Between the Horns of Idealism and Realism:

The Middle Way of Madhyamaka

Introduction

When one travels to a foreign culture, one may find all kinds new things. Take food, for example. All cultures have food, and food is food. But different cultures do different things with it, prepare it in different ways, use different ingredients, and so on.  The product may be quite surprising, and unlike anything one has experienced before.

So it is with philosophy.  When Western-trained philosophers venture into the cultures of the great Asian traditions, India and China, they find philosophy. (Well, if they bother to go there at all. Some never even consider it worth looking. That’s their loss.) Not only that, but they find philosophical problems with which they are familiar: what is the nature of reality, how should one live, how should one run the state, how does one know any of these things?  But these questions may be approached in ways quite unfamiliar; and this may result in the traveler obtaining a whole new perspective on matters. That is what I hope to demonstrate in this essay.

The topic I choose to illustrate this is realism vs idealism.  Debates concerning these isms are legion in Western philosophy. For a start, one can be an idealist or a realist about many different kinds of things: abstract objects, the future, social dynamics, etc.  The topic we will be concerned with is the natural/physical world.  In what follows, I will refer to this simply as the world.  

A number of Western philosophers have held that the world  exists and has its nature(s) quite independently of thought. It would have been there even had sentience never evolved.  The view (in various forms) was held by Aristotle, Locke, Marx – to name but a few. These are the realists. On the other side of the debate have been those who held that the world does not have a mind-independent existence. In some sense, it depends on thought.  The view (in various forms) was held by Berkeley, Kant, Hegel – to name but a few.

In Western philosophy in the 20th century, dominated as it was by the philosophy of language, the contrast between the two positions was usually drawn in terms of whether or not  the world is independent of language. Some, such as Foucault and, arguably, Derrida, were linguistic idealists. Language “constructs” the world. Others, such as most contemporary analytic physicalists, take the world to be constituted by what physics tells us to be out there, which is quite independent of what we say about it.

Now, language and thought are not the same thing. But the earlier debates and the 20th century debates are pretty much the same in important ways.  Both kinds of debate can be captured under the rubric of the relationship between the world and our concepts – even if the notion of a concept in the two cases is not exactly the same.  The difference, at any rate, is not one that is important for what follows.  In particular, I will simply frame the debate between realists and idealists in terms of the conceptual dependence or independence of the world.

The debate between idealists and realists about the world is well known in the Asian philosophical traditions. The one that will concern us here is the Indian Buddhist tradition. In this, there were realists and idealists; but there was also one very  important and influential school of Buddhists, Madhyamaka, which was neither realist nor idealist, but which went between the horns of the two positions.  There is, as far as I am  aware, no view similar to the Madhyamaka view in Western philosophy.

I will not be concerned to evaluate the Madhyamaka view here. My aim is simply to  explain it, putting a whole new kind of dish before Western philosophers who have never eaten in India.

Buddhist Realists

Before I do this, it will be necessary to talk about the Buddhist realists and idealists.  Let us start with the realists.

Buddhist philosophy started with the ideas of the historical Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama (exact dates uncertain, but roughly 563 to 483 BCE). Most aspects of his thought need not concern us here, but a central one was that there is no such thing as the self – something that persists through a person’s existence and defines them as one an the same person during that time.

What, then, is a person?  Matters were debated in the ensuing centuries. Philosophical debates on this and other matters came to constitute the Abhidharma (roughly, ‘higher teachings’) literature.
 The view of what a person is that emerged was as follows.  Consider your car; this has lots of bits. They came together under certain conditions, interact with each other and with other things; some wear out and are replaced. In the end they will all fall apart. We can think of the car as a single thing, and even give it a name (like XYZ 123), but this is a purely conventional label for a relatively stable and self-contained aggregate of components.  Now, a person is just like the car. The parts they are composed of (the skandhas) are psycho-biological; but otherwise the story is much the same. 

Of course, it is not just a person who has parts. Lots of things do: chairs, trees, countries, etc.  The Abhidharmika could see no reason to treat other partite things in any different way.  They are all conceptual constructions out of their parts.

But must there then be ultimate impartite things? The answer would seem to be yes. To have conceptual constructions, one must, it would seem, have something out of which to construct them. So, the Abhidharmika said, there are ultimate constituents of the world, which they called dharmas. These have svabhāva. That is, they exist, and are what they are intrinsically, independently of any process of mental construction. There were different view about what, exactly, the dharmas were: there were, in fact, a number of different Abhidharma schools, who disagreed about various matters.
 But all agreed that they were the ultimate constituents of the world, and were not mental constructions. In this way, they were realists about the dharmas.

