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I: Madhyanta-vibhaga (laksana-pariccheda)

The doctrine of rebirth is largely identified in the popular mind
of the West with the major Indian religions, Hinduism, Buddhism
and Jainism. To some extent this is justified, since it is only in these
major religious systems that the doctrine of rebirth is accepted as
the orthodox view and, as such, plays a central role in religious
belief. It is not always recognized, however, that in these religions
rebirth is regarded as wndesirable. All three of the religions are
concerned with the attainment of liberation (mukti, moksa) from
the cycle of rebirth (samsdra). In Hinduism, for example, the aim is
to attain a state of merging or identity with God (iSvara) or the
Absolute (brahman). The Buddha, on the other hand, taught a path
that leads to nirvana.

The term “nirvana™ refers to something that is blown out (as
when one blows out the light of a lamp), extinct, vanished, calmed,
quieted, or liberated from existence, or to the state in which this has
occurred. There were disputes amongst the Buddhist schools about
the subtleties of this “blowing out” or “extinction,” but throughout
the history of Buddhism in India the meanings of “cessation™ or
“destruction” were taken to be central to the meaning of the term
“nirvana.” The Hinayanist school that accepted the annihilationist
meaning of the term the most unequivocally was perhaps the
Sautrdantika school, for the Sautrantikas maintained that nivana
was not itself a state or thing, but only the extinction of all the
conditioned factors of existence of what we refer to as a “person” or
“individual.” Their principal philosophical opponents, the
Sarvastivadins, maintained that nirvdna is a positive state which
itself exists, but even this view appears to be annihilationist on
closer examination, for even the Sarvastivadins defined nirvana as
simply the state in which all the factors of existence are extinct.!

Any interpretation of nirvana as a positive state of some sort
would appear to be precluded by one of the most basic formulations
of Buddhist doctrine, the four-fold noble truths (a@rya-satya). These
arc: the truth of sulfering (duhkha-satya), the arising of suffering
(samudaya-satya), the cessation of suffering (nirodha-satya) and the
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path leading to the cessation of suffering (marga-satya). Here it is
essential to realize that, according to Buddhist doctrine, a// states of
existence — even that of the highest gods — are impermanent and,
as such, states of suffering (duhkha). Since nirvana is defiried as the
cessation of suffering, and since all states of existence are held to
involve suffering, it would appear to follow that nirvana is the cessa-
tion of all states of existence. If nirvana were any kind of positive
entity, the four-fold noble truths should have mentioned a positive
state (ens) of non-suffering which is independent of the samsaric
process of suffering, the arising of suffering, the cessation of suffer-
ing, and the path leading to the cessation of suffering. The oldest
texts, however, never seem to refer to such a thing.” In the ecarly
Buddhist texts, at least, nirvana is defined — as it is in the formula-
tion of the four-fold noble truths — as simply the cessation of
samsara.”

Consider, for example, the Aggi-vacchagotta-sutta of the Pali
canon. In this sutta, a wanderer by the name of Vacchagotta asks
the Buddha whether the world is eternal or not, whether the world
is finite or not, whether the soul and the body are the same or
different, and whether the Tathagata exists alter death, does not
exist alter death, both exists and does not exist after death, or
neither exists nor does not exist after death. The Buddha tells
Vacchagotta that he has no view on these questions. When asked
why, the Buddha replies that these questions have nothing to do
with leading the “brahma-faring”: these views, he says, involve
wrangling and fettering, and do not “conduce to turning away from,
nor to dispassion, stopping, calming, super-knowledge, awakening,
nor to nibbana.” Then Vacchagotta asks where the monk arises
whose mind is thus freed. The Buddha says in reply that “arises”
docs not apply, that “not arises” does not apply, that “both arises
and not arises” does not apply, and that “neither arises nor not
arises” does not apply. When Vacchagotta expresses bewilderment
at this teaching, the Buddha says that his teaching is hard to see and
to understand, and that it is rare, excellent, beyond dialectic, subtle
and comprehensible only by the intelligent. He then asks
Vacchagotta whether a fire goes to the east, west, north or south
when it is extinguished. Vacchagotta replies that this question does
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not apply, since the fire simply goes out (nibbana) when it has
exhausted its fuel. Then the Buddha says:

Even so, Vaccha, that material shape, feeling, perception, impul-
ses and consciousness by which one might define the Tathagata
— all have been got rid of by the Tathagata, cut off at the root,
made like a palm-tree stump that can come to no further exist-
ence in the future. Freed from reckoning by form, feeling,
perception, impulses and consciousness is the Tathagata: he is
deep, immeasurable, unfathomable, as is the great ocean.
“Arises” does not apply, “not arises” does not apply; “both arises
and does not arise™ does not apply and “neither arises nor does
not arise” does not apply.

Note that in this sutta it is not the defilements (klesas) of the
Buddha which are said to “go out”. What “goes out” is the
Tathagata himself.*

There are some passages in the oldest strata of Buddhist texts
which are sometimes cited as evidence against the view that nirvana
is simply the complete cessation of existence. One passage which is
frequently cited is Udana VIIL i, which says:

Monks, there exists that condition wherein is neither earth nor
water nor fire nor air: wherein is neither the sphere of infinite
space nor of infinite consciousness nor of nothingness nor of
neither-consciousness-nor-unconsciousness, where there is
neither this world nor a world beyond nor both together nor
moon and sun. Thence, monks, [ declare is no coming to birth;
thither is no going (from life); therein is no duration; thence is no
falling; there is no arising. It is not something fixed, it is immov-
able, it is not based on anything. That indeed is the end of ill.

Ud. VIIL. ii adds the following;:
Hard is the infinite (anatran) to see; truth is no easy thing to see; /

Craving is pierced by him who knows; for him who sees this noth-
ing remains.

And Udana VIIL i adds to Ud. 1 and ii the following:
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Monks, there is a not-born, a not-become, a not-made, a not-
compounded. Monks, if that unborn, not-become, not-made,
not-compounded were not, there would be apparent no escape
from this here that is born, become, made, compounded. But
since, monks, there is an unborn etc., therefore the escape from
this here that is born, become etc. is apparcnl.s

This passage begins by asserting “There is (atthi) a condition™
etc. Ordinarily such a passage would assert that there is some
positive entity with such and such qualities. In Udana VIII, however,
the descriptions that follow the phrase “There is...” are consistently
negative. Furthermore, there are clear indications in the passage
that it is to be understood in the context of the teaching of the four-
fold noble truths, for Ud. VIII says explicitly that the condition
described is the “end of ill” (i.e. nirvana). Similarly, Ud. VIIL. iii says
that if there were not the not-born, not-become, not-compounded
etc. there would be no escape from samsara. This, too, is an unmis-
takable indication that Ud. VIII is to be understood simply in terms
of the four-fold noble truths of suffering, the arising of suffering,
the cessation of suffering, and the path leading to the cessation of
suffering.

Interpretations of such passages which attribute a positive char-
acter to nirvana appear to commit the philosophical error of
“hypostasizing the negative.” In ordinary language, if we want to say
that there is no entity x, we can do so, if we like, by referring to the
non-existence of x. But this does not mean that the non-existence of
x is itself a real thing. Similarly, it appears that Ud. VIII simply
restates at greater length the third of the four-fold noble truths, i.e.
that there is an end of suffering, and that suffering is therefore
neither necessary nor eternal. That this is the meaning that is
intended is clear from the very wording of the third noble truth
(nirodha-satya), for “nirodha™ simply means “cessation” or
“destruction.”

The term “Sanya™ (Pali “sunfa™), which is found in the older
texts and becomes particularly important in the texts of the
Mahayana, is closely related in meaning to the terms “nirodha™ and
“nirvana.” The adjective “§iinya”™ means 1) empty, void; 2) vacant;
3) non-existent; 4) loncly, desolate, deserted; 5) utterly devoid or
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deprived of; 6) bare or naked. The corresponding nominatives
“Siunyam” and “Siinyata” mean 1) vacuum, void, blank; 2) sky, space,
atmosphere; 3) non-entity or absolute non-existence. It is also
relevant here that the Indian mathematicians who discovered the
number zero called it “si@nyam.”

The foregoing definitions (all of which are closely connected in
meaning) also apply to the terms “Siinya,” “Siinyam” and “Siinyata”
as they were used in the Buddhist texts. These terms, which are
connected with the notions of “absence,” “lack,” “devoidness,”
“non-existence” etc., were invested in Buddhism with religious
significance because, according to Buddhist doctrine, all states of
existence involve suffering. The ultimate aim of the Buddhist life, at
least in the earliest texts, was the cessation of all suffering, the
attainment of which was called nirvana. “Nirvana™ means “blowing
out,” and is a synonym ol the term “nirodha,” which means extinc-
tion, Nirvana, therefore, is the attainment of the state of Siinyam or
Siinyata, 1.e. a state of emptiness or voidness in which all of the
suffering connected with all states of existence is entirely absent.

