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NAGARJUNA'’S INFLUENCE ON THE FORMATION
OF THE EARLY YOGACARA THOUGHTS
~FROM MULAMADHYAMAKAKARIKA TO
BODHISATTVABHUMI-
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ABSTRACT

Itis indeed true that The Bodhisattvabhiimi (BBh) has no direct reference
to Nagarjuna’s Milamadhyamakakarika (MMK); however, when viewed
from the contents of MMK, the BBh shows some significant traces in which
we can find clear development of thoughts given in the MMK concerning
the key concepts such as fattva “truth, lit., thatness”, sugrhita-sunyata
“well-grasped emptiness”, praparica “verbal proliferation” and vikalpa
“conceptual discrimination”, etc. Although a number of studies have so
far been carried out on each text of the highest importance, a comparative
approach to them is now extremely needed since the philosophical role
that Nagarjuna played in the history of Buddhism and his influence on the
formation of the early Yogacara tenets still remains our future task.

The present paper, therefore, aims at clarifying how the author of BBh
deepened and defined the meanings of the above-mentioned key concepts,
all of which were in fact used as significant terms both in MMK and
BBh.

Key Words: Nagarjuna, Miillamadhyamakakarika, Bodhisattvabhtimi,
stinyata.

It is indeed true that the Bodhisattvabhiimi (BBh) has no direct reference
to Nagarjuna’s Milamadhyamakakarika (MK); however, when viewed
from the contents of MK, the BBh shows some significant traces in which
we can find clear development of thoughts given in the MK concerning
the key concepts such as tattva “truth”, or lit. “thatness”, sugrhita-sunyata
“well seized emptiness”, praparica “verbal proliferation” and vikalpa
“conceptual discrimination”, etc. Although a number of studies have so
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far been carried out on each text of the highest importance, a comparative
approach to them is now extremely needed since the philosophical role
that Nagarjuna played in the history of Buddhism and his influence on the
formation of the early Yogacara tenets still remain our future task.

The present paper, therefore, aims at clarifying how the author of BBh
deepened and defined the meanings of the above-mentioned key concepts,
all of which were in fact used as significant terms both in MMK and
BBh.

Before analyzing the relationship of the above two works, it seems fitting
to briefly refer to the result of my previous paper® in which I examined
whether Nagarjuna can legitimately be called a Madhyamika or not As
was discussed by the above article, the answer must primarily depend on
our approach — traditional, historical, or philosophical — to the question.
The topic of this paper has closely related to the last, i.e. philosophical
approach.

I. Traditional or Doxographical Approach

Nagarjuna has traditionally been regarded as belonging to, or rather
being the forerunner of, the early stage of the Madhyamika school®. Tt
is, therefore, usual that we commence our description of the history of
the Madhyamika school by referring to the life, works and thought of
Nagarjuna. This type of description appears to make sense since, putting
aside the problematic account of his teacher having been Rahulabhadra
teacher given by some of the Tibetan historiographers and doxographers,
no master is reported to have preceded Nagarjuna, the author of the MK.
Further, the early period of the Madhyamika school may, above all, rightly
be characterized by the appearance of the MK and its commentaries,
together with Nagarjuna’s disciple’s, viz. Aryadeva’s (c.170-270) Sataka
or CatuHsataka.

In his well-known doxographical work, Grub pa’i mtha’i rnam par
bzhag pa, 1Cang skya Rol pa’i rdo rje (1717-1786), therefore, gives the
designation “Madhyamikas of the Basic Texts” (gzhung phyi mo’i dbu ma
pa) to both Nagarjuna and Aryadeva, and that of “Sectarian Madhyamikas”
(phyogs ‘dzing pa’i dbu ma pa)to other later followers such as Buddhapalita,
Bhaviveka and Candrakirti®. ICang skya explains why he gives the former
designation, i.e., “Madhyamikas of the Basic Texts”, to Nagarjuna and
Aryadeva as follows:

“Although the final thought of the father [Nagarjuna] and son [Aryadeva]
lies in the Prasaggika system, in terms of what is taught in their texts,
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there is no clearly delineated presentation of whether they conventionally
accept things as having their own character (rang mtshan, *svalaksana),
whether they accept the existence of external objects, and whether or not
it is suitable to generate an inference against the opponent only from the
viewpoint of what is well known to others, and so forth. Therefore, since
[their texts] remain common to both the *Prasaggika and *Svatantrika

factions, they are called ‘Basic’.”¥

I1. Historical Approach

The above-mentioned doxographical approach is no doubt one
of the possible avenues for understanding the important role that
Nagarjuna played in the history of Buddhism. It is to be noted that in the
doxographical material Nagarjuna is often considered not on the basis of
his own statements but rather from the point of view of the later developed
aspects of the Madhyamika school. Incidentally, the first and third points
of controversy to which 1Cang skya referred in the above explanation are
those believed to have been differences between *Svatantrika (Bhaviveka)
and *Prasaggika (Candrakirti), while the second point was between
*Sautrantika-Madhyamika (Bhaviveka, Jianagarbha, etc.) and *Yogacara-
Madhyamika (Santaraksita, Kamalasila, ezc.).

