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Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk176333763]Among the many questions raised by Nāgārjuna’s catuṣkoṭi, the most fundamental concerns the type of objects to which its negative statements apply. These statements deny the reality of conditioned Being, which can be understood in two ways: as a negation of our concept or knowledge of conditioned Being, or as a negation of conditioned Being as such. The first interpretation can be called “epistemological” and the second “metaphysical.” Scholarship has almost unanimously accepted the epistemological approach. In this paper I object to this approach and propose to reinterpret the catuṣkoṭi metaphysically, as a description of Being and its inherent principles. I ground my objection in Hegel’s “Doctrine of Being” and argue that the catuṣkoṭi exhibits similar features to the Hegelian concept of substantial negativity. In the end, I draw some conclusions for the study of Nāgārjuna in general and highlight the limits of the parallelism.
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1. Introduction
Nāgārjuna’s logical tetralemma, the so-called catuṣkoṭi (“four corners”), is a series of four negative statements about the different ways that beings (bhava-s) are determined by conditions (pratyaya). Since these statements are all negative, the overall meaning of the catuṣkoṭi is negative, too. It tells us what is not the case: a being can arise neither from itself, nor from another being, nor from both, nor from nothing. Or, in the language of conditioning: a certain being can be explained neither by the conditions contained in its own constitution nor by those provided by a different being.
To people informed in Mādhyamika philosophy, it may appear evident how Nāgārjuna thinks of these negations. His intention is to oppose the idea that causality and conditioning have a productive function and lead to the existence of self-arisen beings, svabhāva (self-being), or beings arisen from other beings, parabhāva. In fact, if a thing could arise from itself, it could arise randomly at any time or place and would remain eternally. For example, if fire could cause itself, it would just blaze up spontaneously and never go out, since it wouldn’t need fuel as a condition to its arising. On the other hand, if it could arise from a different being, that being would require svabhāva, which leads back to the same issue. Therefore, conditioned beings cannot exist, Nāgārjuna thinks. 
While it is easy to reconstruct this argument, it is less easy to determine its actual meaning, i.e., the field of objects to which it applies. Nāgārjuna’s negations could mean that our conception of conditioning is insufficient and leads to inextricable contradictions. But they could also mean that the very principle of conditioning is inconsistent and causes things to fail at the level of their inherent Being. The first interpretation can be called “epistemological,” because it concerns our thinking about conditioning, and the second “ontological” or “metaphysical,” because it concerns Being as such.
While both interpretations have been advocated in scholarship, the dominant trend is epistemological.  Louis de la Vallée Poussin (1917, 111) sees in the catuṣkoṭi a negation of logical cohesion per se—what is negated is the very possibility to express anything coherent. Alex Wayman (1977) thinks that the scope of the negation is variable and cannot be reduced to a single field of objects. Richard Chi (1974) opposes the catuṣkoṭi to dogmatism, as the random affirmation that something in particular exists. Bimal K. Matilal (1986, 66-7) believes, on the ground of his “illocutionary negation,” that the act of speaking negates itself, and that the catuṣkoṭi just represents this refraining from making statements about reality. Kalupahana thinks that Nāgārjuna negates our epistemological capacity to know reality. He is straightforward in his rejection of any metaphysical implications (1986, 33). For example, when Nāgārjuna says that a thing does not exist and uses the Sanskrit expression na vidyate, Kalupahana interprets this expression as meaning “it is not evident,” so as to preclude any existential statement. By consequence, the catuṣkoṭi loses all relation to reality. More recently, Siderits turns the negation against the possibility to use logical means (pramāṇa) to make meaningful statements about reality, and thus makes Nagarjuna an anti-realist who rejects the realists’ attempts to give a consistent account of mind-independent reality.[footnoteRef:2] Despite announcing his recent monograph on the catuṣkoṭi  as an essay on metaphysics, Graham Priest talks about the catuṣkoṭi as a way to “ineffability” (2018, 64) as something concepts cannot describe. For Priest, the metaphysical aspect of the catuṣkoṭi lies in its deconstruction of ordinary logic as a language about reality, not in the descriptive power of the catuṣkoṭi itself. [2:  I derive this view from Siderits’ paper (2016) on Nāgārjuna’s opposition to Abhidharma realism.] 

