
NIRVANA: SUNYATA: VUNAPTIMATRATA· 
-NALINAKSHA DUTI' 

I 

HINAYANA 

In Buddhism, external world or phenomenal existence 
is Samskrta (constituted) while that which is beyond pheno
mena is Asamskrta (unconstituted)-,Nirvana, Sunyata or Vijnaptimll
trata. 

1. Theravada (early Buddhism) 

The conception of Nirvana, as found in the early Pali 
texts, agrees with that of the Madhyamika, while the Vaibha
sikas and the Yoga caras differed slightly from it. In several 
places in the Pali Nikayas, Nibbana is described as unborn, 
unoriginated, unconstituted, undecaying, undying, free from 
disease, grief and impurity; it is the supreme end that is 
attained by best exertion. It has also been described as the 
highest perfection (accanta.nittham) achievable by the utmost 
exertion (yogakkhemam). It is extremely subtle and too 
difficult to comprehend or visualize. 

The inconceivability of Nibbana is finely expressed in the 
Sutta-nipata, in a few stanzas, running thus:-

. ''1 ust as the flame of a lamp struck 
by a gust of wind disappears and 
cannot be traced, so also does a perfect 
saint freed from name and form, 
disappears without leaving any trace. 

That which disappears is immeasurable, 
i. e., infinite, and hence there are no 
words by which it can be spoken of. 
As it is bereft of a11 dhammas it goes 
beyond the range of conventional 
language.'" 

-f.:AiOr - 'FR"- fcmf8"1I'!R'1r I 
Thia article being set to type on exceptionally short notice diacritical marb 

could not be provided. Pali and Sanskrit word. exprnsing categories and concepts 
are therefore set in Italic (olm; words like Bodbi. Hinayana and Mahayana are ill 
Roman. Q.uotatiolll and lonKer expreSiiolll &re set in Dcvanagari script. 
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A statement similar in tone to the above-quoted stanzas 
was made by Anuruddha at the demise of Buddha. It is 
as following:-

"Like the extinguishing of a lamp, 
Buddha's mind became absolutely free."z 

Nibbana is absolutely separate and different from the 
world and its constituents. It is non-mental (acetasika) and 
wholly dissociated from mind (citta.vippayutta). The question 
of origin or non-origin does not arise in the case of Nibbana, 
because it is firm, eternal and changeless. It is the incon
ceivable transcendental reality. 

A clear positive conception is found III the Udana, III 

which occurs the fol1owing statement:-

"0 bhikkus, there is that space (ayatanam) 
where do not exist earth, water, 
fire and air; not spheres of infinite space, 
of infinite consciousness, of desirelessness, 
and of neither consciousness nor non
consciousness; neither this world nor next 
world; nor sun and moon, that, I say, 
is the end of suffering, (i.e., Nibbana-dhatu), 
in which there is no coming, no going, no 
continuity, no decay and no origin; 
it is supportless, free from rebirth, and 
basisless. "3 

Buddha was not an agnostic, neither did he keep any
thing secret, exoteric or esoteric. He had no acariyamutthi. 
He did visualize the Reality by attaining Bodhi (full enlighten
ment). He chalked out a programme of spiritual life to 
attain Bodhi, and he must have done it with a great object 
in view, which can never be eternal death or annihilation. 
His main difficulty was like the Upanisadic thinkers that the 
Reality could not be described in empirical terms. .Buddha 
realized that Nibbana was inconceivable, and that any descrip
tion of it would be convt'ntional, and so he said that Nibbana 
the highest truth, could only be realized within one's own self 
(paccattam veditabbo vinnuhi = praryatmyavetlya); it was inexpressible 
(nippapanca) and so no attempt should be made to describe 
it; it was so deep and subtle that it could not be communicated 
by one person to another. All that he could say about 
it was by negatives. In the Mulapariyayasutta of the 
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Majjhima Nikaya he said that no conception should be made 
of Nibbana nor of its attainment by any person as that 
would be admitting an entity and its relation to an individual. 
To say that it was either existing or non-existing would 
also be falling into the heresies of eternCllism (sassola) or annihi
lationism f uccheda). Within these limitations, the form and 
nature of Nibbana had to be determined. 

2. Sarvastivada. 

The Sarvastivadins, beirg realists, though not naive 
materialists, have a slightlY diffe rent conception of Nirvana. 
They recognize reality of seventy-five dharmas, of which 
seventy-two include both menta) states and matter. They 
stoutly uphold Ksanikavada (theory of momentariness) and 
admit that these seventy-two dharmas are being reconstituted 
every moment and are always in a ceaseless dynamic state 
of flux or becoming The remaining three dharmaJ are 
unconstituted (asamskrta) and as such they are reals and are 
not subject to change. 

