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In Indian mystical schools, the epistemic ability of reason is doubted. By
utilizing the skepticism of the Upanishads, Buddhist materialism, and the
method of the slippery eel while weakening and denigrating reason,
Nagarjuna offers a unique method for discovering the truths of existence. The
question is whether Nagarjuna's skepticism leads to nihilism. By following
the roots of Indian skepticism in the Rig Veda, the Upanishads, and early
Buddhist texts, and by analyzing Nagarjuna's polemical arguments, we find
that while criticizing epistemological foundationalism and rejecting the
principle of causality and emphasizing the distinction between the product of
the intellect and the heart and the importance of practical conduct, he
distances himself from nihilism and achieves a specific mystical realism. This
mental and spiritual conduct causes the seeker to be granted divine gifts (Ibn
‘Arabi) or chosen (Nagarjuna). Therefore, Nagarjuna's skepticism about the
cognitive capacity of reason is a prelude to achieving wisdom derived from a
faculty that Ibn ‘Arabi calls the heart. A wisdom associated with a realist
metaphysics according to which the entire world of phenomena is considered
to be ontic qualities of the Almighty
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In ancient India's philosophical and mystical schools, as in most Eastern and Western mystical schools, the
epistemological ability of intellect and reasoning is questioned. Doubts about the epistemological ability of
the intellect can be general or partial. In other words, either any acquired, propositional, and subjective
knowledge is doubted, and all propositions in all branches of science are doubted and even denied, or only
those propositions that describe science and its laws are doubted. A group of thinkers also distinguish
between things known to the intellect and unknowable things. For example, the ability of the intellect to
recognize issues such as God's existence, man's free will, a certain immortality, or the soul and the levels
of existence are seriously questioned. These thinkers often consider it possible to know tangible and
empirical matters as well as knowledge of mathematical topics through reason and rational judgment.

In Indian and Eastern mysticism, as in Islamic and Western mysticism, the five external senses and the
intellect are not considered exclusive sources of knowledge. However, other epistemic faculties and tools
are emphasized in some human beings to different degrees. By leading and unveiling this superior faculty
of knowledge, mystics gain the truths and knowledge of the universe and its levels and systems. That is
why the general mystics emphasize the flaw, superficiality, and inability of the intellect and rational
reasoning to know the facts of the universe and talk about observing the worlds and discovering secrets of
the truths of the universe, the understanding of which is far beyond the limits and capabilities of the intellect,
truths that sometimes the intellect even argues against and refuses to accept.

Our goal in this article is to examine the tradition of skepticism of the classical period of India and its
continuation in the Rigveda, the Upanishads, and early Buddhist texts. After explaining the methods of
skepticism found in ancient Indian religious and philosophical works, we focus on Nagarjuna's skeptical
ideas. By examining Nagarjuna's ideas and methods in inducing doubt about the cognitive ability of reason
to achieve certainty, it becomes clear that he uses it as a tool for his own metaphysical and mystical
purposes, following the original Indian tradition and by cultivating and completing the ancient Indian
skeptical method. Does Nagarjuna's skepticism ultimately lead to epistemological and ontological nihilism?
In other words, is Nagarjuna's claim that the beings of the world are devoid of essence a prelude to accepting
absolute nihilism?

Discussion

The classical Indian skeptical tradition forms the roots of the stout trees of doubt in Indian philosophy and
mysticism. This root is deep in the soil and the ground and feeds on it, which has been the growth and
flourishing field of various Eastern and Indian mystical and philosophical schools. Although, for example,
the skepticism in the Rig Veda is of the type of skepticism in theological and metaphysical propositions, it
can be studied and analyzed from an epistemological perspective, and its theoretical and epistemological
foundations can be revealed.

The specific skepticism in the Upanishads consists of two parts, positive and negative, which emphasize
these two points, respectively: a) there is a mystical knowledge of Atman/Brahman, and b) this kind of
mystical knowledge cannot be obtained through the external senses and by abstraction, rational reasoning,
and mental conceptualizations. Using the argumentative method, or more precisely, the polemic of the
slippery eel, derived from the pacification of the Buddhist belief in materialism, Nagarjuna makes four
evasive statements to undermine reason and rational knowledge. This dialectical method leads to
agnosticism and, ultimately, silence. According to the slippery eel method, there are four things that lead
to agnosticism: the fallibility of theories, the interference of emotions and feelings, the corruptibility of
theory, and human ignorance. Therefore, the slippery eel and agnosticism method and the silence that
results from it is not absolute skepticism but critical realism. Nagarjuna also expresses this agnosticism in
the form of the negation of existence, the negation of nothingness, the gathering of contradictions, and the
height of contradictions. With this dialectical method, he does not seek to defend a particular philosophical
point of view or opinion, but his main goal is to emphasize the liberation of the individual from any
theoretical and conceptual assumptions. He completes his method of negation in two steps. In the first step,
he argues in favor of the view of emptiness and against the existence of a fixed and permanent essence for
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the beings of the world, and in the second step, he rejects the exact first step. It is as if he uses the ladder of
reasoning to show its weakness and unreliability and to remind him that this ladder can only be climbed to
short imaginary roofs, not to the real and assuring roofs of the sky of science.

Nagarjuna also uses Prasanga's reasoning method to show that all assumptions contain internal
contradictions and can be denied. Prasanga is a form of negation and denial that is devoid of commitment.
When no judgment is accepted, all views are on the same level. This means that accepting the existence of
contradictions in opinions and the inevitability of contradictory and aggressive beliefs can call a person to
peace.

Conclusion

By analyzing Nagarjuna's polemical arguments, we find that while seriously criticizing epistemological
fundamentalism and rejecting the general pervasiveness of the principle of causality, like Ibn ‘Arabi, he
emphasizes the privilege of the superior faculty of the heart and the knowledge derived from it. At the same
time, like Ibn ‘Arabi, he distances himself from nihilism and ontology by emphasizing moral and practical
conduct, accompanied by heartfelt and intuitive knowledge, and achieves a specific mystical realism. This
spiritual and mental behavior becomes the basis for the seeker to be granted by Divine Grace (Ibn ‘Arabi)
or, in Nagarjuna's words, to be chosen.

Therefore, Nagarjuna's skepticism of the epistemic ability of the intellect is a prelude to the attainment of
wisdom and knowledge of the mysteries derived from the faculty that Ibn ‘Arabi calls the heart. This
wisdom is associated with metaphysics and a realistic ontology, according to which the whole world is
considered the manifestation of the Almighty.
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