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Chapter 9: An Analysis of What is There Before
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9.1
Some say hearing, sight, and such
And mental modes like feelings
Are triggered by their object
Which must exist before

Arya Nagarjuna anticipates a possible objection to the claim that there is no self-
existent person or “me” in the first two verses of this chapter. There must be a truly
existent person because if there isn’t, who is doing the experiencing when one
experiences something? There would have to be a previously existing “hearer” for
there to be hearing, a seer for there to be seeing, a feeler for there to be feelings, etc.

In his commentary, Je Tsongkapa says that with this chapter Arya Nagarjuna is
beginning a discussion of the emptiness of persons (or of the subject, the “me”),
having completed the explanation of the emptiness of phenomena (objects, the
“mine”). If there are hearers and seers and feelers who exist before the hearing,
seeing, and feeling, then one could say they exist independently and with a self-nature.
The “object which must exist before” which triggers hearing, seeing, feeling, and so
forth is thus the person who hears, sees, feels, etc. If there is such a person who
“exists before,” than we could say there is a self-existent person.

One could also argue, on the same grounds, that the “object which must exist before”
mentioned in this verse could refer the objects of sense. How could there be a hearing
if there weren’t something audible that occurred first? How could there be a seeing if
there werent’ something there visible first? The imaginary opponent may be picking
up on what Arya Nagarjuna said in the last verse of the last chapter about a
“grasping.” For this is how perception works according to certain schools of
Buddhism: an object of sense is “grasped” by a sense power that reaches out to it.

But there also must be someone who “grasps” for there to be such a “grasping.” So the
objection is that the grasper who grasps that which is grasped must exist prior to that
which is grasped.
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9.2
If these things did not exist
How could sight and such occur?
Objects must already be there
Existing before we see them

Il f “these things” (meaning either the experi
that trigger the experience) did not exist first, who or what would there be to see,

hear, etc.?

Both of the two great commentators, Candrakirti and Je T songkapa, give the

same exampl e. I f there weren’t already some
obtained money, how could there be anyone wh
say that someone who did not exist (the <cl as
woman”) accumul ated wealth, would you?

Il f we take “these things” to mean the object
unf ol ds. How could there be a seeing of son

existing visible thing?

Je Tsongkapa also explains “sight and such” to refer to both the five sense powers or
Jaculties (sight, hearing, tasting, smelling, and feeling) and also to the various mental”
modes” or factors (as also indicated in the previous verse). In the Abhidharma texts,
there are fifty-one mental factors listed, beginning with the five “omnipresent” ones of
feeling, discrimination, intention, contact, and mental engagement.

The point here is that, just as there must be seer in order to see, there must be a
previously existing mind or thinker in order for the mind to “have” feelings,
discriminations, intentions, etc.
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9.3
That thing which is already there
Sitting by itself
Before we ever see or hear
Or sense it or the like|

Tell me how it is that you
$UUEEOPUT wOT EOwPUz BwUi 1T Ul Yy

This verse begins Ar y aonkmignahatjtheraraustbea epl y t o
previously existing self in order for experiences to be possible, or a previously
existing sense object in order for it to be sensed.

He first points out that it makes no sense to say that something exists before the
expelience of that something. For one thing, how can one know something is
there before it is seen, heard, felt, etc.? Something or someone who existed prior
to being perceived would indeed exist independently. But something that is not
perceived is not known. So how would one ever know that that something or
someone existed until it was perceived?

Furthermore, how can we say there is a seer, hearer, or feeler who exists before
they see, hear, or feel? The one who sees cannot exist before the act of seeithgt

makes it possible for us to call them “one w
differently, then there could be a seer before he or she saw anything, a hearer who
wasn’'t hearing, etc.

From another angle we can also say that if there were a self-existent,
independent, previously existing seer, hearer, smeller, taster or feeler, they would
always be seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and feeling— and therefore would
not need to see, hear, smell, taste, and feel again or anew.
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9.4
If you claim it sits there
Before ever being seen or such
No doubt their senses also
Could exist without its presence

Next, Arya Nagarjuna points out that if you assume a previously existing visible thing
which existed as such before being seen, then you would also have to say that there
were sense powers that could also exist without sensing anything. If there previously
existed a visible thing it would be separable from the sense power of seeing. . . and vice
versa.

So if there were an independently and previously existing visible object, there would
also have to be an independently and previously existing sense power of seeing just
waiting to see the visible object when it appeared. There could be a “seeing” that
wasn’t a seeing of something!

The same logic holds if we take the “it” that “sits there before ever being seen or such”
as the person who sees. If there were an independently and previously existing seer,
then there would also have to be an independently and previously existing ability to see
that was just waiting to be deployed by a seer who was already and always seeing!
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9.5
Which one is identified
And which identifies?
( OQwbi PET wOOI zUWEEUI OEl wbUwbU
That the other could not be?

