CLASS ONE
Chapter Three: An Analysis of the Powers of Sense

dzRn< ïv[< ºa[< rsn< SpzRn< mn>,
#iNÔyai[ ;fete;a< ÔòVyadIin gaecr>. 1 .
darçanaà çravaëaà ghräëaà rasanaà sparçanaà manaù|
indriyäëi ñaòeteñäà drañöavyädéni gocaraù||1||
3.1
Seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, feeling, and thinking –
These are the six senses.
And the range of things they sense
Are visible objects and the rest.

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna turns to the question of whether the six sense powers
(mind was also regarded as a sense power in traditional India) truly perform their
functions of seeing, hearing, smelling, and so on. The verse starts with the standard list
of the sense powers and the six kinds of objects of sense (visible objects, audible sounds,
etc.). Nagarjuna will not try somehow to say argue that we don’t see sights, hear sounds,
smell odors, and the rest. But we certainly can’t be doing so the way we ordinarily think
we do.
So how do we ordinarily assume things are working? First of all, we think the eye, ear,
nose, and other faculties of the sense really and objectively exist. Secondly, we believe
that the objects our senses perceive – visible object, audible sounds, things that smell and
taste, and tactile objects – are also really, truly, and objectively “out there.” Finally, our
truly existing senses encounter truly existing sense objects and a connection is somehow
made between the two: we see a visible object, hear a sound, smell food cooking, etc.
Three different kinds of what are called “self-existent” things – independently existing
sense powers that encounter independently existing sensible objects, and a resulting
experience (of seeing, hearing, smelling, etc.) that also is really, truly occurring.
Nagarjuna will prove in this chapter that our sense powers, the objects of the senses, and
the sensations we experience can’t exist and be happening the way we, in our ignorance,
think.
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SvmaTmanm! dzRn< ih tÄmev n pZyit,
n pZyit ydaTman< kw< Ôúyit tTpran!. 2.
svamätmänam darçanaà hi tattameva na paçyati|
na paçyati yadätmänaà kathaà drakñyati tatparän||2||
3.2
Seeing can’t see itself at all.
And since seeing can’t see itself,
How will it be able to see
Something other than itself?

Using the sense power of seeing to serve as an example of any of the senses, Nagarjuna
posits a startling observation: the eye can’t see itself. If the visual faculty were truly
existent – by which is meant independently or objectively existent, and also essentially
existing as a seer – then it wouldn’t dependent on a visible object for its existence as the
visual faculty.
And if the eye did not rely on visual objects external to itself in order to be performing the
activity of seeing, then the only thing it would need to be “seeing” would be itself – this
is what would be entailed by an independently existing visual faculty. Seeing would be
an inherent quality of the visual faculty and it wouldn’t need anything apart from itself
to be seeing. So it would have to be seeing itself!
Since there is no independently existing seer that can see itself, how could there possibly
be an independently existing seer that is capable of seeing things other than itself? Seeing
can’t be an inherent quality of seeing at all. Seeing doesn’t exist independently. It
depends on something seen; the visual faculty relies on a visible object and the act of
seeing that object for its very existence.
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n pyaRÝae=i¶†òaNtae dzRnSy àisÏye,
sdzRn> s àTyu´ae gMymangtagtE>. 3 .
na paryäpto'gnidåñöänto darçanasya prasiddhaye|
sadarçanaù sa pratyukto gamyamänagatägatauù||3||
3.3
The example of fire is not adequate for
Explaining how seeing works.
That example and the case of seeing
Are both answered
In the analysis of the already gone, the not yet gone, and the going.

Nagarjuna here refers to the example (that he returns to in Chapter 10) of fire which,
according to some, is a thing which burns something else (fuel) but does not burn itself.
So too, perhaps, does the eye see other things but does not see itself.
The example is refuted with reference to the arguments in the previous chapter of
Nagarjuna’s book. A fire which is burning – and an eye which is seeing – must be doing
so in the past (“already gone”), the future (“not yet gone) or the present (“going”). None
of these is possible. A fire that has already burned, or a seer who has already seen, isn’t
burning or seeing. A fire that has not yet burned, or a seer who has not yet seen, also isn’t
burning or seeing. And if the burning of the fire or seeing the sight is occurring in the
present, then it is already and always going on, without starting (which would mean
there was a time when there was no burning or seeing) or finishing (when there had been
burning or seeing).
In other words, if the fire is burning or the seer is seeing, they wouldn’t need to be burning
or seeing something – and that would be an independently existing fire or visual faculty,
which as we have seen in the last verse, is impossible.
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napZyman< Évit yda ik<cn dzRn<,
dzRn< pZytITyev< kwmetÄu yuJyte. 4.
näpaçyamänaà bhavati yadä kiïcana darçanaà|
darçanaà paçyatétyevaà kathametattu yujyate||4||
3.4
If there isn’t anybody seeing
There can’t be any kind of seeing.
What sense does it make
To say: “Seeing sees”?

Seeing can’t be happening through some self-existent eye or seer or visual faculty; it can’t
be happening all by itself. Seeing does not occur independently of someone who is seeing
and something that is seen. A seer is made possible by seeing, and the act of seeing and
the something seen occur only when somebody’s seeing. All three – seer, seeing, and what
is seen – exist only in relation with each other, and none of them exists independently.
If seeing existed independently, then we should be able to say that “seeing sees,” which is
patently nonsensical. It would imply also that, since seeing was what seeing essentially
does, it would always be doing that. It would never not see. It would never, for example,
not see itself.
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pZyit dzRn< nEv nEv pZyTydzRn<,
VyaOyatae dzRnenEv Ôòa caPyupgMyta<. 5 .
paçyati darçanaà naiva naiva paçyatyadarçanaà|
vyäkhyäto darçanenaiva drañöä däpyupagamyatäà||5||
3.5
Seeing by itself doesn’t see
But not seeing also doesn’t see.
A seer is intelligible
Only when seeing is itself understood.

