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like, what suffering is. how it is causally related to attachment, and how to escape it. They 

are all "empty" and there is hence nothing substantially there to know. 

The Four Noble Truths 

What Nagarjuna wants us to take away from his critique of svabhava is a certain 

way of looking at Buddhist philosophy. He wants us to see that The Four Noble Truths 

taught by the Buddha are not propositions about the nature of reaJity; they do not depict a 

metaphysical picture about the world or describe an ontological substratum. He has tried to 

show us that the attempt to define pratityasamutpada, for example, ends in contradiction, 

that the idea of causality having an essence is absurd, and that it is counterproductive to 

speak of suffering, attachment, and samsara as objects of knowledge. The "emptiness" of 

the Four Noble Truths is thus laid out by Nagarjuna as the only valid way of taking the 

Buddha's message, and what this means is that they are not established propositionally. 

This "emptiness" of the Four Noble Truths is liable to misunderstanding, however, 

and is why Nagarjuna devotes an entire chapter to it in the Karikas. In the "Examination of 

the Four Noble Truths," he begins by stating the position of an opponent who has taken the 

idea of "emptiness" to entail a nihilistic stance in regards Buddhist doctrine. The chapter is 

important, since we get a clear idea of how Nagarjuna wants us to think of "emptiness." 

The opponent begins by saying the following, 

If all of this is empty, 
Neither arising nor ceasing, 
Then for you, it follows that 
The Four Noble Truths do not exist. 

If the Four Noble Truths do not exist, 
Then knowledge, abandonment, 
Meditation and manifestation 
Will be completely impossible. 



If these things do not exist, 
The four fruits will not ari se. 
Without the fo ur fruits, there will be no attainers of the fruits. 
Nor will there be the faithful. 

If so, the spiritual community will not exist. 
Nor will the eight kinds of person. 
If the Four Noble Truths do not exist, 
There will be no true Dharma. 

If there is no doctrine and spiritual community, 
How can there be a Buddha? 
If emptiness is conceived in this way, 
The three jewels are contradicted. 
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This is the type of response that comes from someone (like an Abhidharma thinker) 

who thinks Buddhist doctrine describes an essential truth about the world, and who 

therefore sees its "emptiness"--its lack of a solid "truth"--as signifying something 

meaningless. If "emptiness" takes away the "truth" in Buddhism, says Nagarjuna's 

opponent, if it deconstructs the attempt to gain knowledge of pratityasamutpada and nirvana 

because these terms don't depict a ontologically correct world, then the entire Buddhist life 

is vacuous and contradictory. 

Nagarjuna responds to this claim by telling the opponent that he has completely 

misunderstood the meaning of "emptiness." 

We say that this understanding of yours 
Of emptiness and purpose of emptiness 
And of the significance of emptiness is incorrect. 
As a consequence you are harmed by it.19 

Because the opponent has taken "emptiness" to signify the non-existence of the 

Four Noble Truths, he is "harmed by it"--in other words, he sees "emptiness" as 

destructive. But his reason for thinking that "emptiness" is destructive is because he thinks 
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the Four Noble Truths are immutible. ultimate truths: he thinks that impermanence, 

an£Jtman, and dependent arising, for example, describe some deep ontological truth, and for 

these to be "empty" entails for the Abhidharmist that they are meaningless. Another way of 

saying this is that his view of liberation is wound up with a "theoretical" understanding of 

the Dharma, a view which says one must know "truth" for salvation, and for Nagarjuna to 

undercut this "truth" means that salvation is impossible. 

The way Nagarjuna responds to this assumption is to reverse the tables and say that 

it is not "emptiness" that destroys the Four Noble Truths--but the very idea of things 

having svabhava. 

If you perceive the existence of all things 
In terms of svabhava, 
Then this perception of all things 
Will be without the perception of causes and conditions. 

Effects and causes 
And agent and action 
And conditions and arising and ceasing 
And effects will be rendered impossible. 20 

Nagarjuna goes on to say that the reason essences militate against causal conditions. 

arising, ceasing, agency, and so forth, is because the idea of essence entails independence, 

and if things are by nature independent then it is impossible for them to interact causally. If 

this is true then there is no "dependent arising," and without "dependent arising" it is 

impossible to make sense of the ability to cultivate a virtuous life. In other words, without 

the process of change then the whole idea of cultivating the "fruits" of a Buddhist life is 

rendered nonsensical. Thus, Nagarjuna's response is to say that things (dharmas) must be 

"empty" of essence if we are to make any sense of the Four Noble Truths. 