The religious signilicance of the term “sinya™ and its connec-
tion with the notion of nirvana 15 the theme of the
Cala-suiifata-sutta of the Majjhima-nikaya.® In this sutta the
Buddha teaches that the cessation of suffering depends on the
cessation of being and becoming. In this connection he describes for
his interlocutors a series of stages or planes which moves progres-
sively from consciousness to unconsciousness, and from being to
non-being:

(a) Consciousness of humanity

(b) Consciousncss of the forest

(c) Consciousness of the earth

(d) Consciousness of the infinity of space

(e) Consciousness of the infinity of thought

() Consciousness of nothingness (akificarifidyatana-sanna)

(g) Consciousness of neither consciousness nor unconscious-
ness

(h) Objectless cessation of consciousness

(i) The supreme, ultimate void (paramanuttara suinata).
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There is a passage in this sutta which describes emptiness (P.
susifiatd) in terms of the analogy of the forest. Life in the forest —
the traditional refuge of Indian religious men who had renounced
worldly life — is extolled because it is held to be free of the cares
and suffering attendant on worldly life. However, it is not any of the
positive qualities of the forest or life in the forest which are extolled
in the sutta, but the mere fact that the forest is devoid (Sinya) of
the those things which trouble people in the cities and towns.” Since
it is the mere voidness or emptiness (susifata) which gives forest
dwellers some release from suffering, the sutfa concludes that earth
itself, which is devoid of even the vegetation of the forest, should
provide an even greater release from suffering [cf. consciousness of
the carth, stage (c) above]. The sutta then proceeds through the
succeeding states (d) through (i) above, arriving ultimately at the
view that the final release from suffering (duhkha) is attained when
the Buddhist attains the supreme, ultimate void (paramanutiara
sufifiata). This is the stage that ensues after the attainment of the
“objectless cessation of consciousness.”

There are passages in the early texts which state that the world
is itself empty (susifia). However, these texts specify that the world
is empty in the sense that it is “empty of self or what belongs to a
self.” The schools of the Hinayana took this to mean, not that the
world itself was unreal or literally void, but that there is no self or
soul in a person or sentient I:J+:::ing.ﬂ In lieu of a soul-theory, the early
Buddhist texts described a person or sentient being in terms of the
five groups (skandhas) of form (riipa), feeling (vedana), perception
(samjAa), impulses (samskaras) and consciousness or mind
(wjﬁﬁna).g A usclul analogy — one that is found in the Hinayana
work called the Milinda-paiha — is that of a chariot. Just as, it is
said, it would be an error to think of a chariot as an entity apart
from its constituent parts like the axle, the hub, the wheel and so
on, 50 it is an error to think that there is an entity or substance — a
self — apart from the constituent elements of form, feeling, percep-
tion, impulses and consciousness. On this view, the self (@tman) is
unreal. What really exists is only an ever-changing stream of
constituent elements or dharmas.
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The Mahayanists rejected this interpretion of emptiness
(Siinyata), or to be more precise, thought that it did not go far
enough. According to the sitras and §astras of the Mahayana, even
these purported constituent elements are unreal and void (§iinya,
abhava). This theme can be traced back to the very earliest
Mahayana texts. In the Asta-sahasrika-prajiia-paramita, for
example, the statement that all dharmas are signless, wishless,
unaffected, unproduced, unoriginated and non-existent (abhava)
appears as a leitmotif at least six different times.'” This doctrine of
the voidness of all dharmas (sarva-dharma-siinyata) raises the
following question: If the world is unreal, what is that we seem to
experience? The two major schools of the Mahayana diverged over
the answer to this question. According to the Vijidnavadins, the
world is nothing but mind (vijfiana-matra). On this view, mind as
such is real, and it is only external objects which are unreal. The
Vijianavada, therefore, had an answer to the question “What is it
that we actually experience?” The answer is: “What we see is a
mere illusion (maya) or appearance (@bhasa) of the mind.” The
other school — the Sunyavada or Madhyamaka — was more
radical. According to the Stnyavadins or Madhyamikas, even the
teaching that the world is mind only is a provisional truth. In the
final analysis, even the mind itself is non-existent, empty and void
(Siinya). Even experience is unreal.'!

Support for both interpretations of the doctrine of the voidness
of all dharmas can be found in the Mahdyana texts. On the one
hand, there are many passages in the Mahayana siitras which state
that lhe: world is nothing but the false ideation of the mind, like a
dream.'? On the other hand, there are numerous passages which
state that all dharmas are void (sarva-dharma-sinyata), and since
mind (vyriana) itself is just a group of dharmas, according to
Buddhist doctrine, it should follow that mind itself is strictly void.
The two schools, therefore, differed about which interpretation was
the highest or direct teaching (nitartha) and which was the provi-
sional or ndirect teaching (neydrtha). According to the
Sanyavadins, the mind only teachings of the Mahayana scriptures
were addressed by the Buddha to those disciples who could not
grasp or accept the teaching that everything (including the mind) is
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totally unreal and void. People of the ordinary sort will always insist
on asking: “How can the world be totally unreal when it is perfectly
obvious that 1 am seeing something?” According to the
Madhyamikas, the Buddha replied to this sort of person: “What you
see is merely a mental creation (viparydsa, maya).” According to the
Sunyavadins, however, the correct and final teaching of the Buddha
is: “You are not seeing anything at all. Everything is non-existent
and void.” It was only when an individual was unable to grasp this
teaching that the Buddha met the person halfway by saying that
what the person saw was real, but only as an appearance (abhdsa)
of the mind."

The Madhyamikas were clearly the more radical school of the
Mahayana, for while it might make sense to say that there is no
external world, it is not at all obvious how it could make any sense
to say that both the world and the mind that seems to perceive it are
non-existent.'* Furthermore, the Vijiianavadins also maintained
that the Madhyamika doctrine was doctrinally or soteriologically
objectionable. The Buddhist scriptures state that the aim of the
Buddhist religion (buddha-dharma) is to lead sentient beings from
samsaric suffering to the liberation from suffering which is found in
nirvana. The Vijianavadins argued that none of these teachings
make any sense on the view that the mind — and therefore suffer-
ing itself — is unreal and totally non-existent (abhdva). The
Vijiianavadins, therefore, interpreted the statement in the sétras
that all dharmas are void to mean that everything is mind only. This
view, which interprets the doctrine of emptiness to mean that what
does exist (i.c. mind) is devoid of any material object or thing, may
be called the doctrine of “other emptiness,” as opposed to a
doctrine of emptiness as such.

This would appear to be a less plausible interpretation of the
Mahayana doctrine of the emptiness of all dharmas than the
Maidhyamika one, though it is one that is far more defensible — and
cven far more intelligible — on philosophical grounds. Further-
more, the Vijianavadin interpretation can be more easily
reconciled with the earlier texts which were recognized as canonical
by all of the Buddhist schools. According to all the Buddhist
schools, mind or consciousness (vijfiana), as one of the five groups
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of dharmas, is destroyed in the final nirvana of total extinction
(nirupadhi-Sesa-nirvana)."® The Vijianavadins believed that the
mind continues to exist and that samsdra continues to be real, at
least as a mental phenomenon, as long as the nirupadhi-sesa-
nirvina has not been attained. The only difference between the
Hinayanists and the Vijidnavadins on this point was that the
Vijiianavadins, unlike the Hinayanists, maintained that samsara is
purely ideal or mental.

The terms “emptiness” (sanyata, Sanyam) and “mind only”
(vijapti-matra) are treated as closely related terms in the
Vijianavada. This can be seen in the first chapter of the
Madhyanta-vibhaga (“The Discrimination between the Middle and
the Extremes™).

This work is ascribed either to a Maitreyanitha or to Arya
Asanga (fl. 350 C.E.), who in the Buddhist tradition is said to have
been the half-brother of Vasubandhu (the real founder of the
school) and the individual responsible for converting Vasubandhu
to the Mahayana. There is also a commentary (bhdsya) on the text
which is ascribed to Vasubandhu (MVB), and another commentary
(tika) on Vasubandhu's commentary by Shiramati (MVBT). If the
bhasya on the MV is authentic, it means that the MV itself is
probably an older text than even the VimsSatika or Trimsika of
Vasubandhu.

Chapter 1 (laksana-pariccheda) of the Madhyanta-vibhiga
consists of two parts. Verses 1-11 are principally concerned with the
subject of what is called “false ideation™ (abhiita-panikalpa); verses
12-22 are principally concerned with the topic of emptiness
(Siinyata). This is a rather rough division, however, for both of these
are regarded as interconnected concepts. (The concept of Sinyara,
for example, actually occurs in the definition of the false imagina-
tion which is given in the first verse.) The connection between these
two concepts is contained in the doctrine of the three self natures
(tri-svabhava-laksana). These three self natures are:

(1) The purely imagined nature (kalpita, parikalpita). This is the
nature of the supposed external objects. According to the
Vijidnavadins, these are entirely non-existent (abhava).
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(2) The other-dependent nature (paratantra-svabhava). This is
another name for the mind (vijriana) and the false imagination
(abhiita-parikalpa). It is essentially what appears as the external
objects, or what causes the appearance of the external objects.
Although it appears to be something that it is not (i.e. an external
object) it is not itself unreal.

