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Nāgārjuna’s Worldview: Relevance for Today
Kristin Largen

Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg, Gettysburg, PA
This article is a part of a larger project in the field of comparative theology, which involves rethinking Lutheran Christian theological conceptions of salvation through engagement with Buddhism, particularly the Mādhyamaka school of Nāgārjuna. This essay draws on
research done for my dissertation, which juxtaposed the worldview of
Nāgārjuna and the soteriology of Wolfhart Pannenberg.1 After reading
the article, my hope is that the reader will come to appreciate not only
Nāgārjuna’s strong soteriological vantage point, but also the value his
insights have regarding the nature of suffering and the liberation from
suffering. For Christians, what can be learned from his thought is the
importance of recognizing the interconnectedness of all life. This leads
to relinquishing the insistence on interpreting one’s salvation either
primarily or exclusively in individualistic terms, and instead seeing
salvation as the culmination and transformation of all the relationships, great and small, that make up human existence. Nāgārjuna’s
thought is also a helpful corrective to the Christian tendency to view
salvation as something that happens only after death and doesn’t
actually affect life in the here-and-now. Nāgārjuna reminds Christians
that salvation is seen and experienced right in the middle of one’s daily
life, drawing Christians into more loving engagement with their neighbors and eliciting a stronger commitment to the preservation and protection of the whole creation.
Nāgārjuna is undoubtedly one of the most important Buddhist
thinkers in the history of the tradition. He figures prominently in
many Mahāyāna lineages, and his philosophical interpretations of the
Buddha’s teachings continue to influence Buddhist thought today. One
of the main reasons for this is that his teachings not only offer profound philosophical insights into the nature of reality, but they are
also supremely practical in orientation, meant to assist one in the
119
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realization of enlightenment. In this article, then, I hope to do two
things simultaneously: give a brief overview of his major teachings,
while at the same time emphasizing their continued relevance for
one’s life in the world today.
BACKGROUND
Little is known about the life of Nāgārjuna, and thus the particulars
of his life and death continue to be debated. Most scholars suggest that
Nāgārjuna was born around 150 CE, and the date of his death is usually given around 250 CE. The tradition commonly accepts that he was
born in a Brahman family; while this is the extent of the background
information on Nāgārjuna that can be stated with confidence, this fact
alone is enough to give us a hint of the cultural influences that must
have influenced his work. Christoph Lindtner writes,
From his birth to his death Nāgārjuna must as a member of the community have received an incessant flow of impressions and convictions, prejudices and superstitions from the Hindu society surrounding him. This forms a part of his background which was never
recorded and for an assessment of which no sources are available to
us.2