In this paper I want to push back against these approaches and propose a metaphysical reading. I shall ground this reading in an analysis of the structure and function of negation inside of the catuṣkoṭi. To establish this analysis, I shall draw on Hegel’s “Doctrine of Being,” one of the most famous chapters in the Science of Logic and the Encyclopedia. My main contention will be that, although scholarship has been firm in its rejection of metaphysical readings, the catuṣkoṭi does allow a reading that makes it relevant, not primarily to our intellectual constitution, but to what constitutes things themselves. 
In a first step, I shall outline Hegel’s ideas about negation and the dynamics of Being.[footnoteRef:3] In the second step, I shall translate these dynamics into Nāgārjunian language and logic. Thirdly, I shall connect some of the central concepts of both philosophies. Finally, in lieu of a conclusion, I shall make some observations on the implications and limitations of the comparison. [3:  Throughout this paper, I capitalize the words “Being,” “Nothingness,” and “Becoming” whenever I talk about principles or categories that concern all beings in a universal sense. When I speak about a certain individual being or a group of such beings, I lowercase “being.”] 


2. Hegel’s “Doctrine of Being”
To prepare the interpretation of Nagarjuna’s catuṣkoṭi, I want to begin with some conceptual clarifications. The catuṣkoṭi is formulated in the MMK in the following form: “Neither arisen from themselves, nor from something else, nor from both, nor without a cause, have there ever been any things, anywhere.”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  na svato nāpi parato na dvābhyāṃ nāpy ahetutaḥ | utpannā jātu vidyante bhāvāḥ kvacana kecana, MMK 1,1.] 

In this verse, Nagarjuna discards all possible forms of causation. I focus on the two first negations here, that is: that of self-causation and that of causation through something else. Nāgārjuna uses the terms svataḥ and parataḥ “from itself” and “from other” to express these negations. I relate these terms to the corresponding terms svabhāva and parabhāva, “self-arisen Being” and “Being arisen from something else.” Hence, the first two negations of the catuṣkoṭi may be read as: “Self-arisen Being does not exist” and “Being arisen from something other than itself does not exist,” which are expressions that Nāgārjuna himself uses.[footnoteRef:5] According to this terminology, the non-metaphysical approach to the catuṣkoṭi, as represented by Kalupahana, would be to say that when Nāgārjuna negates these two forms of Being, he just claims that we cannot perceive or imagine them, without implying any statement on existence. [5:  avidyamāne svabhāve parabhāvo na vidyate, MMK I,3.] 

This definition of self-arisen Being corresponds very closely to what Hegel conceives as the starting point and original focus of philosophy. In the first chapter of his Encyclopedia, the “Doctrine of Being”, he says that what constitutes the beginning of philosophical reflection is “pure Being.”[footnoteRef:6] He defines pure Being as “absolute indifference or identity”[footnoteRef:7]. That pure Being is “indifference” means that it is unrelated to anything outside itself, and that its ontological constitution is completely independent of any kind of differentiation. It simply is what it is. [6:  “Das reine Seyn macht den Anfang,” GW 20, 122.11.]  [7:  “Seyn kann bestimmt werden, als Ich = Ich, als die absolute Indifferenz oder Identität.“ GW 20, 122.14-15.] 

In the corresponding chapter of the Science of Logic, which also bears the title “Doctrine of Being”, Hegel represents the “identity” of Being as the logical equation A=A.[footnoteRef:8] He takes this equation as a symbol of ontologies that posit pure Being and that present it as the Absolute, because it exhibits no differences and limitations. It is pure identity insofar as it is immediately identical to itself. We find an example of such an ontology in the presocratic philosopher Parmenides. Parmenides thinks: “that ‘is’ [is the case] and ‘is not’ is not”[footnoteRef:9]; and furthermore, that “one must say and think that Being is; for Being is, and ‘nothing’ is not.”[footnoteRef:10] For Parmenides, things such as distinction, movement, or change are unreal, because the absoluteness of Being withstands any such process. Being is always the case and inalterable. Hegel says of this Being that it “does not present a relation to something else.”[footnoteRef:11] It cannot be different from what it is or in any relation to something else. [8:  GW 21, 82.13.]  [9:  ὅπως ἔστιν τε καὶ ὡς οὐκ ἔστι μὴ εἶναι, DK 28B3.]  [10:  χρὴ τὸ λέγειν τε νοεῖν τ' ἐὸν ἔμμεναι· ἔστι γὰρ εἶναι, μηδὲν δ' οὐκ ἔστιν, DK 28B6.]  [11:  “hat also keine Beziehung auf Anderes,” GW 21, 81.21.] 

