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THE DALAI LAMA


Message


The foremost scholars of the holy land of India were based for many centuries at Nālandā Monastic University. Their deep and vast study and practice explored the creative potential of the human mind with the aim of eliminating suffering and making life truly joyful and worthwhile. They composed numerous excellent and meaningful texts. I regularly recollect the kindness of these immaculate scholars and aspire to follow them with unflinching faith. At the present time, when there is great emphasis on scientific and technological progress, it is extremely important that those of us who follow the Buddha should rely on a sound understanding of his teaching, for which the great works of the renowned Nālandā scholars provide an indispensable basis.


In their outward conduct the great scholars of Nālandā observed ethical discipline that followed the Pāli tradition, in their internal practice they emphasized the awakening mind of bodhichitta, enlightened altruism, and in secret they practised tantra. The Buddhist culture that flourished in Tibet can rightly be seen to derive from the pure tradition of Nālandā, which comprises the most complete presentation of the Buddhist teachings. As for me personally, I consider myself a practitioner of the Nālandā tradition of wisdom. Masters of Nālandā such as Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Āryāsaṅga, Dharmakīrti, Chandrakīrti, and Śāntideva wrote the scriptures that we Tibetan Buddhists study and practice. They are all my gurus. When I read their books and reflect upon their names, I feel a connection with them. 


The works of these Nālandā masters are presently preserved in the collection of their writings that in Tibetan translation we call the Tengyur (bstan ’gyur). It took teams of Indian masters and great Tibetan translators over four centuries to accomplish the historic task of translating them into Tibetan. Most of these books were later lost in their Sanskrit originals, and relatively few were translated into Chinese. Therefore, the Tengyur is truly one of Tibet’s most precious treasures, a mine of understanding that we have preserved in Tibet for the benefit of the whole world.


Keeping all this in mind, I am very happy to encourage a long-term project of the American Institute of Buddhist Studies, originally established by the late Venerable Mongolian Geshe Wangyal and now at the Columbia University Center for Buddhist Studies, and Tibet House US, in collaboration with Wisdom Publications, to translate the Tengyur into English and other modern languages, and to publish the many works in a collection called The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences. When I recently visited Columbia University, I joked that it would take those currently working at the Institute at least three “reincarnations” to complete the task; it surely will require the intelligent and creative efforts of generations of translators from every tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, in the spirit of the scholars of Nālandā, although we may hope that using computers may help complete the work more quickly. As it grows, the Treasury series will serve as an invaluable reference library of the Buddhist Sciences and Arts. This collection of literature has been of immeasurable benefit to us Tibetans over the centuries, so we are very happy to share it with all the people of the world. As someone who has been personally inspired by the works it contains, I firmly believe that the methods for cultivating wisdom and compassion originally developed in India and described in these books preserved in Tibetan translation will be of great benefit to many scholars, philosophers, and scientists, as well as ordinary people.


I wish the American Institute of Buddhist Studies at the Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies, Tibet House US, and Wisdom Publications every success and pray that this ambitious and far-reaching project to create The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences will be accomplished according to plan. I also request others who may be interested to extend whatever assistance they can, financial or otherwise, to help ensure the success of this historic project. 
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“Buddhapālita’s commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā is of the first importance among Indian Madhyamaka texts. It is not only the earliest detailed treatment of Nāgārjuna’s masterpiece, but it is the foundation of the entire Prāsaṅgika tradition that represents the pinnacle of Indian and Tibetan Buddhist philosophical thought. Buddhapālita opens the structure of Nāgārjuna’s arguments and shows us just how to read this difficult verse treatise. Dr. Coghlan offers this Indian classic to the contemporary Western reader through an elegant translation, at once lexically precise, philosophically sensitive, and immediately accessible.”


—JAY GARFIELD, Smith College


“The Indian commentarial literature is an indispensable key to Nāgārjuna’s masterpiece, the Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way. Buddhapālita’s commentary occupies a central place among the early works on this foundational Madhyamaka text. I am delighted to see that Ian Coghlan’s lucid translation opens a door to the entirety of Buddhapālita’s profound explanations of the intricacies of Nāgārjuna’s thought to an English-speaking audience for the first time. This is a major milestone in the Western study of Madhyamaka and will be an essential resource for students of the Asian philosophical tradition.”


—JAN WESTERHOFF, University of Oxford


“Ian Coghlan provides a welcome introduction to Buddhapālita, an important Buddhist philosopher whose work influenced the much-better- known Madhyamaka commentator Chandrakīrti. Coghlan’s work, Buddhapālita’s Commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Middle Way, delivers a clear, concise, and accessible English translation of Buddhapālita’s interpretive commentary on Nāgārjuna’s terse and sometimes enigmatic verses. This book is essential reading for anyone interested in Madhyamaka arguments against Nāgārjuna’s Abhidharma opponents’ views and interested in these Madhyamaka proponents’ persuasive arguments for cultivating insight into emptiness.”


—KAREN LANG, University of Virginia (emeritus)
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our immutable compassionate guide,
for his long life and continued presence among us.
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Daniel Aitken


Wisdom Publications is honored to collaborate with the American Institute of Buddhist Studies. Under the guidance of Professor Robert Thurman, AIBS is fulfilling a critical role in the transmission of Buddhism into the English-speaking world through publishing the Indian Buddhist commentarial texts collected in the Tibetan Tengyur and its associated literature.


Well over a thousand years ago, the book that you now hold in your hands, Buddhapālita’s Commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Middle Way, which was originally composed in Sanskrit by the great Indian Buddhist philosopher Buddhapālita, sparked a debate that spanned centuries and engaged some of the greatest Buddhist philosopher-practitioners of India and Tibet. The topic at hand was how best to interpret the Middle Way teachings of Nāgārjuna so as to develop genuine insight into the nature of reality. Today the discussion continues within the debate yards of Buddhist monasteries and nunneries around the world and the journals of Western academia. 


Given the importance of this work as one of the seminal texts in the Middle Way text tradition, this translation is an overdue and welcome addition to this Treasury of Buddhist Sciences series. It offers English readers the opportunity to encounter Buddhapālita’s ideas not only by way of the reports of ancient and modern commentators but directly from Buddhapālita, albeit in translation. 


I would like to thank and congratulate Dr. Ian Coghlan on such an excellent and authoritative translation. We are fortunate to have a translator so well trained in both the traditional monastic and Western academic worlds. Much appreciation is also owed to Robert Thurman and Tom Yarnall at AIBS for their editorial shepherding of this book. Working with such talented people to publish these important texts is truly an inspiring endeavor. 


