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INTRODUCTION 

N agarj una was the first and, arguably, the 
most brilliant, Buddhist philosopher 

known to have written systematic expositions 
of the theory of iiinya/ii.· In fact, he seems to 
have practically devoted his life to explaining 
and elaborating this concept. For the naive 
Buddhist seminarian struggling through 
abstruse passages which debate whether fire is 
really different from firewood, this raises the 
question: Why? Why did one of the great 
founding thinkers of the Mahayana tradition 
spend his time trying to prove that the 
firewood he was discussing could not burn if it 
really "existed"? What is the point? 

THE CONCEPT OF SONYATA 

One thing is certain: Niigiirjuna and the 
other Madhyamaka philosophers who came 
after him were not simply playing a game of 
erudition. It is clear from their writings that 
they were very serious, practicing Buddhists 
and that developing their philosophy was part 
of their practice. Their goal was nothing less 
than the goal of all their co-religionists: libera­
tion. Why they believed that a real grasp of 
emptiness (iiinya/il) was crucial to attaining 
that goal is spelled out in Chapter 18, verse 5 
of the Miilamadhyamaka Karikiis: 

Liberation is due to the cessation of 
karma and passions 

Karma and passions are due to concepts. 
These are due to conceptualization 

(prapallea) 
But conceptualization is stopped by 

emptiness. 1 
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Of course the most pernicious "concep­
tualization" of all is the belief in the self: 

"I am not, I will not be. 
I have not, I will not have," 
That frightens all children 
And kills fear in the wise. 

By him who speaks only to help 
Beings, it was said that they all 
Have arisen from the conception of "I" 
And are enveloped with the conception 

of umine." 
(Ra/nilvaff 26-27) 

And, above all, it is this concept which ought 
to be undermined by a correct understanding 
of iiinya/ii: 

Having thus seen the aggregates as 
untrue, 

The conception of "I" is abandoned 
And due to this abandonment 
The aggregates arise no more. 

(Ratnavaff 30)' 

But how are we to develop such a genuine 
grasp of the theory of iiinya/a? The question 
brings us to a key Madhyamaka concept: 
svabhava, usually translated "intrinsic 
nature" Of, more literally, "own·nature." It 
may be fairly called "key concept" because it 
is the central task of a Madhyamaka 
philosopher to demonstrate that no thing 
possesses svabhava. Or, as one of the great 
classic commentaries on the Miilamadhya­
maka Kiirikiis puts it: 



Question: what is the real state of 
entities [dharma]? 

Answer: Their lack of intrinsic nature 
[svabhava] .• 

THE COMMONSENSE VIEW 
OF THE PHENOMENAL WORLD 

But, of course, it is hardly possible to 
disprove the existence of something without 
defining it first. As far as I can tell, the idea 
that things have svabhava is simply our com­
monsense conviction (deeply embedded in our 
thinking because we never examine it) that the 
world is made up of real, solid, independent 
entities which would exist even if the rest of 
the world did not and which have certain 
definite, unchanging properties. We believe, 
in Lindtner's words, that it is possible for "an 
entity which makes sense independently of a 
correlate to exist."· Above all, we believe 
ourselves to exist as independent persons, 
separated from the rest of the world by our 
skins and our skulls and retaining the same 
"personalities" from one day to the next. But 
Niigiirjuna painstakingly demonstrates that 
when these assumptions are for once examin­
ed closely, they prove to be logically impossi­
ble. 

For one thing, we think of entities, ex­
pedally ourselves, as having certain fixed 
properties. But how does this harmonize with 
the easily observed fact that everything in the 
world, certainly including ourselves, changes 
constantly? Thus the Mulamadhyamaka 
Kiirikiis, Chapter 13, verse 3: 

Things are without own-nature 
Because they are seen to alter.' 

Likewise, we think that all the entities we 
perceive in the world, notably ourselves, are 
independent even though they are always in­
teracting with each other and affecting each 
other. But how could this be logically possi­
ble? If "the fire," say, is an independent enti­
ty, why is it that it cannot exist without fuel? 
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If the one were different [that is, truly 
separate] from the other, 

It would be so even without the other.' 
(MUIamadhyamaka Karikas 14:6, 

lines 1-2) 

DEPENDENT CO-ORIGINATION 

The point is that nothing is really 
separate from everything else. A rigorous 
logical analysis bears out the Buddhist doc­
trine of dependent co-origination. Everything 
exists interdependently with everything else. 
And that brings us to the heart of the matter: 
that in Nagll.rjuna's opinion (though not 
necessarily the opinion of all the other Bud­
dhists in his own day or ours), dependent co­
origination and sunyata were one and the 
same. 

