Keeping in mind the dangers of overgeneralization,
we focus our investigation here on two texts, the MMK of Nagarjuna,
and the MSA of the Maitreyan corpus. Moreover, we will further limit
ourselves to an analysis of MMK XXV and MSA VI. Not only do these
chapters provide both the diachronic and synchronic contexts for our
study of the DDV, but they establish an identical theme; that there is no
difference between samsara and nirvana. This indicates one of the
fundamental strands of continuity between both traditions; the view that
ultimate reality is ontologically immanent, and that samsara is revealed to
be nirvana once deluded cognition is transcended. This explains why the
concept of the identity of samsara and nirvana in both the MMK and
MSA is explained through the doctrine of non-conceptual proliferation
(nihpraparica), that is, epistemological transcendence. In the MMK,
Nagarjuna equates nirvana with the quiescence of all conceptual
proliferations (sarva-praparnca-upasama), while Asanga, in the MSA,
identifies the perfected nature (parinispanna), a fundamental aspect of
which is nirvana, with this same quiescence of conceptual proliferations.
Despite the many differences between the Madhamika and Yogacara,
these schools do not maintain distinct philosophical positions but stress
different starting points; the Madhyamika engage in overt ontological

analysis and negation, while the Yogacara stress epistemological theory.

28That is to say, even though the Yogacara emphasize epistemological analysis
over dialectical argumentation, the basis for their theoretical formulations is the doctrine
of the emptiness of all phenomena, and the purpose for their discourse is to explicate the
philosophical implications of emptiness in the context of perception.
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In other words, the Madhyamika engage in the activity of negating the
false conceptualizations which are taken to be ontological realities, while
the Yogacara theoretically examine the perceptual basis from which false
conceptualizations arise.

It is in the context of the shared themes of ontological immanence
and epistemological transcendence that this study of the DDV is
undertaken. Part one (chapters two and three) explicates the continuity
of general ontological and epistemological themes between the
Madhyamika and Yogacara in light of their differing modes of discourse.
Chapter two is a commentary on Nagarjuna's conception of the identity
between nirvana and samsara (MMK XXV). It demonstrates how
Nagarjuna's process of philosophical argumentation (via negation) leads
to the conclusion of this identity. Furthermore, this identity is possible
only when conceived in light of ontological immanence and
epistemological transcendence. Chapter three focuses on the major
sections of MSA VI, also for the purpose of unpacking
Maitreya/Asariga's identification of nirvana and samsara. What is
demonstrated here is that the Yogacara locate their discourse in the
perceptual realm. As a consequence, the Yogacara emphasize
epistemological theory in their doctrinal and philosophical formulations,
as opposed to the ontological criticism found in the Madhyamika.

Part two (chapters four and five) deals with the the DDV's
development of the concepts of “dharma” and "dharmata.” Chapter four

is an analysis of sections one through six of the DDV, which
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contextualizes Yogacara teachings within the larger domain of Buddhist
doctrine, and introduces the basic doctrinal and philosophical positions of
Yogacara. The primary doctrines explicated here are the notions of
unreal mental construction (abhataparikalpa) and suchness (tathata),
which are equated with dharma and dharmata, respectively. The
philosophical stance is one of "neither identical nor different” with
respect to unreal mental construction and suchness. Chapter five analyzes
sections seven and eight of the DDV, which explicate the true nature of
dharma and dharmata, respectively. DDV section seven defines dharma
as the basis of all phenomenal existence, and explains dharma as actually
being without duality. This is essentially an epistemological critique
regarding the (illusory) perception of worldly phenomena. The analysis
of dharmata in section eight of the DDV is somewhat different in nature.
It explains dharmata in terms of soteriological method, and outlines the
five stages of spiritual cultivation.29 However, in both its critical
analysis of ordinary perception and explanation of soteriological method,
the themes of ontological immanence and epistemological transcendence
are the subtext.

Part three (chapters six and seven) focuses on the culmination of
the path (marga), the transformation of the basis (a$raya-parivrtti).

Chapter six provides a general overview of the transformation of the

29Earlier in the text (section IV), suchness (tathata) is equated with dharmata,
and is defined as that which is devoid of the distinctions of the object and subject of
cognition (grahya-grahaka), and the signified and signifier (abhidheya-abhidhana).
Other than this negative definition, there is no explanation of dharmata until section IX.
on the transformation of the basis (asrayaparivrtti).
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basis as well as an analysis of a fundamental Yogacara doctrine, non-
conceptual wisdom (nirvikalpa-jiana). Non-conceptual wisdom is shown
to be neither a blank state of mind, as in deep sleep or meditative trance,
nor a condition without discerning activity. Rather, non-conceptual
wisdom is an awareness free of dichotomous conception (vikalpa), which
comprehends the emptiness of all phenomena. Moreover, it is the
culmination of Yogacara meditative practice (bhavana). As explained in
the concluding chapter (seven), this culmination is beyond the epistemic
functions of ordinary cognition and language. It is, however, perceptual
in that it is a transcendental experience of ultimate reality. This
awakening is termed gnoseological, and is the point of intersection
between the epistemological mode of transcendence, and the ontological
mode of immanence. Chapter seven provides a structural analysis of this
intersection in the context of the non-identity and non-difference of
dharma and dharmata.