Daniel Aitken
Copublisher
CEO, Wisdom Publications


Robert A.F. Thurman


This Treasury series is dedicated to making available in English and other languages the entire Tengyur (bsTan ’gyur), the collection of Sanskrit works preserved in Tibetan translations, and the originally Tibetan learned commentaries and treatises based upon them. 


We are very delighted to publish the Buddhapālita Commentary on Noble Nāgārjuna’s masterpiece, Wisdom: The Central Way Root Verses. I heartily congratulate Ian Coghlan for his precise and wonderful translation of this very difficult and important text of the great Indian philosopher. Nāgārjuna’s works are always difficult, mind-boggling for the reader in that the peerless Indian thinker employs the sophisticated machinery of Indic Sanskrit linguistic philosophy to demolish our unreflective usage of language and logic itself. He thus helps us free the mind to achieve a deeper understanding of the nature of reality. Though most of the past generations of philosophical scholars, Eastern as well as Western, wrongly thought of Nāgārjuna as a skeptic, or even sophist, just intent on demolishing all meaningfulness of all language and reason in the pursuit of a nihilistic agenda, a new generation is beginning to appreciate Nāgārjuna’s liberative assistance, a kind of philosophical therapy. Indeed, this may have become more possible now due to the “linguistic turn” achieved by twentieth-century philosophers such as Wittgenstein and Derrida, as Western culture is just beginning to catch up with the more mature civilizations and philosophical disciplines of the East.


When the great Tibetan renaissance philosopher Tsong Khapa was at his deepest point in the study of Nāgārjuna and his successors, he had a key dream on the eve of what was later considered, on the evidence of his subsequent teaching and behavior, a peak enlightenment experience. He dreamed he was in the Tushita Heaven, in the teaching center of the future buddha, Maitreya, in the presence of Nāgārjuna himself, Buddhapālita, Chandrakīrti, and others, who were engaged in a discussion of the finest points of Centrist critical thought. Tsong Khapa was in awe of this assemblage, hesitant on the periphery of the distinguished circle, when a tall, dark-skinned member of the group, whom Tsong Khapa somehow recognized as Buddhapālita, arose from his seat and approached the dreamer, carrying a book in his hands. Smiling, he held out the book and touched it on Tsong Khapa’s bowed dream-body head. At the moment of its contact, Tsong Khapa felt a thrill of joy course though him, which woke him up in a vibrant state. As it happened, he had been reading the Wisdom book and had reached the eighteenth chapter, the “Critique of the Self.” He turned to his retreat table and unwrapped the book, and, tracing the line of the verse, read, “The self is not the same as the psychophysical aggregates — the self is no other than the psychophysical aggregates.” At that moment, as in a flash of lightning, everything became perfectly clear to him; all his perplexities about the nature of reality were resolved. It is said he attained the freedom of nirvana at that moment, and there is a tradition that he later said, most surprisingly, that “It was the opposite of what he had expected.” This is especially surprising in that he was forty-one years of age and already one of the most celebrated scholars of Buddhist science and practitioners of its yogic disciplines, and so he should have known what to expect. 


I tell the story because it is perhaps surprising to us that Buddhapālita was the one to give Tsong Khapa the final blessing, at the conclusion of a thirty-year quest. I thought of the story often as I read Ian Coghlan’s fine translation, and there is no doubt that Buddhapālita’s careful use of the prasaṅga — the absurd consequence following from a self-contradictory view held by a dogmatic realist philosopher whom Nāgārjuna’s reasoning is designed to liberate — powerfully amplifies the effect of the logical insight and opening of the mind the critique conveys. This makes me all the more grateful to the translator and appreciative of his achievement, that he has enabled us now to study the Wisdom through the lens of Buddhapālita’s crystal clarity.


As ever, I must express thanks to the numerous donors and foundations who continue to assist our monumental project, especially the William T. Kistler Foundation. I also add my sincere thanks to my copublisher and co-editor, Dr. Daniel Aitken, and to Ben Gleason and his staff and production team at Wisdom Publications, as well as a special acknowledgment of the labor of love and skill given by Thomas Yarnall, our designer, scholarly colleague, and executive editor. 


Robert A.F. Thurman
Copublisher/Series Editor-in-Chief
Jey Tsong Khapa Professor Emeritus, Columbia University
President, American Institute of Buddhist Studies
President, Tibet House US
Ganden Dechen Ling
Woodstock, New York
June 5, 2020; 
Tibetan Royal Year 2147; Year of the Iron Mouse
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Abbreviations and Typographical Conventions


NOTE: See Bibliographies for full citations.








	[. . .]


	Material introduced by translators in translation to facilitate English readability







	ABh


	Akutobhayā (Mūlamadhyamaka-vṛtty-akutobhayā), by Nāgārjuna







	BP


	Buddhapālita-mūlamadhyamaka-vṛtti, by Buddhapālita 







	CŚ


	Catuḥśataka, by Āryadeva 







	D


	Derge (sde dge) edition of the Tibetan Buddhist Canon







	MK


	Mūlamadhyamakakārika (Prajñānāma-mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā), by Nāgārjuna 







	MK(B)


	Tibetan translation of Mūlamadhyamakakārika, translated by Jñānagarbha and Chokro Lui Gyaltsen







	MK(C) 


	Tibetan translation of Mūlamadhyamakakārika translated by Mahāsumati and Patsab Nyimadrak







	MK(S) 


	Sanskrit version of Mūlamadhyamakakārika, based on PSP







	PP


	Prajñāpradīpa (Prajñāpradīpa mūlamadhyamaka-vṛtti), by Bhāvaviveka 







	PPT


	Prajñāpradīpa-ṭīkā, by Avalokitavrata 







	PSP


	Prasannapadā (Mūlamadhyamaka-vṛtti-prasannapadā), by Chandrakīrti 







	TCE


	Tibetan Critical Edition of the BP (see bibliography)












Typographical Conventions


Numbering for MK root chapters and verses are formatted with Arabic numerals using the following convention: chapter:verse (e.g., 24:7). Numbering for chapters and verses cited from any other canonical text (e.g., Āryadeva’s CŚ) are formatted using Roman numerals for chapters and Arabic numerals for verses using the following convention: chapter:verse (e.g., xiv:25). Gray page numbers in square brackets (e.g., [36]) are references to the folios in TCE.


