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G.  C. Nayak, Mādhyamika Śūnyatā: A Reappraisal of Mādhyamika Philosophical Enterprise with Special Reference to Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti, New Delhi: Indian Council of Philosophical Research, pages xi + 93.

In this intensely argued discussion Professor Nayak, who has a long and admirable career in teaching, writing and administrative service in India, sets the record straight concerning the proper assessment of Nagarjuna’s position, a position that has been mischaracterized by some (Harsh Narain) as nihilist and by others (Th. Stcherbatsky, T. R. V. Murti, etc.) as absolutist.  Śūnyatā, Nāgārjuna’s chosen term characterizing the actual nature of things, is not emptiness or void, nor is it the absolute.  It is useful to have collected in one place the reasons for once and for all rejecting these two misunderstandings on the part of past (or, in the case of Narain, near-present) writers, although I hardly think the establishment of the correct interpretation of the term is by now news to students of Buddhist thought as it once was.  Nayak is certainly correct in reminding us that Nāgārjuna meant by the term śūnyata the essencelessness (nihsvabhāvatā) of things and neither their nonexistence nor any mystical, superior status.  By ‘essencelessness’ what is being rejected is the notion that anything is independent of causes and conditions, that there are any permanent entities.

Nayak, however, is not content merely with setting the record straight on that score.  He has other opponents in mind whose opinions on related matters he finds inadequate.  Ninian Smart is taken to task for suggesting “How can one really have loving benevolence for empty beings?” introducing a topic which leads Nayak to an extended assessment of how Madhyamika is no less insistent than Advaita Vedānta on the implications for morality and altruism being exemplified in the liberated person, whether bodhisattva or jīvanmukta.  He finds fault with Ganeshwar Mishra for seeming to undervalue the morality of Advaita (and by implication of Madhyamaka as well) when Mishra suggests that the ignorance (avidyā) which blocks one from liberation is “a mere linguistic error or confusion,” that Śamkara’s philosophy is merely a linguistic analysis.

I find myself convinced by Nayak certainly as regards the main argument and also with most of the reasons he gives for his conclusions.  Perhaps the most telling parallels he draws are with the philosophy of the later Wittgenstein: as he quotes Wittgenstein, “Philosophy leaves everything as it is,” which Nayak adduces to help justify his contention that the enlightenment gained by the liberated persons “has no conflict with our normal awareness,” that “the only difference between the enlightened person who is free and the unenlightened one who is in bondage is that the former remains undisturbed and patient through all his afflictions caused by prārabdha whereas the latter is impatient and suffers on account of this.” The conclusion drawn is that the liberated Madhyamika or Advaitin is perfectly capable of, and, indeed, ideally situated for, the loving benevolence towards others that Smart finds lacking in an “empty being.” Nayak’s point seems well taken in the context of Madhyamaka and Advaita: does it extend as well to all the other darśanas that comprise the panoply of Indian viewpoints on liberation? Mahāyānists and Advaitins claim not, but if Nayak’s explanation is correct his conclusion can, I think, be generalized to cover all the classical systems.
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