That nature of things which is dependent 
is called voidness [sunyatli] for that 
nature which is dependent is devoid of 
an intrinsic nature . . . Those things 
which are dependently originated are 
not, indeed, endowed with an intrinsic 
nature; for they have no intrinsic 
nature. I 

(VigrahavyavartanT, Section 22) 

He states in no uncertain terms that when 
he says that all entities are "empty" or 
"void", he does not mean that they are non­
existent. It is the incurably dense "opponent" 
who falls into that misunderstanding in the 
Vigrahavyiivartani, arguing that Niigll.rjuna's 
statement that all things are void must mean 
that the statement is void, since the statement 
is a thing, is it not? And if that means that the 
statement does not exist, how can the state­
ment assert anything? 

. . . your statement that all things are 
void, must also be void ... it is devoid 
of an intrinsic nature [and] since it is 
devoid of an intrinsic nature, it is void. 
For this reason, it is incapable of deny­
ing the intrinsic nature of all things. A 



fire that does not exist cannot burn, a 
weapon that does not exist cannot cut, 
water that does not exist cannot 
moisten; similarly a statement that does 
not exist cannot deny the intrinsic nature 
of all things. In these circumstances, 
your statement that the intrinsic nature 
of things has been denied, is not valid.' 

(Section I) 

To this Nagilrjuna bluntly replies: 

You have not understood the meaning 
of the voidness of things ... That nature 
of the things which is dependent is 
voidness. " 

(Section 22) 

His position is that neither "existence" nor 
IInon .. existence" are valid categories. 

Those who perceive self-existence and 
other-existence, and and existent 
thing and a non-existent thing, 

Do not perceive the true nature of the 
Buddha's teaching." 

(Miilamadhyamaka Karikas, 15:6) 

Neither applies to things which are dependent­
ly originated (which means that they do not 
apply to anything, since everything is, in 
Nagilrjuna's view, dependently originated). In 
the words of Buddhapalita's classic commen­
tary: 

How is it logically possible . . . to say 
that what is dependently originated ex­
ists or does not exist?" 

Here we have come to a prob­
lem-Nagarjuna's use of the term 
"existence" -that has been and remains the 
source of endless confusion for readers of his 
philosophic works. My own opinion" is that 
in most cases this confusion vanishes if you 
read "has svabhava" for "exists". 
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THE TRUE NATURE OF PHENOMENA 

If dependently originated things neither 
"exist" nor "do not exist." what is their 
nature? In the first place, all phenomena are, 
upon analysis, not solid entities but com­
posites of many parts. Nilgarjuna may well 
have been familiar with the Milindapaflha and 
its famous example of the chariot which turns 
out upon examination to be not anyone thing 
but a complicated combination of wheels, 
axles, reins and so on. It is only when these 
component. are assembled in a certain way 
that we say that there is a chariot there. 
Likewise, what we call the "selr' or "the 
mind" is only a certain combination of 
psychological elements, such as sensation., 
emotion., thought. and so forth." Nor can 
any of these parts exi.t apart from the whole; 
it is, for example, scarcely possible for an 
emotion like anger to exist apart from 
somebody who has gotten angry. The 
Ratnavaff makes a similar argument in verse 
71: 

Due to having many parts "one" does 
not exist, 

There is not anything which is without 
parts, 

Further without "onell "many" does 
not exist 

And without existence there is no 
non-existence. IS 

Just as the "chariot" disappears when 
the parts are disassembled, the so-called self 
vanishes when it is analyzed into its 
psychological components. 

Just as there is nothing when 
A banana agree with all its parts 
Is torn apart, it is the same when a 

person 
Is divided into the [six) constituents." 

(Ratniivaff, verse 101) 

If you search through the component 
parts of the self, the skandhas, looking for the 



self, you will no more find it than you will 
find a chariot by sorting through a pile of 
spare parts in the chariot-dealer's shop. 

If a sentient being is said to trans­
migrate, 

He, sought in the five ways, does not 
exist 

In aggregates, sense-fields, and realms. 
Who then will transmigrate?" 

