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MEDITATIONS ON EMPTINESS
CLASS EIGHT: THE EMPTINESS OF RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THINGS

From Arya Nagarjuna’s ROOT VERSES ON THE MIDDLE WAY::
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10.1
If the firewood was the fire
Doer and deed would be the same;
If fire was separate from its fuel,
It could happen without the fuel.

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna takes up the example of fire and fuel which others
used as a metaphor to argue that were things that were both truly or inherently existing
and also dependently originating. Even dependent things have self-existence, it was
claimed. Fire depends on fuel, but fire and fuel are distinct but also have their own
separate exsitences. Fire is neither identical to nor absolutely different from fuel.
Similarly, it might be argued, there could be a self that truly exists even while also
depending on its parts — a self who is neither identical to nor different from the self’s
parts, but nevertheless truly exists.

Arya Nagarjuna will argue that things like fire and fuel can neither be really the same
as each other nor inherently different from one another — and these are the only two
alternatives.

In this opening verse, Arya Nagarjuna sets up the dilemma: If fire (equated in this
verse to the actor or agent) and fuel (compared to the action) truly exist, they must be
essentially the same (ekatva) or essentially different (anyatva). If they were the
essentially the same, fire and fuel as well as actor and action would be identical and,
therefore, indistinguishable. If they were essentially different, then one could exist
without the other: fire could burn without fuel.



2O

oamonomoonany. DIAMOND MOUNTAIN UNIVERSITY

aTE e T e e |

~\ S~ ¢ ~
JAURIGIHHT FlhHS: Qid Il R
nityapradipta eva syadapradipanahetukah |
punararambhavaiyarthyamevarh cakarmakah sati | | 2

10.2
It would be pointless to light this fire
Since it doesn’t come from a cause;
It would just stay there, always burning,
And then it couldn’t ever burn.

So let’s suppose that fire and fuel were essentially or inherently different. If they were,
fire would not come from fuel; it would not be “something that is inflamed due to
causes,” and therefore would already and always be burning. There would be no point
or need to ignite it since it would already and always be burning, and “it would do
nothing” in the sense that it would not consume fuel since it was not burning because
of or dependent on the fuel. Fire would be an “actor” or “agent” which didn’t act or
do anything — and that would be absurd. There is no agent without an action, and vice
versa; they exist only interdependently.
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10.3
Since it didn’t depend on anything else,
It would happen without a cause;
And if it’s already always burning,
How absurd to try and light it!

Being independent of its causes, fire would not need fuel to burn and would burn
eternally. And if fire was burning eternally it would be pointless to rekindle it; it would
need no rekindling, ever. Fire, of course, does not exist this way. We never perceive
fire to exist apart from fuel. It exists only dependently on fuel. And it is because it is
not independent that it can “do something” (i.e., consume the fuel it depends on) and
also makes it necessary for it to be reignited when it goes out having consumed the
fuel. Fire is not independent of its causes because it is seen to be brought into
existence the fuel, burn for as long as the fuel lasts, and go out when the fuel is
consumed. So fire and fuel cannot be inherently different.
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10.4
Suppose you were to think to yourself:
“What’s burning is the firewood.”
If indeed this is simply the case,
What makes the firewood burn?

But if fire is not different from fuel, how can we say that one thing brings about
another — that “fire burns fuel”? Maybe fire and fuel are not separate but the same.
One might argue that it is not the fire but the fuel that burns. The fire, under this
viewpoint, does indeed depend on the fuel but is not different from it since the fuel is
what’s doing the burning. But Arya Nagarjuna here points out that if we say this we
are saying that the fire and fuel are identical and indistinguishable. And if we say that,
then we cannot say that the fuel is the cause of the burning or the fire. Cause and
effect, to be “cause” and “effect,” must be separable and therefore different.
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10. 8
So fire is something dependent on fuel,
And fuel is that which depends on fire;
If fire and fuel depend on each other,
Which one of them came first?