This is the first step in the “Doctrine of Being” of the Encyclopedia and the Science of Logic. The indifferent presence of Being appears like the original and pure form of Being. This presence corresponds to our everyday and intuitive approach to the world. Things are simply what they are; they exist because they exist and there is no reason to doubt their existence. We deal with them as if they could not be different from what they immediately are.
However, what this conception of Being as identity dissimulates is that even the most immediate form of identity contains what Hegel calls “mediation.” Hegel says: “But in each of these forms, mediation has already taken place, so that they cannot be said to be primitive; mediation is a form of progress from the first element to the second element, and emergence from difference”[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  “Aber indem innerhalb jeder dieser Formen bereits Vermittlung ist, so sind sie nicht wahrhaft die ersten; die Vermittlung ist ein Hinausgegangensein aus einem Ersten zu einem Zweiten und Hervorgehen aus Unterschiedenen.” GW 20, 122.22-25.] 

Let us disentangle this statement. Hegel here claims that identity is possible only through a process that he calls “mediation.” Mediation means that identity does not involve one thing but requires that we oppose a thing to itself. We need to have two things in order to say that the two are the same. Then only can we identify these things with each other; and by identifying these two things with each other we find that the result is one self-identical thing. Hence, says Hegel, identity requires a form of differentiation and return to itself. 
Of course, one might object that in the most basic form of identity—which Being is—there is no difference, precisely because it is defined as identity without commixture, i.e., as immediate identity. But Hegel shows precisely that even when we attempt to avoid mediation, the identity at which we arrive proves that such mediation has already taken place. To make this point clear we may go back to the equation A=A. When we analyze it, we find that the equation is constituted by A, which Hegel calls the “first element,” an equal sign, and a second form of A, that Hegel calls “the second element,” different from the initial A. The difference requires that in going over from A to A, the first A is suspended or posited as different from itself, as non-A. Only through the intervention of non-A can we arrive at two exemplars of A, constitute a difference and arrive at a relation of identity. And even if ultimately, the identity turns out to be that of one element, that one element cannot be affirmed to be one if it has not first undergone a separation from itself and a return to itself.
This leads us to see that the purest form of identity does not lie in simple and immediate self-presence but in the mediation of a thing through a provisional difference from itself, so that it can ultimately be identified with itself. “A” is identical with itself only because it has provisionally become non-A, the negation of what it is.
With regard to the question of Being, this means that what we initially conceived as pure Being is, in fact, not pure; or to put it differently, the form of Being that we thought to be self-identical produces a relation to something that lies beyond simple identity. Hegel calls this self-overcoming of pure Being “Nothingness.” Nothingness is to Being what non-A is to A. This is the second step in the “Doctrine of Being”: Being, which we thought of as identity, reveals a difference, and the difference opposes it to Nothingness. This difference is not self-evident, and Hegel says that at the first step of the dialectics, the passage from identity to difference is “hidden.”[footnoteRef:13] But the difference is real to such an extent that once it has been uncovered, we cannot undo it and return to the idea that Being is immediate and self-identical. Being is Being only through its confrontation with that which it is not. [13:  “In the pure reflection of the beginning, such as the one undergone by Being in this Logic, the passage is still hidden.” (“In der reinen Reflexion des Anfangs, wie er in dieser Logik mit dem Seyn als solchem gemacht wird, ist der Uebergang noch verborgen,” GW 21, 86.10-11.)] 

But this statement is not entirely appropriate. Since Being is permeated by a difference that abolishes its identity and makes it go over into Nothingness, the kind of Being at which we arrive through this mediation is not the same type of Being. Hegel calls the synthesis of Being and Nothingness, that is identity and difference, “Becoming.” In his own words: “The truth of Being and of Nothingness is the unity of both; this unity is Becoming.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  “Die Wahrheit des Seyns sowie des Nichts ist daher die Einheit beider; diese Einheit ist das Werden.” GW 20, 124.26-27.] 

Here we find ourselves at odds with the simple metaphysics of Being represented by Parmenides and others. Hegel’s attempt to overcome this metaphysics is interesting in that it does not simply deny its truth but pushes it to overcome itself dialectically. Being is not abrogated, but uplifted to a higher level, at which it reveals its real shape, which is the passage from Being to something different from Being, or “Becoming.”
The process of mediation of Being through Nothingness and the synthesis of the two at the level of Becoming reveals a fundamental characteristic of Being. Being is not static but constantly driven by dynamics of differentiation and specification. It is not indifferent and unlimited, but “Being with a boundary or negation.”[footnoteRef:15] Being in a certain way negates and overcomes itself in order to become something else. And with this idea, we attain the heart of Hegel’s philosophy: negation, understood not as a concept that describes a failure of Being, but as that which Being does by itself. In his famous preface to the Phenomenology Hegel says that “substance is essentially negative”[footnoteRef:16] and that “identity with oneself is at the same time negativity.”[footnoteRef:17] With these statements, Hegel overthrows the fundamentals of traditional metaphysics. He rejects any interpretation of the categories of Being as a static reality. Instead, he thinks that categories describe the dynamics of Being under the impact of negative dialectics and how the categories arise as the products of this process. What is essential to the process is not the starting point, that is, absolute and indifferent Being, but the negations that push Being beyond its limitations. [15:  “Seyn mit einer Schranke oder Negation,” GW 21, 88.9-1.]  [16:  “Aber die Substanz ist selbst wesentlich das Negative,” GW 9, 30.34-5.]  [17:  “Sichselbstgleichheit ist ebenso Negativität,” GW 9, 40.23-4.] 