We have strived generally to present Tibetan and Sanskrit names and terms in a phonetic form to facilitate pronunciation. For most Sanskrit terms this has meant that — while we generally have kept conventional diacritics for vowels — we have added an h to convey certain sounds that the general reader will mispronounce without it (thus ś, ṣ, and c are rendered as sh, ṣh, and ch respectively). For Sanskrit terms that have entered the English lexicon (such as “nirvana”), we use no diacritical marks. In more technical contexts (notes, bibliographies, appendixes, and so on) we use full standard diacritical conventions for Sanskrit, and Wylie transliterations for Tibetan.
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INTRODUCTION













[image: Image]



Introduction



Investigating the nature of reality remains a unique human challenge, and in the vast ocean of such intellectual inquiry there are various gems, some precious, some rare, but seldom both. When Nāgārjuna (ca. 150–250) composed his Wisdom: Fundamental Middle Way Verses (MK) to explain the Buddha’s Perfection of Wisdom, he produced such a rare and precious gem. Nāgārjuna’s subtle and nuanced work seeks to unpack the process of conceptual fabrication and thus reveal the final nature of reality. But tracing the subtle path of his logic presents numerous difficulties. This task, however, was taken up by Buddhapālita (ca. 470–540), who composed the treatise translated here, a work that makes plain Nāgārjuna’s deep insight into the Buddha’s presentation of emptiness.


According to Tāranātha,1 Buddhapālita was born in Haṁsakrīḍa in Tambala2 in South India. At an early age he received ordination (pravrajyā), entered formal study, and became learned in Buddhist scriptures. In due course, he began to read the works of Nāgārjuna under the guidance of Saṁgharakṣhita, who was a student of Nāgamitra, gaining insight into their meaning through intense meditation. Later he taught at Dantapurī Monastery and while there composed many commentaries to the works of Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Shūra, and so on.3 


Buddhapālita’s only extant work is his commentary to Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (MK), called Buddhapālitamūlamadhyamakavṛtti (BP). Nāgārjuna composed his seminal work after the Fourth Buddhist Council convened by Kaniṣhka, in which the views of the eighteen Vaibhāṣhika schools were codified. He raised issues found in the Vaibhāṣhika Abhidharmika piṭakas not to deny their phenomenology — for this is clearly sourced in the Buddha’s sūtras — but rather to lead Abhidharmikas to the more nuanced Mādhyamika interpretation of reality. 


Buddhapālita describes Nāgārjuna’s treatise as “Great Vehicle Abhidharma, that perfectly elucidates ultimate reality (de kho na), and clarifies the system of the Perfection of Wisdom.” In Tibet, Abhidharma was classified in two: (1) Upper Abhidharma (mngon pa gong ma), which referred to Great Vehicle Abhidharma of the Cittamātra and Madhyamaka schools as presented in Asaṅga’s Abhidharmasamuccaya and the Extremely Extensive Sūtra; and (2) Lower Abhidharma (mngon pa ’og ma), which referred to the Abhidharma of the Vaibhāṣhika and Sautrāntika schools as presented by Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośa. Nāgārjuna’s treatise presents a series of debates between exponents of Upper Abhidharma as set forth in the second and third turnings of the wheel of Dharma and exponents of Lower Abhidharma as set out in the first turning of the wheel. In this translation the term “Abhidharmikas” refers to the proponents of lower Abhidharma.


Buddhapālita’s work is one of eight acknowledged commentaries to Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā.4 These eight were composed by Nāgārjuna, Buddhapālita, Bhāvaviveka, Chandrakīrti, Devasharman, Guṇashrī, Guṇamati, and Sthiramati. According to later Tibetan scholars the first four are Mādhyamikas while the last four Yogāchāras, and they also classify Buddhapālita and Chandrakīrti as Prāsaṅgikas, and Bhāvaviveka as a Svātantrika. Today the works of just four of these eight scholars exist in the Tibetan canon: Nāgārjuna’s Akutobhayā (ABh), Buddhapālita’s Mūlamadhyamakavṛtti (BP), Bhāvaviveka’s Prajñāpradīpa (PP), and Chandrakīrti’s Prasannapadā ( PSP). Two exist in the Chinese canon: Zhonglun (T.D. no. 1824) of Qingmu5 and Sthiramati’s Dasheng zhong guan shilun (T.D. no. 1567).


Buddhapālita’s commentary is a work of great clarity and insight. It adheres to a methodology championed by Nāgārjuna where merely stating the unwanted consequence (prasaṅga) of an opponent’s view is seen to be sufficient to refute it. His younger contemporary Bhāvaviveka (ca. 490–570) also composed a commentary to Nāgārjuna’s work called Prajñāpradīpa (PP) in which he criticized Buddhapālita’s interpretation of Nāgārjuna’s methodology. Bhāvaviveka’s criticism reveals his belief in autonomous inference (svātantranumana; rang rgyud rjes dpag) — that the generation of a valid conception in the mind of the opponent relies on expressing an autonomous syllogism, one in which the components of the syllogism possessed intrinsic reality (svabhāva). For him, that alone has the ontological force necessary to initiate and complete the process of generating realization.6


Chandrakīrti (ca. 600–ca. 660), a revered abbot of Nālandā, composed the Prasannapadā (PSP) as a commentary to MK in which he defends Buddhapālita’s BP. Chandrakīrti cites Buddhapālita’s position, and argues against Bhāvaviveka’s assertion of the need to state autonomous syllogisms to generate realization in an opponent. For him, as well as Buddhapālita, merely the statement of an unwanted consequence was sufficient to frame the fault of an opponent’s position, to generate realization of that fault and the realization of the reality implied therein. 


Founders of the Svātantrika and Prāsaṅgika systems


Since Bhāvaviveka was the first person to clearly distinguish the Svātantrika system from that of the Prāsaṅgika, he was regarded by later Tibetan scholars as the founder of the Svātantrika system. So too since Chandrakīrti was the first to clearly distinguish the Prāsaṅgika view from the Svātantrika, he was regarded as the founder of the Prāsaṅgika system. Since Chandrakīrti’s explanation arises within the commentarial stream of Buddhapālita, some assert Buddhapālita to be the actual founder of the Prāsaṅgika system. But in general it is agreed that though Nāgārjuna and Buddhapālita clearly taught the Prāsaṅgika system, neither is the founder of the Prāsaṅgika school because historically neither clearly set forth this view in contradistinction to the Svātantrika position.


