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41
You could never conceive of a form
Separate from what makes it up.
But these components of a form
Could also never be seen
If they were removed from their “form.”

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna discusses whether the five main parts that make
up a person truly exist. The first of these five “heaps” or skandhas is called
“form,” referring to the physical body of a person as well as all material
phenomena in the person’s world. Form is used throughout this chapter to stand
in for all five heaps (see below, 4.7); the arguments pertaining to form extend
also to the other four. The opening verse, as usual, states the basic argument of
the chapter as a whole: Physical form or matter, one of the main parts of the
person, cannot be conceived apart from its constituent material parts (which are
sometimes enumerated as the four elements of earth, air, fire, and water). But
the parts of form could not be conceived or perceived as parts of form if they
were isolated from the whole of which they are parts. Parts and the whole are
mutually dependent and neither exists self-existently.
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4.2
If we could ever separate
A form from its components,
Then we’d have a form
That didn’t have any causes—

But there isn’t an object
In all the world
Which doesn’t have a cause.

The “components of a form” (rupakarana) are also understood as the “causes” (hetu) for
the form. It is because of these components that form comes about. If there were form (a
body, let’s say) that existed apart from its components or causes, it would be partless
(without limbs, head, and torso) or causeless. One set of problems ensues if we regard
form as partless; another ensues if we take form as causeless. Arya Nagarjuna begins
here by saying that form which isn’t caused is impossible, for there is no entity or object
of sense perception (artha) which doesn’t come into existence due to causes and
conditions. A person’s body, for example, arises because of causes.
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4.3
If a component of form
Could ever be held
Apart from its form,

Then we’d have a component
That comprised nothing —
A cause without a result.
That could never exist.

If some part of one’s body (the elbow, for example) could be isolated from the body of
which it were a part, what would it be? It could no longer be a part of a larger whole,
and thus it would be a “component that comprised nothing.” Arya Nagarjuna is also here
analyzing the process of causality and perception. If the parts of a form are the cause for
that form, which exists first — the parts (cause) or the whole (result)? If we say, as would
seem commonsensical, that the parts of form must come before the form, then we would
have a cause for a result before the result occurs. But a cause is only a cause when it
brings about a result, that is, after the result, not before. A cause without a result does
not exist as a cause. A part can only be a part of a whole, which presupposes the
existence of a whole of which it is a part. We cannot perceive things as parts until we
perceive the whole of which they are parts.
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Even if there was a form
What makes it up would be
Completely impossible.

And if there isn’t any form
What makes it up is still
Completely impossible.

If form (like the body) truly existed, it would exist independently of its components and
its causes. That would mean it would not need its parts and would not need causes to
bring it into existence, since it already exists. And if form did not exist at all, then there
would be no parts to it nor any causes for it, since it does not exist. A further implication
is that if the components of form came together to make up or cause form, then we should
be able to see that process at work. But when we look for any one of the individual parts
that comprise form (the hand of a body, for example), those parts turn out to have parts
too (the five fingers and the palm), and each of those parts have parts (the top, middle,
and bottom of each finger), and so on ad infinitum. We could never see a hand, let alone a
body, if this were how we were seeing things.
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4.5
A form not made of anything
Is illogical, in fact
It’s totally ridiculous!
So just stop having
All these misconceptions
About form.

But a form that is not made up of its parts or brought about by its causes is also
impossible. So Arya Nagarjuna advises us to start thinking very differently about form
and the other parts that make up the person. Easier said than done!
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4.6
We couldn’t say
The thing that’s made
Resembles that
Which makes it up.
But we can’t say
The thing that’s made
Doesn’t resemble
What makes it up.

The parts of the body are not identical to the body they make up (the knee is not a
miniature body); a cause is not the same as its effect (if it were, the two would be
indistinguishable). But, on the other hand, the parts of the body cannot be entirely
different from the body they comprise either, for if they were anyone’s knee could be part
of your body. A cause must be related to its effect to be a cause of that effect, or else
anything whatsoever could bring about any other thing.
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4.7
Now use the same progression
As we did for form itself
On feelings, discrimination,
Miscellaneous factors, mind,
And all existing things.

Here Arya Nagarjuna just states that all the previous observations about form hold true
for the other four “heaps” or principal parts of the person — feelings, the faculty of
discrimination, the miscellaneous factors or dispositions, and mind or consciousness — as
well as all existing things of this type. What he is suggesting here is that if you
understand the emptiness of any one thing — form, in this case — you understand the
emptiness of every other thing. One of the commentators quotes here the following verse
from the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra:

Just as you understand yourself,

So too can you understand all living beings.

Just as you understand all living beings,

So too can you understand all things.
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4.8
Whenever we use emptiness
In a debate
And someone tries to reply
They haven’t made a reply at all
Because it is simply
Proving our point.

Arya Nagarjuna states here that any objection to his argument will be “simply
proving our point” in that it will presuppose something which the opponent has
just assumed must have some kind of inherent self-existence. But this is exactly
what needs to be proven. Arya Nagarjuna asserts that any claim to self-
existence can be refuted through the arguments put forward in this chapter.
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