3. Self-Being, Negation, and Other-Being in Nāgārjuna’s catuṣkoṭi
This brief outline of Being and negation in Hegel has provided us with a starting point to approach the function of negation in Nāgārjuna’s catuṣkoṭi. The starting point is based on the following ideas gained above: 1) Being is not identical to itself, 2) its identity depends on a process of separation from, and opposition to itself, 3) the opposition is determined by negation, 4) negation makes Being overcome itself, 5) negation is inherent to Being.
I want to begin by relating the concepts involved in the first negation of the catuṣkoṭi to the corresponding Hegelian concepts. First, we have the thesis that beings arise from themselves.[footnoteRef:18] As mentioned above, the concept that subsumes this thesis is self-being, svabhāva. Self-being is a form of Being unrelated to causes and conditions outside itself, grounded only in its own Being. I identify this form of Being with Hegel’s initial form of Being, which is, “in its indeterminate immediacy, identical only to itself.”[footnoteRef:19] Similarly to Hegel’s symbolization, Nāgārjuna’s self-arisen Being presents the structure A=A, where A arises from itself and seems to remain identical to itself.  [18:  na svato...utpannā...vidyante bhāvāḥ, as in MMK I, 1.]  [19:  “In seiner unbestimmten Unmittelbarkeit ist es nur sich selbst gleich,” GW 21, 68.19-20.] 

Before going any further, I need to specify the perspective under which this similarity can be upheld, to rule out a possible objection to the cross-reading of Hegel and Nāgārjuna. Hegel’s unmediated Being and Nāgārjuna’s svabhāva are similar in that they express an underlying ontological thesis. Both concepts respond to the question whether a certain being can simply be what it is, without the intervention of anything beyond the boundaries of their identity. Their response is that such a being cannot exist. However, Hegel and Nāgārjuna articulate this response in different contexts. Hegel’s theory in the Science of Logic is ontology insofar as it examines the question what it means to exist in the most fundamental sense.[footnoteRef:20] Nāgārjuna on the other hand analyzes what it means to exist under the specific aspect of conditioned being. One could say that while Hegel investigates Being as Being, a question classically associated with Aristotelian ontology or, in scholastic language, metaphysica generalis, Nāgārjuna investigates Being in the context of causes and conditions. These causes and conditions apply both to things (such as fire and fuel, MMK 10) and the parts or faculties of the mind (such as skandhas, MMK 4). In pre-Kantian metaphysics, such questions were typically discussed in the context of metaphysica specialis and two of its main divisions, namely rational cosmology and rational psychology.  [20:  A reading of Hegel’s philosophy as ontology can be found in: Düsing 1997, Halfwassen 2005, 78-98, Dangel 2013, 246-50. This ontology differs from pre-Kantian ontology in that it does not investigate the being of things as distinct from thought but expresses “the unity and identify of thought and being” (“die Einheit und Identität von Denken und Sein,” Halfwassen 98). My claim is not that Hegel practices metaphysics or ontology in the premodern sense.] 