“Seeing” doesn’t see by itself, as we have observed in the last verse. If seeing saw, it
wouldn’t need to see again to be seeing. To say “seeing sees” would be redundant – seeing
is seeing, so it wouldn’t need to see.
So seeing doesn’t see, but “not seeing” – something other than seeing – doesn’t see either,
of course. So if an independently existing seeing doesn’t see, and an independently “notseeing” doesn’t see either, than what is seeing?
The next part of the verse explains. The act of seeing is what makes the concept of “a
seer” intelligible. So here we shift attention from seeing to the seer and observe that the
latter cannot exist self-existently any more than the former. Someone who is seeing is a
seer; a seer is a seer because they are seeing. “Seeing” and being a “seer” exist codependently, relationally. Neither is independent.
And neither can exist prior to the other. There is no seeing before, as well as without,
someone who is seeing; and a seer doesn’t exist until and unless there is the activity of
seeing.
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itrSk«Ty Ô:ta naSTyitrSk«Ty c dzRn<,
ÔòVy< dzRn< cEv ÔòyRsit te k…t>. 6.
tiraskåtya drañtä nästyatiraskåtya ca darçanaà|
drañöavyaà darçanaà caiva drañöaryasati te kutaù||6||
3.6
A seer neither exists
Apart from or not apart from the seeing.
And when the seer doesn’t exist,
How can there be something seen
Or the act of seeing?

A seer would have to exist either dependently on the act of seeing, or
independently of the act of seeing. We’ve learned before that the seer does not
exist as a seer unless and until he or she sees – so the seer cannot exist apart from
the seeing.
But neither can there be “a seer” who exists dependently on the act of seeing, and
here is where Nagarjuna pulls out a carpet we had got comfortable standing on.
A relationship of dependence assumes two entities that come into the
relationship – in this case, a seer and the act of seeing. But if there is “a seer”
before entering into the relationship of dependence on “seeing,” then there could
be “a seer” who isn’t seeing and a “seeing” that isn’t occurring in a seer!
So there can’t be either a seer independent of seeing or dependent on seeing,
which means there can’t be a seer at all! And without a seer, how can there be
visual objects? Visual objects are visual objects when they are seen by someone,
and not until. If there are no seers to see visual objects, there are no visual
objects. And without seer to see and visual objects to be seen, in what sense is
there any kind of seeing going on at all?

àtITy mataiptraE ywae´> puÇs<Év>,
c]Uêpe àtITyEvmu´ae iv}ans<Év>. 7 .
pratétya mätäpitarau yathoktaù putrasambhavaù|
cakñürüpe pratétyaivamukto vijïänasambhavaù||7||
3.7
Just as it said that
The birth of a child occurs dependently
On there being a mother and a father,
So too does consciousness occur
Dependently on eyesight and visible form.

In a telling example, Arya Nagarjuna here says that just as the birth of a child
can occur only if there is a mother and father, so too the complex of seer
(“consciousness”), seeing (“eyesight”) and the object which is seen (“visible
form”) exist dependently. It seems to us obvious that there could be no child
without parents, so we might say that a child comes into existence in
dependence on parents. Similarly, we might say that we see something only
when there is the visual capability and a visible object out there to see.
But as the example indicates, none of the three can come first or exist
independently of the other two. While there is no child before parents, there are
no people called “parents” until and unless they have a child. Such is also the
case with seer, seeing, and visible object. They each one depend on the others.
So nothing exists independently. But neither, as we have seen, can we say that
things exist dependently either, for if they did one thing (a.k.a “the cause”)
would have to exist before the thing that arise in dependence on the first thing
(“the result”). Things can exist only interdependently (as opposed to either
independently or dependently) and – here’s the rub – the relationship of
interdependence is projected onto these things, and does not exist independently
either!
This verse, by the way, seems to be missing from a number of Sanskrit
commentaries and thus also was dropped from the Tibetan translations.
Candrakirti’s commentary does, however, include the verse.
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ÔòVydzRnaÉavaiÖ}anaidctuòy<,
naStIit %padanadIin Éiv:yiNt pun> kw<. 8.
drañöavyadarçanäbhävädivijïänädicatuñöayaà|
nästéti upädänädéni bhaviñyanti punaù kathaà||8||
3.8
Since there’s no seeing or something seen,
There are no four, beginning with consciousness.
And so how could there be grasping and the rest?

Having shown that seeing and visible objects cannot exist apart from the
projection of them, Arya Nagarjuna draws a radical conclusion: there can be no
truly existing perpetuation of suffering and rebirth either. He makes reference to
the teaching on the “twelve links of dependent co-origination” in this verse and
says, since there are no senses or objects of sense, no consciousness (a “seer,” in
this case) could arise. And with no consciousness, no contact can occur; and
with no contact, no feeling; and with no feeling, no craving.
And with no craving, there can be no grasping to the idea that things exist
inherently or self-existently, which would then result in “becoming” (bhava)
which in turn leads to “birth” and “old age and death.”
It’s not that this cycle doesn’t exist at all. But Nagarjuna notes here that by
proving one of the links in the chain – the senses – have no inherent existence,
none of the other links have any inherent existence either. We perpetuate our
suffering because we are unaware of the emptiness of things and grasp to
illusions. Each of the links of dependent origination exists interdependently
with all the others, and that’s the only way each exists.
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VyaOyat< ïv[< ºa[< rsn< SpzRn< mn>,
dzRnenEv janIyaCÀaet&ïaetVykaid c. 9.
vyäkhyätaà çravaëaà ghräëaà rasanaà sparçanaà manaù|
darçanenaiva jänéyäcchrotåçrotavyakädi ca||9||
3.9
Hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, and thinking,
As well as the hearer and what is heard, and the others –
They can all be understood
Through this explanation of seeing.
Arya Nagarjuna concludes the chapter by pointing out that everything he’s said
about the sense of sight also holds true for the other five senses. And what he’s
said about the seer can be extrapolated to hearers, smellers, tasters, etc.; and
everything said about visible objects also applies to sounds, smells, taste, and
the rest.
So it’s not that the senses, the objects of the senses, and the relationship between
the senses and their objects don’t exist at all. They do, of course – but only
interdependently. None of them can exist as they seem, for how each one seems
to exist (independently, objectively, self-existently) is only an illusion.

