EXPLORATIONS
IN EMPTINESS

Verses from Arya Nagarjuna’s
“Wisdom: A Song on the Root of the Middle Way”’
(Mulamadhyamakakarika)



L INTRODUCTION: THINGS EXIST AND DO NOT EXIST
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1.1-2

Of all the fully enlightened Guides,

I bow myself down to the highest Nothing starts

one— Nothing stops
Nothing lives on, and

The one who teaches us the peace Nothing ever dies.

That is the final end Nothing comes, and

Of all elaboration; Nothing goes

Nothing is different
The one who teaches us the way Nothing is the same.
That everything arises
Linked together in dependence:
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15.11
“That which exists through its own nature
Does not not exist” —
This is eternalism.
“It used to exist but now it
Does not exist” —
This is nihilism.
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24.18
Whatever is dependently originating
Is what we call emptiness.
That which adheres to this guideline
Is the middle path.



II. THE EMPTINESS OF CAUSE AND EFFECT
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1.3
It is not from itself
And it’s not from something else
It is not from both together
And it’s not without a cause.

Nothing at all
Could ever start
In any way at all.
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1.6
If something were to happen
Then it must have a cause.
There’s no such thing as an event
Which doesn’t have a cause.
And there aren’t any causes
Which don’t involve events.
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1.8
A cause is simply impossible
Whether its object exists or not—
For if that didn’t exist,
What would it be a cause of?
And if that did exist,
Then what would the cause do?
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1.15
Since the nature of a cause
Is to give a result,
Causes have no nature
Of their own.

What result could come
From something
That isn’t itself?

How could a cause
Have a nature?



1. THE EMPTINESS OF PARTS AND THE WHOLE
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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.”
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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.
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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.
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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.



IV. THE EMPTINESS OF THINGS BEING THEMSELVES OR OTHER (IDENTITY
AND DIFFERENCE)
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10.12
There is no fire that exists dependently on fuel
And there is no fire that exists independently of fuel.
There is no fuel that exists dependently on fire
And there is no fuel that exists independently of fire.
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10.14
Fuel is not fire
And fire is not something other than fuel
Nor does fire possess fuel.
Fuel is not in fire
Nor is fire in fuel.
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10.15
And so from this investigation
Of fire and fuel,
We can say the same goes for
Self and all its parts
Along with all objects like pots and cloth.
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10.16
I don’t think that those who posit
The identity or difference of self and existing things
Know the true meaning
Of the authoritative teachings.



V.  THE EMPTINESS OF SAMSARA AND NIRVANA
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16.1
If conditioned things were permanent
They would not cycle
And if they were impermanent
They would not cycle.
The same is true for living beings.
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16.8
Someone who is bound
Is not liberated
Any more than someone who is not bound

Is not liberated.

Were there to be a liberating

Of someone who was bound

That would be bound and liberated at the same time.
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16.9
“Without grasping, I will extinguish suffering
And nirvana will be mine!”
The grasping of those who say this

Is a great grasping and clinging.
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16.10
When nirvana does not arise
And samsara is not destroyed
Then what do you imagine
Nirvana and samsara are?
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VI. THE EMPTINESS OF EMPTINESS
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13.8

Emptiness has been taught by the Conquerors
As the refutation of all viewpoints.
Those for whom emptiness is a viewpoint
Are said to be hopeless.
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Meditation:
Am I in Bondage or Free?

Sit down, with your back straight and head up, and begin by concentrating on your
breath.

Get in touch with your sense of yourself as a suffering being, a person with
problems, worries, fears, shortcomings, etc. Feel yourself identified with that being and
his or her suffering and problems: “This is who I am. I am a suffering sentient being.”

Try to distant your sense of self from the sufferings and problems that you think
you have. You are not your problems. You may think you “have” problems, but you are
not somehow identical to those problems.

Next, reflect on whether the “problems” and “sufferings” you think you “have”
truly exist as such. Review them and consider whether they could be perceived as
anything other than how they seem to you at the moment. Could your “problems” be
seen, for example, as opportunities for furthering your spiritual development? If so, are
they still problems? Reflect on “problems” as interpretations. Since “problems” don’t
exist as such from their own side, wouldn’t it be more advantageous to interpret them
differently?

And where, exactly, is the self who is suffering because of these supposed
problems? Is there a findable self — who exists essentially as a suffering self — somewhere
either inside of or apart from the mind/body complex that is “you”? If there were, how
could it ever become a self that wasn’t suffering?

Look around for that suffering self. And when you “come up empty,” hold your
mind on the absence of a suffering self.

What are you left with when you stop the projection of “suffering self”? Who are
you now? How do you feel when you stop the projection of a self who suffers?
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