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The silence of the Buddha and the
questions about the Tathlgata

after death
Abraham Velez de Cea*

Introduction

There are tenr views in the Pali Nitrayas that often appear in the
form of questions.2 The.Buddha left these questions undetermined3
and this has been ipterpreted as an eloquent silence about
metaphysics. This understanding of the 'silence of the Buddha' has
been interpreted in a.variety of ways, as a form of pragmatism,
agnosticism, skepficism, mysticism, empiricism, or apophaticism.

In this article I question this widespread understanding of the
silence of the Buddha and I propose a new interpretation ofit. The
Buddha of the Peli Nikayas did not remain silent before the
undetermined questions, but rather answered them in very explicit
ways and for different reasons. The special answer given to the
question about the Tathagata after death suggests and this is the main
thesis of the article that the silence of the Buddha is not about
undetermined questions but rather about Nibbana after death.

Post-Doctoral Fellow, Georgetown University, Theology Department,
Washington, DC 20057-l 135, USA

Author would like to thank Professor Luis Gomez (University of
Michigan), Professor Francisca Cho (Georgetown University) and
Professor Charles B. Jones (Catholic University of America), and the
anonymous reviewers of this article for their helpful suggestions.

In Sanskrit and other non-Pali Buddhist texts, the ten views become
fourteen by adding the last two possibilities of the tetralema (both A
and B, neither A nor B) to the questions about the world. '

The ten views are: 1) The world is eternal.2) The world is not eternal.
3) The world is infinite. 4) The world is finite. 5) Body and soul are one
thing. 6) Body and soul are two different things . 7) The Tathagata
exists after death. 8) The Tathagata does not exist after death. 9) The
Tathagata both exists and does not exist after death. l0) The Tathagata
neither exists nor does not exist after death.

Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi as undeclared, avyakata in Peh or
avltalvta in Sanskrit.
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L. Contemporary interpretations of the silence of the Buddha

The first systematic attempt to classify the different
interpretations of the 'silence of the Buddha' was done by T.W.
Organ (1954:125-140). According to him there are six main ways of
interpreting the 'silence of the Buddha'. Eternalism: The Buddha
accepted the current metaphysical views of Brahmanism and he had

nothing new to say (A.K. Goomaraswamy). Annihilationism: The

Buddha rejected the views of Brahmanism, and keeping silent was a

formal denial of its views (H. Oldenberg, La Vallee Poussin).
Agnosticism: The Buddha had no views of his own. Here, Organ
distinguishes between three different reasons for his agnosticism: A)
Because he did not know the answers (NaiVe Agnosticism); B)
Because he held that the limited capacity of the human mind could
not successfully deal with such questions (Rational Agnosticism,
which Organ compares with the agnosticism of Hume and Kant); C)
Because of the unknowable character of the world (Organ relates this
to the Madhyamika and Zen schools but he explains that this does not
rnean that the Buddha was agnostic). Esotericism: The Buddha knew
all about the ultimate problems but did not reveal the answers to the
multitudes for fear that he might disturb their minds (Radhakristrnan).

Apophaticism: The Buddha was unable to answer because of the

insufficiency of human language to express the highest truth and

because some questions carried implications that he could not accept.

Silence is the best expression of reality, the answer is known only
intuitively through a norl-linguistic and non-conceptual mystical
experience (D.T. Suzuki). Pragmatism: The Buddha did not want to
be distracted from his main purpose, namely, to overcome suffering.
Those theoretical questions were useless and harmful because they
did not contribute to the practice of the way leading to the extinction
of suffering (Organ).

Gadjin M. Nagao (1955) criticizes the pragmatic

interpretation of Organ. Nagao refutes the claim that.the Buddha was

only a religious teacher without a fully developed philosophy. He was

also a highly rational and critical philosopher. That is, behind the

silence of the Buddha there was a philosophical reason, not just a

religious or pragmatic one. That philosophical reason was related to
the inadequacy of language to express ultimate truth, as well as to the

concept of iunyata understood both as an ontological term (non-

substantiality or nihsvabhava-iunya), and as an epistemologiqal term
(non-perceptibility or anupalabdhi-lunya). However, the
philosophical position underlying the silence of the Buddha did not
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crystallize into a philosophy until Ndgarjuna. So Nagao combines the

pragmatic interpretation with the apophatic interpretation,

interpreting the silence of the Buddha from the philosophy of
Naga{una and the Mahayana's conception of emptiness.

T.R.V. Murti (1955) devotes a chapter of his book about the

Madhyamika system to the silence of the Buddha combining both the

agnostic and the apophatic interpretation. Like Nagao, he claimed

that the Buddha was a forerunner of the Madhyamika dialectic and

that there was a philosophical reason behind his silence. For him too,

the Buddha was. a gteat philosopher, and a great metaphysician. He

compared the undetermined questions to the Kantian antinomies of
reason. The questions about the world show "how human reason

seeks to understand the ultimate unconditioned ground of objets"

(1955:39). The questions about the soul "seek to reach the ultimate

(non-empirical) unity of the subjective states in an independent

entity" (1955:39). And the questions about the Tathagata are "in fact

about the ultimate ground of both the soul and objects-about the

unconditioned in general" (1955:39). For Murti, the Buddha tries to

resolve the conflict of views, like Kant's Critic of Pure Reason, by
raising the human mind beyond the empirical level of phenomena to a

higher level of reality; a level where neither existence nor non-

existence can be asserted, a standpoint where the categories of
thought and dialectics do not apply. The unanswered questions are

unanswerable because they are about the Unconditioned and the

Unconditioned cannot be characterized,by the phenomenal, that is, it
is transcendent to thought, it cannot be grasped by concepfual

knowledge. For Murti, the silence of the Buddha "can only be

interpreted as meaning the consciousness of the indescribable nature

of the Unconditioned Reality." (1955:48)

K.N. Jayatilleke (1963) interprets the silence of the Buddha as

a special kind of Logical Positivism: The questions are (logically)
meaningless and therefore not admitting of an answer. But for
Jayatilleke this Buddhist Logical Positivism should not be confused

with Western Logical Positivism: whereas for Westem logical
positivists it is meaningless to speak about anything transcendent to

language and empirical experience, for the Buddhists it is possible to
speak meaningfully about nirvdna as a realizable transcendent state.

