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` nmae mÃuïye 

om namo Maïjuçraye  

 

I bow down to Manjushri 
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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 
 

 

   
       

r_lkıĵĕ kmĵ_bf_pk_ w_b`f_e_tĕlgrw_`fĕĵata |  
q_ptc a_ kmĵ_bf_pkĕį_ĥ q_ĩqiĕpĕqrcl_ rc kıĵĕ zz / 

 

13.1 

The Lord said, 

Ɂ3ÏÐÕÎÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯËÌÊÌ×ÛÐÝÌɯÕÈÛÜÙÌ 

 ÙÌɯÛÖÛÈÓÓàɯÍÈÓÚÌȭɂ 

Since conditioned phenomena have this nature 

They too are false. 
 

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna begins an analysis of the emp tiness 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 starts by 

ØÜÖÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ!ÜËËÏÈȯɯɯ$ÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÌßÐÚÛÚɯÏÈÚɯÛÞÖɯɁÙÌÈÓÐÛÐÌÚɂɯÖÙɯɁÛÙÜÛÏÚɂɯÖÙɯ

ɁÕÈÛÜÙÌÚȭɂɯɯ$ÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÌßÐÚÛÚɯÉÖÛÏɯɁËÌÊÌ×ÛÐÝÌÓàɂɯÈÕËɯɁÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌÓàȭɂɯɯ 

 

The deceptive nature of things is how they ordinarily appear to us ɬ as having some 

independent rÌÈÓÐÛàɯɁÖÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌȮɂɯÈ×ÈÙÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÜÚȭɯɯ3ÏÐÕÎÚɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯÌßÐÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÛÏÌàɯ

appear to exist.  Insofar as they appear differently to us than how they do exist, and 

ÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÞÌɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯÌßÐÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÛÏÌàɯÈ××ÌÈÙȮɯÛÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯɁËÌÊÌ×ÛÐÝÌɂɯÈÕËɯ

ɁÛÖÛÈÓÓàɯÍÈÓÚÌȭɂɯɯ ÓÓɯ×ÏÌÕÖÔÌÕÈɯÌßÐÚÛɯÖÕÓàɯËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛÓàȭɯɯ$ÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÚɯɁÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÌËɂɯ

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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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 

 
      
    

r_lkıĵĕ kmĵ_bf_pk_ w_bw_bg igĩ r_rp_ ksĵw_rc z 
cr_rrĝir_ĩ `f_e_t_rĕ ęĝlw_rĕn_pgbėn_i_ĩ zz 0 

 

13.2 

If what exi sts 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.  
 

 

!ÜÛɯÐÍɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÛÏÌàɯÚÌÌÔɯÛÖɯÌßÐÚÛɯÈÕËɯÈÙÌɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÍÈÓÚÌȮɯÛÏÌÕɯ

what is it that is dece ÐÝÐÕÎɯÜÚȳɯɯ,ÜÚÛÕɀÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÉÌɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÙÜÓàɯÌßÐÚÛÚɯÐÕɯÖÙËÌÙɯ

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 

saying that things do ÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛȭɯɯ8ÖÜɯÞÖÜÓËɯÛÏÌÕɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÖɯÚÈàɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯ

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

What deceives us is the appearance of things.  It is not that things do not exist at 

ÈÓÓȰɯÐÛɀÚɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÛÏÌàɯÚÌÌÔɯÛÖɯÌßÐÚÛȭɯɯ3ÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯempty  of 

truly existing in the way that they appear to exist.  This is what the Buddha meant 

ÉàɯɁÌÔ×ÛÐÕÌÚÚȮɂɯÚÈàÚɯ ÙàÈɯ-ÈÎÈÙÑÜÕÈȭɯ 

 

 (ÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÖÔÌÖÕÌɯÞÏÖɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÛÖɯÜÚɯÈÚɯÐÙÙÐÛÈÛÐÕÎɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯexist.  She 

does.  But the way she appears to exist as an irritating person to us ordinarily ɬ as 

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

irritating person who is empty of being an irritating person essential ly, objectively, 

independently, and from her own side does exist.  
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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 