I do not propose this categorization to make a case for the inclusion of Hegel and Nāgārjuna in the model of pre-Kantian metaphysics. My aim is simply to make it evident that while Hegel and Nāgārjuna investigate the modalities of Being under perspectives that are undeniably different, this difference does not make their ideas mutually exclusive. Hegel’s ambition is to overcome the Kantian criticism of metaphysics through a new understanding of the relation between thought and Being. Nāgārjuna’s aim is to deconstruct the rigid abhidharmic ontology of Buddhists who maintain the existence of dharma-s. This difference in perspective is undeniable, but not restrictive. It simply means that Hegel establishes a general theory of Being that operates with the ideas of Being and Nothingness. Nāgārjuna articulates a specific theory of Being by raising the question of how beings interact with each other. These perspectives are not mutually prohibitive but completive. Hegel and Nāgārjuna stand on the same ground—that of ontology as a theory of Being—but while Hegel looks at the general idea of Being as such, Nāgārjuna looks at how Being articulates itself in the context of causes and conditions. The similarity that I want to highlight is that despite a difference in perspective and philosophical intentions, Hegel and Nāgārjuna can be read as reflecting on the inherent dynamics of Being. 
I shall now come back to the concepts of Hegelian immediate Being and Nāgārjunian self-being. I have declared these concepts to be structurally similar in that they both describe Being in a state of immediate identity.
Building on this similarity, we may now attempt to reconstruct the process leading to the first negation of the catuṣkoṭi. From a Hegelian perspective, Nāgārjuna’s self-being is negated, not because it is unexplainable or because we cannot conceive a mind-independent reality that corresponds to it, but because it manifests the principle of negation in its own constitution. It manifests negation by not being able to rely on itself to be what it is. In Nāgārjuna’s causal terminology: It manifests negation by not being able to provide the causes and conditions for its existence. This failure is the content of negation. Self-being gives rise to its own negation.
This provides us with a starting point to interpret the next element of the catuṣkoṭi. In Hegel, the negation of Being takes the shape of Nothingness or non-A. In Nāgārjuna, the causes and conditions opposed to self-being are other-being, parabhāva. Other-being is the result of the dialectical process of self-being’s failure to realize itself. This leaves us with an almost perfect analogy between the Hegelian and the Nāgārjunian model: 1) Pure Being or self-being, 2) self-abolishment through negation, 3) Nothingness or other-being as the result of negation.
Having reviewed the first two steps of the catuṣkoṭi, we now find ourselves confronted to a more serious difficulty. The next step in the catuṣkoṭi is to say that other-being is not a valid explanation for identity either and that it must be rejected. Other-being is also a form of Being, and if it were to act as a cause for something else, it would have to be ontologically consistent, which is to say that it would have to constitute a form of self-being. This cannot be the case, for self-being has already been refuted. Hence, says Nāgārjuna, a being can neither be caused by itself nor by something else. He then goes over to exclude the further possibilities, namely, that a thing is caused both by itself and by something else, and that it is not caused at all.
The difference from Hegel becomes obvious at this point. The next step in Hegel is the synthesis of Being and Nothingness in the shape of Becoming. This is a positive result that contains the truth of the initial position and its negation. It seems that Nāgārjuna does not achieve any kind of synthesis. Instead, he excludes all possibilities of a positive outcome.
While it would make no sense to deny that Nāgārjuna and Hegel bifurcate at this point, the difference between their philosophies seems less radical when one observes the general notion of reality at which they arrive—a notion strongly marked by dynamics of change and mutability. In various passages, Nāgārjuna characterizes the continuum of finite things as a “continuity of existence.”[footnoteRef:21] In the dedicatory verses at the beginning of the MMK he speaks of this continuity simply as “dependent arising” (pratītyasamutpāda). In this passage, the term pratītyasamutpāda does not designate the abstract idea of mutual causal dependence, but, as indicated by the other qualifying terms that surround it, the whole continuum of beings that causally depend on each other. [footnoteRef:22] If we consider that this continuum is highly unstable—since genuine Being in the form of self-being cannot exist—we arrive at something very close to Hegelian “Becoming”: a form of variable Being that contradicts itself permanently, that is driven by the permanent opposition between Being and Nothingness, and that cannot be seized under the aspect of Being or Nothingness.  Taking the analogy to an unorthodox extreme, we could say that inside Nāgārjuna’s continuum of dependent and arising “pure Being and pure Nothingness are the same,”[footnoteRef:23] to use Hegel’s words. This does not overturn the higher-order incompatibility between Hegelian and Nāgārjunian dialectics—it merely suggests that the meanings both thinkers attribute to negation and its ontological function are highly similar.  [21:  MMK 21, 17 and 21. I use the term proposed by Ruegg 1981, 15.]  [22:  It is “without cessation, without arising,” anirodham anutpādam etc. This can only apply, not to the abstract notion of dependence, but only to the totality, or stream of dependent things.]  [23:  “Das reine Seyn und das reine Nichts ist also dasselbe.” GW 21, 69.24.] 