9

Exercise for Class One
For fifteen minutes a day, begin by thinking about the assumptions we all have
about ourselves in relation to the world around us. On the one hand, we
presume that there is a world “out there,” objectively existing and just waiting to
be observed. Then, on the other hand, there is the self, a pre-existing “me” that is
just waiting to observe something in the objectively existing world.
Take a moment to reflect on how this is, in fact, our usual presumption: there is
an independently existing world and there is an independently existing “me,”
and then that “me” encounters something in the world – the “I” (which already
exists) sees, hears, touches, smells, or tastes something that also already exists
“out there.”
Next, review the material in the chapter covered above. Try to get a strong sense
that our ordinary assumption about ourselves and the way we experience the
world with our senses is impossible. How could there be a “visible object”
before it is seen by somebody? And how could there be a “seer” until and unless
the seer is seeing something? And the same goes with all the other sense objects
and senses.
End by reflecting on the nature of interdependence between the self and the
world and the implications of this interdependence for understanding the nature
of the self. We are perceivers of the world because there is something to
perceive, and there is something to perceive because we are perceivers – and
neither can come first.
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CLASS TWO:
Chapter Four: An Analysis of the Parts of a Person

êpkar[inmR´< n êpmupl_yte,
êpe[aip n inmR´< †Zyte êpkar[<. 1 .
rūpakāraṇanirmuktaṁ na rūpamupalabhyate |
rūpeṇāpi na nirmuktaṁ dṛśyate rūpakāraṇaṁ || 1

4.1
There is no form
Apart from the cause of that form.
And the cause of a form
Is not perceived apart from that form.
The self we think we have would have to be findable either somewhere within its
parts – the mind-body complex – or apart from them. In this chapter, Arya
Nagarjuna discusses whether the five main physical and mental components
that make up a person truly exist, for if they don’t and the self supposedly
resides somewhere amidst them, then the self can’t truly exist either.
The first of these five “heaps” or skandhas is called “form,” referring to the
physical body of a person as well as to all physical matter. Form is used
throughout this chapter to stand in for all five heaps (the others are feelings,
discriminatory thought, consciousnesses and predispositions). The arguments
pertaining to form extend also to the other four (see below, 4.7).
The opening verse, as usual, states the basic argument of the chapter as a whole:
Physical form or matter, one of the main parts of the person, cannot be perceived
apart from its “cause” – the four elements of earth, air, fire, and water, which are
referred to as the “causal forms” – for the cause is what makes the effect
possible.
But the cause of a form is not a “cause” until and unless there is an “effect,” i.e.,
in this case, a form. Cause and effect are mutually dependent; the one cannot
exist independent of the other.
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êpkar[inmuR´e êpe êp< àsJyte,
Aahetuk< n caSTywR> kiídahetuk> Kv ict!. 2.
rūpakāraṇanirmukte rūpe rūpaṁ prasajyate |
āhetukaṁ na cāstyarthaḥ kaścidāhetukaḥ kva cit || 2

4.2
Were there a form that emanated
As a form apart from the cause of that form,
Then it would be causeless.
But there are no objects whatsoever that are causeless.

Nagarjuna begins here by saying that form which isn’t caused is impossible, for there is
no entity or object of sense perception (artha) which doesn’t come into existence due to
causes and conditions. The various components of a person’s body, for example, arise
because of causes, which in the ancient Indian system were identified as the four
elements: the earth element is the cause of the skin and bones; the water element brings
about blood and other bodily fluids; the fire element produces body heat or temperature;
and the air element causes respiration and mobility.
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êpe[ tu ivinmUR´< yid SyaÔƒpkar[<,
AkayRk< kar[< Syadœ naSTykay¡ c kar[<.3.
rūpeṇa tu vinirmuktaṁ yadi syādrūpakāraṇaṁ |
akāryakaṁ kāraṇaṁ syād nāstyakāryaṁ ca kāraṇaṁ || 3

4.3
And if there were a cause of a form
Apart from that form
It would be a cause without an effect.
And there is no cause without an effect.

Having noted that there can be no effect without a cause, Nagarjuna here drops the other
shoe: there can also be no cause without an effect. A “cause” is a cause when it brings
about an effect – and not until. And that’s why Nagarjuna can state that “there is no
cause without an effect.”
So which comes first? If we say, as would seem commonsensical, that the cause of any
form must come before the form, then we would have a cause for a result before the result
occurs. But a cause is only a cause when it brings about a result, that is, after the result,
not before. A cause without a result cannot be said to be a “cause.”
So actually neither cause nor effect can come first. Neither can exist without the other,
that is, independently. Each requires the other to be what it is (a “cause” or an “effect”),
and so each exists only interdependently with the other.
This is explained more in the next two verses.
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êpe sTyev êpSy kar[< naepp*te,
êpe=sTyev êpSy kar[< naepp*te. 4.
rūpe satyeva rūpasya kāraṇaṁ nopapadyate |
rūpe 'satyeva rūpasya kāraṇaṁ nopapadyate || 4

4.4
When a form exists
The cause of that form does not occur.
When a form does not exist
The cause of that form does not occur.

