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1. LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

This module is design to make you familiar with the topic called ‘Dialectical methods of Nagarjuna’ 
which is the most important topic in Madhyamika School of philosophy. After reading this module, 
the learner will able to learn:-  

• The introduction of Madhyamika School. 
• The Madhyamika metaphysics. 
• The basic principles of this school 
• Meaning of Dialectic 
• Dialectical method of Nagarjuna 

 

Finally, after going through this module, a learner will be able to know about the basic teachings of 
Madhyamika School and what is the role of Dialectical method of Nagarjuna and his contribution to 
the Madhyamika philosophy. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

 
Gautama Buddha was known to be the founder of Buddhism. His teachings were clearly explained in 
the Buddhist school of Indian Philosophy. The knowledge about Buddha’s teachings relies on the 
Tripitakas or the three baskets of teachings which are included his thoughts as mentioned by his most 
important disciples. The three baskets of teachings are known as Vinayapitaka, Suttapitaka, and 
Abhidhammapitaka. Vinayapitaka deals mainly with rules of conduct for the assembly (Saṅgha). 
Suttapitaka includes Buddha’s religious discourses and dialogues. And last Abhidhammapitaka 
includes philosophical theories. All these three includes information about early Buddhist philosophy. 
 
After Buddha’s Enlightenment (Mahaparinirvana), Buddhism got divided into many schools. Of 
them the most important division of Buddhism on religious matters was into the Hinyāna or 
Theravada and the Mahayana. The followers of Hinyāna School mostly are from south. Hinyāna 
School was an orthodox school. They believed or followed the teachings of Buddha as it is. The 
literature of Hinyāna School is vast and is written in Pali language. Mahayana school spread mostly in 
the North and the followers of Mahayana school are from Tibet, China, and Japan. This school is not 
as orthodox as Hinyāna School. Most of Literature of Mahayana School was in Sanskrit and they are 
also translated into Tibetan and Chinese language. 

Buddhism, firstly a moral-religious teaching divided into so many sects or schools. Of these some 
important schools are (a) Madhyamika or Sunyavadi- In this school philosophers are Nihilists. (b) 
Yogacāra or Vijnanavadi- In this school Buddhist philosophers are subjective idealists. (c) 
Sautrantika or Bahyanumeya-vadi- The philosophers of this school are representationists or critical 
realists. (d) Vaibhasika or Bahyapratyaksa-vadi-The philosophers of this school are directly realists. 
The first two schools Madhyamika and Yogacāra come under Mahayana school and the last two 
Sautrantika and Vaibhasika come under Hinayana School. To know about Nagarjuna’s Dialectical 
method it is essential to know about what are the main ideas or theory given by him. So let us first 
understand his main ideas and Basic principles of this school. 

 
3.  BASIC PRINCIPLES OF MADHYAMIKA SCHOOL 

The view that reality cannot be described in words and it is away all the category of intellect and 
therefore it can be called neither called shunya nor ashunya nor both nor neither, was developed by 
Shunyavada. Shunyavada is one of the most important school of Buddhism and was mention in 
Mahayana Sutras and also in Ashvaghosha. Nagarjuna is known to be first systematic founder of 
Shunyavada. His famous work is Madhyamika-karika. The main tenets of this school are present in 
Mahasangika system and also in Pragya pramita. 

Shunyavadins also known as Madhyamika or the followers of the middle path that also followed by 
The Buddha at the time of his enlightenment. This middle way ignores the errors of existence and 
non-existence, affirmation and negation and so on. Madhyamika is a Sanskrit word which means 
‘middle way’. Many scholars whether they are from western or ancient wrongly viewed the meaning 
of the word ‘Shunya’ and also ignored its real logical meaning thus showed that Shunyavada as a 
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scepticism or nihilism. But according to Madhyamika, the word Shunya does not mean a ‘nothing’ or 
an ‘empty void’. Etymologically the word ‘Shunya’ is derived from the word ‘Svi’ which means ‘to 
expand’. Ontologically Sunya is the void which is also fullness because it has nothing in particular but 
it has possibility of everything. According to Nagarjuna, Sunyata is experience that cannot be share 
with one by another. One has to experience by himself. It is not affected by Empirical mind. It cannot 
be expressed in words. It is non-dual which means one. 

Nagarjuna gave two forms of reality that is- empirical reality which is Samvrtti satya and ultimate 
reality which is Parmartha satya. Empirical truth is for ordinary person. It is the mean by which a 
person can reach at ultimate truth. According to Nagarjuna, ultimate truth cannot be realised without 
the help of empirical truth and without realizing the ultimate truth no one can attaine Nirvana which 
means liberation. According to him, the word Shunya must be understood from this two forms of 
reality. 