(3) The perfected nature (parinispanna). This is identified by
MV 1.14 — at least by implication — with emptiness (Siznyata),
suchness (tathata), the reality limit (bhiita-koti), the signless and the
causeless (animitta), the absolute reality (paramdrtha) and the
fundamental reality (dharma-dhatu).

The text and a translation of the first chapter (laksana-
pariccheda) of the Madhyanta-vibhaga are given below:

THE DISCRIMINATION BETWEEN THE MIDDLE AND
THE EXTREMES

FALSE IDEATION (ABHUTA-PARIKALPA)

1. False ideation (abhiita-parikalpa) exists. Duality does not
exist in it. However emptiness (§iinyatd) does exist in the
false ideation, and false ideation also exists in emptiness.

abhiita-parikalpo 'sti dvayam tatra na vidyate /
s@inyata vidyate tv-atra tasyam-api sa vidyate //

2. Because of existence, non-existence and again existence [L.e.
because of the existence of the false ideation, the non-
existence of duality in the false ideation, and the existence
of that non-existence] everything is said in the Mahayina to
be ncither void (Sinya) nor non-void. This is the middle
path (madhyama pratipad).

na siinyam napi casiunyam tasmat sarvam vidhiyate /
satvad-asatvat sattvac-ca madhyama-pratipac-ca sa //
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Consciousness (vijfiana) arises in the appearance of things,
sentient beings, self (arman) and ideas (vijaapti); its external
object (artha) does not exist, and because of the non-
existence of the external object, mind itself is false (asat).

artha-sattvatma-vijfiapti-pratibhasam prajayate /
vijianam nasti casyarthas-tad-abhavat-tad-apy-asat //

Hence the nature of the false ideation is established.
Because the mind is not, in this way, totally non-existent,
liberation (mukti) is said to be from the destruction of the
mind.

abhiita-parikalpatvam siddham-asya bhavaty-atah /
na tatha sarvathabhavat tat-ksayan-muktir-isyate //

The imagined (kalpita), the dependent (paratantra) and the
perfected (parinispanna) are taught on account of external
things, false ideation and the non-existence of duality
(dvayabhava).

kalpitah paratantras-ca parinispanna eva ca /
arthad-abhiitakalpac-ca dvayabhavac-ca desitah [/

On the basis of perception of mind only, non-perception of
external objects arises. Based on the non-perception of
external objects, non-perception of mind only arises.

upalabdhim samasritya nopalabdhih prajayate /
nopalabdhim samasritya nopalabdhih prajayate //

Hence it is established that perception has the nature of
non-perception. Hence the identity (samata) of perception
and non-perception is known.

upalabhdes-tatah siddha nopalabdhi-svabhavata |
tasmac-ca samata jrieya nopalambhopalambhayoh //
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The three realms (dhatus) are false ideation and the mental
associates (citta-caittas). Mind is perception (drsti) with
respect to the external object; the mental associates are the
perception of what is different from the external object.

abhiita-parikalpas-ca citta-caittas-tridhatukah /
tatrartha-drstir-vijianam tad-visese tu caitasah //

The mind is consciousness as condition (pratyaya-vijiiana)
and the second (the mental associates) is the experiencing
or enjoying consciousness. In it the mental phenomena are
experience, discrimination and volition.

ekam pratyaya-vijiianam dvitiyam caupabhogikam /
upabhoga-pariccheda-prerakas-tatra caitasah //

Because of completing, because of the definite perception
caused by the three, because of enjoyment, projection,
fitting, confronting with and suffering, the world is defiled.
Because of the false ideation, there is the three-fold, the
two-fold and the seven-fold defilement.

chadanad-ropanac-caiva nayanat-samparigrahat /
paranat tri-paricchedad-upabhogac-ca karsanat //

nibandhanad-abhimukhyad duhkhanat klisyate jagat |
tredha dvedha ca samklesah saptadhabhiita-kalpanat //

EMPTINESS

Now the characteristics (laksana), the synonyms (paryaya),
the meaning (artha) of the synonyms, the discrimination
(bheda) and the realization (sadhana) of emptiness
(Siinyata) are to be fully understood.

laksanam catha paryayas-tad-artho bheda eva ca /
sadhanam ceti vijiieyam Stanyatayah samasatah //



13.

14.

13.

Madhyanta-vibhaga (laksana-pariccheda) _ 13

(the characteristics of emptiness) (laksana):

The essence of emptiness (Sianyam) is the non-existence of
duality (dvayabhava) and the existence of this non-existence
(abhavasya bhava). Neither existence nor non-existence (na
bhavo napi vabhavah), emptiness has neither the nature of
being different (prthaktva) nor the nature of being the same
(eka-laksana).

dvayabhavo hy-abhavasya bhavah siinyasya laksanam /
na bhavo napi vabhavah na prthaktvaika-laksanam //

(the synonyms of emptiness: sinyata-paryaya):

Summarily, the synonyms of emptiness are: suchness
(tathat@), the reality limit (bhiita-koti), the signless
(animitta), the absolute reality (paramartha) and the
fundamental reality (dharma-dhatu).

tathata bhiita-kotis-canimittam paramarthata /
dharma-dhatus-ca paryayah sanyatayah samasatah //

(the meaning of the synonyms: paryayartha):

Immutability, non-erroneousness, the destruction (nwrodha)
of the sign or cause, the field of activity of the noble (drya-
gocara) and the cause of the noble dharmas (arya-dharmas):
these are the meanings of the synonyms of emptiness which
follow in due order.

ananyathaviparyasa-tan-nirodharya-gocaraih |
hetutvac-carya-dharméanam paryayartho yatha-kramam //
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(the discrimination of emptiness: prabheda):

Emptiness is defiled and purified, and it is pure and impure.
Its purity is said to be like the purity of water, gold and
space.

samklista ca visuddha ca samala nirmala ca sa /
ab-dhatu-kanakakasa-suddhivac-chuddhir-isyate //

The emptiness of the enjoyer, the emptiness of the enjoyed,
the emptiness of the body thereof, the emptiness of any
thing (vastu), and that by which emptiness is perceived, the
way in which it is perceived and the object which is
perceived: all these are just emptiness.

bhokir-bhojana tad-deha-pratistha-vastu-Siinyata /
tac-ca yena yatha drstam yad-artham tasya Sunyata [/

Emptiness is the object (artha) of attaining the two purifica-
tions, in order to help all sentient beings, in order to not
renounce samsdra, and in order to attain the inexhaustible
goodness (aksaya-kusala).

Subha-dvayasya prapty-artham sada sattva-hitaya ca |
samsaratyajanartham ca kusalasyaksayaya ca [/

In order to purify the lineage of the Buddha, in order to
attain the principal and the secondary marks, and in order
to purify the buddha-dharmas, the Bodhisattva practices.

gotrasya ca visuddhy-artham laksana-vyaiijanaptaye /
suddhaye buddha-dharmanam bodhisativah prapadyate [/

The non-existence of the self (pudgala) and the non-
existence of all dharmas is one emptiness. The real exis-
tence (sad-bhava) of that non-existence is the other
emptiness (sa Sianyatapara).
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pudgalasyatha dharmanam-abhavah Siinyatatra hi /
tad-abhavasya sad-bhavas-tasmin sa siinyatapara //

(the realization of emptiness: sadhana):

21. If defilement did not exist, all creatures would be liberated.
If purity did not exist, all effort would be in vain.

samklista ced-bhaven-nasau muktah syuh sarva-dehinah /
visuddha ced-bhaven-nasau hy-ayaso nisphalo bhavet //

22. Emptiness is neither defiled nor non-defiled, neither pure
nor impure, because the mind (cirta) is innately pure and
the defilements are adventitious.

na klista napi caklista suddhasuddha na caiva sa /
prabhasvaratvac-cittasya kleSasyagantukatvatah //

Even without the reference to the non-renunciation of samsara
in MV 1.18 it would be clear that the above verses are from a
Mahidyana text. In the early, canonical Buddhist texts, the highest
state of attainment (nirvana) was not identified with reality or the
nature of things (paramartha) or the way things really are (yatha-
bhiitam). It was simply the state of extinction and peace which
cnsues — at |east at death — for the individual who has realized the
way things really are. Nirvana in the early Buddhist texts is pure
void (Séinyata, sianyam), as in the Cala-sufnata-sutta, where it is
described as the supreme, ultimate void (paramanuttara suiiniata),
and in the Vacchagotta-sutta, where it is conceived as the mere
going out of a fire. Since the world is certainly real in the original
teachings, there is no question in early Buddhism of identifying the
samsdric world of dependent co-origination (pratitya-samutpada)
with the void (Sanyam, Stnyata), which would entail that it was
somchow unreal,

In the Madhyanta-vibhaga, however, some identification of this
kind is made. Here, the concept of emptiness is linked with the
concept of reality. As a corollary, the text wishes to show that
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emptiness (SZnyam, siinyatd) is not mere non-existence or negation,
but is itself a reality (abhavasya bhava, sad-bhava), as in MV 1.13
and 1.20. Even more strikingly, it wants to argue that emptiness is in
some sense both existence and non-existence.