Tibetan Translation of BP


The Tibetan translation of BP was undertaken by the Indian abbot Jñānagarbha (eighth century) and Chokro Lui Gyaltsen (ca. 780–860). Jñānagarbha was born in Oḍivisha,7 studied under Shrīgupta8 at Nālandā and was a teacher of Shāntarakṣhita (ca. 725–88). He followed Bhāvaviveka’s Svātantrika system,9 and came to Tibet during the reign of King Trisong Detsen (ruled 755–97). Chokro Lui Gyaltsen is listed as one of the twenty-five disciples of Padmasambhava. In traditional sources (chos ’byung, lo rgyu), he is regarded as a Svātantrika Mādhyamika, and like Jñānagarbha, a follower of Bhāvaviveka’s system. As a translator, he worked with Kawa Paltsek on translations for Padmasambhava,10 he is listed as one of the three youthful translators (gzhon pa gsum) called “Ka Chok Zhang,”11 and he is named one of nine supreme translators (rab dgu)12 under King Trisong Detsen. 


Order of Translations of Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen


Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen worked together on a series of translations of core Madhyamaka texts. Internal evidence suggests the order in which they were translated. In particular, Akira Saito13 suggests that the Jñānagarbha–Lui Gyaltsen translations were undertaken in the following order: first PP and PPT along with MK, then ABh, then BP. 


This order suggests that the translation of BP was influenced by Bhāvaviveka’s PP, and the translators relied on Bhāvaviveka’s text as a key to unlocking the terminology of the MK. 


It is likely that Bhāvaviveka’s criticism of Buddhapālita sowed seeds of doubt in the minds of some Tibetans regarding the soundness of Buddhapālita’s work. And it is significant that no Tibetan explanatory commentaries to Buddhapālita’s work exist in the Tibetan canon. Thus for over two hundred years in Tibet, during the period of the early transmission of Dharma (snga dar), Buddhapālita’s commentary received little attention.


Then in the period of the later transmission (phyi dar) Atisha (982–1054)14 was invited to Tibet, arriving in 1042. In terms of Madhyamaka studies, he advised local scholars to read Chandrakīrti’s works. He writes in his Entering the Two Truths (verse 15):15


Who is the one who has realized emptiness?


It is Chandrakīrti, disciple of Nāgārjuna,


Who was predicted by the Tathāgata


As one who sees the truth of reality.


By the instruction transmitted through him,


One will realize the truth of reality.


It appears that no translations of Chandrakīrti’s works were made prior to Atisha, and his recommendation for one inspired Mahāsumati and Patsab Nyimadrak (b. 1045) to translate Chandrakīrti’s PSP and to revise Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen’s translation of MK. 


Mahāsumati (eleventh century) was a Kashmiri pandit who collaborated with Nyimadrak of the Ratnagupta vihara to translate PSP. Nyimadrak was born in the Patsab region in Penyul, and later traveled to Kashmir, where he studied for twenty-three years. On returning to Tibet he was requested to translate important works such as Pūrṇavardhana’s Abhidharmakośaṭīkālakṣaṇānusāriṇī before he then turned to translating works of Madhyamaka.16


Translation Sequence of Mahāsumati and Nyimadrak


The order of their translations appears to be PSP, MK, then CŚ.17 It makes sense that Mahāsumati and Nyimadrak began with PSP, which is a detailed commentary that clarifies the terms used in MK. Further, it contains the broadest range of supplementary relevant explanatory terms, and, by addressing this commentary first, the meaning of the root text is explained by an authoritative source. Given this is the order of translation, it would mirror the approach taken by Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen.


The translation of MK by Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen is regarded as no less reliable than that of Mahāsumati and Nyimadrak.18 But in the centuries since Mahāsumati and Nyimadrak translated MK and PSP, their translation has become the standard source, while Buddhapālita’s work has acted more as a reference. This process is also evident in the way the Madhyamaka lineage is cited in Tibet. For instance in accordance with Tang Sagpa19 (twelfth century), the lineage is: the Buddha, Rāhulabhadra, Nāgārjuna, Chandrakīrti, Mañjukīrti, Devachandra, Ratnavajra, Parāhita, Mahāsumati, Patsab Nyimadrak, and so on.20 Interestingly, Buddhapālita is not included, nor Jñānagarbha and Chokro Lui Gyaltsen, which implies their particular branch lineage did not endure separately. Still, the authority of Buddhapālita’s commentary remains unquestioned. For instance, it is widely held that Jey Tsong Khapa (1357–1419) relied on Buddhapālita’s commentary to attain direct insight into emptiness, for this he achieved while reading chapter 18, the Critique of Self and Phenomena.21


Discovery of Sanskrit Fragments of Buddhapālitavṛtti in Tibet


Sanskrit fragments of palm-leaf manuscripts of Buddhapālitavṛtti tentatively dated to the seventh century were found in Tibet, the earliest discovered on ancient Madhyamaka literature. In 1961 these fragments were brought from Tibet to China by the Ethnic Library of Beijing, then returned to Tibet in 1993.


In all eleven folios were identified as Buddhapālita’s Commentary, comprising fifty-seven verses with commentary, approximately one-twelfth of the text. These have been published by Ye Shaoyong, who suggests that the new fragments confirm that MK existed in different versions, and concludes, “The philological task of scholars working on the MK is no longer as simple as to pursue a ‘better’ reading, but to draw a genealogy of its transmission.”22 Such a genealogy will depend on acquiring significantly more data. 




Structure


It is common for early Sanskrit treatises to omit any detailed presentation of text structure, and this is also true of Nāgārjuna’s treatise and Buddhapālita’s commentary. Such works assume an educated reader who is well versed in textual studies. 


In terms of general structure, MK and BP comprise twenty-seven chapters.23 The common topic of all twenty-seven chapters is dependent origination, while the specific topic of each chapter is drawn from the Abhidharma piṭaka. Further, the way each chapter delineates its individual topic takes the form of a dialogue between a Mādhyamika proponent and an Abhidharmika opponent.


The first twenty-six chapters teach how dependent origination is empty of intrinsic reality, and the twenty-seventh chapter teaches how erroneous views are abandoned.


Chapters 1–2 teach the two types of selflessness in brief: (1) Critique of Conditions teaches selflessness of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self of phenomena exists because the agent and object of conditions exist. (2) Critique of Going and Coming teaches selflessness of person by refuting the argument that a self exists because the agent and action of going and coming exist.