At about this time emerged the doctrine of two truths.
 In Sanskrit, one and the same word means ‘truth’ and ‘reality’: satya. The doctrine is of two satyas.  Which of the two meanings does the word have in this context? Unfortunately, both – not always clearly distinguished. Let us start with the view as it applies to reality.

There are two realities, an ultimate reality and a conventional reality. Ultimate reality is constituted by the dharmas. As I have said, the Abhidharmika were realist about ultimate reality. Conventional reality (which is the way the world appears to most people) is constituted by the objects which are conceptual constructions out of these.  How to understand the nature of their reality is a nice point.  Exactly how should one understand the nature of the reality of conceptual constructions? This is a vexed question, even in the West. How should one understand the nature of the objects of fiction, social objects such as the Equator, institutions such as Parliament? Fortunately, we do not need to resolve this question. The important point is that for the Abhidharma schools, whatever reality conceptual constructions have supervenes on that of the dharmas.  The relationship, moreover is asymmetric. The dharmas do not in any way depend for their reality on the things conceptually constructed out of them.

And what of truth? Truth is a relationship between propositions – things composed of concepts (whatever one takes these to be), and the world. This is not a profound claim; it is a quite banal one. No one is going to deny that the proposition that I am sitting on a chair is true if and only if I am indeed sitting on a chair (something concerning the world). What is not banal is how, exactly, to understand this relationship.

Though there is little explicit discussion of this relationship in the Buddhist canon, it is natural enough to take the notion of truth for ultimate reality to be a robust correspondence theory.  What renders propositions ultimately true are facts about the dharmas. What to say about truth for conventional reality is less clear. There are various options, but perhaps the simplest is to say that truths about conventional reality, such as that I am sitting on a chair, are not truths at all, in stricto sensu.  What are true are these statements prefixed by an appropriate modifier, such as ‘It appears that …’. This modifier behaves like modifiers such as ‘In the Holmes stories of Conan Doyle …’. In particular, ‘It appears that p’ does not entail p – if anything, in this context, it entails that (p. Call this the modifier theory of truth.

So much for the Buddhist realists. Next to the idealists.

Buddhist Idealists

Around the turn of the Common Era, a new kind of Buddhism emerged: Mahāyāna Buddhism. This occasioned changes in ethics, metaphysics, and a number of other things. Our only concern here will be with the metaphysics. The core idea was to reject the Abhidharma understanding of the two realities. In particular, all things in the world were argued to have the same sort of reality.
There are several ways that one can articulate this idea, however. Different ways were articulated by the two main schools of Indian Mahāyāna Buddhism which developed – the Madhyamaka school and the Yogācāra school. The second of these arose historically later than the first, but the idea is articulated in a more straightforward way there. So let us take this first.

The Yogacara school is traditionally taken to have been founded by the brothers Asanga and Vasubandhu in about the 4th Century CE. For the Abhidharma philosophers, partite things are not real, simply conceptual constructions. For Yogācāra, everything is like that.

The view was spelled out by Vasubandhu in a text Trisvabhāvanirdeśa (Treatise on Three Natures),
  with a doctrine called the three natures. Every object has “three natures”. What these are, is best explained by an example. Take a tree. One naively thinks of this as an object that exists “out there” in a mind-independent way.  But it does not. This is the tree’s imagined nature.  All that there is, is a mental representation of a tree, which exists purely in the mind.   (As one might have a mental representation of water in a mirage.) The only kind of existence the tree has depends on the mind, and so this is called its dependent nature.  The mental representation is formed by deploying conceptual categories, like tree, branches, green. If one strips these away, one arrives at the ultimate reality of the object, its consummate nature. And what is this like? It is impossible to say, since one can do so only be applying  conceptual categories, but the consummate nature of something is what is left, once all concepts are stripped off.  This does not mean that it is a nothing. One can have a direct acquaintance with it – in various meditative states, for example.  But it is a simple tathātā, “thatness”.

In Yogacārā Buddhism there are still two realities. Conventional reality is the world, the illusion. This is the tree with its dependent and imagined natures.