Perhaps in part because of this uncertainty, a great amount of
hagiography developed around Nāgārjuna in later traditions, elaborating his yogic feats and magical powers in order to validate his status
as an enlightened saint. In the Chinese life of Nāgārjuna, for example,
Nāgārjuna’s holiness and wisdom was apparent almost from birth. It
is recorded that “At his mother’s breast he heard the holy sounds of
the four Vedas. . . . He could chant them all, and he understood their
meaning.”3 When he reached adulthood and perfected his studies, the
story is told that he and several friends obtained a magic formula by
which they could enter the king’s palace undetected and seduce the
women there. The king, when petitioned by the women, set a trap for
the young men, and caught them, killing them all but Nāgārjuna. “Then
he [Nāgārjuna] awoke to [the truth that] desire is the origin of suffering and the root of the crowd of calamities, and that from this comes
moral ruin and bodily peril.”4 When he escaped from the palace he left
and devoted himself to monastic practice and study. There are clear
parallels here to the story of Gautama Buddha’s own leave-taking of his
father’s palace and the decadence represented therein, and beginning
his own quest for enlightenment.
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One of the most famous stories associated with Nāgārjuna is his
legendary encounter with the nāgas, the mythical water snakes.5
According to this legend, Nāgārjuna was lecturing at the Buddhist
monastic university of Nālandā, where he was an abbot. Nāgārjuna
noticed that two young men were frequenting his lectures; whenever
they attended, the fragrance of sandalwood filled the entire area, and
when they left, the fragrance disappeared with them. When Nāgārjuna
questioned them, they told him that they were not men at all, but sons
of the nāga king, who used the sandalwood paste as protection against
the impurities of the physical world.
They further told Nāgārjuna that when the Buddha was teaching,
the nāgas had attended his lectures on the Perfection of Wisdom, which
few humans actually had understood. Therefore, the nāgas themselves
had written down the Buddha’s teachings and saved them for a time
when a person might be born who could understand them. Nāgārjuna,
they felt, was the one for whom they had been waiting. They then
invited him to their kingdom under the ocean to read those Perfection
of Wisdom sutras. Nāgārjuna accompanied them to their undersea
world and studied the sutras; after a time, he returned to the human
world to teach what he had learned. The name “Nāgārjuna,” then,
comes from his encounter with the nāgas.6 Given all this, it is perhaps
not surprising, then, that as Kenneth Inada notes, “He was, in short,
considered to be the second Buddha and he always occupied the second
position in the lineage of Buddhist patriarchs in the various sectarian
developments of Tibet, China, and Japan.”7
One last point concludes this section. It must not be forgotten that
while Nāgārjuna was an influential philosopher and thinker, he was
also a Buddhist monk, and thus heavily involved in the traditional
ritual practices and moral codes that governed monastic life. This
means, too, that for Nāgārjuna, philosophy was not an end in itself. It
was always directed toward the goal of enlightenment, and thus had a
soteriological function. This is true for many other prominent Buddhist
teachers as well. Donald Lopez writes, “It is important to recall, however, that the Buddhist philosopher was also a Buddhist, and, in most
cases, a Buddhist monk. He was thus a participant in rituals and institutions that provided the setting for his work. . . . All endeavors in the
realm of what might be termed ‘philosophy’ were theoretically subservient to the greater goal of enlightenment, and the ultimate task of
the philosopher, at least in theory, was to attain that enlightenment.”8
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Nāgārjuna was not only a great thinker, he was supremely concerned
with the practical ramifications of his insights as well.
THE MŪLAMADHYAMIKAKĀRIKĀ—EXPOUNDING THE MIDDLE WAY
Far and away the most significant of Nāgārjuna’s writings is
the Mūlamadhyamikakārikā, in which Nāgārjuna expounds upon the
Buddha’s teaching of the “middle path”—that is, the path between
the two extremes of luxury and asceticism, between “eternalism
and nihilism.”9 In his own life, the Buddha came to realize that true
enlightenment could not be found while indulging oneself in the decadent pleasures of the world, but neither could it be found in the vigorous practice of extreme asceticism and self-mortification. Instead,
one must follow a moderate path, avoiding the two extremes. The
Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra describes the middle way as follows:
Everlasting—that is one extreme; passing away—that is another
extreme; give up these two extremes to go on the Middle Way—that
is the Perfection of Wisdom. Permanence is one extreme, impermanence is another; give up these two extremes to go on to the Middle
Way—that is the Perfection of Wisdom. . . . Form is one extreme,
formlessness is another; the visible is one extreme, the invisible is
another; aversion is one extreme, nonaversion is another; . . . depravity is one extreme, purity is another; this world is one extreme, the
supramundane is another; . . . ignorance is one extreme, the extinction of ignorance is another; old age and death are one extreme, the
cessation of old age and death is another; the existence of all dharmas
is one extreme, the nonexistence of all dharmas is another; give up
these two extremes to go on to the Middle Way—that is the Perfection
of Wisdom.10

It is this “middle way” that Nāgārjuna takes up in the Mūlamadhya
mikakārikā, and he uses four primary themes to do so, each of which
will be discussed below: śūnyatā, pratītyasamutpāda, two truths, and
nirvana. As all of these themes are inter-related and interwoven, it is
a somewhat difficult task to isolate them and discuss them separately.
Therefore, the sections should not be read as discrete, independent
monologues, but rather as a unified dialogue in several parts.
Śūnyatā
He who is united with emptiness
is united with everything.
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He who is not united with emptiness
is not united with anything (Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 24:14).11

The teaching of śūnyatā is one of the most well-known Buddhist
concepts in the world, and, as Roger Jackson says, it is “probably the
most important philosophical and religious concept of Mahāyāna
Buddhism.”12 It is difficult to give just one definition of śūnyatā, as
the way in which emptiness has been described by different Buddhist
and non-Buddhist scholars throughout the tradition varies greatly.
However, there are some basic characteristics, which, while perhaps
not totally universal, are widespread enough to constitute a general
definition. Jackson defines śūnyatā as well as anyone. He writes,
Philosophically, emptiness is the term that describes the ultimate
mode of existence of all phenomena, namely, as naturally “empty” of
enduring substance, or self-existence (svabhāva): rather than being
independently self-originated, phenomena are dependently originated (pratītyasamutpāda) from causes and conditions. Emptiness,
thus, explains how it is that phenomena change and interact as they
do, how it is that the world goes on as it does. Religiously, emptiness
is the single principle whose direct comprehension is the basis of
liberation from samsāra, and ignorance of which, embodied in selfgrasping (ātmagraha) is the basis of continued rebirth—hence suffering—in samsara.13

