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EXPLORATIONS IN EMPTINESS

BRI RENN. IE 9 U LI Y LI DR S T BENN. Il 9 U B /IR ST LIRS DA

ANGASTEZA I 2l o

E

R NN DS L P N il 1 < S 62

ARYA NAGARJUNA’S

T o L

“Wisdom: A Song on the Root of the Middle Way”
(Mulamadbyamakakarika)




" nmaamAuiye

om namo Maijugraye

| bow down to Manjushri



Class One:An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena
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13.1
The Lord said,
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Since conditioned phenomena have this nature
They too are false.

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna begins an analysis of the emptin ess of things or

phenomena (as opposed to the emptiness of the self or of persons, which he has

addressed earlier in the text). Objects in the outside world, just like the subject

mind of our interior lives, are empty of having any self -existence. He stats by
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The deceptive nature of things is how they ordinarily appear to us ¢ as having some
independentreab Ua w? OU0wUT 1 Ul O2 wEXxEUUwi UOOwWUUB ww3 T B
appear to exist. Insofar as they appear differently to us than how they do exist, and
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by causes. Since all conditioned phenomena appear to us ordinarily as if they

existed differently (things seem to exist with some independence, permanence, and

wholeness), they all appear falsely.
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If what exists with a deceptive nature is false,
Then what is it that deceives?
This was how the Lord spoke

In order to illuminate the meaning of Emptiness.
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what is it that is deceivi OT wUUy ww, UUUOz OwUT 1T UT wEl wUOOI1 U1 pC
for it to appear to us in a deceptive manner? If you say there is nothing that lies

behind the deceptive appearance, then you have fallen into the nihilistic extreme of

UEabOl wUT E Uexistli wobddldithed Bayeto say that there is nothing

that exists, and thus nothing that deceives. But the Buddha did not mean this at all.

What deceives us is theappearance of things. It is not that things do not exist at
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truly existing in the way that they appear to exist. This is what the Buddha meant
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does. But the way she appears to exist as an irritating person to us ordinarily ¢ as

an essentially and objectively existing irritating person { is deceptive and false. An

irritating person who is empty of being an irritating person essentially,  objectively,
independently, and from her own side does exist.
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13.3
There is an absence of sethature to all existing things
Because theyappear to have a nature of being constantly changing.
There is no existing thing without self -nature
Because of the emptiness of all existing things.

This verse is usually understood to be the words of a Buddhist opponent of a

different philosophical s chool. The opponent calls up a truism of Buddhism: things

are impermanent and change. That is what is meant by their having no self-nature.

And in the second half of the verse, the opponent argues that things actually do

have a selfnature ¢ the very emptiness of existing things is their self-nature. There

must be something that has the nature of being empty of self-nature, and the self-

nature of things is their emptiness of havingaself -OEUU U]l wUT EOwPUOz OWEBO
changing.
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If things do not have a self-nature
Then what is it that has the nature of being constantly changing?
If things have a self-nature
Then what is that has the nature of being constantly changing?

3T 1T wi PUUVDwWxEUOwWOT wUT T wYT UUT webOUDPOUT UwkpbUT wl
have any self-nature, then what it is that changes? There must besomething that

undergoes change for change to occur; there must b&mething that has the nature

of being in constant flux. Arya Nagarjuna presents his answer in the second half of

the verse: becauseof constant change, there can be no things with a self-nature. For

if things had a self-nature or essence, theff OUOEOEODT I 6 ww3 T EUz Uwbki EUu
say something has a selfnature or essence.
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13.5

There can be nothing with a self-nature,
Which also has the nature of being constantly changing,
Which turns into something else.
A youth does not age,
And the aged does not age.

Something with a self -nature or essence also cannot become something else. If
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who truly or essentially existed as a young person, that young person could never

grow old, for that would mean becoming something they are not. Similarly, if there

were an essentially existing old person, they too could never change and grow older.
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If there was something with a self-nature,
Which also had the nature of being constantly changing,
Then either milk would be the same as butter,
Or butter would come from something other than milk.

If there were something that somehow had a truly existing self -nature but changed,

then either milk would be indistinguishable from the butter that it h  ad transformed

into (because the selfnature of the two were the same), or milk and butter would be

UOUI OEUI EWEOEwWPT O00awEDIi I T Ul O0wUT DOT UWEOGE WO
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something elset the idea that something essentially exists and also changes is

illogical. Something either continues with its self nature (and therefore does not

EI EOOI w?2UOO0I Ul DOT wl OUI 2 AWOUWET EOT T UwpEOE wWUOT C
its self-nature).
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There is nothing that is not empty,
So how could there be something that is empty?