The meaninglessness of the undetermined questions is due in part to
the inadequacy of the concepts contained in them to refer to the state

of the Tathagata in nirvana. So one can speak meaningfully of the

possibility of experiencing nirvana, but it is meaningless to ask

whether the Tath[gata exists or does not exist, is reborn or is not
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reborn in that state. As Jayatilleke puts it: "The transempirical cannot
be empirically described or understood but it can be realized and
attained." (1963:475-6) After quoting the famous conclusion of
wittgenstein's Tiactatus Logico-Philosophicus "whereof one cannot
speak, thereof one must be silent", Jayatilleke states: "This attitude
has, however, to be distinguished from Agnosticism. It was not that
there was something that the Buddha did not know, but that what he
'knew' in the transcendent sense could not be conveyed in words
because of the limitations of larlguage and of empiricism."
Q9$:a7Q The state of the Tathagata iinirvana is transempirical and
transcendent, therefore, one should be silent about it. So, Jayatilleke,
like Murti, interprets the silence of the Buddha as a combination of
apophaticism and rational agnosticism. The difference between them
is that whereas Murti interprets the Buddha from a Kantian and
vedantic point of view, Jayatilleke does it from an Empiricist and
Logical Positivist one.

In a similar way, Ninian Smart Q96a3$ affirms that,the
undetermined questions were "wrongly put, and incapable of
meaningful answer". such questions were analogous to asking about
the baldness of the king of France. since currently there is not any
king in France, it is meaningless to ask about his baldness and it is
impossible to answer such a question. As Smart puts it "the question
'Does a Buddha or saint survive his decease?' was unanswerable,
because it is an improper or defective question" (Smart, 1964:35).

David Kalupahana (1976), himself a disciple of Jayatilleke at
the University of Peradeniya (Sri Lanka), and like himself tained
philosophically in England, goes one step'further than his teacher's
interpretation. Kalupahana considers the Buddha a radical empiricist
for whom there was nothing transempirical, not even the state of the
Tathagata in nirvana, as Jayatilleke believed. The Buddha did not
answer the questions because they contained metaphysical views in
the logical positivist sense of the term, that is, statements impossible
to verify in experience and therefore meaningless. The questions
cannot be answered because there is not any direct experience of the
metaphysical views they contain. The questions about the world
"cannot be decided on the basis of the knowledge available to man.',
(1976:156) The same can be said of the other questions, even of the
questions about the Tathagata, they are like asking whether unicorns
exist or not. The best answer to meaningless questions containing
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meaningless metaphysical views is silence.a So Kalupahana rejects
the_ apophatic aspect of Jayatilleke's logical positivist interpretation
and explain the silence of the Buddha as a consequence of his radical
empiricism.5

Steven collins (1982) in his book selJless persons, speaks of
two basic reasons for leaving the questions undetermined, oie being
linguistic and the other psychological. The questions are linguistical]
ill-formed because they presuppose the existence of a real entity as
the referent of terms such as 'Tathagata', 'being', 'self . Since roi ttre
Buddhist there is not any permanent entity corresponding to personal
terms, it is not correct to ask questions presupposing the existence of
real referents for such terms. As collins himself puts it ..the 

most
important reason for notanswering the questiotri is thut they are
linguistically ill-formed. They use personal referring terms, which
according to Buddhist thinking have no real referJnt; hence, any
answer given directly to them would necessarily confirm th;
misleading presupposition that such terms do refer to some real and
permanent individual." (1982:133) The psychological reason is that
those who ask them do so because- they *" conditioned by
attachment. The views are based on the conceit .I am' and they
consider the aggregates in relation to a self (attan, skt. atman), that
i9, they presuppose an identity view (sarrkayaditthi)'or as collini calls
,1"-, a personality belief; "the Llnanswered-Questions are simply
forms of Personality Belief; a theoretical erroi caused by seeing a
relation, of one sort or another, between a'self and the'khandia.,,
(1982:133) Those who make the questions relate the concept of self
to the aggregates by making a wrong conceptual inference from the
phenomenological existence of the conceil 'I am'. The Buddha,
having no sense of'Io does not draw any conceptual conclusions

"Since no answer based on experience is possible, the Buddha remained
silent when pressed for an answer and maintained that the questions as
to whether the tathagata exists (hoti) or arises (uppajjati), does not
exist or does not arise, both or neither, do not fit the iir"-1"a upetl). It is
like asking whether unicorns exist or not. It is not thai the iuestionsimpute to transcendental reality the characteristics of 'existe1ce,,
'nonexistence', and the like, which have valid application only within
the realm of ordinary experience, as Jayatillete seems to think.,,
(Kalupahana, 197 6:157 -l 58).

Kalupahana's views are widely held in Sri Lanka. See for instance
(Tilakaratne, 1993).
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about the Tathagata aftet death or about the non-existent referent of
first person singular verbs, names, and personal pronouns (1982:133).

Raimundo Panikkar (1989) interprets the 'silence of the

Buddha' as a silence of God, but by silence of God he does not mean

silence of devas or gods but silence of the Absolute. Panikkar is

aware of the fact that the problem of God in not explicitly mentioned

in the undetermined questions. However, he interprets the questions

as silence of God. Up to about the question of God, "the Buddha

refuses an answer, rejecting even the formulation of such a question"

(19s9:62). For him, the Buddha neither affirms nor negates the

existence of the Absolute. Panikkar defines the Buddha's position as

ontic apophaticism, which means that the ultimate reality is so

ineffable and transcendent that it does not exist, that is, it is neither a

being nor the non-being. The reason for the Buddha's silence is that

the ultimate reality 'tr' not, which means that the ultimate reality is

empty of being, that is, beyond the dialectic of being and non-being,

and iherefore, beyond-ontology. The rejection of t\ four logical

possibilities of eaCh question implies a transcendence of ontology and

an attempt to liberate our minds from what Panikkar calls ontolatry.

The silence of the Buddha in the undetermined questions shows also

the limitations of logic and the inadequacy of thought to express the

ultimate realit5t: "It seems to me that the intentionality of the avyalqta

does not r"guid the logic of thought-does not bear upon a softening

of the principle of non-contradiction or of the Excluded third, but

. rather points to the imperfection, the limitation, the inability to

express the real." (1989:70).

