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Section 2 – Question 1: What is involved in the concept of emptiness (śūnyatā) in the teachings of the Madhyamaka school?

The Concept of Emptiness in the Teachings of the Madhyamaka School of Buddhists

About the Madhyamaka School of Thought and the Concept of Emptiness
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Madhyamaka School of Buddhism was founded in the 2nd century CE. Nagarjuna, a Buddhist monk in India, is accredited with having started the school. Madhyamaka, according to Bliss (12), is a ‘non-self-theory’ that was applied to explain the existence of humans, but was extended to incorporate different types of issues and ideas. The Madhyamaka Buddhists deny the existence of phenomena with self-sufficiency, independence and intrinsic characteristics. The Madhyamaka School of thought has become influential, predominantly because it contains a single idea that everything has a secondary and insubstantial existence as opposed to primary and substantial actuality. The void of emptiness forms the basic framework of the Madhyamaka school of thought and allows it to maintain the balance between material realism and nihilism. Material realism is the view that all things exist independently and inherently while nihilism is the idea that nothing subsists at all. The framework makes the Madhyamaka school of thought be considered as the ‘Middle Way’ view. The concept of ‘emptiness of emptiness’ is the manner of looking at different things without taking anything away. It requires that people look at events through their minds and sense them without thinking whether there is anything behind them. The Madhyamaka school requires that when talking about emptiness, it should not be based on individual presuppositions, but rather should be regarded as the real nature of things. 
One of the primary aims of Nagarjuna when he started the Madhyamaka school of Buddhist philosophy was to challenge the notions of the existence of only single ideas in indivisible and substantial particles. Nagarjuna is known to have travelled to divine deities and to have come back with different teachings that he imparted to his followers. The concept of emptiness and what it constitutes is believed to be at the centre of his doctrines. The Prajnaparamita teachings were used by Nagarjuna to explain the emptiness in things. The primary difference between the Nagarjuna’s and other Dharma teachings is that they asserted that not only is self and ego empty, but also all things including trees, shadows and houses are all hollow of the inherent nature (Burton 43). Additionally, the school added the concept of two realities known as the ‘two truths’. First, the concept holds that endurance and permanence are elements of eventual reality and truth. Second, conventional reality and truth consist of composite phenomena.
The Madhyamaka as a Buddhist school has been widely recognised as being at the centre of Buddhist metaphysics and teachings. The most important claim by the Madhyamika Buddhists is that everything is empty and that everyone should show and exercise compassion. The Madhyamaka school of thought asserts that there are two perspectives that people can use to understand issues. Individuals can either speak of them based on either their ultimate nature or conventional paradigm status where individuals live. The two truths according to the Madhyamaka School are the ‘conventional paradigm’ and ‘ultimate truth’. The two concepts are regarded as the only truth by this school because they fail to consider primary ontology over each other, but instead ensure that people are aware of their level. When the Madhyamika Buddhists claim that something is empty, they imply that such an object is not self-sufficient, independent, or intrinsic. Therefore, all objects are void, and that there must be an emptiness of all things. The primary claim made by Nagarjuna is the ‘universal emptiness’, which claims that everything lacks substance. 

The Four Truths
There are four pillars of truth that are closely linked to the rise of the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism during the 2nd century CE. The most important issue with the four truths is that they can be used to explain the concept of emptiness. Truthfulness was imparted to individuals who did not have much experience with various phenomena. Buddha taught that the ordinary human form suffers because of a corrupted mind. A defiled mind was defined as one that was disturbed by different emotions (klesha) and arose from clinging to the notions of individual ego or self. From these teachings of Buddha, it was observed that there is a suffering that resulted from an individual’s cherishing him/herself, but that people could free themselves from this misery if they attained nirvana. However, one had to eliminate the clinging to the ego.