Taking this similarity further, one its potential extensions leads to the Buddhist notion of impermanence, that Nāgārjuna explicitly refers to, and that entails similar ontological consequences as Hegel’s Becoming. In his commentary on the notions of origination and dissolution (saṃbhava and vibhava), Nāgārjuna says: “For one always finds impermanence in beings.”[footnoteRef:24] Here, Hegel and Nāgārjuna both seem to echo each other’s ontologies, affirming Becoming in pure Being as a kind of dynamic instability inherent to the very constitution of Being. They both aim to overcome static ontologies of Being and propose a new, dynamic ontological model characterized by dialectical reflexivity rather than simple identity. [24:  anityatā hi bhāveṣu na kadācin na vidyate, MMK 21,4. ] 


4. Nāgārjuna’s Self-Being and Hegel’s Concept
To sum up this Hegelian investigation into the Nāgārjuna: The catuṣkoṭi describes the transition from what appears to be self-arisen Being (svabhāva), to the negation of that Being, to the Being of something else (parabhāva). This transition corresponds to the Hegelian dialectics of pure Being, negation, and Nothingness. The result of this passage is, in Hegel, Becoming and, in Nāgārjuna, the principles of impermanence and “continuity of existence.” While the parallelism ends at this point—since Hegel goes on to pursue higher stages of synthesis, while Nāgārjuna rejects any such positive outcome—the deep affinities between both dialectical models make it clear that the implications of the catuṣkoṭi go much further than epistemology or skepticism. The negations of the catuṣkoṭi come, not from the contradictions inherent to our cognitive apparatus, but from the inside of things, from their svabhāva. It is the very Being of things that is immanently self-contradictory and striving toward self-overcoming. The catuṣkoṭi is not merely a failure of our understanding: it lies at the heart of reality.
We find in Hegel a surprisingly convenient term for this immanent principle of self-overcoming: “Begriff,” which translates into “concept.” In Hegel, the “concept” is not just the mental representation of a thing but the essence that a thing attempts to realize. A concept cannot be true or false—rather, a concept is what is true as such. What is “false” is the thing that exists as an attempt to realize the concept but fails to be realize it adequately. In this regard, the concept is what a thing “ought to be” (“ein Sollen”[footnoteRef:25]). In a similar sense, Nāgārjunian svabhāva, self-being, is what a being ought to be—that is, self-identical, independent, and ontologically stable. Since it fails to embody these characteristics, it misses its inherent ontological goal and falls short of Being. [25:  “[der Begriff ist] ein Sollen, dem die Realität angemessen seyn kann oder auch nicht,” GW 12, 84. On the concept in this passage see Gerhard 2015, 62-63.] 

It can be useful to look at some of Nāgārjuna’s own examples of this process. I am aware that Hegel would certainly not accept these examples in his own philosophy, since his thesis about Being is not a thesis about causation. I merely use the examples as illustrations of Nāgārjunian theorems in Hegelian language. 
In the tenth chapter of the MMK, Nāgārjuna discusses the relation between firewood and fire, and shows that no matter how we conceive the causal relationship between both, it leads us to irresoluble causal dilemmas. For the present purpose, I take “fire” as a starting point, and assume that it possesses immediate Being or, which is the same, that it has self-being. 
If we analyze fire, for each of its essential qualities we will find that the respective quality goes beyond the fire itself. For example, we find that fire is bound to consume something, in this case, firewood; that it produces heat in the air or some other material; that it emits smoke, etc. These qualities may altogether be seen as transitions from self-being to other-being. With each of these statements, we negate fire and consider its other-being, which is exterior to it. In Hegelian language, we would say that the fire we see fails to realize the concept and goes over into Nothingness, viz., into smoke, heat, ashes, etc. From this interaction between Being and Nothingness, self-being and other-being, concept and reality, ensues, at a certain point, the extinction of the fire. The extinction is the passage of the first negation of the catuṣkoṭi to the second position, that of other-being. The fire in a certain way falls back into its causal environment. With the sequence of these stages, we have what Hegel calls “Becoming” and what Nāgārjuna calls “continuity of existence”, or what may also be called saṃsāra or any other names associated with the cyclic fluctuation of Being.
This example shows that the Hegelian language of “concept” as that which a thing “ought to be” maps quite well to the Nāgārjunian idea of svabhāva as an inherent ontological aim. In attempting to exist as a svabhāva and to realize the Hegelian concept, the thing fails and falls apart, thus becoming part of the great flux of impermanence and Becoming.