The three dharmas are: 

(i) Akasa (space) which remains eternally the same and 
never causes obstructions to any object, and neither 
any object, say a building, bring about any change in 
it. 

(ii Pratisamkhya nirodha denotes cessation of all pos~ible 
unpurities resetting a being by means of perfect 
realization of the four aryasatyas, i.e., by supra 
mundane means (lokottaramarga). It is by positive 
e1Tort that the cessation of impurities is effected. 

(iii) Apratisamkhya-nirodha also denotes all possible cessation 
of impurities of a living being. The cessatjon is 
effected not necessarly by knowledge of the four 
truths. i.e" lokottaramarga but by moral and medita
tional practices, which neutralize the causes giving 
rise to impurties (klesas). It is therefore also an 
effort but not directly aimed at neutralization of 
impurities. 

Yasomitra has explained the two nirodhas in detail. He 
writes that the inflow of impurities is completely stopped 
(nirodha) by knowledge <pratisamkhya) of the four truths. It is 
the knowledge of four truths, that acts as a dam (rhodabhuta) 
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to the inflow of impurities into the mind of an Arhat. His 
object is to explain what "nirodha" means.in sucb combinations 
as anityata-niTodha, pratisamkhya-nirodha and apratisamkhya-nirodha 
and not the exposition of the highest truth, Nirvana, a synonym 
of which is Nirodha. What he intends to say is that worldly 
objects which have come into being (dharmasthiti) c('ase on 
account of the universal law of impermant'nce (anityata-nirodha); 
that inflow of impurities ceases when a person realizes the 
f 'ur truths (pratisamkhya-niroJha) , and that c~rtain impurities 
'of a spiritually advanced' person cease for ever and will not 
re-appear eVen if he does not acquire knowledge of the four 
truths (apTatisamkhya-nirodha). Intheie three compounded words, 
Nirodha refers to cessation of impurities and not to the 
Buddhist conception of Nirvana, Arhals acquire knowledge 
of the extinction of impurities (ksaya-inana) and realize that 
they would have no more rebirth (anutpada-jnana). In other 
words they are assured of Nirvana. According 10 the 
Sarvastivadins. the three asamskrta dharmas are reals and not 
subject to change like the samskrta-dharmas. They have neither 
past nor f~ture (adhva vinirmukta) they are ever present 
(pratyutpannaL Hence they cannot be obtail'ed (prapti, like 
other fruits of sanctification (sTama'!Yaphalas). They have neither 
~:ncrease or decrease as with Akasa. They are realized by 
~he perfects within themselves, as do they reaHze the fleeting 
nature of the constituted seventy-two dharmas. It is 
immaculat'ed, and has no basis for its support. It is not a 
matter (vastu). 

The Sarvastivadins conceive of Nirvana as a posItIve 
reality while the Theravadins speak of Nirvana in negative 
terms as it is inexpressible in words which be10ng to the 
phrnomenal sphere. 

II 

MAHAYANA 

, According to the Madhyamikas, extf"rnal world is unreal 
a~d is qnly a mental creation (prapanca) of the unenlightened; 
from this it follows that according to them, there is only 
one Reality, the Truth as is realized by the enlightened within 

,one's own self, and eve.rything else is a mere convention 
(samvrti/vikalpaL According to the Yogacarins, the external 
world is a mere expansion of mind of an individual (svaciUadrsya) . 

. The Madhyamika conception of the Truth is nearly similar 
to that of the Theravadins, viz that it cannot br: described 
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except by negatives. Nagarjuna's conception has been beauti
fully expressed in the following stanza: 

" That which is neither eschewed nor attained, 
neither destructible nor eternal 
has neither cessation nor origination 
is called Nirvana."4 

From this Sl anza, it is evident that Nirvana is absolute 
monism devoid of all possible attributes. It is neither positve 
nor negative and is beyond the scope of words. 

Along with this stanza another stanza should be quoted' to 
comprehend what Nagarjuna had in mind: 

"Whatever is the end or limit of Nirvana 
is also the end or limit of the phenomenal world 
not the minutest difference exists between the two/'s 

N agarjuna is em phatic in his assertion that worldly exis
tence (Samsara) and Nirvana are identical inasmuch as conven
tional terms like limited (antavan) or unlimited (anantavan). or 
both limited and unlimited, neither limited nor unlimited, neither 
eternal nor destructible, neithf:r both eternal and destructible or 
neither eternal nor non-destructible are equally applicable to both 
worldly existence (Samsara) and Nirvana. These four proposi
tions and also a few others are also mentioned in the Nikayas. 
One of such indeterminables, repeatedly mentioned in the Pali 
Nikayas is as follows: 