Having shown that neither cause nor effect can exist before or without the other,
Nagarjuna now delves deeper and further problematizes the issue of cause and effect.
If we say that a form (like the human body, for example) already exists, the cause of that
form no longer is there, just as when a sprout comes into being the seed that is supposedly
the cause of the sprout disappears. Put otherwise, if the effect already exists, what need
does it have of a cause? To say that there exists a cause for an effect that is already there
would be unnecessary and redundant, for the whole purpose of a “cause” is to bring about
an effect. An “effect” that doesn’t need a “cause” to produce it because it’s already
produced is neither an “effect” nor the result of a “cause.”
Conversely, if an effect – a form, like the human body – does not yet exist and is not
already there, there is no sense in saying that there is a “cause” for it – like the four
elements are supposedly the cause for a form like the human body. If the effect isn’t there,
there can be no “cause” for it either, because as we’ve seen neither “cause” nor “effect” can
exist without the other.

14

in:kar[< puna êp< nEv nEvaepP*te,
tSmadœ êpgtan! ka<iíÚ ivkLpan! ivkLpyet!.5.
niṣkāraṇaṁ punā rūpaṁ naiva naivopapadyate |
tasmād rūpagatān kāṁścinna vikalpān vikalpayet || 5

4.5
A form without a cause
Could never, ever occur.
And so when it comes to form
One should not conceptualize any conceptualizations at all.

Nagarjuna has left us in the last verse with the impossibility of effects having causes, and
vice versa. If an effect already exists, it needs no cause; and if an effect does not already
exist, it is impossible to say that it (being a non-existing thing) has a cause.
But here he vociferously insists that an effect – a form, like the human body – without a
cause could “never, ever occur.” Things don’t happen for no reason. Physical forms like
the human body don’t just pop up out of thin air, and to believe so is regarded as the
pinnacle of ignorance. Candrakirti, in his commentary, says that Nagarjuna is refuting
the “extreme wrongfulness (atyanishtata) of the view that things can be without causes.”
Tsongkapa’s comments that to say existing things do not depend on causes is “the
stupidest idea ever.”
We are left with the impossibility of saying that effects, like form, are caused, and also
the impossibility (or the downright harmfulness) of saying that they are uncaused. And
so in this verse, Nagarjuna advises us to not even try to say anything definitive about
forms like the human body. Any “conceptualization” regarding the “true nature” of form
is like thinking about the “true nature” of rabbit’s horns.
As a general principle, Nagarjuna elsewhere states that all conceptualizations are
erroneous and that the ultimate goal is to “pacify” the mind of such conceptual thinking
that distorts reality as it is: “Independent, peaceful, not projected by projections, beyond
conceptual thought, undifferentiated – these are the characteristics of reality.” (18.9)
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n kar[Sy s†z< kayRimTyupp*te,
n kar[Syas†z< kayRimTyupp*te.6.
na kāraṇasya sadṛśaṁ kāryamityupapadyate |
na kāraṇasyāsadṛśaṁ kāryamityupapadyate || 6

4.6
It is not possible that the effect
Is the same as the cause.
It is not possible that the effect
Is not the same as the cause.

This is a difficult verse, turning on the Sanskrit term sadrisha, “resembling, similar to.”
Any effect must either be the same as or different from its cause. The first option is not
tenable, for although, for example, matter in general is characterized by solidity,
liquidity, warmth, and mobility (the four elements which function as “causal forms” of
all other forms), particular “resultant forms” have different and unique characteristics.
But it is also not possible that the effect is not the same as the cause either, for if that
were the case then things vastly disparate – like, for example, material and immaterial
things – could somehow be in a cause and effect relationship.
But if we take the term sadrisha in its more literal sense, “seen together,” Nagarjuna
might here be pointing out that an effect can neither occur at the same time as its cause
(for then there would be no way to distinguish the “effect” from the “cause”) nor at a time
different from its cause (for then there would be no temporal relationship between the
two).
So we’ve seen in this chapter that a cause cannot occur before an effect, it cannot occur
after an effect, and with this verse we learn that a cause can also not occur
simultaneously to the effect.
And so form, as one of the five “heaps” that make up the person, cannot be said to be
either caused or uncaused, and therefore cannot be said to truly exist at all.
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vednaicÄs<}ana< s<Skara[a< c svRz>,
sveR;amev Éavana< êpe[Ev sm> ³m>.7.
vedanācittasaṁjñānāṁ saṁskārāṇaṁ ca sarvaśaḥ |
sarveṣāmeva bhāvānāṁ rūpeṇaiva samaḥ kramaḥ || 7

4.7
The very same logic used with form
Applies universally to feelings, discriminatory thought,
Consciousnesses and predispositions,
And, indeed, to all existing things.

Nagarjuna here just states that all the previous observations about form hold true for the
other four “heaps” or principal parts of the person – feelings, the faculty of
discrimination, the miscellaneous factors or predispositions, and consciousnesses – as
well as all existing things.

What he is suggesting is that if you understand the emptiness of any one part of what
makes up the person – form, in this case – you understand the emptiness of all the other
parts – or even the emptiness of every other existing thing. One of the commentators
quotes here the following verse from the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra:
Just as you understand yourself,
So too can you understand all living beings.
Just as you understand all living beings,
So too can you understand all things.
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iv¢he y> prIhar< k«te zUNytya vdet!,
sv¡ tSyapirùt< sm< saXyen jayte. 8.
vigrahe yaḥ parīhāraṁ kṛte śūnyatayā vadet |
sarvaṁ tasyāparihṛtaṁ samaṁ sādhyena jāyate || 8

4.8
When someone in a debate
Argues against emptiness,
Everything he or she asserts
Is exactly what needs to be proved.

Any assertion made that any and all things are not empty of inherent self-existence will
presuppose something which the opponent has assumed must have some kind of inherent
self-existence. But this is exactly what needs to be proved and so begs the question.
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VyaOyane y %palMÉ< k«te zUNytya vdet!,
sv¡ tSyanupalBx< sm< saXyen jayte.9.
vyākhyāne ya upālambhaṁ kṛte śūnyatayā vadet |
sarvaṁ tasyānupālabdhaṁ samaṁ sādhyena jāyate || 9

4.9
When an explanation of emptiness is put forward
And someone criticizes it,
Everything he or she criticizes
Is exactly what needs to be proved.