5. Observations & Limits of the Comparison
I want to conclude by addressing three possible objections to the cross-reading of Nāgārjuna and Hegel and to the claim that the catuṣkoṭi has a metaphysical meaning. These objections concern a possible interpretation of Nāgārjuna philosophy as a theory of categories, a parallelism between Aristotelian substance and self-being, and a possible objection from the Prāsaṅgika interpretation of Nāgārjuna.
Firstly, I want to begin by going back to the objection that I mentioned at the beginning of the second section. This objection concerned the difference in perspective between Nāgārjuna’s and Hegel’s philosophies. Nāgārjuna is a theorist of conditioning. As I have argued above, some of the topics that he investigates may be seen as relating to the disciplines known in the West as metaphysica specialis. The disciplines falling in this domain are cosmology, psychology, and theology. Some of Nāgārjuna’s chapters touch on topics in these fields. But there is another classical topic from Western philosophy with which Nāgārjuna’s discussions can be connected: Aristotelian categories. Nāgārjuna has a chapter on time (MMK 19), other chapters on topics that involve relations, such as conditions (MM 1) and walking (MM 2), and a chapter on actions and agents (karmakāraka, MMK 8). Time (πότε), relation (πρός τι), activity (ποιεῖν) etc. are Aristotelian categories. The very idea of svabhāva presents analogies with Aristotelian substance (οὐσία). One could easily turn this parallel into an objection: If Nāgārjuna talks about something so specific as the categories, there would be no reason to relate it to Hegel’s ontological proposals about Being. The difference in perspective—logic and ontology—would be so great that it would make any comparison meaningless.
To this, one can respond Hegel’s Science of Logic is essentially a treatise on the categories.[footnoteRef:26] What gives rise to the impression that Hegel moves about on a level completely different from Aristotle’s theory of categories is that he understands categories as having an ontological bearing. Categories are not just forms of thought. They describe dynamics that simultaneously determine the mind and the Being present to the mind, or, to be more precise, they question the difference that is ordinarily made between the two levels. Hegel begins his book with Being precisely because it expresses at the same time the most fundamental level of reality and the simplest idea one can conceive. [26:  See GW 21, 66.16-24.] 

Not only that: if, secondly, we take a closer look at Hegel’s Being, we can see that it reveals influences from the first and most important of the Aristotelian categories, i.e., substance. Substance is the primary category because it is the only independent or “separate” category, as Aristotle says.[footnoteRef:27] It is an underlying being that is not conditioned by anything more fundamental than itself. This state of independency or separation makes substance congruent with Hegel’s Being, which is, as we have seen, “immediate” and “pure.” On the other hand, Nāgārjuna’s self-being may, according to Jan Westerhoff, also be defined as “exist[ing] in a primary manner, unconstructed and independent of anything else.” (Westerhoff 2009, 24) Aristotle’s categories can here be seen as a tertium comparationis, a relaying element between Hegelian and Nāgārjunian metaphysics. Based on this shared feature, we could say that both Hegel and Nāgārjuna start with a philosophical idea—immediate Being and svabhāva—that resembles the Aristotelian category of substance. They both criticize the category but engage with it in a similar way. [27:  τῶν μὲν γὰρ ἄλλων κατηγορημάτων οὐθὲν χωριστόν, αὕτη [=οὐσία] δὲ μόνη, Aristot. Met. 1028a34.] 

One could still object that this analogy is far-fetched and transposes the concept of svabhāva into contexts where it simply does not belong. The kind of self-causation or self-conditioning accepted by Buddhists doesn’t actually correspond to any concept in Western metaphysics.[footnoteRef:28] Identifying svabhāva with substance just because Aristotle calls substance “separate” seems rather hazardous and does not make the case for a Hegelian reading any more convincing. [28:  See Westerhoff 2009, 4.] 

I propose a brief excursus into late antique metaphysics to reply to this objection. John of Damascus, an early medieval Byzantine philosopher, defines Being as “a thing that is self-substantiating, not needing something else for its constitution, but having its Being in itself.”[footnoteRef:29] He uses the same definition for Aristotelian substance (ousia).[footnoteRef:30] Christoph Erismann considers this as the standard definition of substance in Byzantine philosophy, and Denis Walter agrees. (Erismann 2017, 372, Walter 2021, 199) The term that John here uses to describe Being and substance is aut-hyparkton, “that which gives existence to itself”, also found under the variant aut-hypostaton. The term is used, long before John, by Proclus, who, in his Commentary on the Parmenides, describes the power of the One to act as its own cause.[footnoteRef:31] In this context, both the term and the idea of substance presents great potential for a comparison with self-being in Mādhyamika philosophy. As a product of Neoplatonic philosophy, the term must also have been known to Hegel. [29:  Ὄν ἐστιν ἢ πρᾶγμα αὐθύπαρκτον μὴ δεόμενον ἑτέρου πρὸς σύστασιν ἀλλ' ἐν ἑαυτῷ ἔχον τὸ εἶναι, Ioh. Dam. Cap. Phil. 142.11-13.]  [30:  Ioh. Dam. Cap. Phil. 154.10.]  [31:  Procl. in parm. 1146.3, 7, 9 et passim. On this and other passages see Beierwaltes 2001 and Whittaker 1975.] 