"Whether Tathagata after death exists or not exists, 
or both exists or not exists or 
both neither exists nor net exists."6 

These four propositions, Buddha said, are not maintainable 
and should be laid aside (avyakata) as all these are questions 
like what are the shape and colour of a sky flower or 
of the son of a barren woman. All these questions cannot 
arise with regard to the unchangeable reality or the Truth 
or about anything which has no existence whatsoever. Nagar
juna wants to establish that Samsara and Nirvana are both 
reals, and do not admit of any attribute. But, as a matter 
of fact, the two are distinguished by a common man (ftrthagiana) 
the unenlightened, who suffers from mental aberration. The 
enlightened, a Tathagata, has no such disability, and hence 
he does not distinguish between Sam sara and Nirvana. 

To establish this thesis Nagarjuna has drawn support from 
the original sayings of Buddha. 
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Nagarjuna expresses his conception of the Truth by lhe 
word "Sunyata" which is applicable to both Samsara and Nir
vana. By Sunyata, he means that the Truth is devoid (Sunya) 
of all attributes, even of sat (existence j as it would imply a 
negative (asat) to which according to N agarjuna there is no 
corresponding object or being. 

Nagarjuna was a philosopher of dialectics. In his works he 
a~sailed all possible views of the non-Madhyamikas by his dialec
tics. Buddha was not a dialectician, but he also did not give any 
indication about the conception of Nirvana or Tathagata (one 
who has attained Nirvana). All that he said about it is that it 
was an end of all impurities (kleJas) of which the roots were 
attachment, hatred and delusion (raga, dvesa and moha) as also 
an end of beliefs in the existence of soul (.ratkayadrsti) in the effi
cacy of ritualistic observances (sila vrataparamarsa) and doubts 
about the teaching of Buddha (vicikitas). Whenever he was 
questioned about the beginning (Jr end of existence, ahout fini
teness or infinity of the world, about eternality or non-eternality 
of the wor1d, or about the existence or non-fxistence of soul or 
about the nature of Tathagata after his Parinirvana he remained 
silent, saying only, that the problems were indeterminable. 
Nagarjuna, being a dialectician, had recourse to dialectics to 

~ assail all these problems and to establish that all of them were 
untenable from the Buddhist conception of the ultimate Truth. 
Nagarjuna's views therefore can be regarded as the true inter
pretation of the doctrine of early Buddhi'im: the Theravada 
(Sthaviravada). 

YOGACARA 

The Yogacarin conception of the Truth is similar to 
that of Nagarjuna inasmuch as the Yogacarins also relegate 
to the non-existent all positive and negative statements 
generally used in relation to the phenomenal objects and 
beings as also to the terms like skandhaJ, dhatus, ayatanas, 
pratitya samutpada, sramanyaphalas and nirvana. 

In the Lankavatara (p.189-190) a Tathagata (one who 
has realized the Truth) is described thus : One who knows that 
the Truth or the Reality is neither permanent nor imperma
nent, neither effect nor cause, neither constituted nor 
unconstituted, neither intellt'ct nor intelligible, neither 
characterized n..:>r characteristics, neither signifiable nor 
signification, neither conglomeration of elements nor anything 
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different from such conglomeration, neither design able nor 
designation, neither identical nor different, neither both 
together nor not both together beyond all logical discussions. 
It is only a word (vak) which is unoriginatcd, cons('quently 
undecaying; that which is undecaying is simitar to space 
(tikasa) but space is neither effect nor cause alld hen,ce it is 
supportless (niralambya) and that which is supportl("ss is beyond 
all possible speculations. 7 

In another passage of the Lankavatara (p. 105) space 
iakasa) has been mentioned as allied to the hornsofa hare, 
or son of a barren woman which though non·existent are 
talked about by the foolish. Perhaps the author wanted to 
indicate that. the Truth being absolutely attributeless is beyond 
an possible descriptions inel uding even the attributes given 
to Nirvana by the Hinayanists. Two of the Hinayana 
attributes are animitta (signless) yath abhutarthawhich according 
to the Lankavatara (p. 2001 is also a mental creation (vikalpa), 
The truth, the real Nirvana,can be realized only by one 
within his own self through transformation (paravrtti) of mind 
and mental states.· The term "Sunyata" used in the' early 
:Mahayana texts as also by Nagarjuna is interpreted in the 
Lankavatara (p. 200, 202) as denoting the unreality. of the 
phenomenal beings and objects. It is v()id not only of attributes 
but also of origination! Sunya or the Truth of the Yogacarin 
is non.originating and non-existent,'O The term H talhata" also 
has been interpreted in this text (po 153) as beyond the range 
of mind (citta-vinirmuktam) and has been equated toattribu· 
telessness (sunyata) and to extreme end (koti) of existence. 
In the Tdmsika (25) Vasubandhu explains {ltathata" as 
"sameness at all times" (sarvakalam tatha hhavat) and with this 
particular meaning, he is prepart"d to accept "tathata" as an 
alternative. term for vijnaptimatrata which according to Vasuhan. 
dhu is the proper term fot the Truth or the Reality. . It 
should be noted that this term has nothing to do with vijnanam 
of a constituted being. . 