(Miilamadhyamaka Karikas, 16:2) 

But no matter how carefully you examine 
the self (or the chariot), you will find nothing 
other than its component parts. So, if it is not 
simply the sum of its parts, it is nothing other 
than its parts either. There is nothing else 
there. 

Thus [the self] is not different from the 
appropriation, 

Nor is it simply the appropriation. 
The self is not non-appropriation 
And it is certainly not non-existing." 

(Miilamadhyamaka Karikiis, 27:8) 

Everything exists only in dependence on 
everything else, like a reflection in the mirror 
which can exist only when there is a mirror, 
something to reflect, enough light to cause the 
reflection, enough cleaning fluid in the house 
to keep the mirror clean, and so forth. 

Just as without depending on a mirror 
The image of one's face is not seen, 
So too, the "I" does not exist 
Without depending on the aggregates." 

(Ratnavali, Verse 33) 

Nagiirjuna would have liked Lewis Car­
roll's story of the Cheshire Cat because it ex­
presses the same point: 

"All right," said the Cat; and this 
time it vanished quite slowly, beginning 
with the end of the tail, and ending with 
the grin, which remained some time 
after the rest of it had gone. 
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UWell! I've often seen a cat without 
a grin," thought Alice, Ubut a grin 
without a cat! It's the most curious thing 
I ever saw in my life!"lD 

The reason for Alice's bemusement is that 
outside of Wonderland, a grin can no more 
exist outside of the context of a face than a 
person can exist outside of the context of the 
rest of the world. 

Niigiirjuna mentions many metaphors for 
the real nature of all entities: echoes, which 
exist only in dependence on a sound wave, 
something off which to bounce, and a hearer 
in a certain position; dreams, which exist only 
in dependence on a dreamer and often on the 
state of his digestion; and mirages, which exist 
only in dependence on hot sand, the sun, the 
position of the observer, and so forth. While 
on one level the mirage is an illusion and an 
ephemeral one at that, it is in some sense real. 
It is, after all, seen. If Niigiirjuna lived today, 
he would point out that a mirage will even 
show up on a color photograph. 

Having thought a mirage to be 
Water and then having gone there, 
He would just be stupid to surmise 
"That water does not exist." 

One who conceives of the mirage-like 
World that it does or does not exist 
Is consequently ignorant. When there is 
Ignorance, one is not liberated. U 

(Ratniivalf, Verses 55-56) 

My own favorite metaphor is that of the 
rainbow. I and all other phenomena exist in 
the same way that a rainbow exists. Given a 
complex set of causes and conditions-light 
shining at a certain angle, water droplets in 
the atmosphere, an observer in a certain posi­
tion-a rainbow will be seen for a few 
minutes. It is really there; you can even take a 
picture of it. But the phenomenon is in­
separable from the conditions that give rise to 
it, and it is very fleeting. If I try to take the 



rainbow away and put it in a bank vault, I am 
a fool. Likewise I am a fool if I thing myself at 
odds with the rest of the world, or try to make 
myself immortal." 

Now, if we apply this kind of logic to our 
bodies, it is not difficult to concede the point. 
It is obvious that our continued physical ex­
istence is dependent on the air around us, on 
our surroundings being within a certain 
temperature range, on our being able to get 
food and water, and so on. But it is harder to 
admit this about our minds. We cherish the il­
lusion that we have independent thoughts, in­
dependent wills, independent consciousness. 
But do we really think that we do not get our 
most deeply held ideas, our cultural frame of 
reference, the very language in which we 
think, from the outside world? As for our 
consciousness. most of what we arc conscious 
of is our sensory impressions, which are 
dependent on our sense organs and on 
(presumably) the outside world. The 
Sfmyatasaptati-kiirikii makes just this point: 

Consciousness (vijlliina) occurs depen­
dent upon the internal and external sense 
fields (iiyatana). Therefore con­
sciousness (vijlllina) is empty (sunya) , 
like mirages and illusions 
(maricimliyllvat). " 

(Verse 56) 

If it therefore follows that I do not have 
svabhiiva, then how can other people have 
svabhiiva? The Miilamadhyamaka Kiirikas ex­
plains that: 

The own-nature of another thing 
Is called Uother-nature." 

(15:3, lines 3-4) 

It then points out that 

If own-nature does not exist 
How will there be other-nature? 

(15:3, lines 1-2) 
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It also states that if things-and beings-exist 
in dependence on each other (as a reflection, 
for example, exists only in dependence on a 
mirror), it is illogical to think of them as truly 
separate from one another: 

If this is dependent upon that, 
This cannot be different from that." 