Part four is a translation of the Dharmadharmatavibhaga and its

commentary, the Dharmadharmatavibhaga-vrtti, attributed to

Vasubandhu.




PART 1
Chapter 2
NAGARJUNA'S CONCEPTION OF NIRVANA

No dharma whatsoever has been taught by the
Buddha, for anyone, anywhere.1

The definitive tone of Nagarjuna's contention that ‘nothing’ has
been taught by the Buddha evokes a sense of perplexity. What does he
mean by "nothing"? Does the verse signify a type of nihilism, or a
mistrust of words, or some ineffable absolute? Though the answers to
these inquiries are manifold, it is argued here that the above verse is a
culmination of a philosophical argument that tries to establish a
particular, and paradoxical, view of truth; that ultimate reality is on the
one hand completely immanent in its ontological mode, while on the
other, since it is beyond the reach of ratiocinative thought and language,
ultimate reality is completely transcendent in its epistemological mode.
In this chapter we explore these themes of ontological immanence and
epistemological transcendence in the context of Nagarjuna's MMK,
chapter twenty-five. It is here, in the chapter on nirvana, that Nagarjuna
makes his most well known assertion, that nirvana and samsara have no
distinction whatsoever. In following Nagarjuna's mode of

argumentation, that is, the tetralemma, it is shown that nirvana cannot be

IMMK, XXV 24 c-d, in Louis de la Valle Poussin, ed., Madhyamakavrttih:
Maualamadhvamaka-karikas (Madhyamikasatras) de Nagarjuna avec la Prasannapada,
commentaire Candrakirti (St. Petersburg: Académie Impéiale des Sciences, 1913), 538.
Hereafter, Ppd.
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conceptualized in any way whatsoever. However, this is not a mere
nihilism. Rather, his four-fold mode of argumentation demonstrates that
nirvana is beyond language and conceptualization, and, paradoxically,
because of its ineffability and unconceptualizability it is immanent;
hence, the equation of samsara and nirvana.

Before commencing to the analysis of chapter twenty-five itself,
we end this introductory section with an overview of the epistemic
operations, criticized by the Madhyamika, which are inherent in
conceptualization and language:

A view, or the act of constructing or holding one, implies a
referential relation between concepts/language and non-conceptual/non-
linguistic reality. The construction and adherence to any view signifies
some transcendental signified that acts as a first principle or ground for
that particular view. It is argued here that for the Madhyamika, views in
general are founded on the notion of "entity."

"Entity,” however, is not limited to the concepts of substance or
existence. The Madhyamika notion of entity denotes, rather, the
conceptual/linguistic operation of delimitation where something is named
and qualified through predication. As an operation, “entity” is more
accurately described as entification. While "entity" denotes a particular
object postulated as having an essence, that is, the content of false
perception, “entification” signifies the linguistic and conceptual process
of postulating an essence to a named referent. Also, it is important to

note here that predication is not limited to phenomena that are present
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(for example, the cup is impermanent, brahman is etemnal), but includes
what is absent, for example, 'that which is devoid of defilements and
aggregates is nirvana.'

As mentioned above, the process of delimitation, that is,
entification, includes both positive and negative modes of predication.
For the Madhyamika, though, entification does not merely signify
predicative discourse regarding present or absent entities; rather, it
discloses the oppositional structure inherent in all discourse, that presence
always implies absence, and vice versa. This implies several things: 1)
all delimitations, for example, ‘only brahman is unchanging, includes its
opposite, ‘that which is not brahman changes.” 2) The conceptually or
linguistically delimited X' is generated on the basis of its opposite 'not-
X, hence is not a description of an entity existing beyond conceptual
and/or linguistic spheres. 3) Views or theories are a complex play of
structures generated on the basis of mutually dependent yet seemingly
opposite concepts, and do not stand in an isomorphic relationship to non-
conceptual/non-linguistic reality. 4) Madhyamika discourse must not
only argue against specific assertions and theses, but also employ a
comprehensive, formal structure that exhausts all potential avenues for
view formation. This formal structure is the tetralemma.

MMK XXV can be divided roughly into four sections: section one
is a brief description of nirvana; section two, the largest one, concerns the

analysis of nirvana through the tetralemma; section three is the explicit
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identification of nirvana with samsara; section four concludes with the

notion of the quiescence of all mental proliferations.

Section One: Defining Nirvana
Nagarjuna begins chapter twenty-five by first stating the

opponent's position in the verse below:

yadi §anyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah/
prahanad va nirodhad va kasya nirvanam isyate// (1)

If all this is empty [then] arising and ceasing do not
exist. From the relinquishment or cessation of what is
nirvana maintained?