Peter Harvey's Selfless Mind (1995) speaks of three reasons

for the silence of the Buddha: to avoid distractions from the spiritual

life, not to legitimize the illugory self that is projected into the

questions, and to prevent misunderstandings about lhe lature of the

*orld, the self and the Tathagata: "The reason for the Buddha's not

answering the undetermined questions, though, seem to be not only

those of avoiding timewasting and not legitimating the Self-delusion

built into the questions. There is also the issue of people

misunderstanding the nature of the world etc." (1995:84). The

questions projecf the concept of a self into the concepts of world, soul

or life-principle as Harvey translates j1a, and the Tathagata. Since

the concept of self is baseless, the questions cannot be answered, they

are meaningless, they ask about the characteristics or the status of
something non-existent: "clearly, the questions are asked by those

who projected the copcept of Self onto the ideas of 'world', 'life-

principle', and 'Tathagata.' Their questions are about the nature of
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'Selfs world', 'Life-principle's Selfr and 'Tathagata's Self, even
though 'Self is a baseless cbncept. As such, no answer can be given
to the questions, just as an innocent mari. cannot answer either 'yes' or
'no' to 'have you stopped beating your wife?"' (1995:84) The main
misunderstanding that the 'silence of the Buddha' tries to avoid is the
confusion of the world, the soul and the Tathagata with a permanent
self that is either eternally existent or annihilated at death (1995:239).

The XIV Dalai Lama (2002), following the standard
scholastic presentations of Tibetan Buddhism, suggests that the
Buddha remained silent before the 'inexpressible views' due to his
skilful means. The Buddha taught different things about the self-
depending on the mental capacities of his disciples. Some disciples
'were likely to go either to the extreme of eternity or to the exfreme
of annihilation if Buddha answered their questions in the positive or
the negative' (2002: 5 4)

2. The silence of the Buddha is not about the undetermined
questions

Strictly speaking, there is no such thing as the silence of the
Buddha regarding the undetermined questions. The undetermined
questions are not inexpressible, unanswered or unanswerable. In fact,
the Buddha answered them in very explicit ways and for more than
one reason. The most common answer of the Buddha to the
undetermined questions is that he does not hold the views contained
in them. The answer of the Buddha 'na kho aham vaccha evamditthf
(M.N.,I.484), that is, 'Vaccha, I do not hold the view or that view or
such view', depending on how one translates 'evam', is quite
eloquent and we do not see any justification to interpret it as silence,
even in a metaphoric sense. The second answer of the Buddha to the
ten questions is that he has left the views contained in them
undetermined. Again, the Buddha's response 'mayd avyalcatam' (M.N.,
I, p.431), which literally means 'by me has been undetermined', or in a
more idiomatic fanslation 'I have left undetermined', is not in any
sense a silent answer. Both answers are related: the Buddha left the
views undetermined because hd did not hold them. The answers make
perfect sense for someone like the Buddha not holding those views. If
the Buddha did not hold the ten views, then logically, when asked
about them, he had to reply whether that he had nothing to declare or
determine about them (I have left such and such a view
undetermined), or that he did not hold them (I do not hold such and
such a view). It is like someone who does not want to get involved in
politics being asked whether his or her views are conseryative or
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liberal. Obviously, being neither a conservative nor a liberal, one

cannot but answer 'I do not hold a conservative or liberal view' or 'I
have nothing to declare about that conservative or liberal view.'

If it is true that there is not such a thing as the silence of the

Buddha in relation to the undetermined questions, it would be more

accurate to speak about the answers of the Buddha to these questions.

What should be investigated is not why the Buddha kept silent before

them but why he replied in the way he did. In other words, the

question to be asked is why the Buddha did not hold views, or why he

said that he leaves them undetermined or undeclared.

2.I Pragmatic, affective and cognitive reasons for the answers

ofthe Buddha.

The immediate and most common opinion among scholars is

that the Buddha did not hold the ten views, or left them

undetermined, for pragmatic reasons. In my view the pragmatic

interpretation of the Buddha's answers to the undetermined questions

is no doubt correct but, as we will see, insufficient. The two main

classical sources for the pragmatic reasons of the Buddha's answers

are the Aggivacchagotta Sutta and the Culamalunlqta Sutta of the

Majjhima Nilaya.

In the Aggivacchagotta Sutta, after saying that he does not

hold any of the ten views, the Buddha is asked by the wanderer

Vacchagotta, or Vaccha, as he is called by the Buddha, what are the

reasons, literally the danger (adtnava), for not taking up those views.

The Buddha answers by describing each of the ten views as 'the

thicket, wildemess, contortion, vacillation and fetter of views;

something beset by suffering, vexation, despair, and fever; something

not leading to disenchanfrnent, dispassion, cessation, peace, direct

knowledge, enlightenment, and Nibbana' (M.N., I.485). It is evident

that the Buddha did not hold the ten views because they did not lead

to liberation from suffering, his main concern, and because he did not

want to be entangled in useless speculations, disputations, and the

suffering associated with all that.

In the Culamalunlqta Sutta, the monk Mdlunkyaputta thinks
that the Buddha left the ten views undetermined because he does not
know and see enough, that is, because he is not really a Buddha or
awakened one. He tells the Buddha that he will abandon the monastic

order unless the Buddha determines or declares something about the

ten views. The Buddha replies that he never told him 'lead the holy
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life under me and I will determine to you' such and such view. Then,

the Buddha compares Malunkyaputta's attitude with that of a man

wounded by a poisoned arrow who wants to know irrelevant things as

the condition for receiving treatment (M.N., 1.429-30). From the

simile of the wounded man it is also evident that the Buddha did not
hold the ten views because he did not consider thbm relevant for
solving the more immediate and important problem of suffering. This

is confirmed by the continuation of the text, where the Buddha says

that whether the world is eternal or not, etc., the problem of suffering
remains (tr4.N.,I.430). The pragmatic reasons for the Buddha's answers

are even more explicitly stated in the continuation of the text, where the

Buddha concludes his sermon to Malunkyaputta contrasting what he

has left undetermined (the ten views) with what he has determined (the

four noble truths: suffering, its origin, its cessation, and the way leading

to its cessation) (MN, I.431). In sum, the Buddha did not hold the ten

views or left them undetermined because they were a useless distraction
and a harmful obstruction for living the holy life and destroying
suffering. They lead to confusion, passion, conflict and more suffering,
not to knowledge, detachment, peace and liberation.