Perhaps one of the most important points to note in Nāgārjuna’s use
of śūnyatā is the way he applied it methodologically, rather than ontologically. What this means is that, first and foremost, Nāgārjuna sets
up śūnyatā to function as a methodological tool, something to “accomplish the task of tailoring off the genuinely real world from that which
is accepted as real on commonsensical ground.”14 Therefore, those
interpreters who attempt to force either a nihilistic or absolutist reading onto Nāgārjuna’s thought are making a conceptual error. Malcolm
McLean writes, “It is hard to avoid the impression that both the nihilists and the absolutists in their interpretations of śūnyatā have grasped
the snake by the tail! They have taken śūnyatā, which is intended only
to be used as a conceptual tool, with no objective referent, and ontologised it negatively and positively respectively.”15 To say that śūnyatā
refers either to nothingness, or fullness, literally speaking, is to make
it into a “view,” a “theory,” an interpretation that Nāgārjuna himself
expressly rejected.16
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What, then, can be said about śūnyatā? To begin, it is perhaps best
to describe śūnyatā negatively, that is, what it is not: an object, a thing,
a/the Supreme Being, the Absolute, the Void, Fullness, etc., for emptiness itself is only dependent and nominal, and thus, ultimately empty.
In fact, Candrakīrti writes that to identify emptiness with some form of
absolute is “as if a shopkeeper were to say, ‘I have nothing to sell you,’
and would receive the answer, ‘Very well, then just sell me this—your
absence of goods for sale.’”17
However, this does not mean that there are no positive statements
that can be made about śūnyatā. Śūnyatā is the true form of existence,
the state in which all things “are.” Further, as we will see below, śūnyatā
refers to the fact that everything is dependently arisen; that is, nothing
exists that has inherent existence. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, emptiness is the key to enlightenment and the key to freeing
oneself from suffering. It is the wisdom that leads to liberation.
This is the point Nāgārjuna is making in the verse of the
Mūlamadhyamikakārikā quoted at the opening of this section: “He who
is united with emptiness is united with everything. He who is not
united with emptiness is not united with anything.” The importance
of this interpretation can hardly be overstated. As Garfield writes, “the
interpretation of the entire Mādhyamika system depends directly on
how one understands the concept of emptiness. If that is understood
correctly, everything else falls into place. If it is misunderstood, nothing in the system makes any sense.”18 Without a proper understanding
of śūnyatā, the world will never cease to delude and tempt the individual, and she will never be able to get beyond her simple sense perceptions and desires. Her suffering will never end, nor will she escape the
karmic bonds that propel her through cycle after cycle of existence.
Thus, for anyone who seeks wisdom, the first and most important concept that must be grasped is emptiness.
Huntington states the rewards of realizing emptiness most vividly, I think, in a way that puts a very human face on what can be very
abstract and confusing language. He writes: “To actualize emptiness is
to affirm one’s membership in the universal context of interpenetrating relations which give meaning and structure to human activity. And
this affirmation of membership is registered in a transformation of
behavior which simultaneously fosters and is fostered by a change in
the nature of one’s experience of the everyday world—a world which no
longer appears as a collection of intrinsically real, compartmentalized
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objects, each one dissociated from the others and from a similarly isolated, fragmented ‘I.’”19 I agree with Huntington here that the realization of emptiness actually helps us to be better human beings, to live
more harmoniously in community with each other, and to recognize
the ties that link us together.
This leads to my final observation, that is, the reason why the
concept of emptiness is so closely linked to enlightenment, and
what import it serves in the larger picture of a Buddhist worldview.
Nāgārjuna himself describes the function of emptiness clearly in
Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 24:20, where he writes, “If all this is not empty,
there is no production or destruction. In that case, the nonexistence
of the four noble truths would follow.” In other words, if phenomena
weren’t really empty after all, and actually did have independent selfnature, then everything would be permanent, ceaseless, and unchanging, and therefore it would be impossible for anything to have an end.
More specifically, suffering also would be permanent and without end,
and thus the four noble truths would be a lie. There would be no end to
suffering, nor an eightfold path to deliverance.
Given the relationship between emptiness and the nature of salvation in the Buddhist tradition, the soteriological efficacy of the
Buddha’s teaching is dependent upon the proper view of śūnyatā.
Hence emptiness, and its complement, pratītyasamutpāda, are the heart
and soul of the whole Mādhyamaka worldview, and the center of its
soteriological path.
Pratītyasamutpāda
We declare dependent-origination
to be emptiness.
That has taken the form of the doctrine
which is indeed known as the middle way.
Since there is no dharma whatever
that has not originated dependently,
therefore there is no dharma whatever
that is not empty. (Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 24:18–19)