The Significance of Understanding Emptiness According to the Madhyamaka School
To understand the concept of emptiness according to the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism, it is essential to first comprehend why it is known as the ‘Middle Way’ (Tirado 11). The way humans experience things in the world consists of a vast range of phenomena, including physical objects, emotions, people and forces, all of which seem to exist in a real sense substantially. For example, when a person eats food, there is a ‘thing’ (food) consumed by that person and there is a process, which acts to transform the food into useful products, for example, energy and nutrients (Garfield 78). There is a clear relationship between the processes involved in the digestion of the food because people tend to maintain a rigid distinction between them and conceive of them as independent and separate issues deserving their ontological ground. The association brings a sense of realism that is founded on the precept that all phenomena contain their core essence and some form of immutable substance where the intrinsic identity serves as the bearer of all the attributes displayed by the phenomena. 
Although the assumption may seem to be common sense, the Buddhist philosophers consider it the most dangerous, tenacious, and the most profound delusion in the minds of people (Tirado 12). Buddhism recognises such issues as fundamental misconceptions and that people are affected in intangible ways by the experiences that affect them. For example, an individual will get burnt when they touch fire, and when the face of a person is hit by a slab of wood. Despite these experiences being so compelling, Buddhist philosophy believes that neither the wood nor the fire exist as such, but only act to distract individuals from the reality that nothing exists (Tirado 12). Buddhists believe that when the existence of these phenomena is searched, everything, from atoms to people to galaxies, is ultimately empty of the identities people ascribe to them. Phenomena have no independent being that can be isolated and understood sui generis. Instead, the Madhyamaka School asserts that human beings give phenomena their momentary forms because, in their minds there are conceptual identities and labels that best describe objects and ideas. However, such labels do not exist in the actual sense. 
The notions of emptiness propagated by the Madhyamaka school may at first glance, draw significant opposition as consisting of nihilism due to the insistence on the need of the ultimate nature of things. The perspective may convince someone that Buddhism is dismissing the concept of reality and simply replacing it with emptiness. However, the concept provides a valid objection at first glance and without scrutiny. Upon extensive examination, one may fail to understand why the Madhyamaka School of Buddhism claims there is no truth in things when their surroundings are full of tangible and truthful elements. It is clear that the environment is not empty because it consists of different objects, such as water, air and even human beings. Explaining to others that all those objects arose from nothing, as the Madhyamaka school posits may, therefore, be difficult (Berger 325). Furthermore, one may wonder that if the ultimate nature of things is emptiness, then how it is possible that everything is claimed to consist of natural elements. However, although such questions are sensible, they ascend from a person being unable to correctly understand what the Buddhists mean by the concept of emptiness. The majority of people have doubts about the concept of emptiness because they consider themselves to exist and have an essence when, in the real sense, there is nothing as such (Burton 43). Indeed, it is easier to be misled, especially when phrases such as the ‘ultimate nature’ are used, but from the Madhyamaka School of thought perspective, emptiness is as empty as anything else. 

The Four-Way Valuation Approach of Emptiness in the Madhyamaka School
According to the Madhyamaka school, there are four primary ways of explaining the emptiness. The approaches include four major areas of discussion:
i. An investigation of the cause (refutation of causation);
ii. Refuting the existent or non-existent results (investigation of the results);
iii. ‘Neither one nor many’ (an investigation of essential identity);
iv. The great interdependence (an investigation of all).
The Refutation of Causation
Reductionism is one of the major arguments that Nagarjuna put forward to explain what constitutes emptiness. The no-causation concept examines the source and effects to demonstrate that no essence can be found. The argument holds that if phenomena come into existence, their causes can be derived from a number of possible relations. First, the origins may be the same as the phenomena, and mean that they have the same essence. Second, the grounds may be different from the occurrences. Third, the causes may be both ‘different and similar’ to the phenomenon simultaneously. Finally, the origin may neither be the same nor different from the phenomenon. However, all these possibilities are untenable within teachings or the Treaties on the Middle Way. The Nagarjuna teachings show that if a phenomenon depends on its essence from other issues or objects and if those substances do not contain such essence, then it holds that such a phenomenon arises without an essence.
An object fails to attain the ground or framework upon which it can be differentiated form other things if it loses the essence of being. Therefore, one may conclude that things such as interdependence of issues do not exist. Any idea that the concept of interdependence, as propagated by the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism forms a critical component of understanding the concept of emptiness and its constituents. However, because differences between various phenomena are non-existent and objects can be obtained from others makes the arguments that insist that such objects exist absurd. According to Garfiled (79), it is not tenable to posit that phenomena are consequences of causes that are different form the objects themselves because the admittance of such an argument will lead to the internal contradiction. These arguments help to refute the notion of causation and form one of the primary elements of emptiness within the Madhyamaka school. 
The idea of causal interdependence is hinged on the argument that certain issues will occur due to the activities of other things (causes) that may or may not be related to the occurring object. Therefore, the conceptualisation of phenomena in the minds of people is a result of believing that such occurrences are caused to rise by certain external forces and that they cannot rise on their own. When the reasoning is considered, it implies that all things occurring as discrete entities have causal relationships. The Madhyamaka school of Buddhism, however, refutes such reasoning and instead asserts that things do not arise or exist independently. If this is the case, ‘truth’ would be similar to the meaning of ‘being’ and as a result would prove that existence is truth (Bliss 47). Such admittance would mean that everything exists and would raise nihilistic problems of contradiction for the Madhyamaka school. According to the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism philosophy, it is the rejection of the supposition that there are discrete individuals, each with his/her own identity, discernible from the conditions making it possible for them to arise, that helps to define the elements of emptiness (Berger 329). Nagarjuna asserted that nothing exists in that manner. The Madhyamaka school, under the teachings of Nagarjuna, claims that the appearances of discrete subparts do not constitute ultimate truth because, in the first place, such objects do not exist. The Madhyamaka school of Buddhism, therefore, posits that the ultimate truth is not defined by the appearance of discrete particles and that there is no existence of such particles. The School has a position that there is nothing such as sub-parts because, eventually, everything is empty and has no form or ability to cause the occurrence of other things.