It is indisputable that the Buddha's answers to the undetermined
questions are due to pragmatic reasons, but the Buddha had more
reasons for not holding the ten views or leaving them undetermined.
Even if one limits the investigation to the Suttas where the pragmatic

reasons are more obvious, it is possible to infer the existence of more
reasons than the pragmatic ones. For instance, in the Aggivacchagotta
Sutta,just after explaining the dangers and the pragmatic reasons for
not taking up any of the ten views, the wanderer Vacchagotta asks the

Buddha whether or not he holds any view at all. The Buddha's answer
suggests that there are also cognitive and affective reasons besides
the pragmatic ones. When Buddha says that he has seen the five
aggregates, their origin and their disappearance, he is clearly referring
to cognitive reasons, that is, to the insight of dependent origination,
which is equivalent to the elimination of ignorance. Similarly, when
the Buddha says that he has relinquished all conceivings, all I-making,
and all mine making, he is referring to wrong cognitions and the

subsequent views that consider the aggregates in relation to the concept

of self. These defective cognitions or views are technically called
sakkayaditthi or 'identity views'. The Buddha did not hold views
because he did nbt have 'identity views', or as the text puts it, because

he had put all views away. The Buddha was able to put all views away
because he had a clear cognition of the real nature of the five
aggregates, that is, knowledge of their origin and their disappearance.
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When the Buddha says that he has destroyed the underlying
tendency to conceit and that he is liberated through not clinging, he is
referring to the affective reasons. The Buddha did not hold views
because he had no attachment to the aggregates, not even the underlying
tendency to conceit. The latent conceit 'f am" in relation to the

aggregates is the least degree of attachment that a person may have,

even if that person has no views about the self. The removal of the

latent conceit 'I am' indicates that the Buddha not only has eliminated
the gross attiachment to the aggregates associated to the wrong
cognitions called identity views, but also the subtlest manifestation of
affection or clinging to the aggregates. The implication of this
fragment of the Aggivacchagotta Sutta is that for the Buddha, those

who hold views have ignorance and attachment in relation to the
aggregates. In other words, they have not seen or known the
dependent origination and selflessness of the aggregates and attach to
them; they consider them as 'f' and 'mine', or in relation to the

concepts of 'self and 'myself; and they have the conceit 'I am'. in
relation to the aggregates, that is, they still cling to them. In sum, the

reasons for the Buddha's answer are both cognitive (having seen the

dependent origination and selflessness of the aggregates, not
considering the aggregates as 'I' and 'mine', 'self and 'myselfl), and

affective (not having clinging or attachment to the aggregates, not
having the conceit 'I am' in relation to the aggregates).

The distinction between these two kinds of reasons, cognitive
and affective, does not appear in former interpretations of the silence
of the Buddha. The distinction, however, appears in the Pali Nikayas.
In some occasions the texts speak of both kind of reasons, but in
others just of affective reasons or cognitfve reasons. For instance, a

combination of both cognitive and affective reasons can be seen in

^S.N. 
(IV.388-9). There, a disciple of the Buddha says that those who

delight and rejoice in the aggregates do not know and see their
cessation, and hold the four views ab'out the Tathagata after death. On
the contrary, those who do not delight and do not rejoice in the
aggregates, know and see their cessation, and do not hold those views
(,S.i/., IV.388-389). The same fragment is repeated in the following
paragraphs but replacing the word 'aggregates' by the words
' existence',' clinging', and' craving' (,S.1/., IV.3 89-3 9 I ).

An example of the affective reasons alone can be seen in,S.N.
(IV.387-8). There, the Buddha says that the four views about the

Tathagata after death are typical of those who have lust, desire,

affection, thirst, passion and craving for the aggregates. Examples of
cognitive reasons appearing alone are more frequent. For instance, in
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.S.N. (IV.386-7) it is said that the four views about the Tathagata after

death derive from not seeing the origin, the cessation and the way

leading to the cessation of the five aggregates. The cognitive reasons

appear also alone in S.lI (1V.287), where a disciple of.the Buddha

states that the ten views and all the other views, originate when there

are identity views (sakkayaditthi), and there are identity views when

the aggregates are seen in relation to a self. Similarly, in 
^S.N.

(IV.393) the Buddha tells Vacchagotta that he answers the

undetermined questions in the way he does because he considers the

six senses as 'This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.' On

the contrary, the wanderers of other sects hold the ten views because

they consider the six senses as sogrething that they are, as something

belonging to them or as their self. In S.N. (IV.394), the Buddha says

to Vacchagotta that the wanderers of other sects hold any of the ten

views because they consider the aggregates in relation to a self. On
the contrary, the Buddha do not hold these views because he does not
see the aggregates as self, or selfas possessing the aggregates, or the
aggregates as in self, or self as in the aggregates. In sum, the
Buddha's answers are due not only to pragmatic reasons but also to
cognitive reasons (he has seen the origin, the cessation and the way
leading to the cessation of the five aggregates, he has no identity
views and he does not consider the aggregates in relation to the

concepts of 'I', 'mineo, 'self and 'myself), and affective reasons (he

has no clinging, lust, alesire, affection, thirst, passion and craving for
the aggregates, not eveh the conceit 'I am' in relation to them).