 
  

       
`fĕtĕlĕĩ lgĥqt_`fĕt_rt_k_lw_rfĕ`fĕt_b_pę_lĕr z 
_qt_`fĕtm `fĕtm lĕqrg `fĕtĕlĕĩ ęĝlw_rĕ w_r_ĥ zz 1 

 

13.3 

There is an absence of self-nature to all existing things  

Because they appear 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 self-nature ɬ 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 having a self -ÕÈÛÜÙÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛÓàɯ

changing.   
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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 
 
 

    
      

i_qw_ qwĕb_lw_rfĕ`fĕt_ĥ qt_`fĕt_ęacll_ tgbw_rc z 
i_qw_ qwĕb_lw_rfĕ`fĕt_ĥ qt_`fĕtm w_bg tgbw_rc zz 2 

 
13.4 

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? 

 
3ÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙÚÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÖ××ÖÕÌÕÛɀÚɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÖÕȯɯɯ(ÍɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯ

have any self-nature, then what it is that changes?   There must be something that 

undergoes change for change to occur; there must be something that has the nature 

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

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

if things had a self -nature or essence, they ÊÖÜÓËÕɀÛ ÊÏÈÕÎÌȭɯɯ3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÖɯ

say something has a self-nature or essence. 
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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 

 
    

       
r_qw_gt_ lĕlw_rfĕ`fĕtm lĕnw_lw_qw_gt_ wshw_rc z 
wstĕ l_ hėpw_rc w_qkĕbw_qkĕhhėpįm l_ hėpw_rc zz 3 

 

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 

ÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÙÜÓàɯÌßÐÚÛÚɯÈÚɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÛɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÛÜÙÕɯÐÕÛÖɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÛɀÚɯÕÖÛȭɯɯ

CoÕÝÌÙÚÌÓàȮɯÐÍɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛÓàɯÊÏÈÕÎÐÕÎȮɯÐÛɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÈɯÚÌÓÍ-nature because 

ÛÏÈÛɯÞÖÜÓËɯÔÌÈÕɯÐÛɯÏÈÚɯÈÕɯÌÚÚÌÕÊÌɯÛÏÈÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÊÏÈÕÎÌȭɯɯ(ÍɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÈɯàÖÜÕÎɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯ

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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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 

 
    

     
r_qw_ acb_lw_rfĕ`fĕt_ĥ iĵėp_kct_ `f_tcbb_bfg z 
iĵėpĕb_lw_qw_ i_qw_ agbb_bfg`fĕtm `f_tgĵw_rg zz 4 

 

13.6 

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 self-nature of the two were the same), or milk and butter would be 

ÜÕÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯÈÕËɯÞÏÖÓÓàɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÕËɯÖÕÌɯÊÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÚÈàɯÛÏÈÛɯɯÉÜÛÛÌÙɯɁÊÈÔÌɯ

ÍÙÖÔɂɯÔÐÓÒȭɯɯ(ÕɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯÊÈÚÌȮɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÈÚɯÈɯÚÌÓÍ-nature cannot become 

something else ɬ the idea that something essentially exists and also changes is 

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

ÉÌÊÖÔÌɯɁÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÌÓÚÌɂȺɯÖÙɯÊÏÈÕÎÌÚɯȹÈÕËɯÛÏÜÚɯÉÌÊÖÔÌÚɯɁÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÌÓÚÌɂɯÈÕËɯÓÖÚÌÚɯ

its self -nature).   
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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 

 
     

        
w_bw_ęĝlw_ĩ `f_tcrigĩ agrqwĕaaĝlw_kgrg igĩ a_l_ z 
l_ igĩ agb_qrw_ęĝlw_ĩ a_ isr_ĥ ęĝlw_ĩ `f_tgĵw_rg zz 5 

 
13.7 

(ÍɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÌÔ×Ûà 

Then therÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÌɯÊÖÜÓËɯÊÈÓÓɯɁÌÔ×Ûàȭɂ 