Here, the opponent maintains that this world cannot be empty,
otherwise there would be no entity that arises or ceases, hence, no
relinquishment or cessation. Implied in this statement is the assumption
of an existent thing to be relinquished or destroyed in order for nirvana
to occur. In traditional Buddhist terms, nirvana consists of the
relinquishment of the defilements (klesa) and the destruction of the five

aggregates (panca-skandha).2 From early on this view was implied in the

2 Akutobhaya, ad. MMK XXV.1:

If this entire world (jagat) is empty, then there is no arising and
ceasing. Because these two [i.e., arising and ceasing,] do not
exist, from the relinquishment or cessation of what is nirvana
maintained? [Nirvapa cannot be maintained] because [if the
world is empty] relinquishment and cessation are impossible.
Therefore, it is not the case [that the world is empty. Contrary to
this we maintain that the world] is not empty [because it is] from
the relinquishment of defilements (klesa) and the cessation of the
aggregates (skandha) that nirvana is attained.

gal te hgro ba hdi dag kun ston na/ de lta na hbyun ba med cin
hjig pa med do// de dag med pahi phyir gan Zig span ba dan hgag
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concept of a twofold nirvana, one in which there existed a residual
substratum (upadi-sesa), and the other where no residual substratum
remained (anupadi-sesa).3 Candrakirti defines this “substratum (upadhi)”
as the five appropriating aggregates (pafica-upadana-skandha) which are
characterized as designating (prajiapti) a self (atman).* Samsaric
existence then, is defined as the state where the five aggregates are
infused with “grasping,” or "appropriating (upadana),” where the
defilements of greed (raga), hatred (dvesa), ignorance (avidya), and self-

view (satkayadrsti) are still present. Therefore, the nirvana with a

pa las mya nan las hdah bar hdod de/ span ba dan hgag pa mi
hthad pahi phyir ro// dehi phyir de Ita ma yin no// ston pa ma
yin na ni fon mons pa span ba dar/ phun po hgag pa las mya nan
las hdah ba hthob par yan hgyur ro// (105 b 4-5)

3E.g., in the Itivuttaka (44, pp. 38-39), the two types of nirvana, nirvana with

residue (sa'upadi-sesa) and nirvana without residue (anupadi-sesa), are explained:
What, O monks, is the nibbana field with residue? Here, O
monks, is a monk who is an Arahant, whose outflows are
destroyed, who has lived [virtuously], who has done what had to
be done, who laid down the burden, who attained the highest
goal, whose bondages to existence are completely destroyed, and
who is emancipated by perfect wisdom. In him the five sense
faculties are still remaining and are not destroyed. He feels
pleasant and unpleasant things as well as happiness and sorrow.
In him greed is destroyed, hatred is destroyed and delusion is
destroyed. This, O monks, is called the nibbana field with
residue.

What, O monks, is the nibbana field without residue? Here, O
monks, is a monk who is an Arahant, whose outflows are
destroyed, who has lived [virtuously)], who has done what had to
be done, who laid down the burden, who attained the highest
goal, whose bondages to existence are completely destroyed, and
who is emancipated by perfect wisdom. But in him, O monks, all
that are felt here, not delighted in, will become cool. This, O
monks, is called the nibbana field without residue.

+upadhi-sabdena atma-prajnapti-nimittah pancopadana-skandha ucyante/ (p.
519)
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residual substratum (sopadhi-Sesam nirvanam) is the state where the five
aggregates remain after having relinquished the defilements. This is
likened to a town where all the thieves have been executed. On the other
hand, the nirvana without a residual substratum (nirupadhi-§esam
nirvanam) is a state where even the five aggregates are no longer
remaining, like a town without thieves which disappears.>

From Nagarjuna's perspective, this view of samsara and nirvana is
not only inadequate but fully erroneous. In what seems to be a rhetorical
twist, he responds with the same objection, but substitutes empty ($unya)

with not empty (asanya):

yadi aSinyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah/
prahanad va nirodhad va kasya nirvanam isyate// (2)

If all this is not empty [then] arising and ceasing do
not exist. From the relinquishment or cessation of
what is nirvana maintained?

Implied in this response is a critique of the process of entification.
We can begin our analysis by first identifying two modes of ontological
duality implicit in the opponent's theory; 1) the general distinction
between samsara and nirvana, and 2) the the bifurcation of nirvana itself,
into the above mentioned a) nirvana with a residual substratum, and b)
nirvana without a residual substratum. The underpinning of this
theoretical artifice is the assumption of the veracity of predicative
discourse, where it is taken for granted that a descriptive statement of 'X'

refers to an objective, non-linguistic state of affairs. By positing (that is,

SPpd, pp. 519-520.
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objectifying) an entity and describing it, one falsely establishes and
erroneously conceives of an isomorphic relation between the word (or
concept) and the non-linguistic (or non-conceptual) thing. In this theory
of a twofold nirvana, three “entities” are thus signified; 1) a state of
affairs in which the entically existent aggregates are infused with
entically existent defilements, 2) a state of affairs in which only the entity
of aggregates remain, and 3) a state of entical non-existence in which
both defilements and aggregates are absent.