We can go even further. If we take the Indo-European etymology of sva-bhāva into consideration, we will find that there is a corresponding Greek word that even presents etymological similarities. The late antique theologian Nonnus of Panopolis, who was well-versed in Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy, describes God, in his recreation of the Gospel of John, as auto-phytos.[footnoteRef:32] The Greek verbal root *phy is the etymological equivalent of the Sanskrit root *bhū, from which the word bhāva is derived. The prefix auto- is the classical form of ἕ, from Indo-European se-, the reflexive pronoun, that also brought about the Sanskrit prefix sva. (Pokorny 1959, 882-884) Auto-phutos and sva-bhāva are not only philosophical cognates, both expressing independent existence, but they are etymological cognates; one could say that they are the same word. Hence, what Nonnus here describes as a form of divine substance or Being is an undeniable correspondent of Buddhist self-being.  [32:  καὶ λόγος αὐτοφύτοιο θεοῦ φάος, ἐκ φάεος φῶς, Nonn. Pan. met. evang. Ioh. 1,3 (PG 43, 749A). Nonnus has been rediscovered by scholarship recently, see Ypsilanti & Franco 2020, Accorinti 2016.] 

This excursus shows, firstly, that the parallelism between Nāgārjunian svabhāva and Aristotelian substance is not just a superficial resemblance but expresses a profound affinity between Western metaphysics and Buddhist ideas about Being, and secondly, that the Hegelian reading of Nāgārjuna can be justified, with respect to the theory of categories, on the ground of the history of philosophy. While it is true that the Buddhist philosophical context with which svabhāva is associated has no direct counterpart in the West, the attempt to approach it through Hegel’s metaphysics of Being can appeal to strong conceptual, terminological, and, as we have seen with Nonnus, etymological evidence. 
A third objection from the Buddhist side can be made to the idea that there is a relation between the first and the second negation of the catuṣkoṭi. This objection takes us to the opposition between the two Mādhyamika schools known as Svātantrika and Prāsaṅgika. The Svātantrika, as represented by the commentator Bhāviveka, builds on the positive and productive use (svatantra anumāna) of syllogistic thinking.[footnoteRef:33] The Prāsaṅgikas, famously represented by Buddhapālita and Candrakīrti, deny this use and reduce the use of logic to disprove any given thesis without making any point on their own.  [33:  See the excellent introduction of Ames to his translation (1994, 209-10).] 

If the Hegelian model is used to explain the negations in the catuṣkoṭi, each position will appear as the product of the previous negation, for example, other-being will appear as the product of the negation of self-being. If we assume that this relation is necessary or the product of logical reasoning, this would force us to side with the syllogistic Svātantrika school. If we look, for example, at Buddhapālita’s commentary on Nāgārjuna’s catuṣkoṭi at MMK 1,1 we see that he carefully excludes any possible connection between the impossibility of self-being and that of other-being.[footnoteRef:34] The argument about other-being is distinct and separate from that about self-being. Even stronger is Candrakīrti’s opposition to interpreting the catuṣkoṭi as a unity. He says: “But [that logical consequence] is not established, because what is intended here is a negation without a positive implication; and because the arising from something else is going to be rejected as well, for the same reason as arising from oneself.”[footnoteRef:35] Here any possible implication of other-being by the negation of self-being is precluded. [34:  Saito 1984, 10.10-11.1.]  [35:  na prāpnoti prasajyapratiṣedhasya vivakṣitatvāt parato 'pyutpādasya pratiṣetsyamānatvāt | yayā copapattyā svata utpādo na saṃbhavat, Candrakīrti, Prasannapadā 13.4-6.] 

I want to make two points here. The first one is that the distinction between these approaches to negation does not depend on Nāgārjuna and therefore cannot be decided on the ground of Nāgārjuna’s texts. The second one is that despite the apparent conformity with Svātantrika logic, the Hegelian model remains open to both possibilities. Candrakīrti says that a positive implication cannot ensue from the first negation, because the implied positive statement is also negated. The decisive criterion for the Prāsaṅgikas seems to be that nothing positive remains in the end, or, in other words, that the catuṣkoṭi must be without implications as a whole. While this idea would take us to the opposite of Hegelian dialectics, it does also give us the possibility to use the dialectics differently than what Hegel himself sought to establish. We would find—my second point—negative dialectics without any higher synthesis and without any positive result. This would leave us with a somehow empty reality—whereby we would have brought Hegel, maybe against his will, to contemplate the conversion of his “determinate negation” to the Buddhist emptiness.
I cannot deny that Hegel would have been horrified by this outlook, but it seems that his dialectics are not immune to its possibility. In the case that we accept to pursue this possibility, it would leave us with the interesting result of having approached Nāgārjuna through a Hegelian lens, and of arriving, at the end, at a Hegel converted to emptiness.
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