Here we begin an analysis of how the interdependence between fire and fuel — if that
interdependence is conceived of as existing in any other way than as a mere
appearance — is also impossible. For if fire depends on fuel for its existence, then the
fuel must exist before the fire. Fuel also depends on fire for its existence -- wood, for
example, is not “fuel” until it is burning as a fire. It’s just “wood” until then. So fuel
can’t exist before fire and more than fire can exist before fuel.
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10.9
If fire were something dependent on fuel,
It would have to be there alongside the fire
And, you’d have fuel that’s being burned
Before there was ever a fire.

If we say that “fire depends on fuel,” we are presupposing the existence of something
(“fire”) that supposedly does not exist until the thing it depends on (“fuel”) is present.
But if there were no pre-existing fire, what, exactly, would “depend on fuel?” And if
the fire existed before the fuel, in what sense would it need fuel to bring it into
existence? It would already exist. And if fire existed before fuel, they would be

separable and distinct and we could, impossibly, have “fuel” that existed apart from the
fire for which it is “fuel.”
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10.10
If any dependent thing
Needed the depender to be there
In order for it to depend on it,
But the depender also needed it,
What could ever depend on what?

Maybe fire and fuel, while being dependent on one another, come into existence
simultaneously. But in that case, we could not say that one depends on the other or
that they were interdependent. For to say that “fire exists dependently on fuel,” the
very existence of fire is presupposed (as we have seen above). And if fire already exists
before the fuel it supposedly depends on, on what does it depend? And to say that “fuel
depends on fire” similarly assumes the existence of something called “fuel” before the
fire it supposedly depends on for its existence.
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10.11
Say a thing occurs in dependence—
If that thing is absent, how does it depend?
But if you say it already exists,
It wouldn’t need anything to depend on.

If a thing that exists dependently is already an existing thing, then how can it exist
dependently? And if a thing doesn’t yet exist, how can it also be said to “exist
dependently.” Fire and fuel cannot exist interdependently under our usual
understanding of what it means to say that things exist interdependently. The inherent
existence of dependent origination is impossible. Dependent origination itself only
exists dependently, as a mere appearance and not happening “out there,”

“independently,” or “self-existently.”
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10.12
It can’t be that fire depends upon fuel,
But equally impossible
Is that fire does not depend on fuel.
It can’t be that fuel depends upon fire;
But equally impossible
Is that fuel does not depend on fire.

There’s no existing fire that exists dependently on fuel. And there is no existing fire
that could possibly exist independent of fuel. There is no existing fuel that needs to
depend on fire (it already exists), and there’s no sense calling something “fuel” if it

doesn’t burn!
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10.13
Fire can’t come from any other,
And fuel does not have any fire.
The rest about fuel is just the same
As what we talked about before
With going or not going by walking.

Fire is not somehow in its fuel, for if it were it would be identical to it and
indistinguishable from it. But fire doesn’t come from anything else besides fuel either
— fire doesn’t arise from water, or kitchen sinks, or just thinking. Arya Nagarjuna
refers here also to his analysis in the second chapter of this work on the emptiness of
the “going,” “gone,” and “not yet gone” -- what has burned (= “the gone”) is not
burning, for it’s already “burned”; and what has not yet burned (= “not yet gone”)
can’t be burning either, for it doesn’t exist yet. And burning can’t associated with
what is burning (= “going”), for if it already exists as “something which is burning,” it
would be redundant to say, “Something which is burning is burning.”
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10.14
The fuel itself is not the fire
But fire can’t come from anything else
The fire does not have any fuel
But if it doesn’t have fuel, it can’t exist.

Arya Nagarjuna here sums up what’s gone before by reviewing five ways possibilities
on how fire and fuel could relate to one another. . . and negating them all. Fuel is not
fire, for if it were they would be the same and not different. Similarly, a actor is not the
same as the action the actor performs. But fire and fuel are not inherently different
either, for if they were one could exist without the other. And the last three possibilities

all assume that fire and fuel are inherently separate things such that one could possess
the other or that one could be in the other.
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