In order to understand the concept of pratītyasamutpāda in
Nāgārjuna’s thought, it is first necessary to describe the relationship between pratītyasamutpāda and śūnyatā. For that purpose,
these two verses are two of the most important verses of the entire
Mūlamadhyamikakārikā, given that they state most clearly and directly
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the connection between existence, emptiness, and dependent origination.20 First, Nāgārjuna is saying that there is no difference between
understanding an entity as “empty” and understanding it as “depen
dently arisen.” Both terms point to the same reality, and the mode of
being in the world for any entity can be described in two ways. Either
term can say that all things exist in relationship to other things,
and that those relationships are constitutive of their being. That is,
nothing can exist on its own independently. That is the definition of
pratītyasamutpāda. Or, one can say that nothing has its “own being”
(svabhāva). Rather, everything is empty of discrete, autonomous existence. That is the definition of śūnyatā. Either way, the same thing is
asserted.
Contrary to the traditional way of understanding phenomena
in Western philosophy, in which independent entities are considered primary and the relationships between them only secondary, in
this understanding of emptiness, relationships are primary for existence, and an independent entity is an illusory appearance. Thus,
pratītyasamutpāda and śūnyatā are not two different things, but rather
two ways of describing the same thing. Further, it is this twin awareness of dependent origination and emptiness that constitutes the
“middle way,” that is, the way between the philosophical extremes of
absolutism—the reification of things as independently existent, and
nihilism—the denial of any existence at all.
It is important to note here that this affinity between the two
teachings of pratītyasamutpāda and śūnyatā is something new in
Nāgārjuna’s work. Nancy McCagney observes, “Equating śūnyatā
and pratītyasamutpāda is a dramatic departure from earlier usage in
the Pāli Canon.”21 Earlier, and traditionally, pratītyasamutpāda (Pāli
paticcasamuppāda) was most often defined as the twelve links of the
chain of causation. Those links are: ignorance, karmic activities, consciousness, mind and matter, six sense-doors, contact, sensation, craving, clinging, becoming, birth, old age, and death.22 Pratītyasamutpāda,
then, in establishing the connected nature of all phenomena, establishes the chain of causation. It is this chain of causation that is said
to give rise to suffering, and thus pratītyasamutpāda becomes a way to
interpret the four noble truths—particularly the second truth, which
is concerned with the origins of suffering (the chain in normal order),
and the third truth, which is concerned with the cessation of suffering
(the chain in reverse order). It was Nāgārjuna, however, who took this
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understanding of dependent origination and linked it to the concept
of emptiness.
For Nāgārjuna, dependent origination is not the link between
two “things”—that is, it does not function as cause and effect. Rather,
dependent origination describes the fundamental lack of any self-sufficient, independent reality—it describes “radical becoming,” rather
than static “being.” Padhye writes, “the fundamental purpose behind
pratītyasamutpāda is to outline what is the case.”23 What he means by
this is that the objective of the doctrine of dependent origination is to
remove misunderstandings about the nature of the world and sketch
out a theory of how things “really are.” Pratītyasamutpāda is not something to be overcome or ultimately discarded on the way to enlightenment; rather, it itself is not different from enlightenment. Indeed,
in his Suhṛllekha (Letter to a Friend), Nāgārjuna writes, “This dependent origination is the precious and profound treasure of the Buddha’s
teaching. Whoever sees this as real, realizes the Buddha and sees the
Supreme Unity.”24
Nāgārjuna gives several examples to explain what he means by
pratītyasamutpāda, a few of which I want to mention here. One of the
most easily understandable comes in his Śūnyatāsaptatikārikā. There he
writes, “A father is not a son, a son is not a father. Neither exists without being correlative.”25 This is obvious to us from our own experience.
The assertion that a man is a father requires that he have a child—
“father” is a term of relationship, and one cannot attain it independently. At the same time, in that relationship, there is only one father
and only one son. Just because each is dependent upon the other does
not mean that they are interchangeable. Dependence does not mean
equivalence. This example is particularly revealing because it indicates
the depth to which these relationships are fundamental to our being.
The relationship a father has to his child profoundly changes his entire
life. It is not just something “added on” to his “true self,” which makes
only a superficial change—like a coat of paint that merely makes the
outside of the house look nicer, but doesn’t alter the floor plan. Rather,
the very “selfhood” of a father is reconfigured and recreated by the
event of having a child, so much so that he cannot conceive of himself
outside that relationship.26 In just this way, says Nāgārjuna, the entire
world is interdependent and interrelated, we just don’t realize it.
Two other examples Nāgārjuna gives to illustrate this principle
of dependent origination are found in the Vyavahārasiddhi. There
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he writes, “One syllable is not a spell. On the other hand many syllables are not a spell either: dependent upon syllables that are [therefore] insubstantial this [mantra is neither existent] nor non-existent.
Likewise no medicine appears independently of its specific ingredients.
It appears [like] an illusory elephant: It is not [identical with them]
nor is it [absolutely] different from them.”27 These two examples also
point to the truth of dependent origination, but in a more general way.
These examples indicate the interconnectedness of all phenomena, not
just the particular one-to-one connection between a father and a son.
In the first example, Nāgārjuna illustrates that one syllable by itself
has no meaning, no function. Rather, it requires a larger network of
syllables, a broader context into which it can come to life in particu
lar relationships—not just a random pile of syllables will do—in order
to make a spell. At the same time, however, a particular amalgam of
syllables does not have a fixed, independent existence; thus it is also
correct to say that the mantra is “empty,” dependent as it is upon the
network of syllables.
Similarly, an efficacious medicine requires the combination of specific ingredients, none of which is therapeutic on its own. It is impossible to isolate one component of any medicine and pronounce that it
and it alone is the one individual healing property of the medicine. The
medicine only works insofar as it combines a nexus of compounds. The
medicine is not this or that ingredient, but rather the unique combination of all of them together. Yet, it is the combination in active relationship that is medicinal: a bunch of ingredients all piled up loosely on a
counter does not constitute a medicine. A medicine is not a mathematical equation, where one apple, plus two oranges, plus three bananas
makes six pieces of fruit. Medicine does not result from the combining
of discrete, autonomous objects, but rather arises in dependence upon
a series of particular relationships. It is thus “empty” of any existence
of its own.
Nāgārjuna believed that any conception of independent origination was inherently fallacious; his system describes a world in which
everything is dependent upon everything else, in which everything is
empty. These two ideas point to the same reality.
Two Truths
The dharma teaching of the buddhas
depends on the two truths:

Largen: Nāgārjuna’s Worldview: Relevance for Today

129

the supreme truth
and the conventional truth.
Those who do not understand
the distinction between the two truths
do not know
the profound truth of the Buddha’s teaching.
Without recourse to worldly practice,
the highest truth is not taught.
Without understanding the highest truth,
nirvana is not achieved. (Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 24:8–10)

Gadjin Nagao writes, “If the relationship between emptiness and
dependent co-arising is the warp running tautly through the fabric of
Mādhyamika thought, the two truths of ultimate meaning and worldly
convention comprise the woof. It is the weaving together of the two
that makes up Mādhyamika philosophy.”28 Thus, we need to fill out
the picture of Mādhyamaka philosophy with an analysis of Nāgārjuna’s
doctrine of two truths.
Of Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 24:8, David Kalupahana writes, “This has
turned out to be one of the two most discussed verses in Nāgārjuna’s
Kārikā. Modern disquisitions on the conception of two truths could
perhaps fill several substantial volumes.”29 This is true not only for
verse 8, but also for the three related verses, 8–10. The bulk of the
debate centers on the relationship between the two truths: How are
they different, and how are they related? There is a great deal of discussion around this issue primarily because the concept of the two
truths is understood to originate with the Buddha, and thus the question remains as to what extent Nāgārjuna is following in direct continuity with the Buddha’s teaching and in what respects he is espousing
something new.
From verse 9 above, it appears that Nāgārjuna claims to be drawing
upon the Buddha’s teaching and aligning himself with the Buddha’s
position. The Buddha’s “profound truth” is the truth of liberation, and
this is the truth that Nāgārjuna, too, is describing. While Nāgārjuna is
writing with a clear soteriological purpose in mind, he uses language
that is very different from the Buddha’s, and his argumentation also
seems to lead to some novel conclusions. Thus it remains to examine
the way in which Nāgārjuna both maintains a distinction between the
two truths, yet at the same time closely identifies them.
Jay Garfield, in his commentary on the above verses, writes,
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This is the first explicit announcement of the two truths in the text.
It is important to note that they are introduced as two truths, and
that they are introduced as distinct. This will be important to bear
in mind later. For it is tempting, since one of the truths is characterized as an ultimate truth, to think of the conventional as “less true.”
Moreover, we will see later that while the truths are introduced as
quite distinct here, they are in another sense identified later. It will
be important to be very clear about the respective sense in which
they are distinct and one.30