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 

things ɬ ÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯɁÌÔ×ÛÐÕÌÚÚɂɯÐÛÚÌÓÍȵɯɯ$Ô×ÛÐÕÌÚÚɯÐÛÚÌÓÍɯÐÚɯÌÔ×Ûàȭɯɯ$Ô×ÛÐÕÌÚÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ

ÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÏÐÊÏɯɁÏÈÚɯÌÔ×ÛÐÕÌÚÚɂɯÖÙɯɁÐÚɯÌÔ×ÛàɂɯÌßÐÚÛɯÖÕÓàɯÐÕÛÌÙËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛÓàɯÈÕËɯ

ÕÖÔÐÕÈÓÓàȭɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÑÜÚÛɯÈɯɁÞÈàɯÖÍɯÚ×ÌÈÒÐÕÎɂɯÛÖɯÚÈàɯɁÛÏÐÚɯÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÌÔ×ty of self -

ÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌȭɂɯɯ 

 

Iif 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 ɬ we call 

that thing  ɁÌÔ×Ûàȭɂɯɯ!ÜÛɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÌßÐÚÛÚɯÚÌÓÍ-existently ɬ since 

everything is empty of self -existence ɬ then it makes no sense to say that there is 

ɁÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÌÔ×Ûàȭɂɯɯ 

 

Emptiness is not a characteristic of something, for that would make it too 

something.  Emptiness is a negation, but even then 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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Class One:  An Analysis of Conditioned Phenomena 

 
     

     
ęĝlw_rĕ q_pt_bıĵķėlĕĩ npmirĕ lgĥq_p_į_ĩ hgl_gĥ z 
wcĵĕĩ rs ęĝlw_rĕbıĵķgqrĕl_qĕbfwĕl `_`fĕĵgpc zz 6 

 

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 

ÛÏÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÖÕÌɯÊÈÕÕÖÛɯÔÈÒÌɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÚÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛÚɯȹɯɁÐÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÐÚȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɂȺɯ

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

reality.  As  it says in the Tao te ChingȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯÛÈÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÕÈÔÌËɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÜÌɯ

tÈÖɂȰɯÖÙɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÕÊÐÌÕÛɯ(ÕËÐÈÕɯUpanishadsȮɯɁNeti, netiȮɂɯɁ(ÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯ

ÛÏÐÚȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÛÏÈÛȭɂ 
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Meditation for Class One: Do Changing Things Really Change? 
 

+ÌÛɀÚɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙɯÈɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛȭɯɯ3ÏÐÚɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛɯÔÜÚÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÊÖÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÚÖÔÌÞÏÌÙÌȭɯɯ+ÌÛɀÚɯÙÌÝÐÌÞɯÛÏÌɯ

options.  The sprout must have been produced in one or another of four ways: a) it was 

produced without a ca use, b) it was produced from itself, c) it was produced by something 

other than itself, or d) it was produced both from itself and from something other than itself.  

 

First off, the sprout could not have been produced without any cause ȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛɯËÐËÕɀÛɯ

just magically pop up into existence; it came from a seed, right?  If things like sprouts just 

popped up into existence without any cause, then there would be no causes for things to 

arise at a certain place and time and with a certain nature.  Anything cou ld pop up anytime, 

any place, just randomly.  Moreover, there would be no point in making any effort at 

anything at all (e.g., planting a seed, watering it, giving it sunlight), since there would be no 

causes for things. 

 

Maybe the sprout was produced from  itselfȭɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÊÖÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯɯÛÏÌÔÚÌÓÝÌÚȭɯɯ

2×ÙÖÜÛÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÙÌ×ÙÖËÜÊÌɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛÚȰɯÚÌÌËÚɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÌɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛÚȭɯɯ(ÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÜÚÌɯÍÖÙɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÐÛÚɯ

effect were the same, then it would absurdly follow that the seed and sprout would be 

exactly the same ɬ theyɀËɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÚÏÈ×ÌȮɯÊÖÓÖÙȮɯÛÈÚÛÌȮɯÌÛÊȭɯɯ3ÏÌàɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌȮɯÐÕɯÈÓÓɯ

respects, the same; everything said about one could be said about the other.  And they 

would both be equally apprehendable (or equally non -apprehendable) at all times.  But at 

the time of the seed, the sprout is not there, and at the time of the sprout, the seed is gone.  