Chapters 3–23 teach selflessness in detail. 


Chapters 3–8 teach selflessness of phenomena. 


Chapters 3–5 teach three types [of selflessness]: (3) Critique of Sense Bases refutes a self of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self exists because the six sense bases such as the eyes exist. (4) Critique of Aggregates refutes a self of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self exists because the five aggregates such as form exist. (5) Critique of Elements refutes a self of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self exists because the six elements such as space exist.


Chapters 6–8 refute arguments that those three have a self: (6) Critique of Attachment and One Who Is Attached refutes the self of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self exists because attachment and one who is attached exist. (7) Critique of Arising, Enduring, and Disintegrating refutes the self of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self exists because characteristics exist. (8) Critique of the Agent and Action refutes a self of phenomena by refuting the argument that a self exists because cause, agent, and action exist.


Chapters 9–12 explain the selflessness of person: (9) Critique of Appropriator and Appropriated refutes the self of person by refuting the reason in the argument that a self exists because the appropriator and that appropriated exist. (10) Critique of Fire and Fuel refutes the self of person by refuting the example in the argument that a self exists because the appropriator and that appropriated exist, for example fire and fuel. (11) Critique of Samsara refutes the self of person by refuting the reason in the argument that a self exists because samsara exists. (12) Critique of Suffering refutes the self of person by refuting the reason in the argument that a self exists because suffering exists.


Chapters 13–17 teach the emptiness of phenomena: (13) Critique of Formations teaches that things lack intrinsic reality without differentiating phenomena and persons. (14) Critique of Contact refutes contact between phenomena. (15) Critique of Things and Nonthings refutes appropriation through causes and conditions. (16) Critique of Bondage and Liberation refutes cycling from one [life] to another. (17) Critique of Karma and Its Effect refutes the argument that an intrinsically existent samsara is the basis of karmic causation.


Chapter 18 (Critique of Self and Phenomena) teaches the need to first gain certainty that the objects of the ignorance that grasps “I” and “mine” do not exist.


Chapters 19–21 teach the emptiness of time: (19) Critique of Time refutes intrinsically existent things as the cause of designating the three times. (20) Critique of Cause and Effect refutes intrinsically existent time as the cooperative condition of the effect. (21) Critique of Emergence and Destruction refutes time as the cause of the emergence and destruction of the effect.


Chapters 22–23 teach the emptiness of the continuum of existence: (22) Critique of the Tathāgata refutes the Tathāgata being the result of the continuum of existence. (23) Critique of Misconception refutes the existence of causal affliction for that is untenable.


Chapters 24–25 respond to rebuttals: (24) Critique of Noble Truths responds to the argument that if all phenomena are empty, then the four truths and so on are untenable, by teaching that all presentations on the emptiness of intrinsic reality are fully acceptable and any presentation on nonemptiness is not acceptable. (25) Critique of Nirvana responds to the argument that nirvana is untenable if intrinsic reality does not exist.


Chapter 26, Critique of the Twelve Links of Existence, teaches the need to stop ignorance, for one enters samsara by the power of ignorance and one exists samsara through stopping ignorance.


Chapter 27, Critique of View, teaches that if one sees dependent origination, one will not depend on erroneous views.24


Translation sources


The source of this translation is Buddhapālita’s Commentary to the Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way, published by Drepung Loseling Education Society,25 referred to throughout as the Tibetan critical edition [TCE]. The editors of this work have taken the Derge (sde dge) Tengyur edition of BP as the basis and carefully compared it with the comparative (dpe bsdur ma) edition published in Tibet. They have then added footnotes that mark variations from the text that occur in the Chone (co ne), Narthang (snar thang), and Peking (pe cing) editions.26 The end result is a reliable and approachable text that provides ready access to alternate Tibetan translations of the source Sanskrit treatise. 


In terms of Sanskrit sources, I have relied on different Sanskrit editions of MK, such as the the Vaidya (1960) edition, and from time to time I have consulted the Sanskrit text reproduced by Siderits and Katsura (2013) in their Nāgārjuna’s Middle Way. I have also consulted Ye Shaoyong’s (2007a, 2007b, 2008) articles analyzing the Sanskrit passages of BP found in Tibet.


In terms of Tibetan sources, I have consulted such works as Tsong Khapa’s Ocean of Reasoning: Great Commentary to Fundamental Wisdom (Rtsa she ṭik chen rigs pa’i rgya mtsho), Essence of Eloquence: Provisional and Definite Meaning (Drang nges legs bshad snying po), and Elucidation of Madhyamaka Thought (Dbu ma dgongs pa rab gsal ), and Sera Jetsun Chokyi Gyaltsen’s General Meaning of Madhyamaka (Dbu ma spyi don) and General Meaning Delineating Provisional and Definitive Meaning (Drang nges rnam ’byed kyi spyi don). 


In terms of English translations, I have consulted the excellent work of others such as Akiro Saito, Mark Siderits and Shōryū Katsura, and Geshe Ngawang Samten and Jay Garfield, to name but a few.


Translation


Buddhapālita’s commentary [BP] now exists only in Tibetan, though Sanskrit fragments have been discovered in Tibet and identified by Ye Shaoyong. This work does not seek to analyze these fragments, nor does it seek to compare the Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen translation of MK with the translation by Mahāsumati and Nyimadrak two centuries later. These tasks are important but lie beyond the scope of the current work.


The aim of this translation is to provide, as much as possible, an accessible and readable translation of what remains a very difficult and challenging text. The process of translating this work from Tibetan to English resembles the task that confronted Jñānagarbha and Lui Gyaltsen when they translated the work from Sanskrit to Tibetan over a thousand years ago. Central to this project is finding a balance between accuracy and readability. If the translators seek to rigidly reproduce the grammar of the source language, the translation may appear formulaic, grammatically constrained, even unreadable. If a looser approach is taken, where the grammar is taken more as a general guide than a template, the translation may lack critical accuracy even though it is accessible. Finding the middle ground is tricky, and difficult to maintain in a longer work. 


Sections (bam po) are marked throughout the translation. There are ten in total that divide the Tibetan text into ten equal parts, to maintain the integrity of the original text.


Page numbers occur in square brackets and indicate the page numbers of the Tibetan critical edition [TCE]. 


At times I have chosen to follow variant readings of the Tibetan, and such variations are indicated in footnotes.


