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The Conventional and Canonical Language in
Nagarjuna’'s Malamadhyamakakarika

Sombat MANGMEESUKSIRI

Abstract

Nagarjuna is the most well-known philosopher within the Mahayana
Buddhist tradition. His epoch-making work, widely studied by both Eastern
and Western scholars, is a Sanskrit text called Malamadhyamakakarika :
‘Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way'. This text deals with several sig-
nificant Buddha's doctrines, most notably Stnyata and Pratityasamutpada,
in a terse manner which is quite difficult to understand. Considering the
form and the aim of the text, it is obvious that the text is for the intellectu-
al elite within the montastic tradition of Indian Buddhism, in particular monks
who have to debate profound philosophical topics with different opponents,
both Buddhists and Hindus. Most of chapters of the text focus on ‘canon-
ical language ', the understanding of which requires profound knowledge
and insight, but when considering Nagarjuna's 'true aim’, it seems that he
would like all human beings to discard all theories which are in the form of
‘canonical language' and instead use 'worldly or conventional language'
which was alternatively employed in public by the Buddha in accordance
with persons, occasions and places.

The paper is a humble attempt to analyze Nagdrjuna's Malama-
dhyamakakarika with a special emphasis on ‘conventional and canonical
language ' or 'Pha Sa Khon Pha Sa Tham'in Thai language, a concept which
monk Buddhadasa, the Thai eminent Buddhist scholar, first used and pop-
ularized. Other scholars’ concepts and theories, especially Thai scholars/,
will be utilized in order to form a new idea of the past which can be applied
to the contemporary practice of Buddhism.

Keywords: Conventional and canonical language, Ndgarjuna, Malama-

dhyamakakarika.
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