Whichever one is absent,
How could the other be?

How could there be a visible object until someone sees it? And how could there be
someone seeing something until there is a visible object to see? If one is absent, so is
the other. There is no visible object without someone seeing it, and no seer without a
visible object that is seen.

Arya Nagarjuna is here pointing to a profound general point. Subjects (“me”) and
objects (“mine”) in general exist only in a mutually dependent way. There is no
subject without an object, and vice versa. There is no previously existing me that then
perceives the world around me, nor is there a previously existing world waiting around
for me to come and perceive it.

An “existing thing” and a “knowable thing” are synonyms in Buddhist logic. A thing
literally comes into existence only when known. And if it is not known by someone, it
literally does not exist. An object comes into existence only when perceived by a
subject. But by the same token, there is no subject who exists until it perceives an
object. The mind or subject too only comes into existences when it functions as a
perceiver or knower of an object.

Everything exists interdependently. And at the highest level this means in a mutually
dependent way that can only be coming from a mind that projects itself as a subject, the
objects the subject perceives, and the mutually dependent relationship between them.
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9.6
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Before the group of sight and such

Or else, establish it exists
In some other time
Than that in which you saw it
And through some other means
Besides seeing and the rest

This verse seems to be Arya Nagarjuna giving voice to another possible objection.

So maybe there isn’t a person or self-existent subject that exists before all things such
as seeing and the rest (sarvebhyo darshanadibhyah). But there is such a person or self-
existent subject who exists prior to each of these things individually. There is a person
who sees and who exists while the seeing is going on, and then at another time
(anyada) there is someone who hears and exists when there is something audible, etc.

There is still, the opponent might claim, a real, truly existing person, self, or subject.
But that person is at one time a seer, and at another time a hearer, etc. The self would
under this understanding actually be a series of truly existing selves.
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9.7
You say a thing does not exist
Before the group of sight and such|
How then could it come before
Each individual power of sense?

Arya Nagarjuna replies that this makes no sense. If you concede there is no self
existing person beforeall the sense powers, how could there be one who exied
before each one separately?

Je Tsongkapa says that to deny a self who exists beforeall the sense powers and
such, while affirming a self who exists before each of these powers, is like saying
that although a forest does not exist before all the tre es, it does exist before each
one of them.

If there were a person or self who existed before each of the powers of sense
individually and sequentially, would the person who is seeing at one time be the
same or different than the person who is at another time hearing?
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9.8
But neither would it be correct
If eye or ear or feeler
Were themselves to come before
Each of their respective objects

It would make no sense to saythat there was a self who at different times was a
seer, a hearer, and a feeler while somehow remaining itself— a see& who remains
a seer while later becoming a hearer and hearing. For if there were a series of
selves, and the self at each point in that series was the same self, then again
there would be a self who had the capability to see, hear, and feel who existed
before the seeing, hearing, feeling, etc. that it would be doing later.

A seer who remained a seer while hearing a sound could not be seeing a sight at
the same time as hearing a sound-these things happen only one at a time. A
seer who remained a seer \ile hearing would be a seer who was not seeing
while being a hearer who was hearing!

The supposed person who preexists beforeone of the sense powers arising could
not, therefore, be identical to the supposed person who preexists before another
of those sense powers.
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9.9
If seer, hearer, and feeler
Were really separate from each other,

Then if I saw when I was hearing
(ZEwWOI 1 EwOOwOUOUDPx Oawdbaul Oi

But if the person who is seeing is completely different from the person who later

hears, how could these two truly different selves have any relationship to one

another? I n what sense would such a continu
all?

Furthermore, if these different selves really or inherently existed as completely
different —if there were a truly existin g seer who was different and separable
from a truly existing hearer —then these truly existing but different selves could
exist at the same time. There would, in this case, be (as one commentator says)
“mul tiple simultaneous selves.”’

Therewouldinthi s case have to be Balautvamu!| ti tude of s
atmanam). Therewould be different seers, hearers, and feelers, but they would
all exist at the same time! It would be pretty crowded inside!
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9.10
This seeing, hearing, and the rest,
And feelings and the like,
And all the things that come from them
3T 1T awUpOxO0awEOOz Uwl RDPUU

Arya Nagarjuna is here saying that not only is there no self or person that can
inherently exist as the seer of seeing, the hearer of hearing and the feeler of feelings.
Neither is that self somehow grounded in the “things that come from them,” the
elements (bhutas) of earth, wind, fire, and water.