Any criticism of the assertion that things are empty of inherent self-existence is just a
sign of some kind of grasping to something which is presumed to have inherent selfexistence. And such a presumption is, again, “exactly what needs to be proved.”
These last two verses are generally applicable observations when it comes to the question
of emptiness. Nagarjuna’s pointing out that really the onus is on the person who takes a
stance against the idea that all things are empty and exist only interdependently to
prove, and not just assert, that there is something that in fact has inherent self-existence.
Like the boxer Muhammad Ali playing “rope a dope” with his opponent, Nagarjuna is
challenging anyone to disprove his thesis.

Exercise for Class Two
For the next week, set aside fifteen minutes a day to contemplate where “you” came from.
In ancient India it was assumed that our physical and mental parts were caused by the
four elements. In our modern societies, science has taught us that our body and mind
somehow originally came into being by an egg in our mother’s body being fertilized by
our father’s seed.
Review the material covered in Class Two and apply what Nagarjuna is saying about the
cause and effect relationship when it comes to our physical and mental parts. Remember
that he argues that neither “cause” nor “effect” can come before the other, they cannot
appear at one and the same time, but they also cannot have any real connection if they
occur at different times.
So is it really possible, according to the argument presented, that the mind and body are
the “effect” of a “cause” like a fertilized egg? And if that is not really possible, what are
the implications for our understanding of where the mental and physical parts that make
up the “me” come from?
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CLASS THREE:
Chapter Six: An Analysis of Desire and the One Who Desires

raga*id ÉveTpUv¡ r´ae rgitrSk«t> ,
t< àtITy ÉveÔagae r´e ragae ÉveTsit . 1
rägädyadi bhavetpürvaà rakto ragatiraskåtaù |
taà pratétya bhavedrägo rakte rägo bhavetsati || 1

6.1
If the one who desires were to exist before desire,
Desire would be separable from the one who desires.
Desire would thus exist dependently on the one who desires;
When the one who desires exists, desire would exist.
In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna analyzes the emptiness of desire (raga), on the one hand,
and the one who has desire (rakta) on the other. An opponent might argue that there is
some kind of real, objective, self-existence to things because desire really exists; and that
there is a similar objective reality to ourselves because we desire. If we desire, we must
be desiring something and there must be somebody who desires.
Nagarjuna probably picked desire to analyze at this juncture because of how crucial it is
in Buddhist understandings of suffering. Desire joins aversion and ignorance itself as the
three main “poisons” or the biggest of our mental afflictions. All our suffering can be
ultimately be traced back to these three.
Because of our ignorance, things appear to us as being likeable or dislikeable from their
own side. Ice cream appears to us as inherently likeable; an irritating person seems as
though they are essentially or objectively irritating – both due to our ignorance about
where likeable and dislikeable things come from. Because we see these likeable and
dislikeable things ignorantly, we want or don’t want them ignorantly – and do ignorant
things which repeat the causes of our suffering. Rather than share or give away the
likeable things we desire, we grasp to them and try to obtain them before others can get
them. Rather than being patient and compassionate to the irritating person, we get angry
and yell back at them thus recreating the causes that brought us this dislikeable
experience in the first place.

21

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna will argue that if desire and the desirer truly existed,
either one or another of them would have to come first and the other after it (that is, they
would come into existence sequentially), or they would have to exist simultaneously.
He starts here by asking us to consider whether it is possible for the person who has
desire to exist before the desire he or she has, which would mean that desire would exist
dependently on the desirer, but also that there could be a desirer who could exist before,
and therefore without, the desire that arises only dependently on a desirer.
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6.2
But if there is no one who desires,
From whom will desire come?
Whether desire exists or not,
Or whether the one who desires exists or not,
It comes to the same thing.

So we’ve established that there can’t be a desirous person without the desire that defines
what it means to be a “desirous person.” Continuing to explore the possibility that there
is a sequential unfolding of a truly existing desire and a truly existing desirer, Arya
Nagarjuna in this verse tries it the other way around. Maybe desire exists before the
desirous person.
But how can desire exist without someone who desires? Desire is not free-floating. It
must have a basis. There must be someone who desires for there to be desire.
So whichever way you go when it comes to the analysis of which came first, the desire or
the one who desires, “it comes to the same thing.” If desire and the one who desires truly
existed -- out there, independently, on their own, with some kind of objective or essential
existence – they could not come into being sequentially. For if they did, one would have
exist before the other. But there can’t be a person who has desire unless there is desire
that person has; and there can’t be desire unless there is a person who has desire. So they
can’t be in a causal or sequential relationship.
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6.3
Furthermore, it is not possible for desire and the one who desires
To arise simultaneously.
For then both desire and the one who desires
Would exist independently of the other.