Moreover, apart from assuming an object, predicative discourse
posits an implicit subject whose function is to know the object(s) so
described. For the Madhyamika, both positions of establishing a signifier
and signified (abhidhana-abhidheya), as well as a knower and object
known (jnana-jieya) are merely falsely constructed dualisms.6 This
epistemological critique plays an important role in refuting the
conception of nirvana as neither existent nor non-existent (verse 16).

In Candrakirti's commentary, not empty (asunya) is equated with
own-nature (svabhava). He argues that anything conceived of as having
own-nature cannot change, therefore, if the opponent's view is correct

nirvana becomes impossible:

svabhavena hi vyavasthitanam klesanam skandhanam
ca svabhavasya anapayitvat kuto nivrttir yatas tan

6The "stance” of the Madhyamikas is one of non-duality (advaya). Nirvana is
equated with the cessation of all conceptual proliferation (sarva-prapanca-upasama),
which among other things, means the cessation of duality, e.g., jieya-jnana.
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nivrttya nirvanam syad it/ tasmat svabhavavadinam
naiva nirvanam upapadyate/7

Indeed, because the own-nature of defilements and
aggregates are established as self-existent, [they]
cannot be removed; how, then, could there be this
cessation from which nirvana would come to be
through the cessation of these [defilements and
aggregates]? Therefore, the nirvana of the proponents
of own-nature is not possible.

As opposed to this view, the Madhyamika deny the entical existence of
the defilements, aggregates and nirvana. There is no objective, self-
existent state or existence called "nirvana" which can be characterized as

either with or without a residual substratum. Candrakirti explains:

na ca $unyatavadinah [skandha-nivrtti-laksanam]
klesa-nivrtti-laksanam va nirvanam icchanti yatas
tesam dosah syad iti ' ato 'nupalambha eva ayam
sunyatavadinam//8

However, the proponents of emptiness do not assert a
nirvana which either has the characteristic of the
cessation of the aggregates or the characteristic of the
cessation of the defilements, since for those [who
assert this nirvana] there would be this fault.
Therefore, there is no blame for the proponents of
emptiness.

What is implied here is that nirvana is not something to be characterized,
that is, delimited as an entity. Being beyond the process of

objectification and predication, hence, transcending cognition and

7Ppd, p. 521.
8Ppd, p. 521.
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language, its real nature can only be implied negatively (as stated here by

Nagarjuna):

aprahinam asampraptam anucchinnam asasvatam/
aniruddham anutpannam etan nirvanam ucyate// (3)

What is not relinquished, not obtained, not cut off, not
constant, not ceased, not arisen, this is called nirvana.

Candrakirti drives home the point of the impossibility of entifying
nirvana by denying the existence of what is to be relinquished, to be
attained, to be cut off, etc. His negation, however, is not a mere
nihilism; it points to 1) the transcendence of mental constructions,
constructions derived from the delimiting activities of cognition and

language, and 2) by implication, the ontological immanence of reality:

yad dhi naiva prahiyate ragadivat napi prapyate
sramanya-phalavat' napy ucchidyate skandhadivat' yac
capi na nityam aSanyavat/ tat svabhavato ‘niruddham
anutpannam ca sarvapraparca-upa$ama-laksanam
nirvanam uktam//9

Indeed, there is nothing such as greed, etc.,, to be
abandoned, there is nothing such as the fruit of
renunciation to be attained, there is nothing such as
the aggregates, etc., to be cut off, and there is nothing
such as [what is] not empty which is eternal; that
which is in itself non-ceasing and non-arising is called
nirvana, and it has the characteristic of the the
quiescence of all conceptual proliferation.

An explicit conception of ontological immanence is, of course,

never provided. Such an attempt would run counter to Nagarjuna's line

9Ppd, p. 521.
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of thought. However, the above verse anticipates the conclusion of this
chapter (just as Candrakirti's commentary explicitly states it); the
equation of nirvana to the quiescence of all conceptual proliferation.
Why does this imply the ontological immanence of ultimate reality? The
rest of the analysis below works out the paradoxical theme of ultimate
reality’'s being ontologically immanent and epistemologically
transcendent. At this point, we need only consult with Candrakirti's
commentary for some clarification. In reply to an opponent's objection,

he states:

yavad dhy etah kalpanah pravartante tavan nasti
nirvana-adhigamah’ sarvapraparica-pariksayad eva tad
adhigamat//10

Indeed, as long as these conceptualizations [of the
entical existence of defilements, etc.,] are functioning,
so long is there no attainment of nirvana; the reason
being that only from the cessation of all conceptual
proliferation is that [nirvana] attained.

Candrakirti ends this section of the commentary with Nagarjuna's well
known verse twenty, which asserts that there is not the slightest
difference between samsara and nirvana.ll This is significant because it
points to the fact that the quiescence of conceptual proliferation not only

indicates the true nature of nirvana, but also denies the validity of all

10ppd. p. 522.

1IMMK XXV.20:
nirvapasya ca ya kotih samsarasya ca/
na tayor antaram kim cit susaksmam api vidyate//
Whatsoever limit there is of nirvana and samsara,
there is not the slightest bit of difference between the two.
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dichotomous categories which assume a distinction between ultimate and
relative, supramundane and mundane, etc. In short, this very world we
live in, designated as samsara, is itself nirvana when all erroneous
conceptualizations come to an end. Nirvana is not some sphere we
ascend to, but rather it is the very reality in and around us sans
conceptual proliferation. Therefore, ultimate reality is what is most
intimate, that is, what is absolutely immanent, yet it is beyond all

linguistic and conceptual constructions.