Ultimate reality obviously cannot be the same as the ultimate reality of the Abhidharma. It can only be  tathātā itself. What theories of truth is one to apply when talking about these two realities? When talking about conventional reality, the appropriate theory is, presumably, whatever it was for conventional reality in the Abhidharma case. Yogacārā, after all, just generalises what they said about partite things to the world in general. What about ultimate reality?  Since one can say nothing at all about this – true or false – the question of truth does not even arise.

At any rate, the Yogacara philosophers are obviously idealists about the world: it is all just a conceptual construction. The world is dependent on the mind. Moreover, the relationship of dependence is asymmetric. The mind does not depend on the extra-mental world: there isn’t one.

One does need to take a little care here. In Western idealisms (such as Kant’s) there is a self (subject) that makes the conceptual constructions (objects). In Yogacārā, the duality between subject and object is just as much a conceptual construction as any other distinction (duality). In the end, therefore, the picture of a self and its constructs itself has no ultimate reality.  None the less, the view is clearly an idealism.

Between the Horns: Madhyamaka

We see, then, that there are realisms and idealisms in Buddhist philosophy. They have  a distinctively Buddhist spin – just as Western idealisms have their own distinctive spins. But they are recognizable as of their kinds. Let us now turn to the view that goes between the horns.

This is the view of the other Mahāyāna school: Madhyamaka. The school grew out of the profound but elusive writings of Nāgārjuna, and especially his Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way).
 His dates are uncertain, except that they are some time in the first or second century of the Common Era. Nāgārjuna’s thought was articulated by subsequent commentators, such as Candrakīrti (7C, India), and Tsongkapha (14C, Tibet).

Like the Yogacārin, the Mādhyamika rejected the picture of the Abhidharmika.  But whilst Yagacārā universalized the Abhidharma picture of conventional reality, Madhyamaka launched an attack on its notion of ultimate reality.  The two approaches, it turned out, did not result in the same picture.

According to Abhidharma, there are dharmas, things with svabhāva (self-being, intrinsic nature). That is, they exist and have their nature in and of themselves.  The Mādhyamika argued that there is nothing of this kind. Everything is empty (śūnya) – that is, empty of self-being.

If this is so, in what way do things have their being? Not intrinsically, but only in relation to other things. To give an example from Western philosophy, consider the year 1066. According to Newton, this date refers to an objective thing, a time. The time is independent of the events in time, and would indeed have existed even had there been no such events. On the other hand, according to Leibniz, 1066 has no self-standing reality of this kind. 1066 is merely a locus in a set of events ordered by the before/after relation. Thus, 1066 is just the place in this ordering that applies to things after Caesar’s invasion of Britain, before the British colonization of Australia, etc.  Had there been no events in time, there would have been no 1066. 1066 has its being only in relationship to other things.

According to the Mādhyamika, everything has its being in this relational way.  The partite objects of the Abhidharmika have their being in this way.  A partite object has whatever sort of being it has only in relationship to its parts. The Mādhyamika network of being-constitutive relations included this part-whole relation – though, it would be wrong to think now that the parts are real in a way that the whole they compose is not. Both have exactly the same kind of reality – relational.

But the web of relations that were relevant for the Mādhyamika were wider than mereological ones. (Some objects may have no physical parts.) Two others were particularly significant for them. One was the relation to causes and effects. Thus, you are the thing that you are (including existing) because of your relationship to your genetic inheritance (I update the picture a bit here), the way your parents treated you, the school you went to, and so on. The other – which is of particular concern to us here  –  is the relation  to concepts. Again, the Abhidharmika held that an object of conventional reality is what it is, to the extent that, and only to the extent that, we conceptualise it in a certain way. This view is also subsumed in the more general Madhyamaka picture.

We can now see how the Madhyamaka position goes between the horns of idealism and realism.  It should be immediately clear that it is not a realism.  Its very rationale is a critique of the realism of Abhidharma.  Each object in the world depends for its reality on many other things. Some of these are other objects in the material world, such as their causes; but some of these are concepts. The world is not concept-independent.

In virtue of this, it might be thought that this is simply another species of idealism. It is not.  The world, it is true, depends for its nature on concepts. But in Madhyamaka the relationship is symmetric. In Yogacārā, concepts do not depend for their nature on the world; in Madhyamaka, they do. Concepts are just as empty of intrinsic nature as anything else. Some of the things a concept depends on are other concepts.  Thus, the concept stray dog depends on the concept dog.  But some of them are in the world. The concept dog is what it is in virtue of its relationship to dogs.  Thus, concepts depend for their nature on the world, just as much as the world depends for its nature on concepts. The natures of each are mutually dependent.   