22 Philosophical reasons for the anslvers of the Buddha

Closely related tp the cognitive reasbns but not to be confused
with them, there are also philosophical reasons for the Buddha's
answers to the undetentrined questions. They can be seen in S.N.
(IV.400-1), where the Blrddha is asked by Vacchagotta whdther or
not there is a self. The Buddha remains silent and only after
Vacchagotta has left, he explains to Ananda the reasons for his
silence. The Buddha did not reply 'There is a self to avoid the
extreme of eternalism and because that would have not been

consistent with the insight of non-self (anattan, SkL anatman), here
expressed as "the arising of the knowledge that 'all phenomena are

nonself.' The Buddha did not reply 'There is no self to avoid the
extreme of annihilationists and because that would have created
greater confusion to Vaccha, a believer in an ultimately existing self.
This text is crucial for understanding the difference between the
Buddhist teaching of non-self and the annihilationist negation of a
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self. The text makes clear that the doctrine of non-self is not
equivalent to the statement 'There is no self. In other words, the
teaching of non-self is not the opposite of the teaching of self, but a
middle way between two extreme views of self. This point is very
important because it explains why the Pali Suttas use the word self
(attan, Skt. atman) numerous times, and why there is not a single text
where the Buddha says explicitly 'There is no self. The text also

shows that the rejection of the annihilationist view does not entail the
acceptance of the extreme of eternalism or the ultimate existence of a
self ('There is a self). If s<imething can be inferred from this text, it is
that the Buddhist teaching of selflessness is intended to transcend
both extremes and therefore, it is closely related to the teaching of
dependent origination as ttre middle way.

The text in 
^S.N. 

(IV.400-l) is the only instance in the Pali
Suttas in which the Buddha answers silently to a question similar to
the ten undetermined questions. In fact, this text is in the
Avyakatasamyutta, the longest compilation of texts within the Pdli
Canon dealing with the ten undetermined questions. But the reasons
for this silent answer are immediately explained to Ananda a little
later. Thus, even in this case the answer of the Buddha is not silence
but the explanation given to Ananda. The explanation to Ananda
makes clear that the Buddha does not hold certain views or leaves
them undetermined because they have ontological presuppositions
incompatible with his teaching of dependent origination and his
understanding of non-self. The ten views presuppose the belief in an

ultimately real self, and they relate that concept of self to the concepts

of world, soul, and Tathagata. They are inconsistent with the middle
way of dependent origination and non-self.

The first four questions seem to deal with cosmological issues
(eternity or temporality of the world, infinity or finitude of the
world), the next two with anthropological issues (identity or
difference between body and soul), and the last four with
eschatological issues (existence of the Tathagata after death, non-
existence, both existence and non-existence, or neither existence nor
non-existence). However, the Buddha considers the ten views as

manifestations of the identity views or views relating the aggregates

to the concept of self. The views that seem to deal with cosmological
questions, in fact, concern the psychological and cognitive world of
living beings. That is, they are questions about the self in relation to
the world. It should not be forgotten that the Pali Nikayas define the

world and the end of the world in psychological terms 
^S.N. 

(IV.39-
40); an end that cannot be reached in a physical or spatial sense, but
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only by making an end to suffering ^tM (IV.95). The relationship
between the questions about the world and the concept of self can b-e

seen in severalPali texts. For instance in M.N. (11.233-4), the Buddha
enumerates views that consider the self and the world as eternal, not
eternal, both eternal and not eternal, neither eternal nor not eternal;
finite, infinite, both finite and infinite, neither finite nor not finite,
etc.6 According to those who hold the first and the fourth views, the

-self 
of the psychological world of beings is spatially and temporally

infinite. on the contrary, for those who hold the second and third
views, the self of one's own world is spatially and temporally finite.

The views that seem to deal with anthropological issues, in
fact refer to the problem of transmigration and the transmission of
suffering and happiness from one life to the next. The relationship
between the questions about the soul and the concept of self can bb
seen in 

^s.,1/. 
(II.6l). There, the Buddha, while discussing the twelve

factors of dependent origination, says that the question 'what now is
aging-and-death, and for. whom is there aging-and-death?', is
inappropriate (no kallo) and equivalent to stating 'Aging-and-death is
one thing, the one for whom there is this aging-and-death is another,.
Then the Buddha relates both questions to the views 'The soul and the
body are the same' and 'The soul is one thing, the body is another'.
He says that with those views the holy life cannot be lived and that
'without veering towards either of these exhemes, the Tathagata
teaches the Dhamma by the middle: 'v/ith birth as condition, 

"g*g-and-death [arises].' So, for those who hold the fiftrr view, ttte *oit
transmigrating from,body_to body is always the same. The suffering
or happiness transmitted from life to life as a consequence of on"{
actions is produced by a permanent soul. For those who hold the sixth
view, the soul transmigrating from body to body is completely
different each life, and the suffering or happiness transmitt"o *u,
produced by a completely discontinuous soul.

The relationship between the questions about the Tathagata
after death and the concept of self can be inferred if we comp*Jth"
texts relating the self to the aggregates with the texts relaiing the
T_athagata to thp aggregates. For instance, we saw that accordiig to
,s-,4/. (IV.2s7), the ten views arise when there are identity views,ind
there are idenlity views when the aggregates are regarded ur s"iq o.
selfas possessing the aggregates, or the aggregatesis in self or self

For more views relating the concepts of world and self, see also
M.N.(r. 136), D.N. (r. 130, D.N. (rrr. 136_ t37).
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as in the aggregates. Similarly, according to S.N. (III.I 12) it is wrong
to describe the Tathagata after death as annihilated because that view
is like regarding the aggregates as the Tathagata, the Tathagata as in
the aggregates, the Tathagata as apart from the aggregates, the

aggregates taken together as the Tathagata, the Tathagata as without
the aggregates. Later in the same sutta it is also said that those who
regard the aggregates as self, self as possessing the aggregates, the

aggregates as in self, or self as in the aggregates, are uninstructed in
the Dhamma, and they do not see as it really is the impermanent,

painful, selfless and conditioned nature of the aggregates.

For those holding the seventh view, the Tathagata is an

immortal self-existing after death. For those holding the ninth view,
the Tathdgata has a self with a double nature; he is partially mortal
and partially immortal. For those holding the eighth view, he is a self-
annihilated after death, ffid for those holding the tenth view he is a
self-existing after death but in a very mysterious or subtle way.

In sum, the Buddha has philosophical reasons for his answers,

namely, his understanding of dependent origination and non-self as a

middle way between the extremes of eternalism and annihilationism.
The ten questions presuppose exfrerne views of self; that is, views that
imply whether the extreme of eternalism (sassatavada) or the exheme

of anihilationism (ucchedavada). The annihilationist views presuppose

that the self related to the world, the soul, and the Tathagata disappear

completely after death, and the eternalist views presuppose just the

opposite, their eternal existence. To reply affirmative or negatively to
these entailed the acceptance of such extreme views of self.