Section Two: The Tetralemma
This next section of MMK XXV, the longest of the chapter,

investigates nirvana in terms of the tetralemma, or catuskoti.l2

Tetralemma One: Not an Existent Entity
Nagarjuna begins with a critique of the first tetralemma, the
conception of nirvana as having the quality of "being,” or entical

existence (bhava):

bhavas tavan na nirvanam jaramarana-laksanam/
prasajyetasti bhavo hi na jaramaranam vina// (4)

Indeed, nirvana is not an existing entity, for this
would result in [nirvana] having the characteristics of
old age and death; the reason being that there is no
existing entity without the characteristics of old age
and death.

12The four logically contradictory positions concerning all phenomena are; 1)
being, 2) non-being, 3) both being and non-being, and 4) neither being nor non-being.
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To refute the notion of "being" predicated upon nirvana, Nagarjuna
assumes the stance of his would be opponent. For all Buddhists, no
existence is without the mark of old age and death, since all entities are
constantly changing (anitya). Of course, this is one of the three marks of
existence (impermanence, suffering, and non-self) as asserted in
traditional Buddhist doctrine.

Nagarjuna continues:

bhavas ca yadi nirvanam nirvanam samskrtam bhavet/
nasamskrto hi vidyate bhavah kva cana kas cana//(5)

If nirvana were an existing entity, nirvana would be
conditioned; in fact, no existing entity whatsoever and
wherever is non-conditioned.

Again, his discourse functions within the context of traditional doctrine,
this time with the theory of the conditioned (samskrta) and non-
conditioned (asamskrta) spheres. Being conditioned signifies an existence
that arises depending on causes and conditions (hetu-pratyaya), hence,
having the quality of being dependent (upadaya) on something else for its
coming to be.13 However, nirvana, according to traditional Buddhist

doctrine, is not conditioned.

13The term upadaya is a gerund derived from the root (up4) da-, which means
among other things to receive, accept, to appropriate for one's self, to acquire, etc. Other
definitions include; to seize, lay hold of, to cling to. Upadaya is usually rendered as
having received, together with, or having depended. In the Buddhist context, it usually
signifies something arising having depended on something else, e.g., having dependent
on the eye faculty and visual form, eye-consciousness arises. It seems that in this
chapter, as well as the previous one, "upadaya” signifies not only this traditional notion,
but also the principle or nature of being dependently arisen. Therefore, "upadaya" as
well as its opposite "anupadaya” will be translated as “"having, or not having the nature
of dependent arising.”



bhavas$ ca yadi nirvanam anupadaya tat katham/
nirvanam nanupadaya kas cid bhavo hi vidyate//(6)

If nirvana is an existing entity, how can nirvana have
the nature of non-dependency? Because there is no
existing entity whatsoever which has the nature of
non-dependency.

Therefore, if the opponent is to remain consistent with his own tradition,

he cannot assert nirvana is an existing entity.

Tetralemma Two: Not a Non-existent Entity
Nagarjuna then turns to a critique of the second tetralemma, the
concept of nirvana as being predicated with the characteristic of "non-

being,” or non-existent entity (abhava):

yadi bhavo na nirvanam abhavah kim bhavisyati/
nirvanam yatra bhavo na nabhavas tatra vidyate//(7)

If nirvana is not an existing entity how would nirvana
be a non-existing entity? Where there is no existing
entity a non-existing entity does not exist.

This verse expresses the temporal relation between existence and non-
existence. In the context of the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence,
what comes to be will naturally come to an end. To assert that nirvanpa is
not an existent entity means that nirvana is the state where an existing
entity comes to an end. Nirvana, then, is merely the absence of an
existing entity, and in this context, it is equated with the mere absence of
defilements (klesa). Furthermore, this conception of nirvana equates it to
impermanence, resulting in nirvana's being attained without effort.

Candrakirti explains:
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yadi bhavo nirvanam nesyate’ yadi nirvanam bhava iti
nesyate' tada kim abhavo bhavisyati nirvanam' abhavo
'pi na bhavisyafity abhiprayal/ kleSa-janmanor abhavo
nirvanam iti ced evam tarhi kleSa-janmanor anityata
nirvanam iti syat' anityanaiva hi kleSa-janmanor
abhavo nanyad iti ato 'nityataiva nirvanam syat/ na
caitad istam’' ayatnenaiva moksa-prasangad ity
ayuktam evaitat//1+

If nirvana is not admitted as an existing entity, that is,
if [the assertion,] “Nirvana is an existing entity” is not
maintained, then will nirvana be a non-existing entity?
The sense of this is, "[Nirvana] as a non-existing
entity will also not exist.” If [it is asserted that]
"Nirvana is the non-existence of the defilements and
personal life,” then there would be the [view,]
"Nirvana is the impermanence of the defilements and
personal life.” The reason for this is that the non-
existence of defilements and personal life is no
different than impermanence. For this reason, nirvana
would be merely impermanence. And if this is
maintained, it is not reasonable because this results in
[the view] that emancipation occurs without effort.