Note that there is one thing in these verses that clearly
corresponds to emptiness in the sense in which “Siinya,” “Sanyata™
etc. were used in Sanskrit and in the early Buddhist texts, and that is
the imagined nature (parikalpita). MV 1.5 identifies the imagined
nature with the external object (artha), and MV 1.3 says that this
external object does not exist (ndasti cdsyartha). Since “x is non-
existent” is one of the possible meanings of “x is Siinya,” and since
the imagined nature (i.e. the external object) is said to be non-
existent, it would be perfectly natural on purely semantic grounds to
identify the non-existent external object or parikalpita with empti-
ness (sanyata). This, however, the MV does not do.

The question whether the dependent nature is void (Siinya) is
more complicated. According to one meaning, “Siinya” is a two-
place predicate (1.e. a relation), and according to another meaning it
is a one-place predicate. Thus, one could say that a purported entity
is entirely non-existent and void; it is in this sense that a married
bachelor or the son of a barren woman or the horn of a hare is
Siinya. In this use, “x is §inya” is a one-place predicate. On the
other hand, one could say that a jar is Siznya, in the sense that the jar
is empty of water. This would use “x is sitnya™ as a two-place predi-
cate, i.e. as a relation.

The MV says that the mind is empty in the second sense
because it is devoid of the non-existent external object. It holds that
cverything is mind only, and that the appearance of external objects
is just an illusory appearance of the mind. In other words, what does
exist (i.e. mind) is devoid of external objects, just as one might say
that a jar is cmpty of water. As in the case of the jar example, the
mind only teachings of the MV do not mean that mind is empty in
the sense that mind is unreal, as the Madhyamikas contended. MV
1.1, for example, says that the false imagination exists, and since the
text takes “false imagination” to be one of the synonyms of mind
(vijiana), the MV is committed to the view that mind itself is not
unreal.
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MV 1.4 appears to qualify MV 1.1 somewhat, for it says that the
false imagination (i.c. the mind) is not totally non-existent (na tatha
sarvathabhava). However, the point of this qualification appears to
be that the mind is unreal in the sense that it appears to be some-
thing that it is not. According to the Vijiianavada, it is an essential
characeristic of the mind that it appears as external objects, hence
the mind is deceptive in the sense that it appears to be something
that it is not. The MV concludes that one must say that the mind
itself 1s “not totally unreal,” presumably because what is real about
the mind is not the same thing as what is thought to be real about it.

Thus, two senses of “Sianya” are involved in the MV's use of the
word “asat.” In Sanskrit the word “asat” can mean “false” in the
sense of “deceptive,” or it can mean “non-existent.” If something
does not exist as what it appears to be, it may be said to be asat in
the first sense but not the second, i.e. it may be said to be deceptive
but it is not itself non-existent.

Consider, for example, the rope-snake illusion — one of the
most common examples in Indian epistemology. If a person is walk-
ing along in the dusk and takes a rope in the path to be a snake,
then the snake as such is asat in the sense that it is unreal or non-
existent. It would make no sense to ask of this “snake” questions
like: How and when was it born, where did it come from, where did
it go, how much did it weigh? etc. In this example, however, some-
thing really does exist, i.e. the rope which is misperceived.
Therefore the rope may be said to be asat (in the sense of “false” or
“deceptive™) in the conditions in which it is perceived. Something
real is “false” or “unreal” in this sense when it is the basis for an
illusory appearance. According to the Vijianavadins, mind is asat in
the sense of this twilight-rope: i.e. it appears as an external object,
but this object, according to the Vijidnavada, is totally unreal.
Nevertheless, mind is still siznya — at least in one scnse — lor it is
empty of the thing it appears to be, just as a desert is empty of the
water that appears to exist when we see a mirage.

Note, however, that the notion of “other emptiness” which is
applied to the mind does not give us what the MV regards as empti-
ness (swnyata) itself, any more than the imagined nature
(parikalpita) does. Even if the Vijianavada is right in maintaining
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that the mind is nondual in the sense that it appears as external
objects which are non-existent, this nondual mind would still not
give us the sinyata which is identified by MV 1.14 with suchness
(tathata), the reality limit (bhiita-koti), the signless (animitta), the
absolute reality (paramartha) and the fundamental reality (dharma-
dhatu). Emptiness is invested by the MV, and the Mahayana
generally, with religious significance, and is equated with nirvana,
enlightenment, the true nature of things, or all of these simul-
taneously. All these are connected, not with the other dependent
nature (paratantra) or the imagined nature (parikalpita), but with
the perfected nature (paninispanna).
MYV 1.13 defines Sitnyata in the following way:

The essence or characteristic of Sinya is the non-existence of
duality and the existence of this non-existence. Neither existence
(bhava) nor non-existence (abhava), it has neither the nature of
being different nor the nature of being the same.'®

A closely related definition of §anyata is given in MV 1.20, which
says:

The non-existence of self and dharmas is one emptiness; the real
existence (sad-bhdava) of that non-existence there [i.e. in the self
and dharmas| is the other emptiness (sa sanyatapara).

Note that there are two parts to these definitions. First, Siinyata
is said to be the non-existence of duality or the external objects, i.c.,
as the non-existence of the self and the dharmas."’ Secondly, empti-
ness is said to be the existence of this non-existence. [ shall refer to

the two parts of these definitions of s@nyata in MV 1.13 and 1.20 as
D1 and D2:

D1 Emptiness is the non-existence of duality (i.e. the non-
existence of the external object, either self or dharmay).

D2 Emptiness is the existence of this non-existence (i.e. the
existence of the non-existence of the external objects).
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Since the perfected nature (parinispanna) is defined in MV 1.5
as the non-existence of duality, D1 of MV 1.13 and MV 1.20 (and
presumably D2 as well) must be intended as definitions of the
perfected nature, as well as definitions of emptiness. Nevertheless,
MV 1.13 and MV 1.20, and D1 and D2, will not do as definitions of
sanyata and the perfected nature.

Consider the following three notions:

(a) The external objects, also called duality (dvaya).
(b) The non-existence of the external objects.
(c¢) The existence of the non-existence of the external objects.

The MV’s definitions presuppose that it is meaningful to
assume that each of (a) - (¢) refers to something different, but this is
surely incorrect. First of all, no distinction can be drawn (at least in
the actual world) between a non-existent object and its non-
existence; conscquently, no distinction can be drawn between (a)
and (b). For similar rcasons, it doesn’t make any sense to speak of
the existence of the nonexistence of something, either.

To get a clearer view of the philosophical point that is involved
here, consider the [ollowing two sentences:

(1) The present king of France exists.
(2) The present king of France is bald.

If (1) and (2) are uttered when there is a king of France, (1) will
be true, and (2) will be true if he is bald. Both these sentences have
the grammatical structure of subject-predicate sentences, i.e. from a
purely grammatical point of view (1) attributes the predicate “x
exists™ to the king of France, and (2) attributes the property “x is
bald” to the king of France. However, the view that the grammatical
structure of thesc sentences actually gives the meaning or logical
structurc of the sentences leads to difficulties which emerge as soon
as we try to analyze the meaning of these sentences or the meaning
of the sentcence
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(3) The king of France does not exist.

when (as in 1990) there is no king of France.

Like (1) and (2), (3) has the grammatical form of a subject-
predicate sentence, i.e. grammatically speaking it predicates the
expression “does not exist” of the king of France, or at least denies
that the predicate “x exists” is true of the king of France. But what
is the logical meaning of the sentence? For example, what makes
the sentence true when it is true? It would be odd to suppose that
when the sentence is true it is true because there is a property Non-
existence which is true of the king of France, and also odd to
suppose that when the sentence is true it is true because the
property Existence does not apply to the king of France — for the
simple reason that if the sentence is true there is no king of France.

Bertrand Russell (1905) pointed out that this kind of problem
dissolves under analysis as soon as one recognizes that “x exists” —
unlike, for example, “x is bald” — is not a genuine predicate.'®
Russell argued persuasively that (3), despite its grammatical
appearance, is not a subject-predicate statement about the king of
France at all; instead, it simply denies that there is an entity x such
that x is the king of France. In Russell’s analysis of the sentence, the
referring expression “the king of France™ and the predicate “x does
not exist” no longer appear. The predicate “x does not exist” is
replaccd by the expression “It is not the case that there is an x” and
the relerential expression “the king of France” is replaced by the
predicate expression “is a king of France.”