So if a truly existing desirer does not exist before a truly existing desire, and a truly
existing desire does not exist before there is someone who has desire, that only leaves one
more possible option. Maybe they come into existence simultaneously.
And it would seem that this is actually the case, right? The state of mind of desiring
occurs at the time when the desire occurs. I desire a desirable thing only when there is a
desirable thing to desire. I desire ice cream only when there is ice cream (or the thought of
ice cream). It would appear that the desire and the desirer can only appear
simultaneously.
Arya Nagarjuna first of all points out here that if desire and the one who desires occurred
simultaneously, then that would mean that they did not occur sequentially. It has to be
one or the other: either one comes before the other, or they happen at the same time. But
if they happened at the same time, and not one before the other, then we could not say
that one caused the other. We could not say, for example, that desire caused the arising
of one who desires. Which would mean that there could be someone who desires without
the arising of desire! If they occurred simultaneously, Arya Nagarjuna points out, they
would “not share a mutual dependence” (nirapeksha paraspara), i.e. they would exist
independently from one another.
In the next verses, Arya Nagarjuna thoroughly investigates the possibility of the
simultaneous existence of desire and the one who desires. If they existed simultaneously,
they would either have to be identical to one another or different from one another. Either
way there’s going to be big problems.
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6.4
If they were the same,
They could not occur together;
Something can’t occur with itself.
But if they were truly different,
How could they occur together?
Are desire and being someone who desires the same thing or two different things? If
they were the same thing, they could not occur simultaneously, because they would not
be two things that occurred at once. It makes no sense to say that one and the same car
occurs at the same time as itself. The simultaneity of occurrence of things requires that
there be one thing that occurs simultaneous with another thing. In other words, a thing
cannot occur simultaneously with itself.
Desire and the one who desires are conceptually separable and therefore cannot be the
same thing. Were they the same thing, we couldn’t tell them apart. So perhaps they are
different things that occur at the same time.
Arya Nagarjuna dismisses this possibility in the second half of the verse. If desire and
the desirer were really different things, how could they occur at once? If they are truly
different, like light is different from darkness, they could not be in the same place at the
same time.
Truly different things are mutually exclusive. It’s either one or the other; can’t be both
at the same time, in the same place. If two things truly existed at the same time and in
the same place, they would be one thing – in which case, again, we would not be able to
distinguish them. Candrakirti, the great commentator on this text, presents this as a
general principle: we never observe the simultaneity of things each of which exists
separately. If desire and the one who desires truly, really, independently, selfexistently existed as different things, they could never appear simultaneously. We’ll
return to this below.
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6.5
If what’s occurring together are things that are the same,
Then one could exist without its mate.
And if what’s occurring together were two completely different things,
Then one could exist without its mate.

If desire and the one who desires were the same thing, occurring simultaneously, then
one could occur without the other. Desire (being the same thing as the one who desires)
could occur without anyone who desires!
On the other hand, if desire and the desirer are two different things that occur
simultaneously, then again if one occurred without the other they could somehow both
occur! Desire and the one who desires could occur at the same time with only desire
occurring, without one who desires, or with just the one who desires occurring, without
the desire!
If two things are really identical, they cannot be in any kind of relationship with one
another (because they are the same thing). And if two things are truly different, they
are completely independent and cannot be in any kind of relationship either.
So if desire and the one who desires are either the same or different, they cannot be said
to arise simultaneously, for simultaneity requires two things in a relationship of
arising at the same time. . . and this is impossible!
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6.6
And if they were completely different things which occurred together,
Then how could you tell the difference between desire and the one who desires?
They would occur together!

How can you conceptualize two different things as “together,” i.e., as one? Nagarjuna
here uses the word sahabhava, “sharing the same essence.” If you’re thinking about
desire and the one who desires as truly different (prthak) things, you cannot think of
them as occurring together or “at once.” And if you are thinking that these two happen
“at once,” they cannot be truly separate.
If there were two things that truly existed as two things, if they were really different,
we would have to be able to find each of them separable from the other. Each would
exist independently. In the case at hand, we would have to have a desire and the one
who desires existing independently of one another.
But if two truly different things could happen at once, then when one happened the
other would happen too. They wouldn’t happen separately, and so it wouldn’t make
sense to say they are “different.”
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6.7
If desire and the one who desires were completely different,
How could you imagine that they could occur together?

And if we insist that desire and desirer are truly separate and occur separately, how
could they ever really come together and occur at the same time? How could two
independently existing things exist simultaneously? If desire and the one who desires
occurred separately, then they wouldn’t occur together. You would, in such a case, have
to say (absurdly) that “separately occurring things occur together.”
There would be no meaning in saying that desire and the one who desires truly exist as
two different, separable, independently existing things if they could happen at the same
time. We can’t even think it! If we conceptualize them as “together,” how can we at
the same time think them of them as “different”? And vice versa. “Separate” and
“together” are conceptually mutually exclusive.
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6.8
If you believe that they are different,
And you also believe that they occur together,
Then because they occur together,
You would also have to believe that they are different.

Arya Nagarjuna is here accusing his possible opponent of an argument based on
convenience rather than on logic. One might wish to say that desire and the one who
desires obviously occur simultaneously, and therefore those things are different -because to occur simultaneously implies two or more different things that happen
together. But to say that requires not thinking about what it means to say that things
which are truly different and separable could happen simultaneously or “at once.”
If desire and the one who desires occur simultaneously, they cannot be truly different
and separable things; and if they are truly different and separable things, which occur
separately and at different times, they cannot occur simultaneously.
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6.9
And since we cannot believe that they are different,
We cannot believe that they occur together.
Only if they were different
Could you imagine they occur together.