Nagarjuna continues:

yady abhavas ca nirvanam anupadaya tat katham/
nirvanam na hy abhavo 'sti yo ‘nupadaya vidyate//(8)

And if nirvana is a non-existing entity, how can
nirvana have the nature of non-dependency? Indeed, a
non-existing entity which has the nature of non-
dependency does not exist.

Whereas the previous verse dealt with the temporal relation between an
entical existent and a non-existent entity, this verse indicates the logical
relation between the two. Just as the existent entity is dependent upon

causes and conditions, a non-existent entity is dependent on an existent

14ppd. p. 527.
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entity. In other words, without there being an entity upon which
impermanence (as the non-existent entity analyzed above) is predicated,
the predication "non-existence” cannot be made. Candrakirti explains

this logical relation in detail:

tatrabhavo 'nityata va bhavam upadaya prajnapyate’
khara-visanadinam anityatanupalambhat/ laksanam
asritya laksyam prajiapyate laksyam asritya ca
laksanam' atah parasparapeksikyam laksya-laksana-
pravrttau' kuto bhavam anapeksyanityata bhavisyati’
tasmad abhavo ‘py upadaya prajiapyate/ tato yady
abhavas ca nirvanam tat katham anupadaya nirvanam
bhavet' upadayaiva tad bhaved abhavatvad
vinasavat//15

In this case, a non-existing entity or impermanence is
conceived depending on an existing entity, because the
impermanence [of something totally imaginary, such
as] a donkey's horn, etc., is not perceived. Depending
on the characteristic, what is characterized is
conceived, and depending on what is characterized,
the characteristic [too, is conceived]. For this reason,
when the characteristic and what is characterized
function on the basis of mutually dependency, then
how will there be impermanence independent of an
existing entity? Therefore, a non-existing entity too is
conceived depending on [an existing entity]. For that
reason, if nirvana is a non-existing entity, how would
nirvana exist without being dependent [on an existing
entity]? [It could not] because that which is non-
existent depends on an existent entity, just like the
des]truction [of a jar presupposes the existence of that
jarl.

This verse and commentary, in particular, indicate the internal structure

of the entifying process. The very possibility of predicative discourse

15Ppd p. 527-528.
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lies not in its ability to signify non-linguistic and non-conceptual entities
(of either the positive or negative sort), but in the oppositional structures
inherent in language and conceptualization, where any assertion of X'
implies 'mot X." One major aspect of Madhyamika discourse, as
exemplified above, is to disclose the structures of mutual dependence so
as to prevent the reification of conventionally delimited states of affairs,
that is, to show the delimited entities’ inherently empty status.

In this next verse, Nagarjuna intimates the paradoxical nature of

the samsara/nirvana relation:

ya ajavamjavibhava upadaya prafitya va/
so ‘prafitya anupadaya nirvanam upadiSyate//(9)

That which is the movement of samsaric existence
having the nature of being dependent or being
conditioned, is taught as nirvana, which has the nature
of not being dependent or not being conditioned.

From the entical perspective, samsaric existence is characterized by a
constant motion of arising and falling of phenomena based on causes and
conditions. Concomitantly, nirvana is its cessation and opposite; it
consists of the stopping of the process of dependent arising and the
destruction of conditioned entities. As demonstrated above, this view
leads to the conception of nirvana as merely non-existence (abhava),
mutually dependent, though, on the conception of an existent entity
(bhava). Although the verse makes a distinction between depending on
(upadaya) or conditioned by (pratitya), and not depending on
(anupadaya) or not conditioned by (aprafitya), nevertheless, samsaric

existence is taught to be nirvana. We can only surmise, at this point, that
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Nagarjuna is indicating on the one hand an epistemological critique of
conceiving of entities in a dependent relation to causes and conditions,
and on the other an ontological intimation of the immanent character of
nirvana. In other words, the cessation of the dependent and causal
relations (signified by upddaya and pratirya) is actually the cessation of
the erroneous process of entification, that is, the quiescence of all
conceptual proliferation (sarvapraparica-upasama).

Nagarjuna ends the critique of the second tetralemma with the

following verse:

prahanam cabravic chasta bhavasya vibhavasya ca/
tasman na bhavo nabhavo nirvanam iti yujyate//(10)

The teacher has taught the relinquishment of [the
notions of] existence and non-existence. Therefore, it
is not reasonable to state, "nirvana is an existing
entity,” or "nivana is a non-existing entity.”

In other words, the Buddha's teaching is the middle way (madhyama
pratipat) between the extremes of existence and non-existence. For
Nagarjuna, this means that one should avoid the twin processes of
delimiting nirvana as either an existing entity or a non-existing entity.
Tetralemma Three: Both Existing and Not
Existing as an Entity

In the next verse, Nagarjuna begins his critique of the third
tetralemma; the view that nirvana is both an existing entity and non-
existing entity:

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvanam ubhayam yadi/
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bhaved abhavo bhavas ca moksas tac ca na
yujyate//(11)

If nirvana would be both an existing entity and a non-
existing entity, then emancipation would be both an
existing entity and a non-existing entity. And this is
not reasonable.