When (3) is interpreted in the way Russell suggested — i.e. as
meaning that there is no x such that x is the king of France — it is
quite easy to sce how it could be true. Similarly, it is easy to see why
(2) is false when it is uttercd when there is no king of France, for
according to Russell (2) simply means (roughly):

(4) There is an x (and only one x) such that x is the king of
France and x is bald.

and this asscrtion is simply false.
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According to Russell’s analysis, it clearly makes no sense to
speak (as MV 1.13 does) of the “existence of the non-existence” of
something. What would the phrase “the existence of the non-
existence of the present king of France” mean? Note that this
phrase cannot even be translated a la Russell. Perhaps the closest
thing we can get (and it is definitely not a Russellian analysis) is
something like: “It is the case that it is not the case that there is an
entity x such that x is the present king of France.” If this is what the
words “the existence of the non-existence of x” mean, then they
simply entail the non-existence of x. In other words, the phrase “the
existence of the non-existence of x” can only mean the non-
existence of x. But if this 1s what the phrase means, it makes no
sense to say, as MV 1.20 does, that the existence of the non-
existence of x is a reality in its own right (sad-bhava).

Suppose, on the other hand, that one treats the expression “the
present king of France™ as a referring expression and the expression
“x exists” as a predicate (as some philosophers in the Western
analytic tradition after Russell have continued to do). This actually
makes matters worse, for MV 1.13’s definition of the perfected
nature then turns out to be contradictory.

Consider first the following three sentences:

(5) The jar is blue.
(6) The blueness of the jar is beautiful.
(7) The beauty of the jar’s blueness was noted by Devadatta.

It is natural to analyze these sentences grammatically in the
following way. In (5) “the jar” is the grammatical subject of the
sentence, and refers to an entity which possesses the property Blue.
In (6) this property Blueness is itself referred to by the grammatical
subject of the sentence, and this property is said to be beautiful. In
(7) the property Beauty is made the grammatical subject of the
sentence. It therefore corresponds grammatically to the first-order
property Blue in (6), and in (7), therefore, it could be said that it is
referred to as a second-order property.

Now consider the following three phrases:
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8. the present king of France (uttered when, as in 1990, there
is no king of France)

9. the non-existence of the present king of France

10. the existence of the non-existence of the present king of
France.

Analyzing (10) along the lines of (5)-(7), the property Existence
of (10) becomes a second-order property, and the corresponding
first-order property is Non-existence. Now we must ask: Does it
make any sense to apply the second-order property Existence to the
first-order property Non-existence? One would think not. Clearly,
(10) i1s unacceptable in a way that (7) is not, for while it is perfectly
natural to speak of the beauty of the color Blue, it is patently sense-
less to speak of the “existence of the non-existence” of something.
There is no reason to think that this phrase makes any more sense
than it does to speak of the non-blueness (or the redness) of the
color Blue or the non-circularity (or triangularity) of a circle.

What the MV seems to imply is that there is a real thing (sad-
bhava) called $anyata which is in some way an Absolute and the
true nature (paramartha) of things. The problem is that the asser-
tion that emptiness is itself a thing contradicts the plain meaning of
“Stanya,” “Sinyata” etc. in ordinary Sanskrit and in the Buddhist
texts themselves. If sinyata were a positive entity (i.e. an existent
thing) then §iznyatd would be a counter-example to the plain mean-
ing of the early Buddhist texts, all of which assert that everything
that exists is suffering. The MV attempts to evade these difficulties
by speaking of emptiness as the non-existence of duality and as the
existence of the non-existence of this duality, but as we have just
seen, this apparently makes no sense.

What about the other dependent nature (paratantra)? Is there a
way of construing if as the true nature of things (paramartha), the
reality limit, the immutable suchness (tathata) etc.? In one respect it
would be natural to expect such an identification, for the
Vijiianavadins asserted that everything is mind only. Nevertheless, it
is clear, on examination, that mind cannot be the same thing as
Sinyata either.
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The Madhyanta-vibhaga's doctrines on the nature of the mind
are not very clear, and perhaps not even consistent. Consider MV
1.21 and 1.22. The first part of MV 1.21 says that the defiled, false
imagination exists because otherwise all sentient beings would be
liberated by nature and there would be no samsara. (This assertion
is directed against the Madhyamikas, who held that everything —
even the mind — is totally void.) The MV’s assertion that the
defiled, false imagination exists is consistent with the traditional
Buddhist teachings, according to which what we call mind or
consciousness is in fact just an aggregate (skandha) of dharmas, and
as such one of the essential links in the cycle of suffering and
rebirth. However, MV 1.22 and the second part of MV 1.21, which
asserts that purity exists, are more problematic.

MV 1.22 says that the essential nature of the mind is purity. A
very natural way of interpreting the doctrine of the innately pure
mind is to say that mind, or at least the dualistic mind which distin-
guishes between subject and object, is defiled (and is therefore
different from emptiness), but that the pure mind, or the nondual
mind, is not defiled and is not different from emptiness. However,
this would imply that mind in its true nature is not samsaric, and as [
have just pointed out, this contradicts fundamental Buddhist
doctrines. Furthermore, there are at least two passages in the
Vijiianavada literature which show that passages like MV 1.22 were
not taken by the Vijianavadins to mean what they might seem to
mean. One of these is Xuan Zang’s commentary (CWSL) on
Trim§ikd 2, and another is Sthiramati’'s commentary on MV 1.22
(MVBT 1.22).

(a) Xuan Zang was a member of the Dharmapila school of the
Vijiianavada. According to Dharmapala, impure dharmas cannot
give rise to pure dharmas; consequently, if pure “seeds” or “poten-
tialities” (bijas) were not innate in the mind from the beginning the
very thought of enlightenment (bodhi-citta) could not occur. After
Xuan Zang has endorsed this view in CWSL 2, he has an opponent
suggest another possibility: that the mind is by its very nature pure.
Xuan Zang characterizes his opponent’s view in the following way:
“They believe,” he says, “that the nature of the mind is ‘essentially
immaculate’ (prakrti-visuddha); but, being defiled by impuritics, the
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adventitious (agantuka) dusts, the mind is said to be defiled; when it
is separated from the defilements, it becomes pure (andasrava).” He
then launches into a criticism of this doctrine:

[Xuan Zang]: “We ask: what is the meaning of the expression ‘the
nature of the mind'? Is it a question of voidness (sinyata), i.e. of
the true nature of things or bhita-tathata? This is not the cause
of mind; being unconditioned (asamskria) and immutable, it
cannot be the seed of the pure dharmas, because it is always the
same in the future as it was in the past.“”‘ -

Xuan Zang then raises the following additional objections to
the idea that the mind itself i1s innately pure:

1. The view that the mind is immutable and unique in its
nature, but that it nevertheless evolves with respect to its charac-
teristics, is the view of the non-Buddhist school of the Samkhya, and
is therefore heretical and false.

2. If the mind were essentially pure, then the bad mind and the
mind which is non-defined (i.e. neither good nor bad) would also be
good, which is absurd.

3. If the impure mind were pure, then the pure mind would
also be impure, and this is not the result that is desired.

The question is then raised by the opponent: “What, then, is the
meaning of the sitras (e.g. the Vimalakirti, the Srimala etc.) that
speak of the immaculate nature of the mind?” Xuan Zang'’s reply is
as follows:

The siirra refers to the true nature of things (bhiita-tathata) which
the voidness (si@nyata) of the mind manifests, because the true
nature of things (bhiita-tarhata) is the true nature of the mind. Or
clse, what the sirra says is that ‘the nature essentially immaculate’
(prakrti-visuddha) is the principle of the substance of the mind,
bccause the principle or the substance of the mind is [ree from
the impurities (klesas). The nature of the impure mind is not
called ‘essentially immaculate’ because it would then be pure
(anasrava).

In other words, Xuan Zang rejects the idea that the mind as
such could be cssentially immaculate, and allows only that the
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Sinyata or bhiita-tathata, or something he calls the “principle” or
the “substance” of the mind (Ch. di) could be innately pure.

When one looks carefully at this passage, it is clear that Xuan
Zang is saying that mind and purity, or mind and emptiness, are
necessarily two different things. According to Xuan Zang, therefore,
mind cannot really be pure; only the essence of what is nof mind can
be pure.*! To be sure, Xuan Zang’s interpretation of the doctrine of
the innately pure mind leaves that doctrine rather mysterious. This,
however, is probably inevitable, since this doctrine contradicts other
Buddhist teachings about the nature of samsara and nirvana which
are absolutely fundamental. For example, the traditional Buddhist
teachings clearly assert that the mind itself (and not just its defile-
ments) is samsaric, defiled and involved in suffering. Otherwise
passages like Udana III (cited above) would presumably have
asserted that only the mind’s defilements are extinguished in
nirvana, instead, the texts plainly assert that it is mind iself that is
extinguished. Furthermore, the very distinction between the
essence of mind and its (defiled) properties is a distinction which
cannot be made within Mahayanist philosophy, for the Mahayanists
rejected the distinction between substance and properties.