Note the issues Garfield identifies. First, he argues that Nāgārjuna is
doing two things simultaneously: he is both distinguishing between
the two truths, and identifying them. Second, Garfield calls attention
to the common tendency to denigrate the conventional truth and elevate the ultimate truth, so much so that often the only truth that is
considered liberative is the latter. As we will see below, this tendency
is misguided and violates Nāgārjuna’s own teaching that the two truths
are profoundly interconnected and mutually dependent.
One of the common interpretations of the two truths doctrines
is that the higher truth is ineffable, beyond language, and therefore
a conventional truth in needed to put the ultimate truth into words.
Musashi Tachikawa takes this approach. He writes, “The ‘conventional
truth’ represents the verbalization of ‘ultimate truth.’ On the one hand
language is totally rejected and ultimate truth is held to be ineffable,
but on the other hand it is possible to give verbal expression to ultimate truth in the form of conventional truth.”31 This is a problematic interpretation, not only because it does imply a “higher/lower”
schema for the two truths, but also because it ascribes that same distinction to language in general, arguing that what is most true is actually unspeakable, and that the spoken truth is actually a crutch, or, at
best, a finger pointing to something beyond itself. This does not in fact
appear to be Nāgārjuna’s understanding of language. The only thing
Nāgārjuna seems to be saying about language is that it, too, is “empty”
and does not have independent ontological status. Saying that, however, does not imply that the conventional truth expressed in language
is any more provisional than the ultimate truth, which, of course,
also must be empty. I agree here with Jeff Humphries, who, writing
about Buddhism and literature, states, “According to the Mādhyamika
system, the truth is never essentially present, but it is evident as emptiness in all phenomena, including words.”32
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Thus, despite all appearances to the contrary, one of the most
important points to note about Nāgārjuna’s doctrine of two truths
is that one truth is not “higher,” or “better,” than another.33 Even
though this seems to be the end result of much analysis on this subject,
Nāgārjuna himself clearly rejected any privileging of one truth over
another. In Garfield’s commentary on the above verses he writes, “It
is important to see here that Nāgārjuna is not disparaging the conventional by contrast to the ultimate, but is arguing that understanding
the ultimate nature of things is completely dependent upon understanding conventional truth.”34 Lindtner argues the point similarly,
saying, “The two truths cannot be claimed to express different levels
of objective reality since all things always equally lack svabhāva. They
are merely two ways of looking (darśana) at things, a provisional and
a definite.”35 In the same vein, Richard King writes, “The ‘two truths’
must not be seen in terms of two specific ‘levels of reality,’ for to do
this would be to undermine Nāgārjuna’s denial of a difference between
saṃsāra and nirvāṇa. Saṃvṛti-satya is the conventional and ‘concealing’ level of meaning, while paramārtha-satya is the supreme or ‘ultimate meaning’ (parama-artha). The distinction is semantic and not
ontological.”36
Nāgārjuna’s theory of two truths, therefore, does not imply that the
sensory world is invalidated somehow, or that the things we interact
with on a daily basis really don’t exist. They still serve a purpose, and
they still have utilitarian value. Ian Mabbett writes: “Just as things like
carts, cloth or pots, in spite of being dependent and devoid of intrinsic
reality, can still carry out their functions of transporting wood, grass
or earth, containing honey, water or milk, and protecting from cold,
wind or heat, even so this statement of mine, in spite of being dependent and void of intrinsic reality, can carry out its function of demonstrating that things are devoid of intrinsic reality.”37 Candrakīrti says
something similar in The Entry into the Middle Way. He argues, “A jug, a
woollen or burlap cloth, an army, a forest grove, a rosary, a heavenly
tree, a house, a small cart, a guesthouse, and so on and so on—these
things and whatever else that is, like them, apprehended by living
beings: They are to be understood [as conventionally real] because the
sage had no quarrel with the world.”38 I think this last sentence is particularly important: an enlightened person has no “quarrel with the
world”—that is, she does not regard it as an obstacle in her path, or an
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enemy to be conquered. For one who has realized the two truths, the
world is not to be shunned or disparaged.
From this discussion of two truths we now turn to the final, and
from a practical view the most important, component of Nāgārjuna’s
thought, the concept of nirvana. Nāgārjuna’s entire system is focused
on the realization of nirvana; thus we must explore how it is that he
understands this primary goal of all meditation, study, and practice.
Nirvana
Whoever sees dependent origination,
he sees this:
suffering, its arising,
its annihilation, and also the path. (Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 24:40)