Madhyamaka is, therefore, neither a realism nor an idealism. The dependence relation of Abhidharma and Yogacārā are incorporated into a larger “middle way” picture. (‘Madhyamaka’ means, in fact, ‘middle way’.) Each of these other schools was right in seeing some of the dependence relations. Each was wrong in seeing only some of them.

The Two Truths Again

The main point of this essay is now made, but we should not leave the matter at this point: we have had the main course, but there is desert to come. For this, let us return to the question of conventional and ultimate reality. What did the Mādhyamika say about this? That there are two truths was affirmed by the Mādhyamika just as much as the Abhidharmika and the Yogacārin.  However, according to them, there was only one reality. How to understand the situation is a vexed question, which is  – and was – open to dispute.

As for the other two schools, conventional reality is the reality of the world around us.  This is a world where things appear to be substantial and independent objects. Thus, it would appear to be the case that if everything else in the entire cosmos went out of existence, the chair on which I sit could remain, and be exactly the same object as it is now.  If the Mādhyamika are right, this appearance is a deep mistake. How things really are is empty.  There is nothing, then, with ultimate reality. There is, then, no ultimate reality.

It would be tempting to think of the emptiness of things as a self-standing ultimate reality behind appearances (rather like a Kantian noumenal realm). But that would be a mistake.  When the Mādhyamika argued that everything was empty, they meant everything; emptiness is just as empty as everything else. In particular, it exists only in relation to the empty things of conventional reality. 

If, then, there is only one reality, how is one to make sense of the thought that there are two truths? One approach – that of Candrakīrti in chapter 6 of his Madhyamakāvatāra (Introduction to the Middle Way)
 – is to say that the reality has two aspects, or dispositions to be perceived, corresponding to the two ways it can be seen.  In virtue of one disposition it can be seen as what it really is: empty. In virtue of the other, it can be seen as what it is not: composed of objects with svabhāva. (In the same way, an objective optical illusion, such as the configuration of the Müller-Lyer illusion, has a disposition to be seen as what it is not.) The two truths correspond to these two aspects.

But what notions of truth are involved here?  One option would be to tell the same story as was told about Yogacārā. Conventional truth is to be handled by the modifier theory; and there are no ultimate truths.  There are heavy downsides of this strategy however.  First, conventional truth – and there is no other, since there are no ultimate truths on this view –  turns out to be literal falsity.  One cannot say anything true!  Maybe that’s okay if you are a Yogacārin who thinks that everything is an illusion; but the Mādhyamika were not idealists. Secondly, we not only find the Mādhyamika affirming things they appear to take as true, we find them affirming that some things are ultimate truths but not conventional truths, such as that everything is empty.

In virtue of this, there would appear to be a better way to go: a simple deflationist view of truth.  There is no more to truth than satisfying the T-schema.  This allows for conventional truths to be true, without any realist reification. What of those things that are said to be ultimate truths but not conventional truths?  Perhaps the simplest policy is to mark the ultimate truths with a modifier, ‘Ultimately’. So it is not the case that everything is empty, but ultimately everything is.  At this point, one is forced to make a choice concerning the principle that  ‘Ultimately p’ entails p – and in particular, its instance when p is ‘everything is empty’. The principle looks very natural; and indeed, a cost of rejecting it is that when Mādhyamika say that it is ultimately true that everything is empty, what they say to be ultimately true is literally false!  The other is to accept the principle, and so the consequence that everything is empty and not: Madhyamaka trespasses into the paradoxical.  

This is not the place to pursue that matter further.
 Let us assume it to be resolved in some way or other.  However one does this, on this deflationist option it is the case that we have just the one language to describe the one reality.  Now what of this language? Its propositions (the things that language expresses), like all things, are empty. That is, they are what they are only in relation to other things. It follows that whatever propositions are, they cannot be self-standing entities like Fregean senses. This does not mean that there are no such things. That would be an idealist mistake at the opposite extreme. But propositions, like the concepts that comprise them, have an existence inter-dependent with other things.

Of course, attacks on self-standing senses are well known in the West, from Saussure, Quine, (the later) Wittgenstein,  and Derrida – to name just some of the more notable critics. So the conclusion, in this case, is not new. But the Madhyamaka route to it certainly is.

Conclusion

None of this is, of course, to argue for (or against) the Madhyamaka position. That is an interesting and important matter; but it is not the matter at hand here.  Travel, it is said, broadens the mind. What we have been engaged with here is simply a bit of mind-broadening for Western philosophers who know nothing of Asian philosophical cuisines.