It seems that the terms like Nirvana, Sunyata and 
Tathata used in early Mahayana are accepted by the 
Yogacarinswith a certain amount of reservation. The Truth 
or the Reality is nonexistent (nishvahhava) and inexpressible 
(nisprapanca). It is realizable only within one's own self. II In 
conclusion it may be stated that the conception of the ultimate 
Truth according to the Theravadins, the Madhyamikas and 
the Yogacaras is almost identical, but it is designated differently 
as Nirvana, Sunyata and Vijnaptimatrata. 
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NOTES 

1. ~r ~m qTcf~ fuf:fft 
~ ~fCf if aiifCl «l'f:i I 

~ Jfft iiT+rifiTlfT f~ 
~ ~fu if ~qri:l ~ @ II 

3R'~Cfm '1 tt+f11lTl1R=%T 
it.; ;:f cr~ ~ ~ 'lR=tf I 

~~ ~ ~~~~ 
~ ~~ fq ~ full 

2. q;iiflcr~m ~ ~A fql{'lm 
~l~fCfl 

Sutta-nipata 1074/6 

Dighanikaya II, p. 157 

3. a:rf~, .~, Cf~ ~ ~ iR I:fOcft if anq) '1 ~ 
if cr~t '1 8JTC1iTm~lfCf;:f if ~or~rlfCfi( if anfi:t;31O?S1I~ '1 i1q({661t
~Tl:i(fof ifJlf ~)CJil if ~mCJi) 'l:zm :qf;~fu:rr, Cf~ Q' f~, 
iR anrrf(j ~f+r if rrfff if ~fij if :;f(j if <aqqfi!'" ~. ~. 

8JiJT~ ~ Cfl{ t:;~) ~'f~t«T fCf I 

4. 3fSl~U'J{({HmVl~~~~'{ I 
a:rf;,w~J{'i€<h''{ ~f?lqiijltl~6 II 

Udana 71 

Madhyamaka Karika XXV, 3 

cf, ~ ~~ ~AqTijlJ{Slitijll({t:S4lfirel 
3fi~i(I~II~) ~~Cft ~CfT f<iqlulfJ{~~d I 

Lankavatara p. 99 
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5. ~lf:q lJT <fiTR::, CfiTR:: ~ffiUfflf ;:r I 

if Cfiit~ fCfif~ ~~-wrfq fm I 

Madhyamaka Karika XXV, 20 

6. ~rfCf Cf~JiTCfT tR lRUfr ? 
;it ~fCf ~~JiTCfT -n: fROTT ? 
~Cf ;:r if ~rfCf Cf~llciT ~ fROTT ? 
if ~fu if if ~fCf ;:r CfqJiTCfT -n: if~UfT ? 

Dighanika}'a, I, p. 59 

7. lffu if ~ rfrf.:K1l if m if <fiROi if ~~~ ~~ if ~f~ 
q)~ri if ~ if ~~ "if ~r'C:1T if ~~~Cf)sni <rrf-.r$:r <rrf~Tif 
~~t=lf('q)~lf~cn~w:I~-~Hf:jJ· Cfet ~5I11lUTfq~~· lfet riSfl1lUTfq~· 
~,CJTCfi~' ~ lf~ CW6!ffiif. Cf~ ~-;if lf~ 3f.Fq;if ~ 3Tf.:R;~. 
~ ~. Cf~TCfiro-~~ 3ll'mi;:r if m if CfiRui lJQf if Cfipf 
if '-<moT CffNf~ lJf.:iR~ ~ ~chmJ1CfTa lfet ~cfsrq~mla 
~~:I 

Lankavatara pp. 18g-go 

8. m;r f.tcOurfi:rfu lf~T~lf~if m~q-f:q~-~~-CfiQJlw:r 
'" q(l~f-ijTfCfi" ~lllCf-~Cf-5[~Pimrrrfm f.:rqYUfmfCf ~m I 

Lankavatara, p. 200 

Lankavatara, p. 202 

Lankavatara 

11. SR'~ llfuCfil(, ~ llfCf-m;{( SlC'lf~q-~~ I 

=~. ~RCf~ fq~ I 
'" 
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