Nāgārjuna’s name has been added to the translation when Buddhapālita is about to cite Nāgārjuna’s root text, so his words may be easily identified by the reader. Technically, in such cases, when the name doesn’t actually occur in the text, it should only be added in square brackets. But since brackets add clutter, they have not been included. 


Regarding the terminology of BP, the three terms “reality” (chos nyid, dharmatā), “thatness” (de kho na, tattva), and “suchness” (de bzhin nyid, tathatā) are synonyms, and the last two have also been glossed as “reality.”


In general the two terms “intrinsic reality” (ngo bo nyid, svabhāva) and “essential nature” (rang bzhin, prakṛti) are synonymous; at times the Sanskrit term svabhāva has also been translated by the Tibetan term rang bzhin. They should be regarded as interchangeable.


Two terms, “thing” (dngos po, bhāva) and “nonthing” (dngos med, abhāva), form a dichotomy where all impermanent phenomena are included in things, and all permanent phenomena are included in nonthings. Nonthing may refer to a nonfunctional thing such as a broken vase. It may also refer to the nonexistence of a thing such as the nonexistence of an elephant in a room, or the nonexistence of a nonexistent phenomenon, such as selflessness. Further, “entity” (dngos po, bhāva) has been used as a substitute for “thing,” especially when applied to living beings.


Finally, I request the patience of scholars for any mistakes and errors that remain in the translation. 


Summation


Mahāyāna excels other vehicles by presenting countless lines of reasoning to establish emptiness, and Buddhapālita’s commentary follows this noble tradition by formulating consequences denying intrinsic reality (svabhāva) from diverse and varied perspectives. In doing so it profoundly confronts our preconceptions about the world and ourselves. It urges us to look deep within so that we may glimpse our underlying conceptual flaws, disentangle ourselves from our negative emotions, and establish the means to purify our minds. It is a work of decisive insight and disarming humor, and demonstrates the unique kindness of Nāgārjuna and Buddhapālita. 


Ian Coghlan
Khancoban 2020


_____________


1. He is our only source on his life, but as Lindtner (1981, 2) points out, this cannot be verified.


2. A town of the same name, Tāṁbala, exists today in Maharashtra state, near Gulbarga.


3. Tāranātha, p. 216.


4. See Saito 1984, p. xxii.


5. This may refer to Piṅgala.


6. For a concise presentation of Nāgārjuna’s method, see Westerhoff 2009, chapters 1–4, 10.


7. Tāranātha p. 253.


8. Tāranātha p. 252. He was a disciple of Sampradūta. Tāranātha p. 225.


9. Tāranātha p. 388. Buston regarded him as a Yogācāra-mādhyamika. Tāranātha p. 389.


10. Orgyen Linga. pp. 412–41. According to Padma bka’ thang, under the reign of Trisong Detsen, Kawa Paltsek, and Chokro Lui Gyaltsen worked on translations with Padmasambhava.


11. The Great Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary, p. 104. 


12. The Great Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary, p. 2811.


13. Saito 1984, pp. xvii-xix.


14. Atisha was invited to Tibet to help reestablish Buddhism and Buddhist institutions after the death of King Lang Darma (ninth century), who sought to eradicate Buddhist influence from the land.


15. Entering the Two Truths (D 3902: 72b4–5).


16. Blue Annals, p. 341.


17. Saito 1984, p. xviii.


18. Ibid.


19. Tang Sagpa or Zhang Thang Sagpa Yeshé Jungné was one of the four main disciples of Patsab Nyimadrak (1055–1114). He founded the Tang Sag Monastery in Penyul (phan yul) and composed various commentaries on Madhyamaka, but a number of later Geluk masters regarded his view as embracing nihilism. See Chizuko Yoshimizu 2005, 127–64. 


20. Blue Annals, p. 344.


21. For a detailed description of this event, see Thurman 1984, 84–85. See also Jinpa’s (2019) biography of Tsong Khapa, and Thurman’s (2018) life story of Tsong Khapa in Life and Teachings (2018, Part 1).


22. Ye 2007b, 150.


23. For a detailed presentation of the structure of MK, refer to the outlines given throughout Samten and Garfield’s (2010) Ocean of Reasoning.


24. Buddhapālita, 2017, pp. xxii–xxvi. This summary is based on the presentation given here. 


25. Buddhapālita. Buddhapālita’s Commentary to the Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way [TCE]. Dbu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’ur byas pa shes rab ces bya ba dang de’i ’grel pa Buddhapālita. Buddhapālita-mūlamadhyamaka-vṛtti. Drepung Loseling Educational Society, Delhi, 2015, 2017.


26. Buddhapālita, 2017, pp. xxvii–xxviii.
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TRANSLATION
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Preliminary


In Sanskrit: Buddhapālita-Mūlamadhyamakavṛtti


In Tibetan: Dbu ma rtsa ba’i ’grel pa Buddhapālita.


SECTION ONE


I pay homage to the Three Jewels.


I pay homage to youthful Mañjushrī.


I pay homage to the master Ārya Nāgārjuna.


I pay homage to the master Venerable Buddhapālita.


The master [Nāgārjuna] sees the profound state of dependent origination perfectly as it is, and with a mind full of amazement he is inspired to reveal dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda) [to others]. Thus with eyes moist with tears of faith and his body hair standing on end, he joins his palms and raises them to his crown. Then he proclaims the [following] verses to the Holy Guru Tathāgata as if [Shākyamuni] were there before him, [verses] that reveal the ultimate truth that the tathāgatas are in fact the dharmakāya.


I pay homage to the perfect Buddha 


Who is supreme among teachers 


Who taught dependent origination 


That is without cessation, without arising, (0:1)


Without annihilation, without permanence, 


Without coming, without going, [36]




Without distinction, without identity,


That is peaceful and fully pacifies all fabrication. (0:2)27


I pay homage to the perfect complete Buddha, who is supreme among teachers and who taught this supremely profound ultimate truth called dependent origination that is without cessation, without arising, without annihilation, without permanence, without coming, without going, without distinction, and without identity. 


He taught the true path — that is peaceful, that leads to the city of nirvana, and fully pacifies all [mental] fabrication — to those in the world who wander in the dense proliferation of theories regarding a creator, time, atoms, essential nature,28 intrinsic reality29 and so on, due to their adherence to the existence of a prior cause. 


The Bhagavān fully understands all non-Buddhists, who oppose [perfect view] to be like deceived children, and he taught dependent origination to just such blind reincarnating beings who grope [in the darkness]. Master [Nāgārjuna] called you “supreme among teachers,” since you see perfectly. 