Arya Nagarjuna here reiterates that simultaneity depends on two or more different
things coming together. But if there are no truly existing independent things, there can
be no real simultaneity. If there are no truly existing individual things, then there can
be no coming together of those truly existing individual things.
Desire and the one who desires do not exist independently and separately from one
another. And because they do not exist independently, they cannot happen
simultaneously.
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6.10
So, it’s untenable that desire occurs
Either with or without the one who desires.
And all existing things are like desire:
They can’t exist either with something else or without something else.
So here’s the cash out: Desire and the one who has desire can’t really be happening
either at the same time or at different times, neither simultaneously nor sequentially.
And there’s no third option. So they can’t really be happening at all.
If they occurred sequentially, they couldn’t happen at the same time. One would have
to come before the other, which means that they could exist independently of each
other.
And if they occurred simultaneously, desire and the desirer would have to be either the
same thing or different things, and in either case could not occur simultaneously. If
desire and the one who desires were the same thing, they could not be separable – and
to say that two or more things happen simultaneously requires that there be two or
more separable things. And if desire and the one who desires were really different, they
could not come together and merge with one another at the same time and place, which
is what we mean when we say that things occur simultaneously.
Truly existing desire and the one who desires are impossible. They cannot truly exist,
independently, objectively, from their own side. They exist only conceptually, and even
then only when conceptualized in a relationship of mutual dependence, one with the
other. And that relationship itself does not actually, really, objectively exist “out
there” in the world, but only the mind of the observer.
And Arya Nagarjuna concludes this chapter by saying that everything exists only like
this! The proofs given in this chapter for the emptiness of desire and the one who
desires extend to “all existing things.”
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Exercise for Class Three
For fifteen minutes a day for the next week, think about something or someone you
really like – your new computer, Ben and Jerry’s ice cream, your car, a particular place
you went once on a vacation, or someone you are really attracted to.
Get in touch with how you normally perceive this object and your feelings about it.
You think that object exists “out there,” independently, as an inherently desirable thing.
And now feel the desire you have for the object -- the feeling of desiring it. And next,
think about the desiring “you” that has the desire for the desirable thing.
Next, investigate how these three aspects of desire – desirable object, the feeling of
desire, and the desirous person who has the desire – relate to each other. Does this
process occur sequentially – desirable object then leading to desire for the object which
in turn causes a person to be desirous? Review Nagarjuna’s arguments for why such a
sequential unfolding is impossible.
But if these three parts of an event were to happen simultaneously, how could we
separate any one from the others?
Conclude these reflections with some thinking about the implications for the “you” that
somehow “has” desire for desirable objects. How could such a desirous self really
exist?
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CLASS FOUR:
Chapter Eighteen: An Analysis of the Self
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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
“heaps” or skandhas) or completely different from them – and there is no third choice.
If 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 would also be in perpetual flux. A
constantly changing self would not be a truly existing self with some kind of essential
or self-nature. A further implication of identifying the self with its parts would be that
there could not be one self – the multiplicity of parts would require multiple selves if
the self were its parts. Finally, if the self was the same as 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 the other hand, the self were completely different from the parts that made it up,
it would not have any of the qualities of those parts, like a horse does not have the
qualities of a cow. If that were so, the “you” that supposedly truly existed would
have no relationship to the body and mind – “you” would not care if the body were
harmed or if the mind were distressed, for they would not be “you.” Furthermore, if
“you” were different from “your mind,” “you” would actually be unknowable! What
would one be thinking about when one thought of the self if not the body and mind that
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made up the self? And what mind would be knowing “you” if “you” were not, in some
sense, “your mind”?
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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18.2
If the self did not exist
How could there be that which belongs to the self?
Because of the subsiding of the belief in self and what belongs to the self
There are no longer thoughts of “me” and “mine”
But if there is no self, then who possesses the parts of the self? Who “has” a body and
mind if there is no self? If there is no “me” (a possessor of parts) there cannot be a
“mine” (the parts I possess) either. Nagarjuna totally agrees! When the false idea of a
truly existing self is eliminated, so too the idea that there are truly existing physical
and mental parts to a self be eliminated. Because there is no truly existing whole
(“me”) there can be no truly existing parts of me (“mine”). “Me” and “my parts” exist
only interdependently, and neither can exist independently or truly.
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18.3
There is no one who no longer has thoughts of “me” and “mine.”
He who sees someone who no longer has thoughts of “me” and “mine”
Does not truly see.

And now for a typical Nagarjunian twist: If there is no self, there can be no self that
realizes that there is no self either! One who thinks that there is “someone” who is free
from erroneous ideas of a truly existing self and truly existing parts of that self, that
person doesn’t get it at all!
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18.4
When thoughts of “me” and “mine” are destroyed,
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.

“Grasping” or attachment is, in the wheel of life teachings on the twelve links of
dependent origination, the immediate cause “becoming” (bhava) which leads to “birth”
which leads to “old age and death.”
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 or to
be attached to internally or subjectively (“me”), and there is nothing that the self
possesses externally or objectively (“mine”).
Buddhism enumerates four kinds of grasping that are destroyed in this way: 1)
grasping to objects of desire, 2) grasping dogmatically to worldviews, 3) grasping to
rules and vows, 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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18.5
Freedom comes from the destruction of karma and mental afflictions.
Karma and mental afflictions come from conceptual thought,
From the projection of them.
And projection comes to an end in emptiness.

