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Madhyamaka is a key school of Indian Buddhist philosophy, and Nāgārjuna is its second century CE founder. The key claim of Madhyamaka is that all things are empty, where to be empty is to be devoid of svabhāva. The term svabhāva, sometimes translated as ‘own-being’, is perhaps best rendered as ‘intrinsic nature’. Westerhoff leaves the term untranslated, but distinguishes between what he calls ‘essence-svabhāva’ and ‘substance-svabhāva’. The first is the standard notion of an essential property, but the second is a more interesting notion: the nature of something that is in our final ontology (in Buddhist terminology, is ‘ultimately real’). The idea here is that only certain things are real independently of the concepts we happen to employ given our interests and cognitive limitations (are ‘substantially real’); the nature of such a thing is its substance-svabhāva, and only ultimately real things have such natures. To say all things are empty is to say that nothing has substance-svabhāva. So Madhyamaka’s key claim is that the very idea of a final ontology is incoherent.


This is in any event Westerhoff’s understanding of the claim, which comes out in an early chapter devoted to explicating svabhāva. Others have interpreted it differently, as the view that the ultimate nature of reality transcends all conceptualization. Westerhoff makes a persuasive case against this reading, thereby enhancing the philosophical interest of Madhyamaka. If it can be shown that the realist idea of a ‘how things are anyway’ is ill-formed, then certain conceptions of the nature of truth, and of what is at issue in metaphysical disputes, will gain greater plausibility than they currently enjoy.

Westerhoff devotes much of this book to Nāgārjuna’s arguments for the conclusion that nothing has ‘substance-svabhāva’ or intrinsic nature. But this is preceded by two chapters devoted to certain formal matters, mostly to do with the use of negation in Madhyamaka. One difficulty connected with negation stems from the fact that it is difficult to see how one can negate the existence of something utterly simple. We can deny that there are horned hares, but this is because horns and hares both exist, just not together; it is not clear that ‘intrinsic nature’ is decomposable in the way that ‘horned hare’ is. Westerhoff’s discussion of Nāgārjuna’s attempt to resolve this difficulty is not entirely convincing, perhaps because Westerhoff underestimates the resources at the realist opponent’s disposal.

Far more successful is his discussion of the so-called tetralemma (catuṣkoṭi) in Madhyamaka. The tetralemma is a device, used throughout the Buddhist tradition, meant to generate an exhaustive list of all the possibilities with respect to a given thesis p: that p, that not-p, that both p and not-p, that neither p nor not-p. Where the thesis in question concerns things with intrinsic nature, Nāgārjuna typically denies all four lemmas, and this gives rise to several interesting questions. Westerhoff’s discussion of these is but the latest in a long list of treatments of the tetralemma in the modern scholarship on Madhyamaka, but it is at once the most thorough and the most compelling. One obvious question is how one could deny both the first thesis and the second while remaining within the bounds of classical logic (as Nāgārjuna appears to want to do). Part of Westerhoff’s answer is that Nāgārjuna recognizes the distinction between term negation and sentential negation, with their combination not obeying such rules as double-negation elimination. The further equation of sentential negation with illocutionary negation also yields an interesting response to the question how one could negate the fourth lemma without affirming the third: illocutionary negation, it turns out, itself does not obey the rule of double-negation elimination, and the fourth lemma involves the illocutionary negation of the third, so its denial involves two illocutionary negations.


Much of this work is given over to attempts at reconstructing Nāgārjuna’s arguments against the view that there are things with intrinsic nature (i.e., that there are things that are ultimately real). These arguments are typically reductios on the assumption that there are such things; the strategy is generally one of showing that the assumption leads to the impossibility of some generally recognized phenomenon, such as causation or motion. (In addition to chapters on each of these, there are also chapters on the self, knowledge, and language.) Some of Nāgārjuna’s arguments against motion look rather unpromising, and Westerhoff does a good job of bringing out their real significance. Of course an argument to establish that there can be no beginning of motion is perfectly respectable—given the assumptions that the reals exist for only an atomic moment, and that a beginning of motion involves an entity undergoing the transition from rest to motion. But this sort of argument would seem to be of limited applicability. More interesting but also more suspicious is an argument to the effect that supplying a locus in which present going might occur leads to duplication of the property of going. The argument is that in order to serve as locus of a going, a place must be antecedently identified as such a locus, and this will require a property of going distinct from that which characterizes the going for which we are seeking a locus. Now this looks like a bit of sophistry, in that we want to say the locus is potentially a site of either rest or motion; it is the occurrence in it of the motion of the goer that turns it into a locus of going. To show why the argument nonetheless has merit, Westerhoff explains that the concern here is with a ‘thin individual’, something all of whose instantiating properties are either its constitutive property or properties entailed by its constitutive property. Such an individual cannot both be a locus of either rest or motion and also be characterized by going. Provided it can be shown as well that thick individuals are conceptual constructions and hence not ultimately real, it will then follow that each occurrence of going will require another. And this argumentative pattern is generalizable to other cases besides that of motion.