3. The silence of the Buddha is about niibanaafter death

There is another answer of the Buddha, but it is only given to
the last four questions about the Tathdgata after death. For instance,

in the Aggivacchagotta Sutta the Buddha is asked by Vacchagotta
whether a liberated mind after death reappears, or does not reappear,

or both reappears and does not reappear, or neither appears nor does

not reappear. The Buddha replies that the views do not apply (na

upeti), and he illushates this inapplicability with the famous simile of
the extinguished flame.7 This difference between the answer to the

'When that fire before you was extinguished, to which direction did it
go: to the east, the west, the north, or the south?' -being asked thus,

what would you answer?" "That does not apply, Master Gotama. The

fire burned in dependence on its fuel of grass and sticks. When that is
used up, if it does not get any more fuel, being without fuel, it is
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questions about the Tathagata and the answers to other questions is, in
my view, very significant.

Former interpreters have exp(ained the silence of the Buddha
to the ten questions as a whole, without paying enough attention to
the special answer to the last four questions. The consequence is that
they have extrapolated this special answer to all the other questions,
and consider them equally unanswerable. As we have seen, according
to Murti, Nagao, and Panikkar, the ten questions are unanswerabli
because they are related to some sort of hanscendent absolute: the
unconditioned, the ultimate reality of Sunyata, and God. According to
Jayatilleke, Kalupahana, Smart, Collins and Harvey, the questions are
unanswerable because they are logically meaningless, beyond our
experience, wrongly put, ill formed.

I cannot agree with these interpretations for several reasons.
First as I have contended, because the questions are answered in
different ways. If the questions were unanswerable the Buddha would
have kept silent or replied something like 'no answer can be given', 'I
do not understand what you ask' or 'what you are asking is nonsense.'
Instead of saying anything of that sort, the Buddha answered the
questions in very clear and straightforward ways. The questions were
not to be answered like other questions by giving a categorical
answer, or by distinguishing, or by posing another question, but by
setting them aside (thapitani) or rejecting themQtatikkhitani). Saying
that one does not hold certain views or that one has left them
undetermined, are legitimate ways of answering, not expressions of
silence beforb unanswerable questions. Second, I disagree with the
interpretations of Murti, Nagag, and Panikkar because ihe questions
are not related to any noumenic unconditioned (Murti), or
transcendent Sunyata (Nagao), or apophatic God (panikkar). Even if
one admits that the questions about the TathEgata arc sornehow
questions about nibbana understood as a kind of absolute reality, it is
not the case that the Buddha is silent either about nibbana or the
Tathagata. There are niltnerous Pali suttas discussing nibbana and the
Tathagata. unless one concludes that the Pdli Nitmyas are inconsistent
(some times keeping silence about nibbana and ihe Tathagata, other
times speaking about them), this interpretation of the undetermined
questions should be discarded. Third, I disagree with the
interpretations of Jayatilleke, Kalupahana, Smart, collins and Harvey
because the questions are logically meaningful and linguistically weil

reckoned as extinguished." Nenamoli and Bodhi lgg5: 593) W.I\t.,
r.487).
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formed. Otherwise the Buddha would not have answered them in the
ways he did. The problem of the questions is not their defective logic
or their improper usage of personal terms, but their philosophical
assumptions and the mental state of the questioner. The questions
derive from unwholesome mental states such as craving, attachment
and ignorance. They presuppose views incompatibte wittr Buddhist
spirituality and philosophy, that is, extreme views of self. These

extreme views lead to useless speculations, disputes and the
perpetuation of attachment and ignorance. Furthermore, the views are

inconsistent with the doctrines of dependent origination and non-self.
The Buddha's answers are not the consequence of logic or linguistic
reasons, but, as we have seen, of pragmatic, cognitive, affective and
philosophical reasons

It must be conceded, however, that in the case of the last four
questions about the Tathagata, and only in this case, there is a special
answer of the Buddha due to apophatic reasons. After the simile of
the extinguished flame, the Buddha explains that the last four
questions do not apply because the Tathdgata has abandoned the
aggregates by which one might describe him: he has cut them off at
the root, made them like a palm stump, done away with them so that
they are no longer subject to future arising; the Tathagata is liberated
from reckoning in terms of the aggregates, he is profound,
immeasurable, unfathomable like the ocean.t The reasons are clearly
apophatic, as the comparison between the Tathagata and the ocean
suggests. Even though the apophatic reasons are related to the limits
of logic and language, I do not think they are the result of the lack of
logic or the meaninglessness of the questions. This interpretation of
the Buddha as an Indian precursor of logical positivism or Oxford
philosophy is anachronistic.

As it is explicitly stated in D.I/.(II.68), the reasons of the
Buddha for answering 'na upeti' are related to the limits of
designation, language, concepts, cyclic existence and understanding. e

M. N.(I.487-488). See also,S.N. (IV.3 7 6-7,39 1,402).

"And if anyone were to say to a monk whose mind was thus freed: 'The
Tathagata exists after death', that would be [seen by him as] a wrong
opinion and unfittitrg, likewise: 'The Tathagata does not exist..., bot[
exist and does not exist ) neither exist nor does not exist after death.'
Why:so? As far, Ananda, as designation and the range of designation
reaches, &s far as language and the range of language reaches, ai far as

concepts and the range of concepts reaches, as far as understanding and
the range of understanding reaches, as far as the cycle reaches and
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From these apophatic reasons, it is possible to infer that the silence of
the Buddha is about nibbana after death. The special answer of the

Buddha to the four questions about the Tathagata after death is
nothing but the consequence of this silence. If by defrnition the limits
of designation, language, concepts, cyclic existence and

understanding, tro. the five aggregates,r" once they are extinct without
remainder, that is, once nibbana without remainder is attained,

nothing can be said. If it is true that after nibbana without remainder

nothing can be said, then it makes sense to say that the questions

about the Tathagata after death do not apply. Even when the

aggregates are extinct with remainder, that is, even while the

Tathagata is alive, it does not apply to say that he exists, do not exist,

both or neither,S.N. (III.ll8-9; IV.384). At best, one can say that
Tathalata cannot be reckoned in terms of the aggregates, or.that he is
profound, immeasurable and unfathomable like the ocean. Similarly,
I believe that speaking about the existence of nibbana wfihremainder
does not apply, but it is required to motivate the practitioner.
However, once the aggregates are fully extinct (Tfibbana without
remainder), there are not more grounds for designation and it is
utterly impossible to say anything. As Sutta Nipata puts it "When all
dharmas are removed, all ways of speech have also been removed." rl

The silence about nibbana after death is intertwined with the

limits of designation, language, concepts, cyclic existence and
understanding. They condition each other and I do not think it is
possible to determine which one is first. If there were not limits of
designation, etc., there would not be silence about nibbana after
death, and if there were not silence about nibbana after death, there
would be not limits of designation.