(b) Like Xuan Zang, Sthiramati (MVBT 1.22) denies that mind
1s innately pure; instead, he interprets MV 1.22 to mean that the
essence of mind (citta-dharmat@) is innately pure. Here it is
important to note that MV 1.22 occurs in the second set of verses of
the chapter, i.e., it occurs in the set of verses that is concerned prin-
cipally with the subject of emptiness (Sinyata). Hence when
Sthiramati says that it is the essence of mind (citta-dharmata) that is
innately pure, what he undoubtedly means is that the essence of
mind is just emptiness, and therefore that emptiness is innately pure.
This is in fact what we might have expected from the meaning of
“siinya” in ordinary Sanskrit, for non-existence (abhavatva) can in a
sense be said to be “pure.” This interpretation, furthermore, is
supported by all the early texts that were regarded by canonical by
all of the Buddhist schools. According to the earliest teachings, the
only state that is free from defilement is nirvana. This is defined, as
we have scen, as the cessation or extinction (nirodha) of all states of
existence, since all states of existence are necessarily implicated in
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suffering. In one sense, therefore, it is natural for Sthiramati to
argue that the essence of mind, interpreted as Sianyata, is pure.
However, Sthiramati’s interpretation of MV 1.22, like Xuan Zang’s
interpretation of Trims. 2, is problematic, because it appears to
equate the emptiness/non-emptiness distinction with  the
substance/property distinction. If emptiness is construed as the
essence or substance of mind, then both mind and the essence of
mind should be non-existent, and this not the result that the
Vijiianavadins wanted.*

The fundamental problem that Sthiramati and Xuan Zang faced
in interpreting verses like MV 1.22 is that in traditional Buddhist
teachings mind is intrinsically bound up in samsdara. The
Vijiianavada teaching that matter and external objects are entirely
unreal, and that everything is mind only, should not in itself be
taken as a denial of these fundamental teachings. To the traditional
teachings the Vijidnavada simply added the assertion that all
dharmas are mental dharmas (i.e. that the ripa-skandha as such
does not exist). It also taught that the samsaric aspect of the
mind — the one that keeps the whole samsdric process going — is
the tendency for the mind to project itself in the form of non-
existent objects (i.e. the self and dharmas). This teaching of the
nonduality of mind does not make the mind itsell intrinsically
pure.”® According to fundamental Buddhist principles one could say
that mind is pure (anasrava, prabhasvara) only to the extent that it
is truc that the mind is literally void. The “other emptiness” inter-
pretation of the mind does not show that the mind is void in this
sense. (For example, the proposition that a jar is empty of water
asserts that there is no water in the jar, and not that the jar is itself
void.) To show that the mind is itself characterized by emptiness,
the Vijnanavadins would have had to show that the mind is Siinya in
the sense in which “Sinya”™ is a one-place predicate. This is the
sense in which the Madhyamikas used the word, and when the word
in this sense was applied to all the dharmas it entailed that samsara
was unreal. The author of the MV, however, evidently regarded this
conclusion as absurd.

Has the MV found a viable interpretation of the Mahayina
doctrine that all dharmas are void (sarva-dharma-siinyata)? Accord-
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ing to MV 1.2, the doctrine of “other emptiness™ shows that dhar-
mas are void in a way that does not contradict the Buddhist
teaching of a middle path between the extremes of existence and
non-existence. However, all that is shown by the MV’s doctrine of
other emptiness is that mind is asat in the sense that it is false or
deceptive. Since something has to exist in order to be false and
deceptive in this sense, and since MV 1.1 says categorically that the
mind does exist, it scems to me that the MV fails to show (as it
apparcnll}r claims to do) that the mind is neither existent nor non-
existent.?

Finally, neither the Madhyamika nor the Vijidnavadin view
seems to correctly represent the doctrine of the middle path as it is
found in the teachings of early Buddhism. In fact, I think that it can
be scen that the attempt by the Mahayiénists to show that things are
empty in themselves is a heresy according to the earliest accounts of
the Buddhist teaching of the “middle path.”

Consider, for example, the Kaccayana-sutta of the Pili canon.
This sutta is concerned specifically with teaching a middle path
between the extremes of existence and non-existence, and it
undoubtedly represents a very early teaching of the Buddhist tradi-
tion. According to the Mahayanists, at least one of the things
asserted by this sitra is that things cannot be said to really exist. If
we look at the version of the siifra which is found in the Pali canon,
however, it is clear that it does not assert this at all; in fact it quite
explicitly denies it.

This sutta begins when a man by the name of Kaccayana asks
the Buddha to define what is the “right view.” The Buddha replies
that the world usually bases its views on two things: existence and
non-existence. But, the Buddha says, he who with right insight sees
the uprising of the world as it really is does not adhere to the view
that the world is non-existent. Similarly, he who with right insight
sees the passing away of the world as it really is, does not adhere to
the existence of the world. He then critizes those philosophers who
imprison themselves in dogmas and go in for system-building, all of
which is based on the delusion of a self. The wise man, however,
does not grasp at things or at a sclf; he simply thinks: “What arises is

25
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suffering (duhkha); what passes away is suffering.” Then the
Buddha says:

Everything exists: this is one extreme. Nothing exists: this is the
other extreme. Not approaching either extreme the Tathdgata
teaches you a doctrine of the middle way: Conditioned by
ignorance activities come to pass, conditioned by activities
consciousness; thus conditioned arises name-and-shape; and then
sensation, contact, feeling, craving, grasping, becoming, birth,
decay-and-death, grief and suffering...this is the uprising of this
great mass of suffering. But from the utter fading away and ceas-
ing of ignorance there is the cessation of activities, and thus there
comes about the cessation of this entire mass of suffering,

Here it is quite clear that the view that nothing exists is held to
be a [alse view. Furthermore, the view that things exist is held to be
a false view only in the sense that things are not eternal. This is
perfectly clear from the way the sutta ends, for the alternative to the
view that “everything exists” is that things arise and perish accord-
ing to the law of eternal co-origination. In other words, things come
to be and exist, but they are impermanent — perhaps even momen-
tary, although the sutta does not actually say this.

This teaching of a middle path between 1) “existence” and 2)
“non-existence” is therefore a teaching that 1) things are imper-
manent (rather than eternal) and 2) that the world is not
non-existent. In other words, what this middle path amounts to is
simply a middle way between eternalism and nihilism.

This sutta indicates that both nihilism and eternalism must have
been taught as philosophical doctrines in the Buddha’s time. That
there were philosophers at this time who were eternalists
(sasvatavidins) is not surprising, since eternalist doctrines are
undoubtedly of great antiquity in India. The fact that there were
philosophers in India who were nihilists, and who held that nothing
exists, is perhaps more surprising, but even apart from the
Kaccdyana-sutta there is evidence that nihilism was present as a
philosophical alternative in India from a very early period. K. N.
Jayatillcke (1963: 256) has pointed out, for example, that the
Lokayata philosopher Jayarasi denied both the validity of all means
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of knowledge and the reality of the world. The date of Jayarasi, the
author of the Tattvopaplava-simha, is uncertain, but he probably
flourished around 650 C.E. This of course is much later than the
time of the Buddha (by about a thousand years); nevertheless there
is nothing intrinsically implausible in the suggestion that Jayarasi is
simply a medieval representative of a much older tradition of
nihilism in India. In any case, one cannot make any sense of the
Kaccdyana-sutta unless one supposes that there was such a school
of nihilists in India even in the Buddha'’s time.

[t is easy to see why the Buddha thought it important to teach a
middle path between eternalism and nihilism. The very essence of
his enlightenment is said to have been the insight that everything is
suffering and that suffering arises depending upon causes and
conditions (pratitya-samuipada). Neither eternalism nor nihilism is
compatible with this doctrine. Note, however, that the teaching of
the Buddha implies that things do arise and perish, and this in turn
implies that things do exist, even if they are impermanent or even
momentary. This is the very proposition that the Mahayanists, in
one fashion or another, wished to deny. In so far as they denied it,
however, they were embracing a doctrine which the Kaccayana-
sutta plainly condemns.*®
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Notes to Chapter 1: Madhyanta-vibhaga (laksana-pariccheda)

1. Cf. AKB ii55 [DS ii. 326-327]. In this passage the
Sarvastivadin contends that the scriptural passages which speak of
nirvana as the destruction (nirodha) and absolute non-appearance
(apradur-bhava) of suffering mean that in nirvana suffering does
not manifest (nasmin pradur-bhava ii). The Sautrantika, on the
other hand, contends that such passages simply mean that nirvana
involves the deliverance of the mind-stuff, like the extinction of a
flame (pradyotasyeva nirvanam vimoksas-tasya cetasah); conse-
quently, nirvana is simply non-existence, and it is thus that the
deliverance of the mind-stuff of the Buddha is accomplished (yatha
pradyotasya nirvanam-abhavah; evam bhagavato ‘pi cetaso vimoksa
itr). Yasomitra’s gloss (AKSV) specifies that in this passage “nasmin
pradur-bhava iti” means that nirvana is what accomplishes the non-
manifestation of suffering (adhikarana-sadhanam-iti) and that for
the Sautrantika “apradur-bhava” is a matter of sheer non-existence
(apradur-bhava = apradhur-bhiitr), i.e., that for the Sautrantika the
non-appearance of pain is not a matter of what nirvana effects, but
of what it is.