However, if we turn to the following, rather historical facts, Nagarjuna’s
place in the history of Mahayana Buddhism looks somewhat different.

(1) It is indeed true that Nagarjuna was the author of the influential MK,
which came to be called Zhong-lun (F7), i.e. Madhyamaka-$astra at the
latest in the beginning of 5 century A.D. However, Nagarjuna recognized
himself only as a “Stunyatavadin” in his Vigrahavyavartani (VV) and
Vaidalyaprakarana®, and not as a “‘Madhyamika” or “dBu ma pa”.

(2) As far as our present knowledge goes, in the history of the so-called
Madhyamika school Bhaviveka was the first to call himself'a “dBu ma pa”
(Madhyamika) or “dBu ma(r) smra ba” (Madhyamaka-vadin)®, opposing
the then influential Yogacara tenet of “Three Natures” (trisvabhava) and
its related idea of practice, asallaksananupravesopaya “the expedient
for entry into the characteristic of non-existence”. The same designation
“Madhyamika” was further used by Candrakirti (c.600-650) who, following
Buddhapalita’s example”, once called himself a “Pratityasamutpada-
vadin™.

(3)Asagga and Sthiramati wrote commentaries on the MK, both
of which are extant only in Chinese translation”. As was discussed by
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Kajiyama[1963] and Ejima[1980], Sthiramati criticized the explanation
given by Bhaviveka in the Prajiiapradipa.'” According to Avalokitavrata,
comments on the MK by other Yogacaras, viz. Gunamati and Devasarman,
are also critically referred to by Bhaviveka in his Prajiiapradipa.'’ Also
well known is the fact that Dharmapala wrote the commentary Da-chéng-
guang-bai- lin-shi-lin (K3 B imm) on the second halfof Aryadeva’s
CatuHsataka, and in it refuted both Bhaviveka’s way of commenting
on the MK' and his understanding of several verses quoted from the
Bhavasankrantisitra and Lagkavatarasitra.'

The above-mentioned facts tell us that historically speaking, Nagarjuna
should be placed in the pre-Madhyamika as well as pre-Yogacara stage,
that is, in the earliest stage of the history of the Mahayana-Abhidharma
movement,'” which is mainly based on the early Astasahasrika-
Prajiiaparamitasiitra. It is most probable that the MK was therein regarded
as common property to the advocates and followers of the Mahayana
scriptures, though a slight difference in the understanding of some of the
key concepts of the Prajiiaparamitasiitra such as sinyata “emptiness” and
niHsvabhava “absence of own-nature” later caused the Yogacara group to
appear and thereafter the Madhyamika school.

II1. Philosophical Approach

Let us now take a philosophical approach to Nagarjuna’s position in
the history of how to interpretations of some of the key concepts of the
Prajiiaparamitasiitra such as sinyata and niHsvabhava.

Since a discussion of this topic in detail would require more than this
paper, let me confine myself here to referring to the following four points
in regard to his philosophical contribution:

First, it is certain from his argumentation in the MK and its related
works that in the late 2" century A.D. Nagarjuna had already faced rather
severe criticism concerning his interpretation of and justification for
sunyatd. This can easily be traced in the discussion in the MK and V'V, in
which he quotes, or introduces, the opponents’ objection that the teaching
of Sinyata — more or less taken by them to mean “non-existence” — not
only destroys the traditional teachings such as “The Four Noble Truths”,
“The Three Jewels” and so on, but also makes impossible our common
word usage and moral criteria.

Secondly, what Nagarjuna tried to do in response to this kind of criticism
set forth by the then influential Abhidharma thinkers such as the Sarvastivada
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and Sapmitiya was to justify his understanding of the meaning of sunyata
by means of the well-known Katyayanavavada “The [Buddha’s] Teachings
to Katyayana” regarding the teaching of Middle Path (madhyama pratipat).
In its Pali counterpart, Kaccayana-gotta “A Man of Kaccayana lineage” of
the Nidana-sanuyutta (SN XII.15), the Buddha, when asked what the right
view (sammda ditthi) would be, explains it as seeing things as they are, with
the right wisdom, from the viewpoint of middle [path] which denies both
extremes, viz. existence and non-existence.