(14:5, lines 3-4) 

And if there is no rigid dichotomy between 
"self' and "other" J no invisible brick wall 
separating "me' \ the independent entity I 
from "my neighbor" the independent entity, 
what does that mean? It means that my in­
terests are not really more important than 
somebody else's, that I should not make a 
distinction between somebody else's pain and 
my own. Only when I truly realize this, does it 
become possible to develop compassion. 

THE TWO TRUTHS 

But if aU beings are "void", how can one 
have compassion on them? Here Nagarjuna 
has recourse to the famous doctrine of Ab­
solute and Relative Truth, a concept that he 
did not invent but for which he is nonetheless 
famous." The Absolute Truth is, in brief, that 
all things are void. The Relative Truth is that 
since "yoid" does not mean Hnon-existent," 
it is necessary to regard the world as in some 
sense real and to relate to the world according­
Iy. Both truths have to be regarded as equally 
valid. 

The teaching of the Dharma by the 
various Buddhas is based on the two 
truths; namely, the relative (worldly) 
truth and the absolute (supreme) truth. 

Those who do not know the distinction 
between the two truths cannot under­
stand the profound nature of the Bud­
dha's teaching. 

Without relying on everyday common 
practices (Le. relative truths), the ab-



solute truth cannot be expressed. 
Without approaching the absolute truth, 
nirvana cannot be attained." 

(Miilamadhyamaka KiiriklJs, 24:8- 10) 

This is where we finally come to the 
answer to the question of how a "void" state­
ment can assert anything. The world does not 
disappear in a puff of Madhyamaka smoke or 
dissolve into a mass of amorphous goo when 
we realize that it is "empty." The world is still 
there, operating in much the same way that it 
operated before; we simply perceive its true 
nature for the first time. The Heart Sulra was 
to restate this in its famous words: 

Form is emptiness, and the very emp" 
tiness is form; emptiness is no other than 
form, form is no other than emptiness; 
whatever is form that is emptiness, 
whatever is emptiness that is form." 

Again, saying that the world is "emp­
ty"-that is, dependently co-orig­
inated-does not annihilate the world, it 
merely describes the same old world in more 
accurate terms than the ones in which we are 
accustomed to thinking. The world does not 
change at all; only our perception of the world 
changes. The fact that Niigarjuna said that, in 
an ultimate sense, a fire is not different from a 
stack of firewood does not mean that Nagar­
juna lost his mind and tried to cook curry on a 
stove full of cold firewood. It means that he 
saw the fire and the firewood as two aspects of 
the great organic whole that is the world in 
which we live. They exist; that is Absolute 
Truth . Relative Truth is the actg of preparing 
the curry on a hot stove as before. Both the 
Absolute Truth and Relative Truth are, 
therefore, indispensable for understanding the 
dealing with the world . Thus: 

But things like a cart, a pot, a cloth, etc., 
though devoid of an intrinsic nature . .. 
because of being dependently 
originated, are occupied with their 
respective functions, e.g. carrying wood. 
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grass and earth, containing honey, water 
and milk, and protecting from cold, 
wind and heat . Similarly this statement 
of mine, though devoid of an intrinsic 
nature because of being dependently 
originated, is engaged in the task of 
establishing the being-devoid-of-an­
intrinsic-nature of the things . .. In these 
circumstances. your statement: HYour 
statement, being devoid of an intrinsic 
nature. is void, and being void . it cannot 
negate the intrinsic nature of all things, " 
is not valid. II 

(Vigrahavylivartanf, Section 22) 

UNDERSTANDING REALITY 

Again, Madhyamaka philosophy was 
anything but the rather dry and outdated in­
tellectual game that Western philosophy has 
now become. The Madhyamlkas assumed, not 
unreasonably, that the intellect had to playa 
role in one's religious practice. And the goal 
of their practice was nothing less than the at­
tainment of an understanding of the true 
nature of reality-enlightenment, in other 
words. In the words of Buddhapalita's classic 
commentary to the Miilamadhyamaka 
KiiriklJs: 

If to see entities and nonentities were to 
see reality, there would be no one who 
would not see reality; therefore that is 
not the vision of reality. Therefore en­
tities' lack of intrinsic nature is reality, 
and only by seeing that will one be 
liberated. " 

By perceiving the emptiness of the con­
cepts to which they were attached , the 
Miidhyamikas hoped to fulfill the promise of 
the Third Noble Truth, or the cessation of at­
tachment. Again Buddhapiilita: 

When the unwise, whose intellectual eye 
is obscured by the darkness of confu­
sion, conceptually construct intrinsic 
nature in entities, desire and hatred is 
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produced in them. When the light of the 
knowledge of dependent origination has 
dispelled the darkness of confusion and 
one sees with the eye of discernment 
(prajflii) entities' lack of intrinsic nature, 
then that [person's) desire and hatred do 
not arise in regard to [something] 
without a basis." 