Candrakirti (MMKYV 25.4-9) gives exactly the same analysis of
the dispute between the Sarvastivadin and the Sautrantika. He
characterizes the Sarvastivadins (MMKV 254) as holding that
nirvana 1s a real thing (bhava, nirodhatmakah padarthah). The
Sarvastivadin replies to the Sautrantika, who holds that nirvana is
just simple extinction (like the going out of a light) by arguing that
this simile must be understood to mean that nirvana is the real
element of existence (dharma) in which the release from suffering
occurs (asminn-iti nirvanakhye dharme sati bhavati ... tatrapi yasmin
sati cetaso vimoksu bhavatiti veditavyam-iti). On the other hand,
Candrakirti (MMKYV 25.9) represents the Sautrdntika as holding
that nirvana is mere nothingness (abhava).

The Sarvastivadins also regarded space (akasa) as a real,
uncompounded (asamskrta) entity (dharma, dravya), like nirvana.
The Sautrantikas, however, argued that space is not an independent
reality like matter, sensation etc.; it is just that when we fail to
encounter resistance we say that there is space (@kasa). Hence,
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according to the Sarvastivadins, both nirvdna and space are real
entitics (dravya), whereas for the Sautrdntikas both are simply
unreal (adravya).

2. Here I take it as a given of modern scholarly research that
the carliest identifiable Buddhist teachings are contained in the
extant sitras which are the common property of the Pali canon and
the very incomplete canons which exist in Sanskrit, Tibetan and
Chinese. (The extant Sanskrit fragments appear to belong to the
Sarvastivada; the Chinese Agamas appear to belong to a number of
the other Hinayana schools as well.) For an introduction to this
topic, see Warder (1980: 3-16) and Minh Chau (1964).

3. Cf. AKB i.7 (DS i27): “The going out (nihsaranam =
nihsarah) is the extinction (nirvana) of all the conditioned
dharmas.” (YaSomitra specifies that this is the nirupadhi-sesa-
nirvana.) Note that this appears to be meant as a definition of
nirvana, as it is in many other similar passages.

4. Aggi-vacchagotta-sutta, Majjhima-nikdya, sutta 72. [I have
uscd the Horner translation in Conze et. al. (1954: 1107, p. 106).]

5. Ud. VIII says that there is (atthi) a condition which, among
other things, is not “nothingness” (dkisicasifia). However, this
cannot be read as a denial that the “end of ill” is mere nothingness,
for “akificaifia™ in the old texts is a technical term which refers to a
state of unconsciousness rather than a state of nothingness pure
and simple. This is clear even in this passage from the Udana, for
this “nothingness” is mentioned between the sphere of infinite
consciousness and the condition of neither-consciousness-nor-
unconsciousness. Since “dkiricarifia” in this passage must refer to
unconsciousness or the consciousness of nothingness rather than
nothingness per se, the passage cannot be construed as denying that
nirvana is simply a state of extinction or nothingness. (For more on
“akiricaiina,” sec H. G. A. Van Zeyst, “dkiricarindayatana,” EB.)

6. In the following I have used the PTS translation.

7. Since the analogy of the forest plays an important role in
the Cula-suninata-sutta, it is of interest to note that Vimsatika 20
also uses the term “Siinyatva™ (absence, devoidness, desolation) in
speaking of a Purinic legend about the forest-dwelling sages; i.e.
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“How else, indeed, did the wrath of the sage (rsi) bring about the
desolation (snyatva) of the Dandaka forest?”

8. For example, Samyutta-nikaya IV, 54 says that the world is
said to be empty because it is empty of self or what belongs to the
self, and then it specifies that the eye, one’s physical body, visual
consciousness, and impressions of the eye are empty of self and of
what belongs to the self. So, too, its says, are the ear, nose, tongue,
body and mind (and their respective sense-data, consciousnesses
and impressions) empty of self and of what belongs to the self.
Likewise for all feclings which arise, conditioned by the impression
on the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind, whether it be pleasant
or painful or neither pleasant nor painful etc.

9. In Buddhism the term “vijidna” is used to refer to both
mind (citta, manas) and consciousness (cetand, cit). In this work 1
shall of course be following the Buddhist usage, and will therefore
not distinguish between “vijiiana™ as “cit” (i.e. consciousness itself)
and “vijiana™ as “citta™ (i.e. as mind), although this distinction is
made in some other Indian schools (e.g. the Advaita Vedanta).

10. See Conze (1975: 177, 190, 209, 226, 249, and 278); Asta-
sahasrika-prajia-paramita-sitra, ed. Rajendralal Mitra (1888: 273,
298, 341, 379-380, 424, 482).

11. According to the Yogacirins, the Madhyamikas denied the
existence of mind as well as the external world. The following
passage from Xuan Zang's Cheng wei shilun is typical of such
criticisms of the Madhyamikas. Here Xuan Zang argues that the
Madhyamikas have misunderstood the Mahayanist doctrine that all
dharmas are void or without a self nature (sarve dharma
nihsvabhdvah):

Karikas 23-25 [of the TrimSika] show that the dictum of the sirras
that all dharmas arc devoid of self nature must not be taken
literally. Intelligent people will guard against the mistake of
interpreting this 10 mean that, in a sweeping manner, the
dharmas are entirely unreal. [Poussin (1928-48): 561.]

Xuan Zang does not explicitly mention the Stunyavadins or
Madhyamikas in this passage, but there can be no doubt that they
were the object of his criticism in this and similar passages, for Kui
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Ji, his immediate disciple and commentator, names them as such.
[See Poussin (1928-48: 188, n. 1), where Bhavaviveka is specified by
Kui Ji as a nihilist who “denies the existence of mind (vijfiana) and
all the dharmas.”|

Harsh Narain (1963), in an important paper which does not
seem to me to have received the attention that it deserves, has
shown that this charge of nihilism was levelled against the
Madhyamikas by the Vijianavadins and by all the other Buddhist
and non-Buddhist schools in India as well. On this issue, see also de
La Vallée Poussin (1917, 1932-33).

12. E.g. “All the three worlds are nothing but mind” (citta-
matram idam yad idam traidhatukam), DaSabhimika-siitra
(Rahder, p. 49). This is cited almost verbatim by Vasubandhu at the
outset of his autocommentary on the Vimsatika [S. Lévi (1925: 3)].

13. See, for example, Lindtner (1986: 240, 243, 245-48, 254),
who discusses passages from some of the writings of Bhavaviveka
(and the Ratna-pradipa, whose authorship is disputed) where it is
maintained that the cittamatra doctrine is at best a provisional truth
(samvrti-prajaa).

14. In this connection it is important to note that the question
whether the mind is empty or void is not the same thing as the ques-
tion whether the mind is a material thing or object (vaswu, artha,
visaya).

Neither the Vijiianavadins nor any other Buddhist school held
that mind is a thing like a physical object. Even according to the
traditional Buddhist Abhidharma, for example, what we call
“things” consist of constituent dharmas belonging to the ripa-
skandha. All the dharmas comprising the groups of feeling,
perception, impulses and mind were thought to be different from
these rizpa-dharmas. [Cf. AKB 44a-b (DS 1.123): “Mind is formless
and immaterial” (manas-tv-amirttivad), and AKB 43 (DS i.118-
119), which argues that there is no contradiction in vision being
single even though one sees with two physical eyes because mind is
not material and is not fixed in one place (na casraya-vicchedad
viccheda-prasangah; vijiidnasya desapratisthitatvad riipavad-iti).)

Most Indian philosophers were in agreement that mind is by its
very nature (svabhava) intangible, ungraspable, etc. Consequently,
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the mere fact that the Vijhanavadins, like most of the other Indian
schools, held that mind is intangible etc. does not mean that they, or
the other Indian schools generally, held that the mind is non-
existent. Of all the various schools of philosophy in India, it was
only the Madhyamikas and perhaps some of the materialists
(Lokayatas) who — for very different reasons — maintained that
the mind is actually unreal and non-existent (Sinya, abhava).
15. Thus Udana VIII. ix describes nibbana as follows:

The body is broken, perceiving is dissolved, all feelings are quies-
cent, impulses have ceased, and consciousness (vifiiana) has
reached its end.

This fundamental doctrine of the early sitras and collected
sayings i1s carried forward in the Abhidharma literature. Cf. AK
ii.41b-c (DS ii. 233): “the trance state of unconsciousness is the
cessation of the mind stuff and the associated mental factors
(asamjritkam-asamjiiisu nirodhas-citta-caittanam); AKB ii.43 (DS
i1.237): the ordinary people cannot attain the state of cessation of
consciousness (nirodha-samapatti) because they fear annihilation; it
is attained only by the force of the Buddhist path; it is the state of
deliverance of the Arya who has attained the dharma of nirvana (na
hi prthag-jana nirodha-samapattim-utpadayitum Saknuvanti;
uccheda-bhirutvad, arya-marga-balena cotpadandad, drsta-dharma-
nirvanasya tad-adhimuktih).