If dependent arising is denied, 
Emptiness itself is rejected. 



This would contradict 
All of the worldly conventions. 

If emptiness is rejected, 
No action will be appropriate. 
There would be action which did not begin , 
And there would be agent without action. 

If there is svabhava. the whole world 
Will be unarising, unceasing, 
And static. The entire phenomenal world 
Would be immutable. 

If it (the world) were not empty, 
Then action would be without profit. 
The act of ending suffering and 
Abandoning misery and defilement would not exist.21 
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Nagarjuna has thus shifted the debate. Whereas the Abhidharma thinker begins with 

the assumption that the Four Noble Truths are propositions signifying something 

metaphysical ly truthful about the world, which then leads him to say that we must "know" 

these truths if we want to attain liberation, Nagarjuna undercuts the metaphysics, and in so 

doing lets fall to the ground the debate as to whether or not the Four Noble Truths signify a 

"truth" about experience. 

If one takes the Four Noble Truths as descriptive of an underlying reality composed 

of identifiable essences, then according to Nagarjuna one is faced with unresolvable 

contradictions: it becomes impossible to make sense of impermanence, causality, suffering, 

bondage, and liberation. But Nagarjuna is unwilling to go this far. His "fai th" in the 

Dharma as a soteriogical device comrnitts him to seeing the Four Noble Truths as relevant 

and sensible, and so the Dharma must lack the svabhavic interpretation which the 

Abhidharrna philosophers give it. 
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Summarv 

What Nagarjuna is struggling against in the above passages is the attempt to 

construct a philosophical "theory" out of Buddhist doctrine. "Emptiness," he said, is the 

"unsurpassed medicine for those consumed by the fever of svabhava. ," 22 and svabhava 

here refers to the specific theoretical "map" which the Abhidharrna thinkers attributed to 

Buddhism. In asserting its "emptiness" Nagarjuna is trying to loosen their grip on the 

Dharrna as pointing to an underlying ontology composed of elementary particles (dharmas) 

and definable substances (svabhava). The "medicine" of sunyata, in this context, is a series 

of reductio arguments applied to the idea of independent "things," and to be cured of this 

fever means that one is no longer attached to this particular "theory" of Buddhism. 

The final verse of the Karikas, Nagarjuna extends this conclusion to include any 

attempt to construct a "theory of liberation" by saying that it was just this type of thinking 

which the Buddha sought to "cure." 

I prostrate to Gautama 
Who through compassion 
Taught the true doctrine, 
Which leads to the relinquishing of all views. 23 

Some scholars see this final verse as Nagarjuna's attack on all "theories," views, or 

philosophical projects. As we have seen, however, drsti, or "views" is not used by the 

Buddha in such an abstract, "theoretical" way, but refers to those who think one needs a 

correct analysis of the world in order to achieve liberation. Drsti, in this context, is not any 

view regarding the "nature" of the universe, the mind, causality, or experience; but a certain 

perspective toward liberation. It assumes that to help others one needs to understand a 
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"truth" about the world. This approach, as we have seen, is criticized by the Buddha for its 

backwardness because it forces one to adopt a detached perspective while helping others-­

and it is precisely this detached perspective which the Buddha tried to cure. Thus, to 

relinquish "views" means to abandon that perspective which keeps one from seeing the 

concrete suffering of individuals: it means to look with the "Buddha-eye" of compassion 

into the different dispositions, needs, and karmic-formations of people, rather than seeing 

them from a theoretical distance. In aJigning himself with the Buddha on this point, 

Nagarjuna ends the Karikas by telling us that "emptiness" is a medicinal tool, an upaya, 

that helps cure this "fever." 

To accept "emptiness" as a panacea, however, is to miss the entire point of 

Buddhism. As Nagarjuna says in Chapter 13 of the Karikas, "empiness" is a tool used in 

the struggle to cure a "theoretical" understanding of liberation (drsti), but if one then takes 

"emptiness" as a new theory or another philosophical "view," than one ' "sickness" is 

indeed profound. 