Furthermore, if this sprout came from this sprout, then why would it need to produce itself 

at all?  If this sprout already exists, then producing itself would be senseless.  This sprout 

(the effect) would already exist at the time of its cause.  Therefore this sprout could not have 

been produced from itself.  

 

So I guess this sprout must have been produced from something other than itself .  This is 

what we really think: sprou ts come from seeds (which are not sprouts). The key here is to 

think, could an inherently existing seed that was other than the sprout produce the sprout?  

 

Is the seed the same as the sprout?  No.  They are different and other, and we think of them 

as such.  The seed is one thing, the sprout is another.  But if they existed that way  really, 

inherently, self-existently, then how could the seed produce the sprout?  If  the cause (seed) 

and the effect (sprout) existed the way they appear to us ɬ as inherently different and other ɬ 

then they would also be necessarily unrelated to each other, and the one thing could never 

turn into the other.   

 

Indeed, if they were truly  separate and other things, seeds would always be seeds and 

sprouts would always be sprouts.  No change would be possible in self-existing things.  A 

seed which inherently existed as a seed could never turn into a sprout . . . or anything else, 

for that matter.  
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Finally, if causes were really other than effects, then anything could arise from anything else.  

For if there are inherently existing separate things, then everything is equally separate and 

other; there would be no criteria for specifying which separat e and other thing is a cause for 

any particular effect.  A sprout could equally come from a roller coaster or the moon as from 

a seed. 

 

So causes and effects could not be inherently separate and different.  A self-existent or 

inherently existing ÊÈÜÚÌɯȹɁÚÌÌËɂȺɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÈÚɯÚÌ×ÈÙÈÛÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÈÕËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÐÛÚɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯȹɁÚ×ÙÖÜÛɂȺɯ

ÐÚɯÜÕÍÐÕËÈÉÓÌɯÈÕËɯÕÖÕÌßÐÚÛÌÕÛȭɯɯ3ÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÊÖÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯ

than itself. 

 

Only one more possibility: something cannot be produced both from itself and somethin g 

else.  Since the sprout cannot be produced from itself, nor from something other than itself, 

ÛÏÈÕɯÐÛɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÉÌɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯboth itself and something other than itself.  

 

"ÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕȯɯɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯÐÕÏÌÙÌÕÛÓàɯÌßÐÚÛÐÕÎɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÕÎÚȰɯÚ×ÙÖÜÛÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯreally come 

ÍÙÖÔɯÚÌÌËÚȭɯɯ"ÈÜÚÌɯÈÕËɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÉÌɯÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÐÛɯÚÌÌÔÚȮɯɁÖÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌȮɂɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛÓàȮɯ

on its own apart from my projection of it.  There is no cause and effect like that.  Try to hold 

this realization of the absence of self-existent causation as long as you can.  When you begin 

to waver in your grasp of this emptiness, then review the reasoning. 
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Class Two:  An Analysis of the Self 
 

    
     

ĕrkĕ qi_lbfĕ w_bg `f_tcbsb_w_tw_w_`fĕe`f_tcr z 
qi_lbfc`fwm %lwm w_bg `f_tcb`f_tcb_qi_lbf_j_iĵ_į_ĥ zz1 

 

 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 characteristics 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 

ɁÏÌÈ×ÚɂɯÖÙɯskandhas) or completely different from them ɬ and there is no third 

choice.  I f the self were the same as its 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 self ɬ 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 qualities of a cow.   (ÍɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌÙÌɯÚÖȮɯɯÛÏÌɯɁàÖÜɂɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÜ××ÖÚÌËÓàɯÛÙÜÓàɯÌßÐÚÛÌËɯ

would ha ve no relationship to the body and mind  ɬ ɁàÖÜɂɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÔÐÕËɯÐÍɯÛÏÌɯ