The attainment of liberation is the point around which Nāgārjuna’s
entire philosophical system revolves. Abstract philosophical concerns
and the intricacies of Nāgārjuna’s logic sometimes overshadow the
practical import of his thought, and Nāgārjuna often is seen as a pure
philosopher, rather than a religious leader. To think that these are
two distinct aspects of his life is a serious misinterpretation. D. Seyfort
Ruegg emphasizes that Buddhism has suffered from the dichotomy set
up between philosophy and religion in much of Western scholarship.
Buddhism does not fit neatly into either category, but rather is both
at the same time. The problem is not with Buddhism itself, but rather
the way in which the two terms are often defined in the West. Ruegg
writes, “a doctrine like Buddhism that has represented itself as therapeutic, and soteriological, would not be counted as essentially philosophical so long as philosophy is understood to be nothing but analysis
of concepts, language and meaning (though these matters do play an
important part in the history of Buddhist thought too). But the fact
remains that, in Buddhism, soteriology, gnoseology and epistemology
have been closely bound up with each other.39 There is no distinction
in Nāgārjuna’s thought between “religion” and “philosophy,” because
that separation was not part of his intellectual milieu. Instead, it is
clear that the goal of Nāgārjuna’s philosophy is a religious one: liberation, enlightenment, nirvana.
There is no distinction whatsoever between samsara and nirvana.
There is no distinction whatsoever between nirvana and samsara.
(Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 25:19)
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This verse is one of the most surprising, controversial verses in the
entire Mūlamadhyamikakārikā. Mervyn Sprung writes, “What a mindsplitting thunderclap this conception must have been to Nāgārjuna’s
contemporaries!”40 It is entirely unexpected and challenges much of
traditional Buddhist thinking about the nature of nirvana. Rather
than stress the difference between nirvana and samsara, Nāgārjuna is
arguing their lack of distinction. Jay Garfield calls it “one of the most
startling conclusions of the Mūlamādhyamakakārikā,”41 and describes
Nāgārjuna’s position as follows: “Just as there is no difference in entity
between the conventional and the ultimate, there is no difference in
entity between nirvana and samsara; nirvana is simply samsara seen
without reification, without attachment, without delusion.”42
T. R. V. Murti seems to agree with Garfield on this point, at least
generally speaking. However, he holds that samsara and nirvana
are not exactly identical, interpreting the verse with a Kantian spin.
Describing Nāgārjuna’s claim that there is no difference between
samsara and nirvana, he writes, “Noumenon and Phenomena are not
two separate sets of entities, nor are they two states of the same thing.
The absolute is the only real; it is the reality of samsara, which is sustained by false constructions (kalpanā). The absolute looked at through
the thought-forms of constructive imagination is the empirical world;
and conversely the absolute is the world viewed sub specie aeternitatis,
without these distorting media of thought.”43 It should be questioned
whether Nāgārjuna’s verses actually point to “the absolute” (assuming Murti means nirvana) as being “real” in a way that samsara is not.
Rather, it appears Nāgārjuna has gone to some lengths to emphasize
that nothing is “real” in the sense of having abiding, independent existence; instead, as we have seen, everything that is, is empty.
Unfortunately, in many instances, the Buddhist concept of
nirvana is interpreted as an escape from here to there—a leaving, a
turning one’s back on this life and looking elsewhere. This conception of
nirvana is most prevalent in Western popular parlance, where the very
word nirvana has come to mean a state of sheer bliss, otherworldly and
transcendent. However, for Nāgārjuna, such an interpretation could
not be further from the truth. Rather, as Padhye writes, “According to
Nāgārjuna nirvana consists in ‘proper understanding’ or developing
a proper perspective and cannot be considered even in imagination
that it is an end of life or getting away from worldly transaction. It is
but a direction to the discovery of the way things truly are.”44 In other
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words, there is no “there” there, but rather nirvana is “right here”—
suddenly apparent with a shift in perspective, or focus. As Garfield
says, “Nāgārjuna is emphasizing that nirvana is not someplace else.
It is a way of being here.”45 In other words, it is not “ontological,” in
that respect. Richards describes it this way: “Nirvana is not an existing
entity. If it were to be so regarded it would have to be classified as a
constructed product or samskṛta dependent upon something else. On
the other hand nirvana is not a non-existent thing; it is neither existent nor non-existent, nor is it both existent and non-existent for that
would make it a composite product while nirvana is non-composite or
asamskṛta.46
In The Buddhist Concept of Hell, Daigan Matsunaga offers an idealist
interpretation of this idea. He concludes that the basis of Mādhyamaka
philosophy is that “the ultimate difference between heaven and hell
lies in the attitude of the viewer.”47 At first glance, this might well seem
to be an overstatement, but when we look more closely at Nāgārjuna’s
thought, we see that such a bold statement is a not unreasonable interpretation. Here is where we see the goal of enlightenment most clearly.
At another place in the Mūlamadhyamikakārikā (26:11), Nāgārjuna writes,
“The removal of ignorance occurs through knowledge and meditative
praxis,” and it is only through wisdom that the non-duality of nirvana
and samsara can be seen. To the enlightened one, the former is not
different from the latter, hidden off in some far-away place. Rather, it,
too, belongs to the emptiness of all things and is itself “empty.” In this
view, the world as such is not inherently evil. Bruce Matthews writes,
“The world in itself ought not to be viewed as either a source of pain
or not a source of pain. It is only our relation to it through consciousness that makes it thus or otherwise.”48 Streng echoes this perspective:
“The practical, everyday world as such is not to be rejected—only the
ignorance, the attachment to svabhāva, should cease.”49 Wisdom, then,
becomes the key to unlocking the secret of emptiness.
In the realization that nirvana is actually present to us now, life
takes on new meaning. This means that there is no “beyond,” no
escape from this world as such. Whereas before, nirvana was opposed
to human existence, now they are discovered to be one and the same
reality. Without the false reification of substances, the true nature
of the world can be seen, and the root of suffering is extirpated. As
Garfield comments, “For then, in the context of impermanence and
dependence, human action and knowledge make sense, and moral and
spiritual progress become possible. It is only in the context of ultimate
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nonexistence [i.e., the emptiness of both nirvana and samsara] that
actual existence makes any sense at all.”50 Thus, in Nāgārjuna’s philosophy, there is no way to fully separate these three important aspects of
emptiness. Compassion leads to a realization of the interconnectedness
of all life, which points to the emptiness (i.e., dependent origination) of
all concepts, including nirvana, and this, in turn, circles back to compassion for all those who have not yet achieved the necessary wisdom
that brings enlightenment. Hence, Nāgārjuna closes his magnum opus
with a prayer to the Buddha:
I bow to Gautama
who, with compassion,
taught the true dharma
in order to eliminate all philosophical views.
(Mūlamadhyamikakārikā 27:30)