In other words, we cling to things because 
we believe that they are "real" in the ordinary 
sense. We believe that they have an indepen­
dent, substantial, and intrinsic nature of their 
own, that there is something solid and perma­
nent to which we can cling. Instead, all 
phenomena are impermanent, unsubstantial, 
and dependent on causes and conditions. 
Therefore, as I have already explained, being 
attached to worldly phenomena is like want­
ing to hang on to rainbows. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF COMPASSION 

And there is another reason to develop a 
grasp of sanyatli: the development of compas­
sion. Compassion is only truly possible when 
you understand two thlngs: the voidness of 
the distinction between self and other, and the 
fact that both self and other are neither exis­
tent nor non-existent. For example, if you see 
a discharged mental patient eating out of a 
garbage can, you should not think of him and 
his hunger as unreal; his hunger is real enough 
to make him miserable. What you ought to 
realize is that there is no reason to make such 
a sharp distinction between his hunger and 
your own that you will not give him any of the 
contents of your precious ego's wallet. NagAr­
juna realized all this quite clearly. That is why 
his manual of advice to a king, the Ratnlivali, 
first explains tbe doctrine of Siinyatli in great 
detail and only then gives equally detailed ad­
vice about how the king should care for the 
poor, the disabled, disaster victims, and even 
prisoners. The king is explicitly urged to treat 
others as himself, something that is only 
possible if he stops making the usual distinc­
tion between others and himself: 
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Just as you love to think 
What could be done to help yourself, 
So should you love to think 
What could be done to help others." 

(Verse 256) 

No, the Madhyamikas were not only con­
cerned with discussions of whether the 
firewood was the same as or different from 
the fire; they recognized the importance of 
compassion. They recognized it, in fact, as be­
ing the only legitimate reason for teaching 
Buddhism. 

The teacher [Nagarjuna], having a com­
passionate nature and seeing that beings 
are afflicted by various sufferings, 
wished to teach the real state 
(ylithiitathya) of entities (bhliva) in order 
to liberate them. Therefore he under­
took the teaching of dependent origina­
tion, because it has been said, "One who 
sees the unreal in bound; one who sees 
the real is liberated." n 

THE FIRST PURE LAND 
PATRIARCH 

In addition to being one of the greatest of 
all Buddhist phllosophers, Nagarjuna also 
happens to be considered the first Pure Land 
master; therefore a Shin footnote seems in 
order. Long before the Shinshu existed, 
Nagarjuna the philosopher understood the 
basic Shin insight that the ego cannot and will 
not liberate itself because the ego will not self­
destruct. If it tries, it only forges itself more 
powerful attachments than ever: pride in its 
own spirituality and desire for spiritual 
achievement. 

"[May] I enter into Nirvana without 
clinging, 

May Nirvana be mine ." 
Those who hold thus 
Do not weU understand "clinging. Itl] 

(Malamadhyamaka Kiirik{Js 16:9) 



Was there ever a more succinct statement 
of the futility of jiriki (self-power)? There is 
debate over whether or not Niigiirjuna actual­
ly wrote any Pure Land treatises, but there is 
no doubt that he wrote that verse. And it is my 
humble opinion that he deserves his place on 
Shinshu altars for that reason alone. 

CONCLUSION 

So what was Niigarjuna's conception of 
siinyatii? It emphatically was not the idea that 
nothing exists. He believed that siinyatii was 
dependent co-origination: 

That nature of things which is dependent 
is called voidness, for that nature which 
is dependent is devoid of an intrinsic 
nature . . . Those things which are 
dependently originated are not, indeed, 
endowed with an intrinsic nature; for 
they have no intrinsic nature. 

(Vigrahavyiivartanf, Section 22) 

For Nagarjuna, all else follows. 
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