The Sarvastivadins held that these samapattis were real entities
or dharmas (dravyasat), whereas the Sautrantikas maintained that
the cessation of consciousness was not a real entity, but only a
verbal designation (prajfaptisat) (cf. AKB ii.44). Since the Sautran-
tikas refused to regard negative concepts like the cessation of
consciousncss as denoting real entities, they held (unlike the
Sarvastivadins) that a subtle consciousness continued to exist in the
trance states; hence they believed that in these states consciousness
was attenuated rather than actually destroyed. [The Vijianavadins
were in agreement with the Sautrantikas on this point, and iden-
tified the subtle consciousness that remained in the samapattis with
the store consciousness (a@laya-vijiana).] However, even the
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Sautrantikas agreed that this subtle consciousness is extinguished in
the final nirvana of total extinction (nirupadhi-sesa-nirvana).

The cessation of vijfiana in nirvana is a fundamental Buddhist
tenet, and many other passages like the one from the Udana could
be cited. It was so orthodox a teaching, in fact, that even the
Madhyamikas could not deny it. For example, in MMKV 253
Candrakirti says that in the pure state of nirvana without any basis
(nivrtau nirupadhi-sese nirvana-dhatau) none of the three factors of
existence like actions and defilements exist, and that this is the
unanimous verdict of all the Buddhist schools (evam ca
sarvavadinam-abhimatam). However, as a Madhyamika Candrakirti
also believed that dharmas are literally void and non-existent; hence
in the passage that follows this statement he says that dharmas are
never real, just as the snake in the standard rope-snake illusion is
never real. In other words, what the early Buddhist texts present as
a state to be attained is taken by Candrakirti to characterize the
ultimate nature of things (paramartha) even now. This radical view
made the Madhyamikas unique, since all the other schools main-
tained that samsara is real and that it is extinguished in nirvina,
however much they might have disagreed about the nature of
samsara and nirvana in other respects.

16. In ordinary Sanskrit and in the traditional Buddhist teach-
ings, “sunya” is associated with non-existence and devoidness.
While the possibility cannot be dismissed on a priori grounds that
the Mahayanists used the terms “Sianya,” “Sinyata” etc. in a non-
standard sense, there are some telling considerations against this
hypothesis. First of all, no ancient or medieval Buddhist writer, to
my knowledge, ever stated that he, or Buddhist philosophers
generally, used these terms in a sense which they did not have in
ordinary language, nor to my knowledge did any of their opponents
take the Buddhists to be using these terms in a special sense which
they did not have in ordinary language. [In fact, the most common
charge levelled against the Buddhists by the other schools was that
they were nihilists (vainasikas, sinyavadins).] Secondly, I think that
it can be shown that the Buddhist texts themselves — beginning
with texts like the Cala-sufifata-sutta and continuing through to the
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demise of Buddhism during the Muslim invasions — use these terms
in their ordinary sense.

At first sight MV 1.13 might suggest that the Vijidnavadins
uscd these terms in a non-standard way. This passage says (in effect)
that emptiness is not existence (because it is the non-existence of
duality), and that it is not non-existence (because it is the existence
of the non-existence of that duality). However, it will bc shown
shortly that these latter kinds of assertions (e.g. that §anyatd is exist-
ence because it is the existence of the nonexistence of duality) are
actually the exceptions that prove the rule, for the existence of the
non-existence of duality is surely non-existence, not existence.

17. Those who are unfamiliar with Buddhist doctrine might find
it odd that the self (arman) is described in the text as an external
object, since in most philosophies the self is taken to be internal and
private, and is contrasted with other minds and physical objects,
which are taken to be external. However, it must not be forgotten
that in Buddhist philosophy the self is held to be unreal. In holding
that the self is an unreal appearance the Vijianavadins were not
departing from any of the other Buddhist schools (except possibly
the non-orthodox Pudgalavadins). The Vijiianavadins' departure
from the traditional Buddhist teachings lies instead in the assertion
that external objects are also unreal appearances.

18. Actually, on Russell’s view neither the expression “x is bald”
in (2) nor “x exists” in (1) is treated as a predicate in a subject-
predicate sentence. However, as I shall point out shortly, “x is bald”
and “x exists” are treated very differently in Russell’s analysis.

19. According to Buddhist philosophy, something that is strictly
pure (andsrava) and uncompounded (asamskrta) cannot be the
cause or cffect of anything.

20. Xuan Zang's Cheng wei shilun (Vijnapti-matrata-siddhi), a
commentary on Vasubandhu’s Trims$ikd, was written in Chinese.
For all my citations from this important work I am wholly indebted
to Poussin’s translation (1928-48) from the Chinese into the
French.

21. How, then is the principle of the mind (di) and the nature of
the mind (citta-dharmata) related to mind? This puzzle will engage
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our attention once again in chapter 3, where it will be discussed in
some detail.

22. Furthermore, to equate the essence of mind with the non-
existence of mind would involve committing the fallacy of
“hypostasizing the negative.” Vide supra, p. 4.

23. It should be noted, however, that the doctrine of the innate-
ly pure mind is a very old teaching which can be traced back as far as
the Anguttara-nikaya of the Pili canon. For example, AN 1.6.1 says:
“This mind is pure; it is soiled by impurities which are adventitious
to it" (P. pabhassaram idam bhikkhave cittam tai ca kho dagantukehi
upakkilesehi upakkilittham). Later Buddhist schools, like the proto-
Mahayanist school of the Mahasamghika-Ekavyivahirika-
Lokottaravadins, made much of this doctrine. The doctrine of the
innately pure mind also appears in the Vimalakirti-nirdeSa-sitra,
the Lankavatara-sutra and the Srimaladevi-sutra. It also came to
play an important role in Ch’an and Vajrayana Buddhism.

24. Note that the “asat” of MV 1.3 must mean that the mind is
deceptive or false, and not that it is non-existent. MV 1.7 is another
verse that makes no sense unless it is interpreted according to the
doctrine of other emptiness. MV 1.7 says that perception has the
same nature as non-perception. This looks like a contradiction (and
perhaps even like a nihilistic assertion), but the kdrika is only assert-
ing that perception is in fact deceptive. In the waking state we think
that there is something outside us when we “perceive” things.
According to the Vijianavadins, however, the objects which we
“perceive” in the waking state are no more outside us than the
things we see in dreams and hallucinations. In this sense, so-called
perceptions are in fact objectless; hence they are really no different
from “non-perceptions” like dreams and hallucinations.

25. This sutta is found in the Samyutta-nikaya of the Pili canon
(SN XI, 2, 120, PTS). (I have used the PTS English translation.)
Interestingly, this sutta is the only one to be cited by name by
Nagirjuna in his Mula-madhyamaka-kiarikdi (MMK 15.7). In his
commentary on this verse Candrakirti remarks that the sitra is
found in the nikayas (siitra collections) of all the Buddhist schools
(idam ca siitram sarva nikayesu pathyate).
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26. Cf. AK 1.8: “The impure dharmas comprise the aggregate
of grasping; they are full of strife; they are also suffering, origina-
tion, the world, the abode of wrong views and existence” (ye sasrava
upadana-skandhas-te sarana api/duhkham samudayo loko drsti-
sthanam bhavas-ca).

Notes to Chapter 2: Tri-svabhava-nirdesa

1. Although the TSN asserts in some places that the three
natures are identical (TSN 10c; TSN 18-21), there are other
passages which clearly imply that there are three different self
natures. TSN 17, for example, says that the imagined nature and
dependent nature are impure, whereas the perfected nature is pure.
Obviously, if a has a property P that b does not have, then a cannot
be identical with b; hence, because of TSN 17 alone, the perfected
nature must be different from the other two natures. Similarly, in
the Vijianavada the dependent nature is said to exist (cf. MV 1.1),
whereas the imagined nature (i.e. the unreal external object) is said
to be non-existent. Hence the dependent nature cannot be said to
be the same thing as the imagined nature, on pain of contradiction.
For such reasons the three natures cannot be identical just as a
matter of simple logic.

2. Inconsistencies of a somewhat different kind will be noted
in the next chapter, which discusses the Trimsika.

3. Note that the perfected nature cannot be identified with
either of the other two natures. On the one hand, the perfected
nature cannot be identified with the imagined nature, for the
imagined nature is just the non-existent external object or duality.
On the other hand, the perfected nature cannot be identified with
the dependent nature, for the dependent nature is ever-changing,
whereas the perfected nature must be unchanging. What, then, is
the perfected nature?

4. This verse, or at least the part of it that says that the
imagined nature (kalpita-svabhava) has the characteristic of exis-
tence, contradicts Trims§ika 20cd, which (for very good reasons) says
that that which is purely imaginary has no self nature at all
(parikalpita evasau svabhavo na sa vidyate), and Trims. 17, which