ÉÖËàɯÞÌÙÌɯÏÈÙÔÌËɯÖÙɯÐÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÐÕËɯÞÌÙÌɯËÐÚÛÙÌÚÚÌËȮɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌàɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÉÌɯɁàÖÜȭɂɯɯ

%ÜÙÛÏÌÙÔÖÙÌȮɯÐÍɯɁàÖÜɂɯÞÌÙÌɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÍÙÖÔɯɁàÖÜÙɯÔÐÕËȮɂɯɁàÖÜɂɯÞÖÜÓËɯÈÊÛÜÈÓÓàɯÉÌɯ

unknowable .  What would one be thinking about when one thought of the self if not 

ÛÏÌɯÉÖËàɯÈÕËɯÔÐÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÈËÌɯÜ×ɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÓÍȳɯɯ ÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÐÕËɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÒÕÖÞÐÕÎɯɁàÖÜɂɯ

ÐÍɯɁàÖÜɂɯÞÌÙÌɯÕÖÛȮɯÐÕɯÚÖÔÌɯÚÌÕÚÌȮɯɁàÖÜÙɯÔÐÕËɂȳ 

 

By eliminating  both of the only two options there are for a truly existing self vis-à-

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

there can be no truly existing self at all.   
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ĕrk_lw_q_rg aĕrkėw_ĩ isr_ ct_ `f_tgĵw_rg z 
lgpk_km lgp_f_ĩiĕp_ĥ ę_kĕbĕrkĕrk_lėl_wmĥ zz 0 

 

18.2 

If the self did not exist  

How could ther e be that which belongs to the self? 

Because of the subsiding of the belief in self and what belongs to the self 

3ÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÕÖɯÓÖÕÎÌÙɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛÚɯÖÍɯɁÔÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÔÐÕÌɂ 

 

 

But if there is no self, theÕɯÞÏÖɯ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÌÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÓÍȳɯɯ6ÏÖɯɁÏÈÚɂɯÈɯÉÖËàɯ

ÈÕËɯÔÐÕËɯÐÍɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯÚÌÓÍȳɯɯ(ÍɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯɁÔÌɂɯȹa possessor of parts) there cannot 

ÉÌɯÈɯɁÔÐÕÌɂɯȹÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÛÚɯ(ɯ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚȺɯeither.  Arya Nagarjuna totally agrees!  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 

ÞÏÖÓÌɯȹɁÔÌɂȺɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÕÖɯÛÙÜÓàɯÌßÐÚÛÐÕÎɯ×ÈÙÛÚɯÖÍɯÔÌȭɯɯɁ,ÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÔàɯ×ÈÙÛÚɂɯÌßÐÚÛɯ

only interdependently, and neither can exist independently or truly.  
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lgpk_km lgp_f_ĩiĕpm w_ęa_ qm %ng l_ tgbw_rc z 
lgpk_k_ĩ lgp_f_ĩiĕp_ĩ w_ĥ n_ęw_rg l_ n_ęw_rg zz1 

 

18.3 

3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯÖÕÌɯÞÏÖɯÕÖɯÓÖÕÎÌÙɯÏÈÚɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛÚɯÖÍɯɁÔÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÔÐÕÌȭɂ 

He who sees someoÕÌɯÞÏÖɯÕÖɯÓÖÕÎÌÙɯÏÈÚɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛÚɯÖÍɯɁÔÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÔÐÕÌɂ 

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!  .ÕÌɯÞÏÖɯÛÏÐÕÒÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯɁÚÖÔÌÖÕÌɂɯ

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

ÛÏÈÛɯÚÌÓÍȮɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÎÌÛɯÐÛɯÈÛɯÈÓÓȵ 
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k_kcrw_f_kgrg iĵėįc `_fgpbfĕbfwĕrk_kct_ a_ z 
lgpsbfw_r_ snĕbĕl_ĩ r_riĵ_wĕhh_lk_l_ĥ iĵ_w_ĥ zz 2 

 

18.4 

6ÏÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛÚɯÖÍɯɁÔÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÔÐÕÌɂɯÈÙÌɯËÌÚÛÙÖàÌËȮ 

Regardless of whether the self is looked for outside or inside, 

Grasping is destroyed. 