Much has been written about nibbdna,t2 but to my knowledge
no one has ever argued that in the Pali Nilmyas there is not a single
text clearly referring to nibbana after death. The few texts that seem
to speak about nibbana after death can be interpreted as referring to

revolves-that monk is liberated from all that by super-knowledge, and
to maintain that such a liberated monk does not know and see would be
a wrong view and incorrect." (Walshe, 1987:228). (D.N.,II.68).

r0 Literally mind and matter together with consciousness (namarupam
saha vififianena) (D.N.,1I.63-64). See also (D.N.,II.68).

sabbesu dhamntesu samuhatesu, samuhata vadapathapi sabbeti. Sutta
Nipata (verse no. 1076).

See for instance Welbon, 1968.

ll

t2
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nibbana at the moment of death, or as referring to the consciousness
of a liberated one at the moment of his or her death. For instance, the
distinction between nibbana with remainder and nibbana without
remainder made in ltivuttakn (38-9) can be interpreted respectively as

nibbana at the moment of awakening or cessation of defilements
(kilesa parinibbana), and nibbana at the moment of death or
cessation of aggregates (khanda). Nothing suggests that nibbana
without remainder is referring to nibbana after death.

Another text that is usually interpreted as a description of
nibbana after death is Samyu&a Niknya. There the Buddha sees the
corpse of Godhika and a cloud nearby moving relentlessly. The
Buddha says that the cloud is Mara, the evil one, trying to find where
Godhika's consciousness has reappeared after death. The Buddha
tells the monks that Godhika has attain Parinibbana with an
unestablished consciousness.t' I do not see any reason to interpret this
text as referring to the experience of nibbana after death, as Peter
Harvey (1995:208=210) suggests. I believe that the text is referring to
the state of Godhika's consciousness at the moment of his death. I
concur with Bhikkhu Bodhi when he says that "When the monk is
said to attain frnal Nibbana wfih consciousness unestablished, this
should not be understood to mean that after death consciousness

survives in an 'unestablished' condition (a thesis argued by Harvey,
The Selless Mind, pp.208-210); for enough texts make it plain that
with the fassing away of the arahant consciousness too ceases and no
longer exists." (Bodhi,9000: 421) Unestablished consciousness in
this context can be interpreted as referring to a consciousness without
foundation or support for reappearing within safitsdra once again. A
consciousness without any base for reestablishing itself in another
samsaric realm is, therefore, ready to attain nibbana without
remainder.to It is true that for Peter Harvey the .unestablished

consciousness experiencing nibbana beyond death is non-self, but as

long as he understands nibbana beyond death as a permanent
consciousness, his interpretation cannot avoid the extreme of
eternalism. Similarly, when the Dalai Lana insinuates the eternal
existence of liberated beings when he discusses the early Buddhist

qppatithitena ca bhikkhave vififianena godhiko lailaputto parinibbutoti.
s.N., I. 122.

Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000: 421) refers to Buddhagosha to justify this
interpretation: "when 'the commentator says 'because it was
unestablished,' what is meant is that the cause for the nonestablishment
of consciousness was precisely the cause for his Parinibbana".

l3

t4
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concept of nirvanq without remainder (Dalai Lama, 2002:27), he
cannot avoid the extreme of eternalism. It is true that he colrsiders the
immortal aggregates as empty of inherent existence and non-self but
this is nothing but a more sophisticated form of eternalism. Just
stating the non-self nature of the unestablished consciousness beyond
death or the empty nature of the immortal uncontaminated aggregates
is not enough.

If the difference between eternalist Buddhist and eternalist
Hindu interpretations of early Buddhism is that for the Buddhists the
consciousness of liberated beings after death is non-self or empty,
whereas for the Hindus it is self and full, one has to conclude that the
difference between them is mainly nominal. The true transcendent
self that Hindu interpreters see in the Tathagata of the Pdli Ntkayas,
and the non-self unestablished consciousness of Harvey or the Dalai
Lama's uncontaminated immortal aggregates, are equally
transcendent, free from ignorance, the 

"ottceit 
i u ;, 

and attachment
to the concepts of 'I'and'mine.'If it is true that the Buddha of the
Pali Nilcnyas wanted to avoid both extremes by teaching the middle
way, I do not think one should interpret texts about Tathagatas or
their consciousness as proving their eternal existence.ts Similarly, I
do not think one should interpret the early concept of nirvana without
remainder as implying the eternal empty existence of liberated minds;
even less insinuating that the early disciples were not mature enough
to understand teachings about the immortal uncontaminatid
aggregates without falling into either eternalism or annihilationism.r6

Avoiding annihilationism by falling into sophisticated forms
of eternalism is not the only possible solution. In order to do justice
to the middle way of the Pdli Nikayas one has to avoid even in the
subtle manifestations of eternalism. I believe that the two extremes

Peter Harvey (1995:243) concludes his study of the Tathagata by saying
that "Beyond death, a Tathagata exists in the form of ttiUUanii
discernment [consciousness]: objectless, unsupported, non-
manifestative, stopped, unborn, deathless, infinite, radiant, and blissful.

This interpretation of the Dalai Lama (2002:54) seems to me an
anachronistic attempt to legitimize a Mahay ana interpretation of
liberated beings. It not only underestimates the intelligence of the early
disciples but also overlook the fact that already in the Peli Nikayas the
doctrine of dependent arising is understood as the middle way between
the two extremes of eternalism and annihilationism. Not surprisingly,
Neg?rjuna- quotes the Katyayana Sutra in MMK, XV.7 to justify hl;
understanding of the middle way.

l5
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can be avoided by interpreting the silence of the Buddha in a new
way, namely, as silence about nibbana after death and, consequently,
about the Tathagata after death.

