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Makes sense. If 
there are no 
substances, 
then there 
can’t be a 

substan�al self. 

Example: 
Suppose there 

is a water-
substance. It 
has the sole 
property of 
being wet. 

Substances cannot 
change (for they, or their 
proper�es, would then 
depend on what causes 
such changes). They’d 

have to be eternal. 

Nāgārjuna’s central thesis 
There is no substance, no 

svabhāva 
(substance-) svabhāva = an 
objec�vely exis�ng object, 

the existence and quali�es of 
which are independent of 

other objects, human 
concepts, or interests. 

…radical thesis!  
We look for substances in fundamental 
physics, when looking for fundamental 
ontological categories… for something, 
some rock botom, on which everything 

else depends, and with reference to 
which we could provide true descrip�ons 
and explana�ons of the world in terms of 

its fundamental en��es. Nāgārjuna 

The no�on 
of substance 

is deeply 
problema�c

—more 
especially  
in three 

respects. 

causal rela�ons 
between 

substances 

change 

rela�on 
between 

substances & 
their proper�es 
 

Substances cannot relate as cause and effects. 

P1: Substances are independent of other en��es. 
P2: Effects depend for their existence on their 

causes. 
Suppose:  Substances can have causes. 

C1: Substances depend on their causes. [from 
Supposi�on and P2]  contradicts P1 

C: Substances cannot have causes. (reduc�o) 

What if one thinks that P1 is false and 
substances can be dependent in some 

ways, as long as they are independent in 
some other crucial sense? 

Jan Westerhoff 

Suppose substances relate as a causal 
network, but neither depend on their 

parts nor on human concepts… 

This was the Ābhidharmakas’ posi�on: 
substances are atomic (extensionless) 

units, impar�te, independent of human 
concepts, that form a causal nexus. 

Nāgārjuna against the Ābhidharmakas 

P1: Two substances, to stand in a causal rela�on, 
must either exist a) effect before cause, 

b) simultaneously, or c) cause before effect. 
P2: a) is absurd, for there is no need for a cause if 

the effect is already there. 
P3: b) is not typical for causa�on (& wouldn’t 

generalize as an explana�on of all cases). 
P4: c) means that at best one of the relata of the 
causal rela�on exists at a �me, so it is not a real 

rela�on between two anyway exis�ng substances, 
but a rela�on between a substance and an idea of a 

second substance in our mind. [contradicts the 
independence from the mind condi�on that 

substances must meet] 
C: There is no acceptable account of how substances 

could stand in causal rela�ons, so the 
Ābhidharmakas’ no�on of substance is incoherent. 

If so, the changes we observe must be 
construed as constant rearrangements 

of such eternal substances. 

Consequence: Since in fundamental 
par�cle physics, par�cles come into 
existence and perish, these par�cles 

could not be substances.  

Even if we think that there are 
unchanging en��es, such as, e.g., 
mathema�cal objects, it is en�rely 

unclear how such non-spa�al 
substances could serve as the 

fundamental reality such that, if 
combined, they yield the changing 

objects we are familiar with. 

We cannot 
coherently 

think of 
substances as 

individual 
things that 
instan�ate 
proper�es. 

What is the individual that bears 
the wetness property? It would 

have to be a property-less 
individual, a bare particular.  

 
To qualify as a substance, it must 

have the property of being a 
bare par�cular intrinsically (by 
itself, independent of whatever 

else is the case). 
 

Q: What is the individual that 
bears the property of being a 

bare par�cular?  
A: A bare par�cular… and what 
is the individual that bears that 

property? … and so on ad 
infinitum.  

We don’t ever arrive at a final 
characteriza�on of what the 

puta�ve substances are. 

Alterna�ve solu�on: Suppose there are no individuals, just 
free-floa�ng property instances [=tropes] … one instance of 

wetness here, one instance of wetness there, etc. 
 

Problem: We can no longer dis�nguish one such property 
instance from another (again, we can’t say what they are).  
 They cannot be dis�nguished by the individuals bearing 
them [we just dropped the idea that there are individuals]. 
 They could be dis�nguished by where they are or by how 
they relate to other property instances, but doing so would 

make what they are dependent on rela�ons to other things. 
But then, such property instances could not be substances, 

which are supposed to be independent. 