The self cannot be found in the physical elements of solidity, mobility, heat, and
fluidity, which are the bases for the objects that the sense powers sense, any more than
it can be found in that which is the seer, hearer, feeler, etc. of those sense powers. The
same reasoning as given above would apply. Could an experiencer of solidity exist
before there were solid things to experience? Could solidity exist before there was an
experience of solidity?

Everything exists in the same way: relationally and interdependently. Nothing exists

independently. Nothing exists on its own. Subjects and objects mutually create each
other.

10
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9.11
Who is it that sees and hears
And feels and all the rest?
Without this one, the rest of them
Would never come to be

Here Arya Nagarjuna does two things. First, he notes that if there is no inherent

or true existence to a seer who sees, a hearer who hears, a feeler who feels, etc.,

there cannot be any true existence tosense faculties of seeing, hearing, feeling,

and the rest either. If the seer exists only dependently on the seeing, then the

seeing also exists only dependently on the s
of whom seeing and the other kinds of percepion does not exist, then it has been

made evident that seeing and the others kind

But our author is also here reminding us tha
way they seem doesn’t mean whoesyotihsame t exi st
would reject the existence of the person who is the agent of such things as seeing

and hearing,” writes Je Tsongkapa. “Theref o
sense.’”

There is a middle way here. To say that the seer of sights, the harer of sounds,

etc., doesn’t exi st atheextreme af mhilismeoinon-of f one e
exi stence. But such a seer or hearer certai
existently, which would be the other extreme. Candrakirti summarizes: “ Bot h

the obsession with things as realities and the obsession with things as

unrealities are to be repudiated.”

The subject arises only when in a mutually dependent relation with an object,
and vice versa. Things exist, but only interdependently. Both subjects and
objects are empty of existing on their own.

11



Chapter 9: An Analysis of What is There Before

£]gU _ u]l]a “vNjle [u: 0] 8£fp
prak ca yo darsanadibhyah sampratarm cordhvameva ca |

A faga s awdifa frgxmeas #eaam: | R

na vidyate 'sti nastiti nivrttastatra kalpanah |l 12

9.12
Whether it comes before
Or after, or at the same time
As the seeing and such,
It simply cannot be
So give up all these fantasies
3T EVWEOCEPOWUT | AawEOQwWOUWEOOZzUwI RPUU

Arya Nagarjuna summarizes the chapter i n this verse. First, a seer of sights (or

the sight that’'s seen) cannot come before th
a sight which is not visible, are impossible
who existed independently of the seeing, theywould be always and already

seeing before the seeing that madses them a -
person, they would have to be the same person who saw, then heard, then felt,

etc., or they would have to different people. If they were the same, the person

who was a seer and then became a hearer would still be a seer but would not be

seeing because they were now a hearer hearing. And if they were truly existing

but different selves who first saw and then heard, there would be multiple selves

who, being separable and different, could also exist at the same time.

Second, a seer of a sight could not exist after the sight seen, for that would imply
a sight and seeing that existed before a seer who sees a sight. It would also
mean that there could be a seer who continued to exist as a seer after the sight
was seen.

Finally, if the self -existent seer and the selfexistent seeing of a sight occurred

simultaneously (and not only mutually dependently), then that seer (being self -

existent) could also exist even when not seeing, and the seeing (being self

existent) could exist even when there were no seer. Furthermore, Candrakirti

points out that there I s no meaning to a see
which isn’t being donsei bblye at hsienegrs, csaon  'ttwoo d cmp

12
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Meditation for Chapter 9:
An Analysis of What is There Before

Picture yourself walking into a room. You open the door and you see the things that are
in the room. So the things were in the room before you came in and saw them, right?
They were there, pre-existing, as visible things before you, the seer, came into the room
and saw them.

But is it possible for those things to exist as “visible things” before they were seen? Are
you really walking through the door into a pre-existing room with pre-existing things in
it?

What’s really going on when you walk into a room? There is no room and no visible
things in the room before you came into the room and saw them. When you see the room
and the things in the room you are creating them as visible things. They weren’t visible
things before you saw them.

Nor is there a you who sees things before you see things. Seeing things creates the seer
of things. When you see the room and the things in the room, you are also aware of
yourself as a seer of a room and the things in the room. You do not exist as seer before
you see something.

So when you walk into a room, you are creating the room and creating yourself as an
experiencer of the room at the same time. The room and you as the experience of the
room exist only in relation to one another, only mutually dependently.

Rehearse the process of walking into a room again and again and try to see yourself
creating both the room and yourself.

Then think: what forces me to create this room, and my experience of this room, the way
| do? How would I be able to create the causes that would force be to create this room as
more enjoyable, more beautiful, warmer, nicer? And how could I create the causes that
would force me to experience myself experiencing this room as happier and more
content?
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