Thirdly, as concerns the meaning of sinyatd, Nagarjuna stresses the
following two points: (1) The word “sinyata”, on the one hand, means
“absence of own-nature” (niHsvabhava), as already defined in the early
Astasahasrika-Prajiiaparamitasiutra. The teaching of niHsvabhava is
therein emphasized in order to criticize the then influential Sarvastivada’s
understanding of dharmas as having their own-nature. In his main work,
the Millamadhyamakakarika, Nagarjuna rather constantly criticized such
essentialistic or elementalistic understanding of dharmas as typically shown
by the Sarvastivada thinkers. What Nagarjuna stressed in this regard is that
the teaching of Sitnyata is significant because it is able to lead the Mahayana
practitioner to the quiescence of verbal proliferation (praparnicopasama).
According to his understanding, it is verbal proliferation that causes
imagination (vikalpa) from which defilements (klesa) and actions (karman)
arise. Therefore, the teaching of sinyata in the sense of niHsvabhava is
crucial for one’s attainment of liberation (moksa)'>.

(2) On the other hand, according to Nagarjuna’s definition of svabhava
in MK 15.2¢d'®, niHsvabhava at the same time means “dependence on
others” (paratra apeksaH) or “artificially made” (krtrima). This idea is
also attested in his identification of sSimyata with pratityasamutpada
“dependent-arising” in MK 24.18ab'”. Therefore, because of the absence
of own-nature, all things can be dependently produced, can be dependently
named (updaddaya prajiiaptiH), and can bring their own purpose (karya/
prayojana) into being. This message of Nagarjuna’s is worth noting,
for, though often overlooked, it was clearly asserted in MK 24 and VV.
Sinyata in the sense of pratityasamutpada is stressed there in the context
of removing a nihilistic understanding of sinyata in the sense of “non-
existence”.

Forthly, it is to be noted that the above two points regarding the
meaning of Sinyata or niHsvabhava were later keenly discussed and
further developed in early Yogacara works such as the Bodhisattvabhimi,
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Sandhinirmocanasiitra and the ViniScayasangrahani section of the
Yogacarabhiimi, etc. It seems certain that without Nagarjuna’s contribution
to the elucidation of the concept of sinyata, the so-called Yogacara tenets
of Five Categories (paiica vastini H. 55 or pasica dharmaH $.1£) and Three
Natures (trisvabhava —1%) would not have later come into being. And it
also appears certain that without the foundation of the Yogacara school
by Asagga and Vasubandhu in the 5" century A.D., the Madhyamika as
a school would not have been brought into being by Bhaviveka (c.490-
570).

Lastly,inregardtotheabove-mentionedrelationshipbetweenNagarjuna’s
thought and those found in the early Yogacara treatises, let me point out
the following key concepts such as tattva, sugrhita-sunyata, vikalpa-
prapaiica, and the religio-philosophical tension between paramartha/
nirabhilapyasvabhavata and the role of vyavahara/ abhilapa. Although
these significant terms were already used in the Miilamadhyamakakarika,
it was thereafter in the Bodhisattvabhiimi, especially in Chapter 4 entitled
tattvartha “meaning of tattva” that, as far as our present knowledge
goes, they were fully analysed and developed with, more or less, a slight
modification.

(1) On tattva “truth”

MK: tattvasya laksanam (18.9, see below), tattva-darsana (26.10),
etc.

BBh: tattvartha

- divividha: 1) yathavadbhavikata: dharmanan bhiitata
2) yavadbhavikata: dharmanan sarvata

- caturvidha: 1) lokaprasiddha

2) yuktiprasiddha

3) vikalpavaranavisuddhijiianagocara

4) jiieyavaranavisuddhijianagocara

(2) On sugrhita-sunyata “well seized emptiness” vs. durgrhita-siunyata
“badly...”

MK: vindsayati durdysta siinyata mandamedhasam/
sarpo yatha durgrhito vidya va dusprasadhita// (24.11)

“A wrongly seen ‘emptiness’ ruins a feeble-minded person.
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It is like a badly seized snake or a badly executed incantation.”