The assertion of both an existing entity and a non-existing entity assumes
that nirvana, on the one hand, consists of the extinction of samsaric
existence, and on the other, comes into being as an entity which is other
than samsara. Since all existing entities have the characteristics of
coming into existence and going out of existence, to assert that nirvana is
both is to equate it with phenomenal existence. Moreover, this implies
that emancipation (moksa) too, is of the nature of phenomenal existence.

Candrakirti explains:

yadi bhavabhavobhaya-raipam nirvanam syat tada
bhavas cabhavas ca moksa iti syat/ tata§ ca yah
samskaranam atma-labhas tasya ca vigamah sa eva
moksa syat/ na ca samskara eva moksa iti yujyate/10

If nirvana would consist of both existing and non-
existing entities, then "Emancipation would be both an
existing and non-existing entity.” For that reason, that
which is the coming into being of phenomenal
existence, and the destruction of that [phenomenal
existence], would be emancipation. And, it is not
reasonable to [assert,] "Emancipation is only
phenomenal existence."

Here, Candrakirti again intimates the temporal relation between the

existing and non-existing entity. Simply put, what arises must cease, and

16Ppd, p. S31.
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to equate nirvana as both is to represent it as the process of change, that
is, the impermanence of phenomenal existence. Moreover, emancipation
is intimately related to nirvana, hence, the characterization of nirvana as
both existence and non-existence implies that emancipation, too, is of
phenomenal existence.

In this verse, Nagarjuna shows that nirvana, when conceptualized
entically, comes into conflict with the opponent's own assumptions

(presumably Buddhist):

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvanam ubhayam yadi/
nanupadaya nirvanam upadayobhayam hi tat//(12)

If nirvana would be both an existing entity and a non-
existing entity, then nirvina would not be non-
dependent; the reason being that both [existing and
non-existing entities] are dependent.

Nirvana, as the apex of Buddhist soteriology, is presumed to be beyond
all samsaric existence. The conceptualization of its being both an
existing and non-existing entity implies that nirvapa is a mutually
dependent phenomenon. In his commentary, Candrakirti explains this

mutuzl dependency in logical or structural terms:

yadi bhavabhava-ripam nirvanam syat tada hetu-
pratyaya-samagrim upadaya asritya bhaven
nanupadaya/ kim karanam/ yasmad upadayobhayam
hi tat' bhavam upadayabhavo 'bhavamcopadaya bhava
iti krtva ubhayam etad bhavam cabhavam copadayaiva
bhavati nanupadaya/ evam nirvanam bhaved
bhavabhava-rapam' na caitad evam iti na yuktam
etat//17

17Ppd, p. 531.
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If nirvana would consist of [both] an existing entity
and a non-existing entity, then it is of the nature of
being dependent, having been based on the collocation
of causes and conditions; hence, it would not be of the
nature of being non-dependent. What is the reason?
Since, the reason being that both [an existing entity
and a non-existing entity] are of the nature of being
dependent. Considering that a non-existing entity is
dependent on an existing entity, and an existing entity
is dependent on a non-existing entity, both an existing
entity and non-existing entity are of the nature of
being dependent, and not of the nature of being non-
dependent.

As in the criticism of the second tetralemma, the contradictions that ensue
when nirvana is conceived as being both existing and non-existing, refer
back to the oppositional structures inherent in language and
conceptualization. Just as the characteristic and the object characterized
exist in mutual relation, so do the notions of entity and non-entity. The
predication of both an entical and non-entical nature to nirvanpa is a
process of delimitation, the basis of which is the realm of language and
concept, not ontological reality.

Nagarjuna now invokes the traditional Buddhist distinction
between the conditioned (samskrta) and unconditioned (asamskrta)

spheres of existence:

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvanam ubhayam katham/
asamskrtamca nirvanam bhavabhavau ca
samskrtau//(13)

How can nirvana be both an existing entity and a non-
existing entity? Nirvana [cannot be because it] is
unconditioned and an existing entity and non-existing
entity are conditioned.
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This verse naturally follows his line of argumentation. If nirvana is an
entity and non-entity, then it is of the nature of being dependent on
causes and conditions. Being dependent on causes and conditions means
it is of the conditioned realm. But traditional Buddhist doctrine holds
that nirvana is unconditioned, therefore, no Buddhist can consistently
hold the view of both existence and non-existence.

One response to this refutation is to affirm that nirvana is not
either an entity or non-entity, but to assert that both entity and non-entity

exist within the sphere of nirvana:18

bhaved abhavo bhavas ca nirvana ubhayam katham/
na tayor ekatrastitvam alokatamasor yatha//(14)

How can both an existing entity and non-existing
entity be in [the sphere of] nirvana? The existence of
these two in one place is not [possible], just like [the
exi]stence] of light and dark [in the same place cannot
bej.