Because of the destruction of grasping,  

Rebirth comes to an end. 

 

 

Ɂ&ÙÈÚ×ÐÕÎɂ or attachment is, in the wheel of life teachings on the twelve links of 

dependent origination, the immediate cause ɁÉÌÊÖÔÐÕÎɂɯȹbhava) which leads to 

ɁÉÐÙÛÏɂɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÌÈËÚɯÛÖɯɁÖÓËɯÈÎÌɯÈÕËɯËÌÈÛÏ.ɂ   

 

When we eliminate the false notions of a truly existing self and truly existing parts 

of that self, there is no longer anything to grasp on to.   There is no self to be found 

ÖÙɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÛÛÈÊÏÌËɯÛÖɯÐÕÛÌÙÕÈÓÓàɯÖÙɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌÓàɯȹɁÔÌɂȺȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ

ÚÌÓÍɯ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÌÚɯÌßÛÌÙÕÈÓÓàɯÖÙɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌÓàɯȹɁÔÐÕÌɂȺȭɯɯ 

 

Buddhism enumerates four kinds of grasping that  are destroyed in this way:  1) 

grasping to objects of desire,  2) grasping dogmatically to wrong worldviews, 3) 

grasping to rules and vows associated with wrong worldviews, and 4) grasping to 

the belief in a permanent, unchanging, self-existing self.  

 

When grasping is eliminated due to the elimination of the objects one grasps to, 

then rebirth ends, for grasping  is the main mechanism for rebirth.  If we cease to 

grasp to the illusory idea of a suffering self, the perpetuation of that suffering self  

ends and we are free. 
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i_pk_ijcę_iĵ_wĕlkmiĵ_ĥ i_pk_ijcęĕ tgi_jn_r_ĥ z 
rc np_n_áaĕrnp_n_áa_qrs ęĝlw_rĕwĕĩ lgpsbfw_rc zz 3 

 

18.5 

Freedom comes from the destruction of karma and mental afflictio ns. 

Karma and mental afflictions come from conceptual thought , 

From the projection of them. 

And projection comes to an end in emptiness. 

 

&ÙÈÚ×ÐÕÎɯÌÕËÚɯɁÉÌÊÖÔÐÕÎȮɂɯÉÜÛɯÍÖÙɯɁÉÐÙÛÏȮɯÖÓËɯÈÎÌɯÈÕËɯËÌÈÛÏɂ to end, and freedom 

from suffering to come about, i t is necessary to stop the mental afflictions and 

karma th at is produced by them.  In this verse, Arya Nagarjuna says that mental 

ÈÍÍÓÐÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÕËɯÒÈÙÔÈɯÈÙÐÚÌɯÍÙÖÔɯɁÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÜÈÓɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɂɯȹvikalpa ) and the 

Ɂ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÐÖÕÚɂɯÖÙɯɁÍÈÉÙÐÊÈÛÐÖÕÚɂɯȹprapanca) that derive from conceptualizations.  We 

conceptualize imaginary things like a self and external objects, and then we project 

them.  We ignornantly mistake our projections for truly existing things.  We then 

ignorantly like them or dislike them as if they were likeable or dislikeable from 

their own side.  We then act toward them accordingly, thus creating karma.   

 

When we realize that all things exist only as projections , that things exist only 

conceptually and nominally, and that they are empty of existing in any other way 

ÛÏÈÕɯÛÏÈÛȮɯɁ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÊÖÔÌÚɯÛÖɯÈÕɯÌÕËȭɂɯɯ.ÕÌɯÙÌÈÓÐáÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÙÌɯ

empty of inherent existence.  Projections are not truly real, and if one deeply 

recognizes that one cannot be the victim of the mental afflictions that derived from 

ignorance and will not continue to produce the karma that keeps us suffering in 

lifetime after lifetime.   
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ĕrkcrw_ng np_há_ngr_k_lĕrkcrw_ng bcęgr_ĩ z 
`sbbf_gplĕrkĕ l_ aĕlĕrkĕ i_ęagbgrw_ng bcęgr_ĩ zz 4 

 

18.6 

Buddhas have taught that there is a self 

And that there is no self. 