BBh: yah kascit sramano va brahmario va tac ca necchati yena sinyan
tad api necchati yat tena Sunyam iyam evanriupd durgrhita sianyatety
ucyate//...// sarvabhavdc ca kutra kin kena sunyan bhavisyati// (Takahashi
ed., p.101)

vatas ca yad yatra na bhavati tat tena sunyam iti samanupasyati/ yat
punar atravasistan bhavati tat sad ihastiti yathabhiitan prajanati// iyam
ucyate siunyatavakrantir yathabhiita aviparita//...iyam ucyate sugrhita
sanyata samyakprajiiaya supratividdheti// (ibid., pp.101-102)

(3) On vikalpa “conceptual discrimination”and praparica ‘“verbal
proliferation”

MK: karmaklesaksayan moksah karmaklesa vikalpatah/
te prapaficat prapaficas tu sinyatayan nirudhyate// (18.5)
aparapratyayan santan prapaicair aprapaiicitam/
nirvikalpam ananartham etat tattvasya laksanam// (18.9)

BBh: astavidho vikalpah: svabhava-vikalpa, visesa-v., pindagraha-v.,
aham iti v., mameti v., priya-v., apriya-v., tadubhayaviparita-v. (ibid., pp.107-
110)

sa punar ayam agstavidho vikalpah katamegsan trayanan vastinan
Jjanako bhavati// yas ca svabhavavikalpo yas ca vesesavikalpo yas ca
pindagrahavikalpa itime trayo vikalpa vikalpaprapaiicadhisthanan
vikalpapraparficalambanan vastu  janayanti  rupadisanjiiakam//
vad vastv adhisthaya sa namasanjiabhilapaparigrhito
namasanjnabhilapaparibhavito vikalpah prapaiicayan tasminn eva
vastuni vicaraty anekavidho bahunanaprakarah//( ibid., p.107)

(4) On nirabhilapyasvabhavata and abhilapa
MK: vyavaharam anasritya paramartho na desyate/
paramartham anagamya nirvanan nadhigamyate// (MK 24.10)

BBh: evan nirabhilapyasvabhavesu sarvadharmesu kasmad abhilapah
prayujyate// tatha hi vinabhilapena sa nirabhilapyadharmata paresan vaktum
apina Sakyate Srotum api// vacane Sravane casati sa nirabhilapyasvabhavata
jhatum api na Sakyate/ tasmad abhilapah prayujyate $ravanajinanaya//
(Takahashi ed., p.106)
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IIII. Conclusion

The following diagram shows a possible position for Nagarjuna in
the context of the development of not necessarily Madhyamika thought,
but rather of the Mahayana tenets related, in particular, to the concept
of sinyata. Nagarjuna is there placed as the originator of Mahayana-
Abhidharma movement prior to the advent of the early Yogacara, that is,
long before the birth and formation of the Madhyamika school which was,
historically speaking, founded by Bhaviveka in the early 6™ century A.D.

A.D.1c. Prajiaparamitasiitra (early Astasahasrika-)
Dasabhiimikasiitra

A.D.2c. [I. The Beginning of the Mahayana-Abhidharmas]
(Pre-Yogacara; Pre-Madhyamika)

A.D.3c. Nagarjuna (c.150-250): “Sanyatavadin”

Aryadeva (c.170-270)

Rahulabhadra (¢.200-300)

Prajriaparamitasutra

(early Paricavinsatisahasrika-)

A.D.4c. *Piggala(c.320-400), Zhong-lun

(i

Unknown author, Akutobhaya

[TI-1. Early Yogacara]

Yogacarabhiimi (Mauli bhiimih) (c.300-450)

(Srbh, Bbh — other bhiimis (?))

[II-2. The Birth of Vijnaptimatrata and Trisvabhava theories]
Sandhinirmocanasiitra, Mahayanabhidharmasiitra
Yogdcarabhiimi (Viniscayasangrahani etc.)
Mahayanasitralankara( MSA), Madhyantavibhdaga (MAV)
Buddhapalita (¢.370-450): “Pratitya- samutpadavadin”

A.D.5c. Asagga (c.395-470), Abhidharmasamuccaya,
Mahayanasangraha,
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Xidn-yang-shéng-jiao-lun (P45 2
Shun-zhdng-hun (IEHGR), etc.
Vasubandhu (¢.400-480), MSAbh, MAVDh, etc.

[TI-3. The Establishment of Buddhist Logic and Epistemology; The
Age of Commentary Works on Asagga and Vasubandhu’s treatises]

Dignaga (c.480-540), Pramanasamuccaya, Alambanapariksa, etc.
A.D.6¢. [III. The Birth and Formation of the Madhyamika School]
Bhaviveka(c.490-570):"Madhyamika”, “*Madhyamaka-vadin”
Sthiramati (¢.510-570), SAVbh, MAVT, Trinsikatika, Da-chéng-
Zhong-guang-shi-lon, (K I HBURGE), etc.