1. According to empirical reality, Shunya is Svabhava shunya i.e. devoid of svabhava or 
substantial reality of its own which is not dependent. There not a single thing in this world 
which is totally real. Everything is related to or dependent upon something. The world is not 
reality but only a sphere of relativity. Hence ‘Pratityasamutpada’ is equal to Shunyata or 
relativity of a thing by itself is ‘nothing’ at all.  

2. According to Ultimate reality, Shunyta is free from thought construction and free from 
plurality. It cannot be expressed in human language. 

In Madhyamika School Shunyata, is explained as the symbol of the inexpressible. Shunyata is not a 
theory, in fact Madhyamika uses the Dialectic to criticised other theories, but without theory of its 
own. By using his dialectic, Nagarjuna conclude all Dharmas are Shunya or Nisvabhava which means 
devoid of any independent substantial reality. It may be thought that Shunyata itself is a theory but 
this is not the case. Shunyata is at once awareness to realise the truth. According to Nagarjuna, 
Shunyata is not used as a theory just for the sake of the shunyata. So these are the basic idea of this 
school. Now let us understand the dialectical method of Nagarjuna. 

 

4. DIALECTICAL METHODS OF NAGARJUNA 

The main contribution of Nagarjuna to Madhyamika philosophy is his dialectical method which is 
also known as Prasanga method. It stands as an authentic contribution of Nagarjuna. Nagarjuna was 
confused by the mysterious silence of Buddha on the some metaphysical question. He tried to find the 
main cause behind this silence of Buddha. Nagarjuna pondered that it was Buddha agnostic as he was 
believed to be by some European writers on Buddhism. But the question can arise if Buddha was not 
agnostic then why did he maintain silence? So to answer this question that is to find what is the reason 
behind this silence of Buddha, Nagarjuna developed dialectic method.  

Buddha was maintaining silence on some fundamental metaphysical questions. Like – Is the world 
beginning less or has it got a beginning? Is it finite or non-finite? And so on. Buddha states these 
questions to be Avyakarta, because the answers to these types of questions cannot be expressed in 
words.   
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A Madhyamika famous scholar known as Chandkirti stated Buddha declared 14 things to be 
inexpressible. These things are- 

1. Whether the World is  
a. Eternal 
b. Or not 
c. Or both 
d. Or neither 

 
2. Whether the World is  

a. Finite 
b. Infinite 
c. Or both 
d. Or neither 
e.  

3. Whether the Tathagata, 
a. Exists after death  
b. Or does not 
c. Or both  
d. Or neither  

 
4. Whether the soul is identical with the body or different from it. 

The four alternatives form the bases of Catuskoti of Nagarjuna’s Dialectic in which there is one 
positive option, a negative option, a conjunction of the first two options, and a disjunctive denial of 
first two options. 

Nagarjuna had before him the form of these questions and Buddha’s silence rejecting to give any 
categorical answer to these questions. Buddha was not believed in Sasvatavada which means absolute 
affirmation, or in Ucchedavada which means absolute negation. He was follower of 
Madhyamapratipada which means middle path.  Nagarjuna wondered deeply over this behaviour of 
the Buddha and came to conclude that Buddha maintained silence regarding these questions because 
he believed that reality is away from the reach of thought it is beyond. Through the four alternatives 
were given by Buddha, Nagarjuna systematized them. His contribution mainly consisted in drawing 
out the implication of each alternative by applying rigorous logic and thus preparing the mind for 
Pragaya which means knowledge. This was Nagarjuna’s dialectic. 

 

5. THE MEANING OF DIALECTIC 

Dialectic basically means a method of examining and discussing ideas that are opposite in order to 
find the truth. For Madhyamika, the Dialectic is a series of Reductio ad absurdum arguments. The 
Madhyamika is a Prasangika, a dialectician or free lance debater. They criticize the opponent’s thesis, 
without developing any thesis of his own. Prasanga is disproof simply, without the least intention to 
prove any thesis.The meaning of dialectic thus can be explained as ‘critique of reason’. It is a 
movement of thought which by examining the pros and cons of a questions, brings about a clear 
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consciousness of the antinomies into which reason gets bogged up and hints at a way out of this 
impasse by rising to a plane higher than reason. 