3ÏÌàɀÝÌɯÈÓÚÖɯÛÈÜÎÏÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎɯ 

Which is either a self or a no-self. 

 

In this verse, Arya Nagarjuna notes that it seems like there are a variety of 

authoritative teachings in Buddhism on the question of whether a self exists or not.  

In the scriptures, the Buddha sometimes seems to be saying that there is a self, at 

other times that there is no self, and at still other times that there is neither a self 

nor the absence of a self.  How can we make sense of these apparent inconsistencies? 

 

The Buddhas employ skillful means, teaching different levels of truth to different 

people who need to hear different things.  The Buddha taught the existence of a self 

to materialists who deny that a self which was morally responsible for good or bad 

actions exists.  But for those who are attached to idea of some truly existing self, 

the Buddha teaches that there is no such self in order to destroy this attachment.  

But the Buddha also knows that both the doctrine of self and the doctrine of no -self 

can become dogmatic attachments.  So for those of the highest capacity for wisdom, 

the Buddha teaches there is neither ɬ a truly existing self does not exist, but neither 

does a truly existing absence of a self.  The latter is just a doctrine too, and is not 

the final, ultimate truth of things.   

 

Ɂ2ÌÓÍɂɯÈÕËɯɁÕÖ-ÚÌÓÍɂɯÈÙÌɯÖÕÓàɯÔÜÛÜÈÓÓàɯÐÕÛÌÙËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɯÐËÌÈÚɯÖÙɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÚȭɯɯ-ÌÐÛÏÌÙɯ

one exists ultimately; both exist only as projections stemming from concepts.  And 

so, as we have seen in the previous verse, neither one can be truly real.  
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lgtırr_k_`fgbfĕr_tw_ĩ lgtırrc agrr_ema_pc z 
_lsrn_llĕlgpsbbfĕ fg lgptĕį_kgt_ bf_pk_rĕ zz 5 

 

18.7 

When the realm of thought has ceased, 

The process of labelling ceases. 

Existence is like nirvana: 

(ÛɯÐÚɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÈÙÐÚÌɯÕÖÙɯËÖÌÚɯÐÛɯÌÕËȭ 

 

 

Here Arya Nagarjuna directly addresses the limitations of langua ge.  The process of 

labelling  or naming fools into thinking that there are t ruly existing things  ɁÖÜÛɯ

ÛÏÌÙÌɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËȮ which we are naming.  In actuality, things exist only as names; 

there are signifiers but no truly existing signified things.  When we realize that our 

reality is entirely coming from us and is empty of existin g in any other way than 

ÑÜÚÛɯÈÚɯ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÕÈÔÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÚȮɯɁÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÓÈÉÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÊÌÈÚÌÚȭɂɯɯ6Ìɯ

understand that there is nothing that truly exists that our language is referring to.  

Things exist only nominally.   Things are empty of existing in any other way.  

 

Ultimately, samsaric existence (dharmata) and nirvana are alike in that neither 

exists in any other way than as a projection coming from us, and not as something 

that exists independently outside of ourselves.  Neither arise or cease to be on their 

ÖÞÕȮɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌȮɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌÓàȭɯɯ-ÐÙÝÈÕÈɯɁÈÙÐÚÌÚɂɯÈÕËɯÚÈÔÚÈÙÈɯɁÊÌÈÚÌÚɂɯÖÕÓàɯ

apparently.  
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q_pt_ĩ r_rfw_ĩ l_ tĕ r_rfw_ĩ r_rfw_ĩ aĕr_rfw_kct_ a_ z 
l_gtĕr_rfw_ĩ l_gt_ r_rfw_kcr_b`sbbfĕlsęĕq_l_ĩ zz 6 

 

18.8 

Everything is real, not real, both real and not real,  

And neit her real nor unreal. 

That is the authoritative teaching of the Buddha.  