Here Arya Nagarjuna provides an extremely profound and somewhat subtle

statement about how conceptual thought and language inevi tably distort and reify

thingst DPOEOQUEDPOT w?21 OxUDPOI UU»> wbUOUI Ol nwws$ OxUBOI UU
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lif there were really were something which had some kind of self -existence, then

there would be something that emptiness would refer to or be a quality of + we call

thatthing 21 Ox Uadé > ww! U0wUDPOET wUT | Udxisténtyu Giize T B OT wp i
everything is empty of self-existencet then it makes no sense to say that there is
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Emptiness is not a characteristic of something, for that would make it too
something. Emptiness is a negation, but eventhen we are always tempted to say
that it is a negation of something. This verse warns us against being fooled and
imprisoned by our own language and points to the fact that the truth about
emptiness lies beyond and outside of language.
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13.8
Emptiness has been taught by the Conquerors
As the refutati on of all viewpoints.
Those for whom emptiness is a viewpoint
Are said to be hopeless.

This is a crucial verse. Emptiness is not just another philosophical standpoint or

theory. It is the negation or refutation of all theories. Emptiness is not a posit ive

about it. There is, finally, nothing to be asserted about emptiness or ultimate

reality. As itsaysinthe Taote ChingQw? 31T | wWUEOwUT EVWEEOQWET wOEOI
tEO? OwOUWEUwDUwPUwE U U D B)pbbishalbENeR Qetid@l u wW(EDEDU 1dG
UT PUOWEOSEwWPUwbUwWOOUWUT EUB »
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18.1
If the self were the same as the heaps
It would arise and pass away as they do.
If the self were different from the heaps
It would have the charecteristics of something other than the heaps.

If there were a truly existing self it would have to be either the same as its parts (the
? 1 1 E x Ekandifad) ancompletely different from them ¢ and there is no third
choice. If the self were the same as i parts, then since every one of the physical
and mental parts that make up what we call the self is constantly changing (arising,
existing momentarily, and then passing away), then the self w ould also be in
perpetual flux. A constantly changing self woul d not be a truly existing self with
some kind of essential or self-nature (consult Chapter Thirteen). A further
implication of identifying the self with its parts would be that there could not be

one selft the multiplicity of parts would require multiple  selves if the self were its
parts. Finally, if the self were its parts of the present life, there could be no
relationship to selves of previous and future lives (for those selves would be
identified with completely different bodies and minds).

If, on t he other hand, the self were completely different from the parts that made it

up, it would not have any o f the qualities of those parts, like a horse does not have

the qualites ofacow. ( | wOT EQwpP] Ul wUOOwwUT T w?2adU> wOT ECw
would ha ve no relationship to the body and mind ¢+ 7 a OU? wbP OUOE wOOUwODOE U
EOEawpkPl Ul wi EUOT EwOUwWPIT wOT T wOPOEwWPIT Ul WEDUUUI U
%O0UUT 1T UOOUI Owbi w?2aOU> whl Ul wEPi 11T UI O0wi UOOwW? a
unknowable. What would one be thinking about when one thought of the self if not

Ul 1 WEOEAWEOEwWOPOEwWUT EVWOEET wUx wUT 1T wUI O yww C
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By eliminating both of the only two options there are for a truly existing self vis-a-

vis the parts of the self, Arya Nagarjuna here concisely and efficiently proves that

there can be no truly existing self at all.

10



Class Two An Analysis of the Self

A FHE Fd TG A

A C s .
WWW“?
érk _Iw_g_rg aérké T r ct _ _
l gpk _km Igp_f Tiép._ ﬁ e_k bé&rkérk | el _

D«
c |

18.2
If the self did not exist
How could ther e be that which belongs to the self?
Becauseof the subsiding of the belief in self and what belongs to the self
3T 1T Ul wEUT wOOwWOOOT 1 UwUT OUT T UOUWOI w? Ol 2

But if there is no self, theOQwb T Owx OUUI UUT UwUT T wx EU0UwWOT wUOT T v
EQEwWOPOEwWD! wiOT 1 Ul wb U w&dossessar bfparts) thérewdrindt Ul wbd U wC
El wEwW? OB A1 » wopUI ditherx AyhMabarjuna roQlly bgretsU When the

false idea of a truly existing self is eliminated, so too must go the idea that there are

truly existing physical and mental parts to a s elf. Because there is no truly existing

PT OO01 wp? Ol » AwUT T Ul wEEOQWET wOOwOUUOawl RPUUDOT u
only interdependently, and neither can exist independently or truly.
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Does not truly see.

And now for a typical Nagarjunian twist: If there is no self, there can be no self
that realiz es that there is no self either! . O1 wbh T OwUTl POOUWUT EQwUT T Ul u

who is free from erroneous ideas of a truly existing self and truly existing parts of
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