There are no eternal substances that 
could serve as fundamental building 

blocks of the world. 

One could s�ll insist that substances 
are atemporal, acausal, and 

unchanging. They just cannot be 
captured conceptually, are ineffable. 

On such a view, fundamental reality 
is assumed to exist independently 

of us [so this is a version of realism], 
but it is completely unknowable. 

The idea that there is some object outside our 
conceptual grasp is to be rejected as problema�c.  

The no�on of an object makes sense only within our 
conceptual framework. If we can’t say what a 

puta�ve object is like, and, thus, what our puta�ve 
concept of that object would apply to, what we are 

dealing with is not an acceptable or intelligible 
concept. 

This is unacceptable. The idea of ineffable substances 
is incompa�ble with the doctrine of emptiness 

[= there are no substances with intrinsic natures]. 

Nāgārjuna’s metaphysical an�-realism 
[i.e., the view that there is no such 

thing as a fundamental reality 
independent of us] is sweeping [more 

global than an�-realism with respect to 
mathema�cal objects or moral values]. 

@A) some think so. 
@B) My claim: 
There are no 

substan�al selves. 

Our two standard ques�ons [more on A next �me]: 
A) Is Nāgārjuna’s view a version of monism? What 
kind? [The world is just a causal nexus, in which all 

dis�nc�ons depend on our conven�ons.] 
B) How do WE figure in such a picture? 

Selves are… 
Causally interconnected physical 

and psychological events.  
There is no underlying stable self 

[= doctrine of 
anatā/anātman/no-self]. 

This doctrine is not just Nāgārjuna’s, but 
held across various Buddhist tradi�ons. 

It find support from contemporary 
cogni�ve science, especially Daniel 

Dennet’s concep�on of the narrative 
self. 

Daniel Dennet 

The processing of 
neurophysiologically encoded 

informa�on is spread out across the 
brain. There is no place or unit where 

it comes all together that could 
func�on as the substan�al self. 

That there is a substan�al, con�nuous, temporally extended 
self is not reflected in how brain processes proceed, but a 

view that is conceptually constructed. To acquire language is 
to acquire the capacity to tell stories about us… our self (like 
fic�onal selves) is the product of a narra�ve—of a tale that 

isn’t spun by us, but that—au contraire—spins us. 

Thomas Metzinger 
That such narra�ve selves are constructed is a product of 

evolu�on. 

The human self-model is a neurocomputa�onal weapon that ensures evolu�onary success. 

Our view of ourselves 
as substance-selves, 
on such a view, is a 
pragma�cally (i.e., 

evolu�onarily) useful 
self-decep�on. 

Problems: 
How to account for the unity of persons (and the 

puta�ve fact that persons are different) in the 
causal network? 

If the no�on of a self is just a narra�ve fic�on 
how can such a fic��ous en�ty exhibit ra�onal 

concern about its [???] future well-being? 
 

I won’t deal with these problems fully here because  
a) there is a huge literature on them in the western literature (following Derek Parfit’s Reasons 

and Persons) that I cannot possibly or usefully rehash. 
b) I am concerned with Nāgārjuna here, and since these issues are not specific to him, but 

arise for all Buddhist schools, a prolonged discussion would lead us too far astray. 

Two key concepts (from Siderits) one could use to address the two issues listed above: 

Mark Siderits 

Perhaps we can generate a 
Buddhist ersatz concept of 

persons in terms of 
maximally causally 

connected sets of psycho-
physical events. 

 

Perhaps we accept the concep�on of a 
persis�ng self because of its 

consequences that are somehow beter 
than the consequences associated with 

alterna�ve concep�ons. 
 

Ques�on: What, then, could be favorable consequence that would recommend the view of a 
persis�ng self? 

Perhaps these 
are 

evolutionarily 
good 

consequences 
(as Metzinger 

might say). 

Perhaps it is 
morally good 

(maximizes u�lity 
for all) to have 

such a view. 

--- 