He states “without cessation” means that cessation does not exist, and this should be applied to the remaining [seven] characteristics in just the same way. These verses resemble [passages from] sūtra, and the rest [of Nāgārjuna’s] treatise explains [the meaning of] these verses. Moreover, [these chapters] provide multiple access points to the subject matter according to one’s preference, and their order should not be taken as fixed.


Objection: What need is there to teach dependent origination?


Response: The compassionate master saw that sentient beings are still harassed by various types of suffering. Thus in order to liberate beings, he generated the wish to give proper instruction [37] on the perfect reality of things, for it is said:30




Those who see what is untrue [as true] are bound.


Those who see what is true are liberated.


Question: What is the true reality of things?


Response: It is the lack of any intrinsic reality.31 But for those who are untrained, the eye of intelligence is obscured by the darkness of delusion. If things are conceived to possess an intrinsic reality, this gives rise to attachment or aversion to them. But whenever dependent origination appears to the mind, the darkness of delusion is eliminated, and the eye of wisdom sees that things lack any intrinsic reality. At that time attachment and aversion do not arise [for things] that are impossible.


Thus, for example, when the thought arises that the reflection of a woman “is a woman,” attachment is strongly generated and the mind craves for union with her. But when one realizes the true state exactly as it is, the thought of a woman ceases. Freed from lust, one feels great shame, and one blames one’s ordinary mind for generating lust for something that does not exist.32 The Bhagavān stated on many occasions:33


Monks, do not view the internal female organ as real. 


Monks, when [near] a female, do not view the internal female organ as real.


Because of that Master Āryadeva also stated:34


Consciousness is the seed of existence,


Objects are its object-field.


When objects are seen to be selfless,


The seed of existence ceases. (xiv:25)




Master [Nāgārjuna] composed this treatise in order to fully demonstrate the lack of any intrinsic reality of things.


Objection: If the Tathāgata — who knows everything, sees [38] everything, and possesses great compassion — has already explained and clearly delineated dependent origination to various beings in different ways, what need is there [for Nāgārjuna] to repeat his clear presentation?


Response: Indeed it is true that the Tathāgata himself has already explained and clearly presented dependent origination. But now those who explain and teach such terms as “arising” and so on are influenced by [their] common usage,35 and with minds that cling to mere words they do not comprehend the supremely profound state of dependent origination. They think things in fact exist because they are described as “arising” and “ceasing,” or “coming” and “going.” They think existent phenomena are permanent or annihilated, identical or distinct. They think nonexistent phenomena such as the horns of a rabbit do not arise. 


Master [Nāgārjuna] has composed this work reliant on logic and scripture to clearly teach the nature of dependent origination. The Tathāgata explained and clearly articulated dependent origination for that purpose alone, and it is appropriate that Master [Nāgārjuna] later clearly articulated it for just this purpose. How could it be suitable for him to later clearly present what was not explained [earlier] nor clearly articulated [by the Tathāgata]? So too, it is due to former masters explaining and clearly articulating treatises on worldly topics, that their students later teach such treatises. Therefore it is appropriate that Master [Nāgārjuna] clearly presents this after [the Tathāgata has already done so].


Objection: Why do you negate all eight terms such as “cessation”? Can’t you merely state: 


. . . [W]ithout cessation, without arising, 


Without annihilation, without permanence (0:1d–0:2a) 




Response: Those who advocate that a thing has intrinsic reality [39] teach that the eight terms such as “cessation” — that are primarily taught according to their everyday usage — refer to a thing that [actually] exists, hence these eight terms such as “cessation” are negated. So too, those who theorize about reality (tattva) or initiate disputes about reality theorize or dispute in reliance on such terms as “cessation” and so on. 


Here [Vaibhāṣhikas36] say: All things that possess the properties of arising and cessation are momentary because they arise continuously within a stream.37 


[Vaisheṣhikas] say: The nine substances such as earth are permanent.38


Also [the Jains] say: The six substances such as the principle of motion, the principle of rest, space, time, matter, and beings, are permanent.39


So too in general they argue about whether lifeforce and the body, fire and fuel, cause and effect, qualities and those possessing qualities, parts and wholes, are identical or distinct. 


Furthermore [the Sāṁkhya] say: Those who possess [the three] qualities and action are said to “eternally cycle.”40


Others say: Neither atoms nor the mind function.41


[Jains] assert: Both beings and matter possess movement. Once established, they proceed upwards. 


Therefore he negates the eight terms such as “cessation,” since it is due to them that beings theorize and initiate disputes about reality.




Objection: Why is “cessation” negated first and “arising” negated later? I think it is logical to state “without arising, without cessation. . . .”


Response: The [original order] should not be faulted. Why? Because those skilled in language ascertain how priority is applied according to grammatical rules, but others do not ascertain this. [40]


Objection: If arising exists, cessation will occur, but if [arising] does not exist, [cessation] will not occur. Therefore in accordance with the proper order, first “arising” must be stated.


Response: Friend, give an example that would generate conviction in your assertion “Arising is earlier and cessation is later.” 


Objection: Anything could serve as an example. In what way? For instance, it is like the statement: “Birth is pointless. Why? Because when birth exists, then enemies such as aging and death, illness and suffering, killing and bondage, exist.”


Response: But some think that death precedes any birth for which death exists. If death does not precede [birth], then it would absurdly follow that samsara would have a beginning, but that is unacceptable. Therefore because samsara has no beginning or end, it cannot be stated that birth is first and death follows, or death is first and birth follows. Also Nāgārjuna42 states below:


If birth were to occur earlier


And aging and death later


Birth would be without aging and death


And birth would arise even without dying. (11:3)


Objection: But if birth is devoid of such perils, then [birth] would not be pointless. Just as, if trees did not grow, then a forest would not exist, and it would not be harmed by wind. This is another example.




Response: What is the difference?


Objection: There is a difference because something that arises after ceasing does not exist, for there is no tree that has ceased elsewhere but then arises here.


Response: In this regard, since [a sprout] arises after the seed ceases, it only arises due to [the seed] ceasing earlier.


Objection: This is not similar. Why? Because when one has ceased, another arises. [41] Thus, when the seed has ceased, the sprout arises. But since the sprout does not arise when the sprout has ceased, it is not similar.