While Westerhoff is quite persuasive on the duplication argument against motion, he is somewhat less convincing on the subject of causation. The trouble is not with what Nāgārjuna says about the causal relation itself: that it is conceptually constructed follows fairly straightforwardly from the assumption that only thin individuals are ultimately real, and Westerhoff’s explications of the arguments meant to show this are illuminating. But these arguments are directed against causation as a relation among individuals. And while we naturally think of causation as a matter of one thing (or set of things) producing another, it can be construed instead as a relation among universals, with production and producedness being attributed to the subsumed individuals only figuratively. This was the standard view of causation for one (non-Buddhist) Indian school, and Westerhoff does not tell us why it must also be rejected. Of course if, like all Buddhists, one holds that everything is impermanent, then real universals will not be in our final ontology. One non-Madhyamaka Buddhist school accepted the consequence that causation, construed as a relation between universals, can only be a kind of useful fiction. But this did not stop them from also holding that there are ultimately real things with intrinsic natures, the occurrences of which exhibit the sorts of patterns that we usefully conceive of in terms of causal relations. Nāgārjuna is often represented as holding that everything is empty because everything is caused. He may well have shown that thin individuals cannot be the relata of a real causal relation. But there would seem to be ways of accepting this conclusion and still holding that there are things with intrinsic nature.


If Westerhoff does not always succeed in making Nāgārjuna’s arguments fully persuasive, this should not be taken as reflecting poorly on his efforts at making sense of the Madhyamaka position. But there is the occasional misstep, for instance when he reverses the usual meanings of the terms ‘endurance’ and ‘perdurance’ (p.100). More seriously, he attributes to Nāgārjuna the view that the parts of a whole (such as a person) depend for their existence on the whole (p.163). Here he seems to be running together existential dependence and notional dependence. All Buddhists agree that the person is existentially dependent on the psychophysical elements that are its constitutive parts; it is for this reason that the person is said to be conceptually constructed. Some Buddhists hold that these elements are ultimately real, and thus not mere conceptual constructions. Madhyamaka denies this. But one cannot support the Madhyamaka view by arguing that the parts would exist only if the whole existed. True, the elements would not be called ‘parts of the person’ if we did not suppose there to be persons. But further argument is needed to show that the psychophysical elements are themselves conceptually constructed. Perhaps the argument Westerhoff has in mind is something he argues for earlier (pp.96-9): that a cause can be said to be dependent not just notionally but also existentially on its effect if by ‘cause’ we mean ‘total cause’. For then unless one accepts unrestricted composition, this set whose members collectively constitute the necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurrence of the effect looks like a gerrymandered and hence ontologically suspect entity—something we would take to be real only given our interest in the effect and its production. But if this argument is to apply to the case of whole and parts, we shall have to think of parts and whole as standing in the relation of total-cause to effect. We might then say that parts as total cause are existentially dependent on the whole. But then it is not the individual parts that bear that relation to the whole, it is their sum. And their sum is something about whose constructed nature no Buddhist has any doubts.


After a long hiatus, metaphysics is back in fashion in the analytic tradition. In this book Westerhoff has provided ready access to a wide range of arguments meant to show the dubious intelligibility of various metaphysical theses. Of course the book should be read by anyone seriously interested in Indian and Buddhist philosophy. But those who do metaphysics would do well to consider the challenges that Nāgārjuna’s arguments represent. They may find that they have reason to thank Westerhoff for making these arguments accessible to non-specialists.