THE CONTINUING PRACTICAL RAMIFICATIONS
OF NĀGĀRJUNA’S TEACHING
Virtually all the great philosophical systems of India, Sānkhya,
Advaitavedānta, Mādhyamaka and so forth, were preeminently concerned with providing a means to liberation or salvation. It was a
tacit assumption with these systems that if their philosophy were
correctly understood and assimilated, an unconditioned state free
from suffering and limitation could be achieved. Thus, it may be said
that Indian philosophy in general and the Mādhyamaka have a fundamentally soteriological orientation.51

Nāgārjuna’s philosophy was squarely focused on the goal of enlightenment. In this respect, he stands directly in a line of Buddhist thinkers
that extends back to Gautama Buddha himself. Although Nāgārjuna
was also responsible for important modifications in the traditional
Buddhist understanding of the world and nirvana, Le Roux writes,
“Nāgārjuna insists that he operates squarely within the framework of
Buddhist philosophy that reflects a context of soteriological efficiency
with the reach of the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths concerning suffering
and the cessation of suffering.”52
In his article on Nāgārjuna, Kant, and Wittgenstein, Hsueh-Li Cheng
argues that “The doctrine of emptiness is not a metaphysical theory;
rather it is essentially a way of salvation.”53 This might seem surprising
to those of us who have struggled through the Mūlamadhyamikakārikā
itself, or with the profound, dense commentaries on it, but, indeed,
under the heavy layer of philosophical gloss lays a text that is profoundly
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concerned with the way in which people see themselves and the world.
However, this should not come as a complete shock when we remember that Nāgārjuna did not intend to expound anything new, but rather
claimed he wanted only to reinforce the Buddha’s original teachings,
which were themselves supremely soteriological in character. It is
like the parable told about the man who had been shot with an arrow.
The Buddha showed how absurd it was to ask questions regarding the
nature of the arrow while failing to treat the wound itself. In the same
way, he chided those who would know all the details of nirvana, except
how to get there.
Poussin also argues that the emphasis on salvation is present in the
Buddha’s teaching from the very beginning: “Deliverance, or Nirvāna,
is the central idea of the teaching of Śakyamuni and the raison d’étre of
the religious life.” He then goes on to quote from the Buddha’s teaching: “As the vast ocean, O monks, is impregnated with one flavour, the
flavour of salt, so also, O monks, this my Law and Discipline is impregnated with but one flavour, with the flavour of deliverance.”54 This
same idea is stated more directly by Francis Cook: “Emptiness is the
key to the liberated life, and Buddhism is about liberation.”55 Here, he
is echoing Conze, who said that “Emptiness has its true connotations
in the process of salvation, and it would be a mistake to regard it as a
purely intellectual concept. . . .”56 Emphasizing the liberative function
of insight into emptiness, these modern commentators echo the view
of the great medieval Indian commentator on Nagārjuna, Candrakīrti
(ca. 600–650 CE). At the central moment in his description of the path
to liberation, he says,
Dependent coarising [pratītysamutpāda], in its truth, lies open, manifest;
The Bodhisattva dwells in wisdom and achieves cessation [nirvana].57

All these commentators recognized a central theme of the
Mūlamadhyamikakārikā, and that is its concern with human experience.
It is not some philosophic tract disconnected from concrete reality,
designed for esoteric and abstract reflection. As we have seen, the four
themes discussed above, śūnyatā, pratītyasamutpāda, the two truths,
and nirvana all point to the final goal of liberation and enlightenment.
This focus is apparent even in the structure of the chapter topics of the
Mūlamadhyamikakārikā as well: the examinations are of “conditions,”
“the senses,” “desire,” “bondage,” “suffering,” and “actions and their
fruits.” Almost every chapter concerns itself primarily with some
aspect of lived human experience and seeks to shed light upon it—not
for the illumination itself, but rather for the result wisdom brings,
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which is enlightenment and liberation. Thus, even for all its terse,
technical language, in the Mūlamadhyamikakārikā, Nāgārjuna has written a practical guide to salvation, and whatever else can be said about
his philosophy, this must be said first. In other words, as Richards provocatively suggests, “Can it be that the meaning of śūnyatā ultimately
has to be sought in its use in a form of life rather than in any attempt to
locate an objective referent or counterpart?”58 Using Nāgārjuna’s own
writings, a persuasive case certainly can be made.
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