Dharmapala (530-561), *Vijriaptimatratasiddhi, Da-chéng-
guing-bai-ln-shi-ln (K I J& 5 im R im ), etc.

A.D.7c. Candrakirti(c.600-650):”Madhyamika”

“Pratityasamutpadavadin”
Dharmakirti (¢.600-660)

Notes

* “Is Nagarjuna a Madhyamika?”, Hokekyd to Daijokydten no Kenkyii
(Studies in the Saddharmapundarikasitra and Mahayana Scriptures,
2006, pp.153-164.

1) See Warder[1970] p.376; Kalpahana[1986] pp.5-8; Tachikawa[1994]
pp-(3)-(5), etc.

In addition to Tachikawa’s pertinent comment on Kalpahana[1986], it
is worthy of note that in MK 24.32 Nagarjuna clearly acknowledges the
importance of bodhisattvacarya, which runs: yas cabuddhaH svabhavena

sa bodhaya ghatann api/na bodhisattvacarydayan bodhin te ‘dhigamisyati//.
(Hereafter, verses of MK are cited from de Jong[1977].)

2) See, e.g., Seyfort Ruegg[1981] pp.4-47 and [1982];Kajiyama[1982]
pp.2-7; Saito [1988][1996].

3) Grub pa’i mtha’i rnam par bzhag pa, Peking ed., Satapitaka Series
233, New Delhi, 1978, p.433.2-3 (Kha 8a2-3); see also Lopez[1987]
p.253.
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4) Ibid., p.433.4-p.434.1 (Kha 8a4-b1) ; Tada Collection preserved in
the University of Tokyo, Kitamura Catalogue, n0.85 (Ser-byes ed.), Nga
6a5-6: yab sras gnyis kyi dgongs pa mthar thug thal ‘gyur pa’i lugs su
gnas kyang gzhung gi bstan tshod la tha snyad du dngos po la rang mtshan
zhal gyis bzhes mi bzhes dang/ phyi rol gyi don zhal gyis bzhes mi bzhes
dang/ gzhan grags tsam gyi sgo nas phyi rgol la rjes dpag bskyed du rung
mi rung sogs kyi rnam bzhag (pzhag P, gzhag Ser-byes) gsal bar phye ba
med pas thal rang gi phyogs gnyis ka’i (ga’i P) spyi la bzhugs pas na phyi
mo zhes zer ro//.

5) See Seyfort Ruegg[1981] p.2(n.2); Saito[2000] pp.94-98, 111(n.8,9);
Mochizuki [2004] p.209.

6) See Saito[1988] p.(40).
7) See Saito[2000] pp.98-103.
8) See Ejima[1985] pp.144, 150, 156(n.25).

9) Asagga,Shun-zhong-lun (NAHFR), tr. by Prajiaruci (4 3X) in
543, Taisho no.1565; Sthiramati, Zhdng-guang-shi-lun (K3 FEIIRGH),
tr. by Wéi-Jing ([f74+) et al. from 1009-1050, Taisho no.1567+ . 26-1.

10) See Kajiyama[1963] and Ejima[1980] pp.165-171.
11) See Ejima[1980] pp.159-165.

12) See Kajiyama[1963] pp.149-152.

13) See Ejima[1992].

14) Cf. The colophon of Prajid-nama-MK (D Tsa 19al; P Tsa
22a4): dBu ma rtsa ba’i tshig le’'ur byas pa shes rab ces bya ba theg
pa chen po’i chos mngon pa rnam par gzhag pa/..., “The Prajia-
nama-mitlamadhyamakakarika, in which Mahayana- Abhidharma is
established, ...”. In his Prajiapradipatika, Avalokitavrata also considers
the well-known reverential verse of MK, which contains eight negations
characterizing pratityasamutpada, as a “*Paramartha-abhidharma (don
dam pa’i chos mngon pa)”, and those given in the traditional Tripitaka as
“*Samvrty-abhidharmas (kun rdzob pa’i chos mngon pa)” (D Wa 39b6-7;
P Wa 46a5-6).

15) MK 18.5: karmaklesaksayan moksaH karmaklesa vikalpataH/

te praparicat praparicas tu Sunyatayan nirudhyate//

16) MK 18.2¢cd: akrtrimaH svabhavo hi nirapeksaH paratra ca//.

17) MK 24.18ab: yaH pratityasamutpadaH  Sinyatan  tan
pracaksmahe/.
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