This verse invokes a version of the law of non-contradiction. It is
illogical to predicate the characteristic of existence and non-existence in
one place (and at the same time), for example, both light and dark cannot

share the same temporal and spatial locus.

Tetralemma Four: Neither Existing Nor Not
Existing as an Entity

The next verse begins Nagarjuna's critique of the fourth

tetralemma. He states:

18 See, Ppd, p. 532, ad. MMK, XXV.14.
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naivabhavo naiva bhavo nirvanam iti ya ‘njana/
abhave caiva bhave ca sa siddhe sati sidhyati//(15)

The thesis that "nirvana is neither an existing entity
nor a non-existing entity,” is established only when
existence and non-existence are posited.

The point of the argument is two-fold: 1) the negation of an entity
derives from there being an entity in the first place; 2) the negation of a
non-entity derives from first positing a non-entity. This has to
presuppose the validity of the third tetralemma, which, however, was
proven to be contradictory.

Nagarjuna continues:

naivabhavo naiva bhavo nirvanam yadi vidyate/
naivabhavo naiva bhava iti kena tad ajyate//(16)

If nirvana is neither an existing entity nor a non-
existing entity, then by whom is this [assertion,]
"neither an existing entity nor non-existing entity,"
proven?

This verse shifts topics from the ontological considerations of cognized
entities (and non-entities), to one of the cognizing subject. The
significance of this shift in perspective lies in its investigation of the
ontological preconditions for any veridical cognition to occur.
Candrakirti provides an extended commentary, which will be analyzed in

two parts. Part one of the commentary reads:

yady etan nirvanam naivabhava[rapam] naiva bhava-
rapam asfiti kalpyate' kena tadanim tad ittham-vidham
nobhaya-rupam nirvanam astiti ajyate grhyate
prakasyate va/

[1.] kim tatra nirvane ka$ cid evam-vidhah pratipatta
asti' atha nasti/ yady asti' evam sati nirvane 'pi tav
atma syat' na cestam nirupaddanasya 4atmano



'stitvabhavat/ atha nasti kenaitad ittham-vidham
nirvanam astiti paricchidyate/19

If one imagines that, "This nirvana exists neither
consisting of an existing entity nor consisting of a
non-existing entity,” then by whom is this [assertion
that,] "nirvana exists in such a way as to consist of
neither of these two,” proven, perceived, or
explained?

[1.] Is there, anyone in any way who exists in that
[realm of] nirvana who realizes [neither existence nor
non-existence]? Or, is there no one who exists [in that
realm]? If you say there is, then [you] also [imply]
that an eternal self would exist in [the reaim of]
nirvana. But this is not maintained because a self
without the appropriating [five aggregates] does not
exist. Or, if you say there is not, then by whom is it
discerned that "this nirvana exists in such a way [as to
be neither existent or non-existent].”?

The first argument discloses that the opponent holds an entity view; to
delimit nirvana with the predicate "neither an entity nor a non-entity,"
though seemingly apophatic in tone, implies some hyper-entity beyond
the processes of ordinary cogitations, yet, by implication, one that is
apart from the subject. Therefore, not only does a non-characterizable,
transcendent entity designated as nirvana exist, but also an entically
existent subject who resides in, and perceives, this nirvana. Of course,
this contradicts the Buddhist doctrine of non-self (anatman), which
maintains that there is no "self" apart from the five appropriating
aggregates. And, with the traditional definition of nirvana as both absent
of defilements, for example, the false notion of self (satkayadrsti), and

devoid of even the five aggregates, no subject of perception can exist.

19ppd, p. 533.
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The alternative, stated in this first part, is to maintain that no one
characterizes nirvana as "neither...nor.” This discloses, however, the
contradiction of there being no subject of predicative discourse. Since
the delimitation of something via predication assumes a knowing,
discerning subject, the predication of "neither...nor" becomes an
impossibility without the someone doing the predication. This leads to
the Madhyamika position of non-duality, in which subject and object,
signifier and signified, do not posses any non-conceptual or non-
linguistic status. That is, they are merely conceptually constructed. As
the analysis progresses, Nagarjuna's insight into the ontological
immanence and epistemological transcendence of all phenomena becomes
more apparent.

Part two of Candrakirti's commentary reads:

samsaravasthitah paricchinattiti cet/

[2.] yadi samsaravasthitah paricchinatti' sa kim
vijianena paricchinatti uta jianena/ yadi vijianeneti
parikalpyate tan na yujyate’ kim karanam' yasman
nimitta-alambanam vijianam na ca nirvane kim cin
nimittam asti' tasman na tat tavad vijianena
alambyate/ jiianenapi na jiayate' kim karanam' yasmaj
jianena hi sanyata-alambanena bhavitavyam' tac
canutpadarupam eveti' katham tena- avidyamana-
svarupena naivabhavo naiva bhavo nirvapam iti
grhyate sarvaprapaiicatita-rapatvaj jiianasyeti/20

[The opponent asserts:] The one who abides in
samsara discerns [that nirvana is neither existent nor
non-existent].

20ppd, p. 533.