The victorious ones have said 
That empiness is the relinquishing of all views. 
For whomever emptiness is a view, 
That one will accomplish nothing. 24 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 
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In concluding this thesis, I should say something about where my project stands in 

relation to the tradition of Buddhist scholars I have criticized. Having devoted an entire 

thesis to the idea of "skilful means," it now needs to be asked how my project escapes the 

non-upayic approach to Buddhism I have criticized, and. more importantly, how the project 

relates to Buddhist practice generally. It should be obvious that I have a deep admiration for 

Buddhism, and that the idea of "skilful means" is one I find both philosophically and 

personally appealing. Nevertheless, if this thesis has succeeded in expressing what is most 

significant about the doctrine of "skilful means," then the most obvious question one 

should ask is how my project embodies that idea. I want to answer this question by briefly 

restating the problem of the thesis, and to then ask whether my approach avoids that 

problem--or continues it. 

Generally, this thesis was addressed to those who explain Buddhism from a 

Western philosophical perspective. It was not about Buddhist practice or meditation, and 

nor was it an explication of Buddhist doctrine. Rather, it sought to clarify the prejudices 

involved in those who try to make Buddhism philosophically digestible for a Western 

audience. By focusing on "skilful means" I tried to show that Buddhism is generally 

unconcerned with "philosophy" by arguing that Buddhist teachings are not ontologically or 

epistemologically based, and that the attempt to justify its teachings in this way misses the 

point of Buddhism. I am not claiming that "emptiness," "dependent arising,'' "non-self," 

and "nirvana" are incapable of being made philosophically interesting, or that it is somehow 
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wrong to apply Buddhist ideas to other philosophical problems; rather, the problem l tried 

to confront is a tendency to frame Buddhist thought as though it were addressing the same 

types of problems that Western philosophers have traditionally found intere ting. 

This approach is problematic because, traditionally speaking, Buddhism is 

generally unconcerned with theoretical or doctrinal issues. There has never been an offi cial , 

"orthodox" creed in Buddhism, no established principles that dictate the way everyone 

should think, and no ideological struggle to impose a standard of belief on all Buddhists. In 

fact, all the major rivalries and sectarian schisms that took place in Buddhist history rarely 

occurred because of philosophical differences. Whatever rifts occurred in Buddhist hi story 

happened not because ri val "schools" held different beliefs about Buddhist doctrine or the 

nature of reality, but occurred over issues surrounding monastic discipline and practice. As 

Paul Williams notes, 

Schools and traditions might differ on doctrinal matters, and of course doctrinal 
differences might arise after schism has occurred, which would then differentiate 
further the groups thus formed. Nevertheless, differences of doctrine as such are a 
personal matter. In theory a monastery could happily contain monks holding quite 
different doctrines so long as they behaved in the same way--crucially, so long as 
they adhered to the same monastic code. 1 

That Buddhism has an incredible diversity of philosophical beliefs, world-views, 

and religious doctrines is obvious to anyone who studies Buddhism, but it would be a 

mistake to reduce Buddhism to a single world-view, or to think that we can explain 

Buddhism in terms of "essential" principles or "core" beliefs. Traditionally, Buddhism is 

far more concerned with how one practices, meditates, and relates to others than it is with 

philosophical or religious beliefs. To take refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma, and the 

Sangha, which is the traditional way one becomes a Buddhist, cannot be explained solely 

in terms of adopting a certain world-view, a philosophy, or a belief about the nature of 

existence, because "taking refuge" is more about basic Buddhist practices which, at the 



242 

very least, includes refraining from killing, lying, stealing, sexual misconduct, and alcohol. 

To think of Buddhism solely in terms of "belief' assumes that one can abstract the ideas, 

doctrines, and philosophical notions from their practical role in meditation and still have an 

"essential" Buddhism. 