It might be objected that the Pdli Nilmyas are not silent about
nibbana or the Tathagata after death, because the comparison

between the Tathagata and the extinguished flame suggests that the
Tathagata after death exists in an ineffable and transcendent state of
nibbana. The precursor of this interpretation was O. Schrader, who
claimed in 1905 that an extinct fire in ancient India was believed to
return to its pure and original state, in other words, the fire, like the

Tathagata, did not cease to exist but rather continued to exist eternally
in the pure and original state of nibbana. This view has influenced
scholars of the Pali Niknyas such as R. Johansson (1969:58-59), and

more recently P. Harvey (1995: 156-7,228). However, Steven Collins
has shown that the Buddhist understanding of an extinct fire cannot
be interpreted as implying its subtle existence. As Collins (1998:219-
220) rightly says "In the majority of uses of fire-imagery in Buddhist
texts the fires which go out or go down like the sun, are - like the

three fires of Greed, Hatred and Delusion- precisely what must be

wholly eliminated for release to be possible. If the fires simply
returned to their 'primitive, pure, invisible' state, then according to
Buddhist logic and psychology, their invisible existence and potential
reappearance would make release impossible". I fully agree with
Collins in this point and I do not see any reason to infer the subtle
existence of the Tathagata after death from the simile of the

extinguished flame.

The question now is: does the Buddhist understanding of the

extinguished flame implies the non-existence of Tathagata after
death? Does the rejection of eternalism, even in their subtle forms,
imply the acceptance of annihilationism? In other words, was the
Buddha of the Pali Nikayas either an eternalist or a nihilist? Since the
Buddha is quite explicit in his rejection of annihilationism in M.N.
(I.140), it is very tempting to conclude that he has to accept somehow
the eternal reality of the Tathagata. Eternalist interpreters influenced
by Hinduism tend to argue that otherwise liberation would not make
sense and the whole Buddhist soteriological system would collapse
(P6rez-Rem6n,.l980; Bhattacharya, 1973). Since the Buddha speaks

about the ineffability and transcendence of the Tathagata's
consciousness in several texts, it is also tempting to extrapolate this
transcendence beyond death. However, in my view, these eternalist
argumentations do not take seriously enough the silence of the
Buddha and the way the Pdli Nikayas avoid,the two extremes.
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rn M-N. (I.140) the Buddha avoids annihilationism by saying
that_'formerly and now what I teach is suffering and the cessation of
suffering.' similarly, in ^s.il gu.r rzf Sariputta avoids
annihilationism by saying that the five aglegates are sufrering anJ
that they cease and pass away. Nothing iuggists in these two texts
that for the Buddha of th: pdli Nikayas, ihe lGrated being after death
exists in a subtle way beyond the categories of logic. in fapt, this
view is. explicitly rejected in 

^s.,1/. 
(III-.118-9) uoJ s.lr. dv.ig+1.

th"l", the disciple Anuradha insinuaies that ih" Tuthagata'beyorrd
death in a mysterious fifth state apart from the iou. logical
possibilities of existence, non-existence, both or neither. The Buldha
explains how to consider theTathagata in relation to the aggregates,
and he concludes by saying that he makes known Just su6-ri"! *d
the cessation of suffering.'- J---- --

From this limitation of the Buddha's teaching to suffering and
its cessation, it is also possible to infer that the silen-ce of the nriaarra
is about nibbana after death. If by definition the Buddh"-ii"rii,
himself to teach suffering and its cesiation, then it is logical to expect
silence about what happens after the cessation of that Juffering. rhis
silence, however, m,st be relative, for soteriological purposes, after
the cessation of defilements at the moment of iwakening, but it is
absolute after the cessation of aggregates or nibbaii ;th";;
remainder. similarly, it seems logicai to expect silence about what
happens before suflering. In fact, the paii Nikayas do not say
anything about a state prior to safitsdra. perhaps th. *r*"rs to the
questions about the finitude or infinitude of tle universe could be
interpreted as the consequence of the limits of his teachings, but this
is not our concern here. our concern here is the nature orine silence
of the Buddha and its relation to the limits of his teachings.

The silence of the Buddha and the limits of his teachings are
intertwined. The best way to understand their relationship is in terms
of mutual conditionality. If there were no silence, tnere woul;;;;
limits, and if there were no limits, there would not be silence. The
limits of the teaching, the limits of designation, etc., urra in" silenceof the Buddha are all interrelated' tf,. t*its oi G Buddhu',
teachings seem to be the same as the limits of designation, etc.,

lamely,.suffering and its cessation; and the silence oith" Buddha
'starts' right where those limits end. Teaching or speaking about what
l-uppr.5 

after cessation is an attempt to gol.yona tnoi timits and
that silence. That is precisely what ihe quistions about the Tathagata
after death try to 

-do. Anything one says or teaches about the
Tathagata after death does not uppty, at least within the limits of the
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Buddha's teaching and the limits of designation within it. The

dilemma either etemalist or nihilist is another attempt to transgress

the limits and go beyond the silence of the Buddha. In my view, this

dilemma is pr-cisely what the Buddha of the Pali Nilmyas tries to

avoid with fiis silence about nibbana after death, the limits of his

teachings and the limits he sets for designation, language,_ concepts,

cyclic e*ist"ttce and understanding. The answers of the Buddha to the

undetermined questions about the Tathagata are the natural

consoquence of liis silence about nibbana after death and the limits he

puts to language and his teachings. If we want to do justice to the

middle way of the Pali Niknyas, I believe it is extremely important to

respect the silence of the Buddha, the limits of his teachings and the

limits of designation according to them. Otherwise we would do what

Collins has described as "filling Buddhist silences" with our personal

hermeneutic agenda.

Abbreviations

D.N. = Dtgha Nikaya (PTS edition)

M.N. : Majjhima Nikaya(PTS edition)

MMK : Mula Madhyamaka Karika

^S.N. 
: SamyuHa Nikaya @TS edition)
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