Response: That is entirely similar. Why? Because both birth and death are also like this, and the one who dies is not the one who is born. If the very one who dies were the one who is born, then it follows that person would be permanent, and one who is a god would only become a god and one who is an animal would only become an animal. But one should not assert this, since rebirth and reincarnation produced by karma and affliction are unmistaken. Thus you cannot assert, “Just the one who dies is the one who is born,” and this is entirely similar.


Also, here it is illogical to state, “Just the one that ceases is the one that arises.” If both the seed and sprout were absolutely unrelated, the two would not exist as cause and effect even nominally. But since they nominally exist [as cause and effect], those two are not absolutely unrelated.


Again, in this [world] someone may say, “I planted the seed and I grew this tree,” “I produced a son,” “This tree is mine,” and “This son is mine.” But if the seed and tree, and [the father] and son, were absolutely unrelated, such worldly expressions would be impossible. But since such [expressions] are possible, it cannot be stated that both the seed and tree are absolutely unrelated. Nāgārjuna states below: 


That which is different, is different in dependence on others.


If others do not exist, others would not be different from it. 


It is untenable that something 


Dependent on another, is different from it. (14:5)




Objection: Again on this point, if the seed exists, it will come to cease, since if it did not exist, it would not come to [cease]. Therefore here arising is earlier and cessation later.


Response: Even in this case regarding the seed, the prior cessation of the seed exists. Why? Because the tree is not something other than the sprout [42] and also the seed is not something other than the tree; therefore the sprout arises from the prior cessation of the seed, and even the seed itself arises from the prior cessation of the seed. Thus Master Āryadeva said:43


Just as the end of a seed is seen 


Though it does not have a beginning


So too birth does not arise 


When its causes are incomplete. (viii:25)


Therefore, since neither arising or ceasing can be posited as earlier or later, why is it inappropriate to criticize the statement “Cessation is negated first, arising is negated later”? Because it is clearly taught that those two cannot be posited as earlier or later, you should investigate why Master [Nāgārjuna] here states cessation first and arising later.


_____________


27. MK(S): “anirodhamanutpādamanucchedamaśāśvataṁ/ anekārthamanānārthamanāgamamanirgamaṁ”/yaḥ pratītyasamutpādaṁ prapañcopaśamaṁ śivaṁ/ deśayāmāsa saṁbuddhastaṁ vande vadatāṁ varaṁ/


28. Essential nature (rang bzhin, prakṛti).


29. Intrinsic reality (ngo bo nyid, svabhāva).


30. The source of this passage cited in BP has not been identified.


31. Lack of intrinsic reality (ngo bo nyid med pa nyid, niḥsvabhāvatā).


32. TCE (p. 37): “One blames one’s ordinary [or natural] mind for generating lust for something that does not exist” (rang bzhin gyi sems gnas med pa la ’dod chags skye ba la ’phya ba); Peking version (p. 37 note 6): “One blames one’s own mind for generating lust for something that does not exist” (rang sems gnas med pa la ’dod chags skye ba la ’phya ba).


33. The source of this passage cited in BP has not been identified.


34. CŚ, xiv:25. TCE (p. 221): srid pa’i sa bon rnam shes te, yul rnams de yi spyol yul lo, yul la bdag med mthongs na ni, srid pa’i sa bon ’gag par ’gyur. Derge (D 3846: 16a5): srid pa’i sa bon rnam shes te, yul rnams de yi spyod yul lo, yul la bdag med mthong nas ni, srid pa’i sa bon ’gag par ’gyur.


35. Common usage (’jig rten kyi tha snyad, lokavyavahāra).


36. Saito 1984, 5–6. Here I follow Saito’s identification of these schools.


37. The Vaibhāṣhikas are one of the four main schools of Buddhism: Vaibhāṣhikas, Sautrāntikas, Cittamātrins, and Madhyamakas. Vaibhāṣhikas assert that conditioned entities exist within a continuous causal stream of momentary substance. 


38. The Vaisheṣhikas are one the six schools of Indian Vedic philosophy. They assert all objects are included in six categories: substance (dravya), qualities (guṇa), karma, generality (sāmānya), particularity (viśeṣa), and inherence (samavāya). Here substance is again divided in nine: earth (pṛthvī), water (ap), fire (tejas), wind (vāyu), ether (ākaśa), time (kāla), space (dik), self (ātman), mind (manas).


39. An ancient Indian religion based on the teachings of Mahāvīra, the last of a succession of twenty-four Tirthankaras. They assert six permanent substances: beings (jiva), matter (pudgala), principle of motion (dharma), principle of rest (adharma), space (ākāśa), and time (kāla).


40. An ancient Indian philosophical school that asserted three qualities or innate tendencies (guṇas) — goodness (sattva), activity (rajas), and darkness (tamas) — that are possessed by matter.


41. The specific school that is making this assertion is unclear.


42. Though Nāgārjuna’s name is not explicitly stated in the text at this point, from now on his name will be included without brackets whenever he is about to be cited.


43. CŚ, viii:25. TCE (p. 42): sa bon dpe ni ji ltar bar, de la thog ma yod ma yin, de ltar rgyu dang mi ldan las, skye ba’ang srid par mi ’gyur ro. Derge (D 3846: 10a4): ji ltar sa bon mtha’ mthong zhing, de la thog ma yod min ltar, de bzhin rgyu ni ma tshang phyir, skye ba’ang ’byung bar mi ’gyur ro.
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1. Critique of Conditions


[Abhidharmikas44] object: First demonstrate how the term “arising” is a mere convention.45


Response: We shall now set this out fully. Nāgārjuna explains:


Not from itself, not from another, 


Not from both, nor without a cause,


Never, in any way,


Do any things arise. (1:1)


In this regard, if some thing were to arise, that thing would arise from itself, or from another, or from both itself and another, or without a cause.46 But if we examine these [alternatives], none are tenable. Why? The term “from itself” ultimately means “from its own self.”47 First, a thing does not arise from its own self because such arising would be pointless, moreover such arising would be endless. As such, things that exist in and of themselves [43] do not need to arise again. But if something that [already] exists [needs to] arise again, then it would never not need to arise. But this is untenable. 


Therefore, first, things do not arise from themselves. Also, they do not arise from others. Why? Because in consequence everything would arise from everything. They do not arise from both themselves and others, because in consequence both [previous] errors would apply. Also they do not arise without a cause because in consequence everything would continuously arise from everything and all endeavor would be pointless. Thus because it is not tenable that a thing arises in any of these ways, the term “arising” is merely a convention, since there is no arising.
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