References
Anacker S. Seven Works of Vasubandhu. Delhi: Motilal Barnarsidass Publishers, 1998.
Cowherds, the. Moonshadows: Conventional Truth in Buddhist Philosophy. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010.

Edelglass, W., and Garfield, J. Buddhist Philosophy: Essential Readings. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009.

Ganeri, J. Philosophy in Classical India. London: Routledge, 2001.

Garfield, J. The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1995.

Garfield, J.  Empty Words: Buddhist Philosophy and Cross-Cultural Interpretation. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Garfield, J., and Priest, G. ‘Nāgārjuna and the limits of  thought’.  Philosophy East West 53. 2003: 1-21.  The essay also appears as ch. 5 of Garfield’s Empty Words, and ch. 16 of  Priest’s, Beyond the Limits of Thought, second edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Huntington, C. W. The Emptiness of Emptiness: an Introduction to Early Indian Mādhyamika. Honololu, HI: University of Hawai’i Press, 1989.
Koller, J. M.  Asian Philosophies, fourth edition. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2002.

Mitchell, D. W. Buddhism: Introducing the Buddhist Experience. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Priest, G. ‘The Structure of Emptiness’, Philosophy East and West  59. 2009: 467-480.

Siderits, M. Buddhism as Philosophy: an Introduction. Aldershot: Ashgate Publishers, 2007.

Westerhoff, J. Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka: a Philosophical Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009.

Westerhoff, J. The Dispeller of Disputes: Nāgārjuna’s Vigrahavyāvartanī. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

GRAHAM PRIEST
� Not that illumination need be only one-way: it can be mutual, as we will see.





� Positivists, from Hume on, have held that answers to questions concerning the existence and nature of the external world are not verifiable; hence that the questions are meaningless. In some sense, this view is neither an idealism nor a realism, but of a kind quite distinct from the Madhyamaka view, as we will see.





� For a general introduction to Asian philosophies, see (Koller). For a general introduction to Buddhism (including Chinese and Japanese Buddhism), see (Mitchell).  A good collection of Buddhist primary texts in English translation, with some commentary, can be found in (Edelglass and Garfield). For a discussion of Indian epistemology and metaphysics in general, see (Ganeri). 





� A word of terminology. We are going to meet three schools (or kinds of school) of Buddhist philosophy: Abhidharma, Yogacārā, and Madhyamaka. The members of these schools are called, respectively: Abhidharmika, Yogacārin, and Mādhyamika. 





� For an account of early Buddhism, see (Koller  ch. 12), (Mitchell ch. 1), and (Siderits  ch. 2).





� This is one part of the early canon, the other two being the Sūtras (discourses attributed to the historical Buddha) and the Vinaya (the rules for monastic living).





� It was standard, however, to assume that some of these were atoms of experience and thought. Obviously, such things are mind-dependent in one sense, but not the sense we are concerned with here.





� For a discussion of the early Buddhist view of the self and, more generally, the Abhidharma tradition, see (Siderits chs. 3 and 6).





� For a general introduction to the notion of the two truths in Buddhism, see the (Cowherds  chs. 1 and 8).





� For general accounts of Mahāyāna, Yogācāra, and Madhyamaka, see (Siderits chs. 7-9).





� There are different ways of interpreting the Yogacārā thinkers.  It is possible, for example, to see them as concerned only with a phenomenological analysis, which brackets the existence of the external world. However, I will concern myself here with the ideas of Vasubandhu, who is clear that the external world is a mental projection.





� The text can be found in (Anacker ch. 9). A commentary is provided in (Garfield Empty Words  ch. 7).





� The text and commentary can be found in (Garfield Fundamental Wisdom). Another discussion of Nāgārjuna and Madhyamaka can be found in (Westerhoff Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka).





� The connection between the Madhyamaka view and the Newton/Leibniz dispute about space and time is discussed further in (Priest).





� Further discussion can be found in the (Cowherds).





� The text can be found in (Huntington  157-83). The chapter also contains a critique of the Yogacārā view.





� Further discussion can be found in (Garfield and Priest), and (Cowherds ch. 8).





� The matter is addressed in detail by Nāgārjuna in his Vigrahavyāvartanī (Dispeller of Disputes).  See (Westerhoff Dispeller of Disputes).





� Many thanks go to Jay Garfield for comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
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