However, whether one meditates on "emptiness" or prays to the Buddha as God, 

believes in a "self' or ·'non-self," thinks that consciousness is eternally pure and substance­

like or conditioned and impermanent, is relatively unimportant in comparison to the 

practices which Buddhism has traditionally promoted. That monks with diametrically 

opposing beliefs can live in the same monastery as long as they practice the same monastic 

disciplines, that Buddhist teachers sometimes teach "contradictory" views depending on 

their pupils, and that the majority of Buddhist texts, sutras, scriptures, and commentaries 

are devoted not to "theory" but to meditation techniques clearly shows that orthodoxy, or 

"correct belief' is not the defining issue in Buddhist thought. Whether one has a "correct" 

belief regarding causality, God, the "self' or impermanence is irrelevant as long as one 

abides by the Buddhist precepts and attempts to cultivate a sense of compassion and 

mindfulness. The practice of vipassan.a meditation which perhaps more than anything else 

distinguishes Buddhist praxis does not take place on an epistemic level: one does not need 

to know the "truth" of a Buddhist world-view before engaging in meditation, and, hence, 

to practice one of the most significant features in Buddhism. 

Underlying the diversity of Buddhist practices is the idea of "skilful means," which 

is what allows the Buddhas and bodhisattvas to use any number of meditational devices, 

yogic techniques, strategies, and "philosophical" doctrines to connect with their audience. 

Because Buddhist teachings are given within a certain rhetorical context, it would be a 

mistake to determine their "truth" apart from their practical application. The teachings are 

meant to be effective, they are given to a particular audience and at the appropriate time, and 
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to ·'theorize" about their metaphysical , ontological, or epistemological status apart from this 

role takes us away from a key element in Buddhist practice. 

The prejudice of those l have criticized in this thesis has to do with judging the 

value of Buddhism apart from this upayic role. Neglecting the actual practices of a 

Buddhist life, they focus on doctrinal aspects such as "emptiness," "non-self." "dependent 

arising," and the "two truths," explaining these terms in such as to give them philosophical 

merit apart from how they function rhetorically. Nagarjuna 's "emptiness of emptiness," for 

example, is generally seen as philosophical move: it deconstructs epistemological realism, 

essential ism, metaphysics, causality, and a referential view of language. It tells us 

something about how the mind posits "hidden" essences and "secret powers," how 

language carves the world into subject/object dualities, or how consciousness constructs an 

illusory world of "things" interacting "in" space and time. But it is precisely this 

"philosophical" move that is rejected by the doctrine of upaya because it forces us to think 

of Buddhist teachings on a "theoretical" level--independently of a rhetorical and practical 

context. 

Even more problematic is that many of the scholars I criticize say that they are 

giving an upayic account of Buddhism. That is, they see their interpretations, and hence, 

their own texts, as showing us the way to enlightenment. The majority of Madhyamika 

scholars I discussed in Chapters V and VI, for example, tell us that Nagarjuna's dialectical 

critique of svabhava is geared not only to "philosophical" concems--but that liberation 

depends on understanding exactly what Nagarjuna is doing. According to Murti , for 

example, 

The dialectic, then, as the Sunyata of drstis, is the negation of standpoints, which 
are the initial negation of the real that is essentially indeterminate. Correctly 
understood, Sunyata is not annihilation, but the negation of negation; it is the 
conscious correction of an initial unconscious falsification of the real. 2 



Murti not only sees Nagarjuna as diagnosing a fundamental problem in human 

existence, but also thinks that his dialectical method will "cure" us. The problem is 
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basically philosophical in nature, and consists in "covering" the Real with a conceptual 

thought, which, according to Murti, amounts to an unconscious negation of ''Truth." Thus, 

if we could reverse this process (to negate the negation), then we would experience 

liberation. What is significant is that Murti sees himself as remaining faithful to an upayic 

account of Buddhism: "emptiness" is the "means" for correcting a "falsification of the real." 

Frederick Streng also reads Nagarjuna in an upayic way. " Emptiness," as he says, 

is a "means for quelling the pain found in existential ' becoming ' which results from 

longing after an eternal undisturbed entity." 3 Whereas Murti tells us that Nagarjuna's 

dialectic will help us achieve liberation by "demolishing" what he calls "the conflict in 

reason," Streng tells us that Nagarjuna's dialectic attacks a referential view of language 

which posits objective "things" in the world. Thus, by understanding what he calls a 

"relational norm of meaning," i.e., that words are meaningful only in relationship to other 

words and not in reference to an objective reality, we will be "cured" of the longing for an 

"eternal undisturbed entity." Huntington expresses a similar view when he says the 

following: 

