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Abstract

The problem of knowledge has always been a critical issue in the history of Indian thought.
The role attributed to knowledge by Indian sages and philosophers in their soteriological
frameworks has led to discussions characterized by remarkable precision and depth.
Among these discourses, Indian scholars have paid special attention to cognitive
instruments, and the Nyaya, one of the realist schools in India, is engaging in extensive
debates on this issue. Specifically, it recognizes four valid instruments: perception,
inference, testimony, and analogy. In contrast, Nagarjuna, the Buddhist philosopher and
founder of the Madhyamaka, considers the realism espoused by Nyaya School, deeming it
erroneous, and challenges their epistemological positions based on specific ontological
presuppositions. This article employs a descriptive-analytical methodology to elucidate
Nagarjuna's critiques of the epistemological perspectives prevalent during his time,
particularly those of the Nyaya school.

Furthermore, we will clarify how he responds to critiques from adversaries concerning
perceived inconsistencies within his philosophical system. Generally, Nagarjuna, at first,
articulates three explanatory approaches to defend the validity of cognitive instruments,
which are 1) the theory of mutual validation of cognitive instruments, 2) the theory of self-
validation of cognitive instruments, and 3) the theory of the validation of the cognitive
instruments by their objects. He subsequently finds all of them inadequate and, ultimately,
by asserting that he possesses no doctrine, attempts to resolve the fundamental
inconsistencies in his philosophical views in a manner reminiscent of a quasi-
Wittgensteinian approach by analysing various reference types.
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Introduction

To attain justified true beliefs, we require specific tools and must also be able to validate
their legitimacy. In the history of Indian thought, identifying these tools and proving their
validity has been a significant part of epistemological discussions. Among these, the Nyaya
School recognises four valid cognitive instruments: 1) perception, 2) inference, 3)
comparison, and 4) testimony. Arguments have been presented to establish their validity,
all based on the assumption of their essential determinacy and existential independence
from the objects of knowledge. On the other hand, Nagarjuna, the Buddhist monk,
philosopher, and founder of the Madhyamika School, critiques the epistemological views
of the Nyaya School based on his ontological presuppositions. In this research, we have
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endeavoured to examine his critiques using a descriptive-analytical method and then
explore the question of whether Nagarjuna, by denying the validity of cognitive instruments
while simultaneously proposing various teachings, falls into contradiction.

Research Findings

Nagarjuna, in ontology, adheres to two fundamental perspectives that form the cornerstone
of his epistemological views. He denies any form of essential determinacy and existential
independence to entities (the doctrine of Stinyata) and advocates for the principle of
interdependent causation among entities. This principle also applies to the relationship
between cognitive instruments and the objects of knowledge. Based on this, Nagarjuna
critiques existing epistemological perspectives and demonstrates that establishing the
validity of cognitive instruments is impossible, as they are grounded in false ontological
assumptions. Cognitive instruments cannot validate one another, develop their validity
independently, or derive validity from the objects of knowledge.

Furthermore, in response to the inconsistency in his views, Nagarjuna asserts that he holds
no doctrine. In explaining this stance, some have interpreted him as a sceptic, but such a
characterization fails to explain the nuances of his thoughtfully. Nagarjuna's claim has two
dimensions. On one hand, he adopts a negative approach, primarily articulating what things
are not or cannot be. On the other hand, he does not consider his affirmative statements as
definitive referential assertions but rather as means to "point out" the boundaries of
existence and knowledge to us.

Conclusion

Nagarjuna identifies the fundamental error of the Indian philosophical schools of his time
as the assumption of svabhava (intrinsic nature) for entities. According to him, we inhabit
a world where all existents lack essential determinacy, are ontologically conditioned, and
are causally interdependent with other entities. Consequently, it is impossible to explain
the existential relationship between cognitive instruments and their objects or the process
by which cognition occurs based on the assumption of their existential independence. To
counter the accusation that his denial of the possibility of knowledge would render his
teachings invalid, Nagarjuna adopts a quasi-Wittgensteinian approach. He asserts that his
teachings are not meant to signify or assert truths but rather to serve as pointers. He also
undermines epistemological scepticism, as his teachings are not presented as usual
referential propositions but tools for awakening understanding. In other words, Nagarjuna
maintains that his teachings do not carry linguistic signification but instead serve as an
invitation to engage in a particular activity. In this activity, individuals recognise their lack
of intrinsic reality and determinacy when confronted with any phenomenon, freeing
themselves from any attachment. Such a person attains liberation.
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