Grasping ends “becoming,” but for “birth, old age and death” to end, and freedom from
suffering to come about, it is necessary to stop the mental afflictions and karma that is
produced by them. In this verse, Arya Nagarjuna says that mental afflictions and
karma arise from “conceptual thought” (vikalpa) and the “projections” or
“fabrications” (prapanca) that derive from conceptualizations. We conceptualize
imaginary things like a self and objectively existing external objects, and then we
project them. And then we ignornantly mistake our projections for truly existing
things. We then have one or another of our two main mental afflictions -- desire or
aversion – about them as if they were desirable or undesirable from their own side.
Finally, we then act in relation to 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 than
that, “projection comes to an end.” One realizes that the projections are 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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18.6
Buddhas have taught that there is a self
And that there is no self.
They’ve also taught there isn’t anything
Which is either a self or a no-self.
In this verse, 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 Buddha employs 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 the existence of a self which was morally responsible for good or
bad actions. 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. And 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 – 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.
“Self” and “no-self” are only mutually interdependent ideas or concepts. Neither 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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18.7
When the realm of thought has ceased,
The process of labelling ceases.
Existence is like nirvana:
It is doesn’t arise nor does it end.
Here Arya Nagarjuna directly addresses the limitations of language. The process of
labelling or naming fools us into thinking that there are truly existing things “out
there” in the world, which we are naming. In actuality, things exist only as names;
there are signifiers but no truly existing signified things. And that’s the case also for
the “self” that is labelling. It too is just a label, and not a truly existing entity.
When we realize that our inner and outer reality is empty of existing in any other way
than just as projections, names, and concepts, “the process of labelling ceases.” We
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, and not as something that exists independently.
Neither one arises or ceases to be on their own, out there, objectively. Nirvana “arises”
and samsara “ceases” only apparently.
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18.8
Everything is real, not real, both real and not real,
And neither real nor unreal.
That is the authoritative teaching of the Buddha.
The Buddha taught that “everything is real (tathya)” in the sense that everything 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 hospital. So for those who need to get a better grasp
on the importance of karma or causation, the Buddha taught that “everything is real.”
But for those who say who then grasp to the idea that things have some kind of
intrinsic reality – including those who cling to karma or causality itself as somehow
existing independently – the Buddha taught that “things are not real.” Because nothing
has any self- or independent existence, nothing is in this sense real.
Things are “both real and not real” is the teaching in which it is emphasized that things
are real only deceptively but unreal ultimately.
The teaching that things are “neither real nor unreal” is for those advanced
practitioners and thinkers who may still be clinging to the idea that emptiness is a
“viewpoint” or “position.” To say things are “unreal” or empty implies that there is
something which is empty. The “unreal” assumes the “real.” Ultimately, truth lies
beyond this kind of dualistic thinking.
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18.9
Independent, peaceful, not projected by projections,
Beyond conceptual thought, undifferentiated –
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 a list
of “characteristics” (lakshanas) that describe ultimate reality. It is “independent” in
that the direct perception of ultimate reality is not something that another can bring
about in you. Those who have seen ultimate reality try to point others toward it, but
ultimately one must see it for oneself in a direct, nonconceptual mystical experience. It
cannot be conveyed through language or conceptual mediation, and so is independent of
them. It is “peaceful” in that one obtains the cessation of doubt in 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 nirvana. “Not projected by projections” and
“beyond conceptual thought” both refer to the fact that ultimate reality is not
accurately conveyed in language and concepts. “Undifferentiated” means that all
things and beings are equally empty of self-existence; all things and beings are equally
without self-nature at the level of ultimate reality.
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18.10
That which comes into being dependently on something else
Is not identical to it nor is it other than it.
Therefore it is neither disconnected nor on-going.
Nagarjuna here reminds us that things that exist dependently – that arise as the result
of a cause – are neither identical to that cause (for then the result would be
indistinguishable from the cause; a seed would be the sprout that grows from it) nor
are they different from that cause (for then the result would not need the cause; a sprout
could come into existence without the seed). The result is not “disconnected” from the
cause in that sprouts come from seeds. But the result is also not “on-going” in relation
to the cause in that sprouts are different from seeds; the result is not simply a
continuation of the cause.
Absolute identity and absolute difference are equally impossible. Things can neither be
really or essentially the same nor can they be really or essentially different. But if they
existed essentially – “out there,” independently, and objectively – they would have to
be one or the other. The fact that things both appear to be connected and different is a
kind of proof that the relationships between things have to be imposed on them by the
perceiver.
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18.11
Non-identity and non-differentiation,
Neither disconnected nor on-going –
This is the immortal teaching of the Buddhas,
The Lords of the World.
Arya Nagarjuna here sums up the “immortal teaching”: things are neither essentially
the same as one another (for if they were, how could we distinguish between them?),
nor are they essentially different (for if they were, they could never interact – a seed
that was essentially different from a sprout could never turn into that sprout). Things
are not inherently disconnected nor on-going, as we have seen in the last verse.
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18.12
When the perfect Buddhas no longer appear,
And when there also are no more Listeners,
Spontaneously the wisdom of the self-made Buddhas comes forth.
Even when there are no Buddhas present in the world, and also no “Listeners” (here
perhaps referring to the immediate disciples of a Buddha), the wisdom taught by the
Buddhas can still arise “spontaneously” in the minds of those who achieve
enlightenment on their own. Candrakirti, in his commentary on this verse, says that
this verse points to the power of the eternal truth of the Buddhas’ teaching and the
effectiveness of the cure to suffering that is this truth. But he also notes that ultimately
one must realize this truth on one’s one. While our teachers can lead us toward the
truth, in the end we must discover it for ourselves. The spiritual life is ultimately a
solitary pursuit.
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Exercise for Class Four
For the next week, set aside some time every day to do the following meditation.
Bring to mind how you ordinarily think of yourself: as a tangible, perceptible, selfexistent “me.” Say your name to yourself and hold the image and feeling that are
conjured up; or remember how you felt when someone falsely accused you of some
wrong deed.
Think: if such a “me” exists, it must either be the same as (one with, identical to) my
parts, or different from (other than) my parts. And these are the only possibilities.
If such a “me” were one with or identical to my parts, then there would have to be as
many “me’s” as there were parts of me – my body and each of my body’s parts would
be “me,” and my mind (and each function and moment of my mind) would be “me.”
This is absurd, and certainly not the “me” I ordinarily think exists and that I grasp on
to. So this “me” is not the same as my parts.
So maybe the “me” is different from or other than the parts of me. But if such a “me”
were different from its parts, then I should be able to locate it separately, apart from my
body and mind. Is there any findable “me” that can be perceived separate from the
“me” who thinks, feels, meditates, has a body, etc.? And even if there were, is that the
“me” I ordinarily think exists and am so attached to?
So if there isn’t a truly existing “me” that is the same as my parts, nor is there a truly
existing “me” that is different from these parts, then there isn’t a truly existing “me” at
all. When you’ve convinced yourself of the absence of such a self, hold onto that
realization for as long as possible. When you lose it or it begins to waver, repeat the
reasoning.
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