Recognition of the strictly contextual or pragmatic significance of the thoughts and 
objects that populate our mental and material world renders meaningless any search 
for a transcendental ground behind these phenomena ... What is immediately given 
in everyday experience is indeed all that there is, for the inherently interdependent 
nature of the components of this experience is the truth of the highest meaning: both 
the means to the goal (marga; upaya) and the goal itself (nirvana). 4 

For Garfield, the upayic of Nagarjuna's philosophy lies in showing us the nature of 

what he calls "reification," or the tendency to take that which is conventional for something 

more than merely conventional. 
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Reification is the root of grasping and craving and hence of all suffering. And it is 
perfectly natural, despite its incoherence. Nagarjuna intends one to break this habit 
and extirpate the root of suffering ... Only with the simultaneous realization of the 
emptiness, but conventional reality, of phenomena and of the emptiness of 
emptiness, argues Nagarjuna, can suffering be wholly uprooted.5 

Nagarjuna's dialectic uproots this tendency to " reify" the world, according to 

Garfield, by showing not only that all phenomena are "empty"--but by showing us that 

this very "emptiness" is itself "empty,'.' that, like everything else, it too is merely a 

conventional designation. Realizing both, as Garfield says, is the "means" to liberation. 

Given that all the above thinkers do see Nagarjuna's dialectic in an upayic way, as a 

definite path to liberation, how can I claim that their approach to Buddhism is, in fact, non­

upayic? The main reason for this has to do with how they frame the problem. According to 

their accounts, Nagarjuna already knows in advance what everyone's problem is, and how 

to solve it. Whether the problem is set up in terms of "falsifying the real," a "referential 

view of language,'' "essential ism," or "reification," Nagarjuna is depicted as speaking 

universally: he not only diagnoses an innate "sickness" in human nature, but cures it by 

prescribing a set remedy. If we could simply tear away the veil that distorts the Real, if we 

could just see that linguistic meaning is contextual and pragmatic, or grasp the fact that 

everything we see and think is nothing but a "conventional designation," then we would all 

be "cured." However, both the problem and the cure on these accounts are abstract and 

essentialistic. Asserted not only independently of any rhetorical context and apart from the 

karmic dispositions of individuals, they are expressed with the assumption that there is one 

essential problem which everyone shares. Thus, although these thinkers see their works on 

an upayic level, their approach is, ironically enough, the type of "bad medicine" which 

"skilful means" resists. 

It could be said in response to my criticism that these thinkers are simply restating 

what Nagarjuna already accepts: that is, that all sentient beings naturally cling to things as 
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having some essential or substantial nature. and that all the suffering in the world arises 
~ ~ 

because of this. After all , Nagarjuna did assert along with the Buddha that "whosoever sees 

dependent arising, sees the Dharma," and the "whosoever" in this sentence certainly seems 

to refer to all sentient beings. The problem with this response should be obvious. First, if it 

is true that Nagarjuna reaJly is speaking to everyone universally, and that his doctrine of 

"emptiness" is supposed to cure all "ills" no matter time, place, or cultural context, then it is 

debatable just how upayic Nagarjuna 's own philosophy really is. Because the doctrine of 

·'skilful means" resists sweeping generalizations regarding human beings and their 

problems, not only would Nagarjuna be guilty of practicing "bad medicine," but the 

thinkers I have criticized in this thesis would be at fault for accepting Nagarjuna 's ideas in 

an uncritical way. 

Second, and more important, however, is that to read Nagarjuna's statements as 

referring to all individuals already indicates that a non-upayic reading of his ideas is being 

given. That is, reading his assertions as having universal significance treats his ideas apait 

from their rhetorical context and as signifying a "truth" independently of their use within a 

specific discourse. As we saw in Chapter Vil, however, Nagarjuna is struggling against a 

certain way of conceiving liberation, and his dialectic of "emptiness." therefore, rather than 

referring to anything essential about human nature, is in fact a rhetorical move primarily 

against the Abhidharma thinkers. It is only when we take his statements out of this context 

that we are able to attribute universality to his views. 