 

6. PURPOSE OF DIALECTIC 

Nagarjuna used his method of dialectic against dogmatists who maintained a definite view about 
Reality. He exposed the hollowness of their logic and the self-contradictory results of their 
assumption to disprove the claims of reason to grasp or see reality. 

Nagarjuna tried to disprove each and every philosophical theory that was presented his time because 
he had a definite purpose and goal. In a negative manner, reality cannot be expressed by discursive 
thought whereas in positive manner dialectic means- 

1. The Phenomena of Empirical Reality is a realm of relativity in which an entity is Sunya or 
Nis- Svabhava i.e. devoid of any Independent reality or unconditionedness. 

2. Reality can be understood only by rising to a plane higher than Logical thought i.e. the plane 
of Prajna or knowledge. 

3. Reality cannot be expressed in terms of ‘is’ and ‘is not’ - dichotomizing mind. 

Nagarjuna criticised the theories of others through dialectic but he never made his own to prove 
others. According to him, a person cannot find any mistake or fault in Madhyamika, because he has 
no view of his own to show or to present. 

 

7. APPLICATION OF DIALECTIC  

Nagarjuna rigorously criticises or examines all philosophical theories that were held by the scholars in 
his time. He uses the method of dialectic against the theories like- causality, motion and rest, the 
Ayatans, the skandhas, and the atman etc. 

He firstly denies the theory of causality because that was the central problem of philosophy during his 
days. He stated that there can be four views of causality. They are:- 

1.  Svatah utpattih i.e. the theory of self-becoming 
2.  Paratah utpattih i.e. production from another 
3.  Dvabhyam utpattih i.e. production from both i.e. from itself and from another. 
4.  Ahetutah utpattih i.e. production without any cause, production by chance. 

 
• Svtah utpattih, is the theory hold by Samkhya School of philosophy. This is a theory which 

holds that the effect is not a new creation it is already there in its material cause. This theory 
is known as Satkaryavada. By criticizing this theory Nagarjuna says that the effect cannot 
pre-exist in the cause because there would be no served by its re-production. We cannot also 
say that the cause partially produces the effect because that would mean accepting to oppose 
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natures of one and the same thing. It is also mistakable to hold that cause and effect are 
similar because then we cannot make distinction between one as the producer of the other. 

• Pratah utpattih is the theory hold by Hinayanist. This theory holds that the effect is a new 
creation it does not exist in its cause. This theory is known as Asatkaryvada. Against this 
theory Nagarjuna says that if cause and effect are not identical which means they are different 
then there can be no relation subsists between the two and so on. Then there will be the case 
that anything can be produced from anything. 

•  Against Dvabhyam utpattih, Nagarjuna says that the effect cannot be similar and at the same 
time dissimilar with the cause because that would be accepting to opposed natures at one and 
the same time. Again if one accepts the theory of satkaryavada as well as asatkaryavada, the 
inconsistency of both applies. 

•  Ahetutah utpattih, is the theory hold by naturalists which are called Svabhavavadins. 
According to this theory, things are produced naturally or by chance. Against this theory, 
Nagarjuna said that it would amounts to plane dogmatism in the absence of any reason. 

Thus, Nagarjuna concluded that causality is only thought-construction that superimposed upon the 
objective order of existence. 

       

8. POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION OF NAGARJUNA  
 

1. Nagarjuna pointed out by dependent origination (Pratityasamutpada) and thus the 
insubstantiality (sunyata) of the mundane entities. He held that man always wants to cling to 
that which is absolute but due to ignorance he is not able to identify correctly and confuses 
the relative with the absolute. Nagarjuna said that the absolute is not only the ground of the 
relative but also the Ultimate nature of the relative itself. 
 

2. Nagarjuna held that the Ultimate nature of men also unconditioned and absolute .It is due to 
this that an individual has a longing for the absolute. But he realizes the ultimate nature of his 
very being. Only on understanding the insubstantiality of the Dharma (entities) and the 
Pudgala (the empirical individual). We can thus say that Nagarjuna’s approached may seem 
to be negative but his main concern was to expose through Reductio ad absurdum method. 
The absurdities involved in accepting what is only relative ( Nihsvabhava) as Absolute( 
Svabhava). 
  