 

3ÏÌɯ!ÜËËÏÈɯÛÈÜÎÏÛɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÙÌÈÓɯ(tathyaȺɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯ

exists conventionally, interdependently, apparently. . . and works as such.  An 

apparently existing car can break your apparently existing legs if you are hit by it, 

and you will end up in an apparently existing hosp i tal.  Things work the way they 

do because our karma forces us to see them that way.  So for those who need to get a 

better grasp on the importance of karma or causation, the Buddha taught that 

ɁÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÙÌÈÓȭɂ 

 

But for those who say who then grasp to the idea that things have some kind of 

intrinsic reality ɬ including those who cling to karma or causality itself as 

somehow existing apart from the mind ɬ the Buddha taught that  Ɂthings are not 

realȭɂɯɯ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÏÈÚɯÈÕàɯÚÌÓÍ- or independent existence, nothing is in this 

sense real. 

 

3ÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯɁÉÖÛÏɯÙÌÈÓɯÈÕËɯÕÖÛɯÙÌÈÓɂ is the teaching in which it is emphasized that 

things are real only  deceptively  but unreal ultimately .   

 

3ÏÌɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯɁÕÌÐÛÏÌÙɯÙÌÈÓɯÕÖÙɯÜÕÙÌÈÓɂɯÐÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÈËÝÈÕÊÌËɯ

practitioners and thinkers who may still be clinging to the idea that emptiness is a 

ɁÝÐÌÞ×ÖÐÕÛɂɯÖÙɯɁ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɂɯȹÚÌÌɯÈÉÖÝÌȮɯ"ÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯƕƗȮɯÝÌÙÚÌɯƜȺȭɯɯ3ÖɯÚÈàɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯ

ɁÜÕÙÌÈÓɂɯÖÙɯÌÔ×ÛàɯÐÔ×ÓÐÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯsomething ÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÌÔ×Ûàȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯɁÜÕÙÌÈÓɂɯ

ÈÚÚÜÔÌÚɯÛÏÌɯɁÙÌÈÓȭɂɯɯ4ÓÛÐÔÈÛÌÓàȮɯÛÙÜÛÏɯÓÐÌÚɯÉÌàÖÕËɯÛÏÐÚɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯËÜÈÓÐÚÛÐÊɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎȭ 
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_n_p_np_rw_w_ĩ ęĕlr_ĩ np_n_áa_gp_np_n_áagr_ĩ z 
lgptgi_jn_k_lĕlĕprf_kcr_rr_rrt_qw_ j_iĵ_į_ĩ zz 7 

 

18.9 

Independent, peaceful, not projected by projections, 

Beyond conceptual thought, undifferentiated ɬ 

These are the characteristics of reality. 

 
 

While ultimately the truth lies beyond language, Arya Nagarjuna recognizes that 

we cannot avoid using language to point to what lies beyond it.  So here he supplies 

ÈɯÓÐÚÛɯÖÍɯɁÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÐÚÛÐÊÚɂɯȹlakshanas) that describe ultimate reality.  It is 

ɁÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯËÐÙÌÊÛɯ×ÌÙÊÌ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯ

another can bring about in you.  Those who have seen ultimate reality try to point 

others toward it, but ultim ately one must see it for oneself in a direct, 

nonconceptual mystical experience.  It cannot be conveyed through language or 

ÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÜÈÓɯÔÌËÐÈÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯɁ×ÌÈÊÌÍÜÓɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɯÖÉÛÈÐÕÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÚÚÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯËÖÜÉÛɯÐÕɯ

the truth of the path when one has such a direct experience of ultimate reality, and 

that experience leads one inexorably to the state of perfect peace or ÕÐÙÝÈÕÈȭɯɯɁ-ÖÛɯ

projected by projeÊÛÐÖÕÚɂɯÈÕËɯɁÉÌàÖÕËɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÜÈÓɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɂɯÉÖÛÏɯÙÌÍÌÙɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯ

that ultimate reality is not accurately conveyed i n language and concepts.  

Ɂ4ÕËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛÐÈÛÌËɂɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯÌØÜÈÓÓàɯÌÔ×ÛàɯÖÍɯÚÌÓÍ-existence; all 

things are equally without self -nature at the level of ultimate reality.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