Because the thinkers I criticize in this work treat Nagarjuna's ideas apart from this 

rhetorical context, it could be argued that they suffer from a prejudice deeply embedded in 

the Western philosophical and religious tradition. The fact that "emptiness•· is less a 

meditational device and more a "belief' about the world for these thinkers, more about how 

all things are "conventional" by nature, lacking in "essence," or dependently arisen than a 

"skilful means" used within a Buddhist practice reveals a deep seated bias. That we are 
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often told that ·'emptiness·· cures "us·· (even those of us who don't practice Buddhism) of 

"our" deepest philosophical ills shows that a decontextualizing process has begun. a 

process that treats basic pedagogical strategies in terms of "theories," "ideas." and 

"propositions," and apart from their cultural and rhetorical context. That we are further 

advised that without adopting a certain epistemological framework, a ·'belief' about the 

how the mind works, or how causaliry is linguistically structured, or how all things are 

conventionally posited. it is impossible to attain liberation, we have left a strictly Buddhist 

frarnework--and entered one that seems distinctly Platonic and Christian. 

Though it could be argued that these thinkers are working within a Platonic and 

Christian tradition, we should remember that Nagarjuna's thought is directed primarily 

against the Abhidhanna tradition which is within Indian Buddhism. The Abhidharrna 

schools, it should be recaJled, treated Buddhist doctrine in a "theoretical" way, not only by 

privileging knowledge above practice, but by saying that the Dharma was more than a 

"path," more than a "skilful means" that can be used to ferry sentient beings across the 

turbulent waters of samsara. According to many Abhidharma thinkers. such as 

Vasubandhu, Buddhist doctrine not only articulates "ultimate truth," but leads directly to 

the attainment of this "truth"--such that one must take this particular "raft" in order to be 

liberated. Although far from the Platonic and Christian traditions, the Abhidharma shares 

with them an emphasis on epistemology, theory, and "truth." Nagarjuna 's critique is in line 

with the Mahayana emphasis on upaya, and amounts to deconstructing the emphasis on 

knowledge by showing the absurdity in the Abhidharma views of causation. space, time, 

motion, and so forth; thus revealing the weaknesses in their claim that one needs 

knowledge of the inner workings of the mind or the universe in order to attain liberation. 

After having attacked so many others for turning Buddhism into "bad medicine," 

however, and after devoted an entire thesis to explaining that Buddhism is rooted in 

practice, and that it is impossible to make sense of "skilful means" apart from the concrete 
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needs and karmic dispositions of an audience. the position of my thesis in relation to 

everything I criticize is obviously problematic. Is my thesis an upaya? Is it grounded in the 

lives of others, a practical guide or a "raft" toward liberation? If it is true, as I have repeated 

throughout this thesis, that "skilful means" is a practical guide, and that by thinking of it in 

terms of "theory" we lose sight of what Buddhism is really about. then have I not led my 

readers down that very same path by returning, chapter after chapter, to a "theoretical" 

account of upaya? 

Such questions go directly to the heart of my thesis, exposing its weakest point 

This thesis is not an upaya, it is not a "raft" or a path toward liberation. It is not grounded 

in the Buddhist life of practice, and nor is it a meditational tool. Therefore, it too is guilty of 

speaking about Buddhism apart from practice, and suffers from the problem of explaining 

its central ideas (e.g., upaya) apart from how they function in the lives of Buddhist 

practitioners. In effect, this thesis is afflicted with that exact " illness" which the Buddha, 

Vimalakirti, and Nagarjuna all sought to cure. 

On the other hand, what distinguishes my thesis from those I criticize is the 

awareness that it is not a path to liberation. I have basically said that there are many paths to 

this goal, and that what many see as the "central" philosophy in Buddhism (i.e. , 

"emptiness," "non-self," "dependent arising," etc.) is but one path, one upaya, among 

many. But I have not determined in advance what any path is, or how one should view the 

world in order to attain liberation. This is because I have tried to remain faithful to the 

doctrine of upaya which undercuts o ur ability to say in advance, and previous to knowing 

who one is addressing or what one's " illness" is, how liberation should be sought out. 

This, I think, is where my thesis differs most from those I have criticized. For them, 

"emptiness" is a panacea, a medicine that will cure everyone regardless of the disease, and 

their texts are generally devoted to telling us what o ur problem is, and how to cure it. And 
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all of this, oddly enough, without even knowing who we are. My thesis has simply tried to 

show why this approach " tends not to edification.'' 



1 Williams (1989), p. 4. 

2 Murti, (1955), p. 271. 

3 Streng, (1967), p. 149. 

4 Huntington, ( 1989), p. 40. 

5 Garlield, ( 1995), p. 314. 
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