So, we can say that Nagarjuna does not establish any thesis of his own. His dialectical method accepts 
a particular these hypothetically, and by eliciting its implication shows up the inner contradiction 
which has escaped the notice of the opponent. 
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9. SUMMARY 

After Buddha’s Enlightenment (Mahaparinirvana), Buddhism got divided into many schools. 
Buddhism, firstly a moral-religious teaching divided into so many sects or schools. Of these some 
important schools are (a) Madhyamika or Sunyavadi- In this school philosophers are Nihilists. (b) 
Yogacāra or Vijnanavadi- In this school Buddhist philosophers are subjective idealists. (c) 
Sautrantika or Bahyanumeya-vadi- The philosophers of this school are representationists or critical 
realists. (d) Vaibhasika or Bahyapratyaksa-vadi-The philosophers of this school are directly realists. 
The first two schools Madhyamika and Yogacāra come under Mahayana school and the last two 
Sautrantika and Vaibhasika come under Hinayana School. Shunyavada is one of the most important 
school of Buddhism and was mention in Mahayana Sutras and also in Ashvaghosha. Nagarjuna is 
known to be first systematic founder of Shunyavada. His famous work is Madhyamika-karika. The 
main tenets of this school are present in Mahasangika system and also in Pragya pramita. 

Shunyavadins also known as Madhyamika or the followers of the middle path that also followed by 
The Buddha at the time of his enlightenment. This middle way ignores the errors of existence and 
non-existence, affirmation and negation and so on. Madhyamika is a Sanskrit word which means 
‘middle way’. Many scholars whether they are from western or ancient wrongly viewed the meaning 
of the word ‘Shunya’ and also ignored its real logical meaning thus showed that Shunyavada as a 
scepticism or nihilism. But according to Madhyamika, the word Shunya does not mean a ‘nothing’ or 
an ‘empty void’. Etymologically the word ‘Shunya’ is derived from the word ‘Svi’ which means ‘to 
expand’. Ontologically Sunya is the void which is also fullness because it has nothing in particular but 
it has possibility of everything. According to Nagarjuna, Sunyata is experience that cannot be share 
with one by another. One has to experience by himself. It is not affected by Empirical mind. It cannot 
be expressed in words. It is non-dual which means one. 

The main contribution of Nagarjuna to Madhyamika philosophy is his dialectical method which is 
also known as Prasanga method. It stands as an authentic contribution of Nagarjuna. Nagarjuna was 
confused by the mysterious silence of Buddha on the some metaphysical question. He tried to find the 
main cause behind this silence of Buddha. Nagarjuna pondered that it was Buddha agnostic as he was 
believed to be by some European writers on Buddhism. But the question can arise if Buddha was not 
agnostic then why did he maintain silence? So to answer this question that is to find what is the reason 
behind this silence of Buddha, Nagarjuna developed dialectic method. Dialectic basically means a 
method of examining and discussing ideas that are opposite in order to find the truth. For 
Madhyamika, the Dialectic is a series of Reductio ad absurdum arguments. The Madhyamika is a 
Prasangika, a dialectician or free lance debater. They criticize the opponent’s thesis, without 
developing any thesis of his own. Prasanga is disproof simply, without the least intention to prove any 
thesis.The meaning of dialectic thus can be explained as ‘critique of reason’. It is a movement of 
thought which by examining the pros and cons of a questions, brings about a clear consciousness of 
the antinomies into which reason gets bogged up and hints at a way out of this impasse by rising to a 
plane higher than reason. Nagarjuna used his method of dialectic against dogmatists who maintained a 
definite view about Reality. He exposed the hollowness of their logic and the self-contradictory 
results of their assumption to disprove the claims of reason to grasp or see reality. 



 
 
 

 

Buddhist Studies BuddST_P12: Philosophy of Buddhism 10 M_09: Dialectical methods of Nagarjuna 
 

Nagarjuna tried to disprove each and every philosophical theory that was presented his time because 
he had a definite purpose and goal. In a negative manner, reality cannot be expressed by discursive 
thought whereas in positive manner dialectic means- 

1. The Phenomena of Empirical Reality is a realm of relativity in which an entity is Sunya or 
Nis- Svabhava i.e. devoid of any Independent reality or unconditionedness. 

2. Reality can be understood only by rising to a plane higher than Logical thought i.e. the plane 
of Prajna or knowledge. 

3. Reality cannot be expressed in terms of ‘is’ and ‘is not’ - dichotomizing mind. 

Nagarjuna criticised the theories of others through dialectic but he never made his own to prove 
others. According to him, a person cannot find any mistake or fault in Madhyamika, because he has 
no view of his own to show or to present. Nagarjuna rigorously criticises or examines all 
philosophical theories that were held by the scholars in his time. He uses the method of dialectic 
against the theories like- causality, motion and rest, the Ayatans, the skandhas, and the atman etc. So 
this is the dialectical method of Nagarjuna.  

 

 

 