The ‘No-Self’ Concept
The ‘No self’ is also known as the Sevenfold reasoning and aims to explain the absence of ego or true self. The argument follows the primary focus on trying to identify and isolate the innate existence of a person in one’s mind and body. Having clarified all options, it follows that individuals’ self-perception as autonomous and independent is an illusion and that human beings are as interdependent as anything else. Individuals who hold that the concept of ‘self’ is true have reasons for their assertions. For example, they claim that the self is the same as or equal to its parts, may be different, dependent and non-existent, or based on its portions, and that it is a collection of its components (Berger 327). However, the Madhyamaka school dismisses all these assumptions. The School posits that understanding the non-self is the foundation of the liberation of the mind. The reason for the argument is that if a true self existed, then it would make people feel more entitled, an issue that can only continue to restrain the minds of people.
A proper understanding of the non-self-concept within the Madhyamaka school requires individuals to understand the example of the cart, as explained by different Madhyamaka Buddhists, such as Shakyamuni and Chandrakiriti. At first glance, individuals consider a cart as a handy object because of its ability to be used to carry objects from one location to another. However, close examination of the concept of the ‘cart’ reveals that it is simply a designation that people give to an object to conveniently label it and subsequently purport it as the truth. In the real sense, Nagarjuna taught that there is no truth about such a cart.
The first part is analysing the components of a cart that contains wheels, a railing, a harness pole and a bed. However, each of these parts are significant because neither the bed is the cart, nor the railing, nor the pole. If these things are completely taken apart, then there is nothing such as a cart. According to the Madhyamaka school, it is this ‘nothingness’ in the cart that forms one of the major constituents of the concept of emptiness. 
There is no cart that can exists without its parts, as it would mean that if the cart is completely taken apart, then the concept of the cart would also not exist. Although it may appear easy to refer to an object as an aggregate of other things in an actual sense, there is no such thing as a cart. The Madhyamaka Buddhists argue that since the identity of the cart is simply a mere accusation and imposition without any actuality behind it, there can be no real connection of possession between the cart and its parts (Berger 328). Another example would be a man who is honest. If there is no existence of such a ‘man’, then there will be no qualities such as honesty because the honesty and the man must coexist to give rise to an ‘honest man’.
Systems are made of its parts and so are the experiences of the world that are made up of human presuppositions. The final elements, the dharmas, do not rely upon their roles (they have none), so neither do they depend upon conceptualising movement (there is no mental act artificially unifying distinct things). Nevertheless, they must rely on each to attain the characteristics of ‘being’. Meditation exercises should enable individuals to comprehend the facts of their conceptualisations. It is distinctive of the Brahmanical thinking in which Nagarjuna taught that at least one thing is sublimely free from the messy vulnerability of whatever is dependent upon others for its existence. Nagarjuna's objection to his Abhidharma colleagues is that they have inadvertently done the same, re-establishing the independent distinctiveness of selves in their simple elements, the dharmas. Phenomenon may not create a separate and personal self. However, due to their unique nature, then they can be considered stable and independent. In particular, one might cling to it as the 'real truth' about their 'real nature'. For instance, whatever components of a cart cause it to arise, the parts are co-located solid events and that is what makes them components of a cart, but nothing else (Westerhoff 343). The concept of emptiness, therefore, does not have co-located parts, which when combined, make a whole. Instead, emptiness is a discrete concept that must be understood without attaching it to other issues or phenomena. The failure to grasp the fundamental truth of dependent origination properly becomes a moral and spiritual failing, preventing one from reaching happiness and enlightenment.
The difference between the two positions is existential and the charge is a serious one. Nagarjuna compared the svabhava (individual nature) proper to each dharma to the 'self in important respects’. Nagarjuna claimed that there is no 'self of any sort, anywhere; all things, concepts, dharmas, are empty of intrinsic nature’ (Berger 328). Nagarjuna suggested that the concept is the unavoidable implication of the core Buddhist claim that all arises dependently. If true, the argument would explain why it is incoherent to explain distinct entities as singular. 
In summary, the ‘seven-part analysis’ of emptiness, as proposed by the Madhyamaka school, there can be an essential understanding the absence of self (Westerhoff 15). The initial step of the ‘seven-part analysis’ holds that an object does not possess any essential reality. The assembled parts of an object do not constitute any distinct truth (Westerhoff 15). Third, the same way the actual whole or parts do not exist, in a similar manner, the concept of ‘curtness’ neither exists nor possess parts. Fourth, the reality on which the parts are dependent is non-existent. Additionally, the mere collection of the parts does not create a true self, similar to when the cart is randomly assembled, it does not constitute a cart. Finally, when the parts are correctly assembled, there is no reality in the shape of an object obtained. The fact that resulting phenomena are called a ‘cart’ does not give any reality to its shape and components. 
The ‘seven-part analysis’ of emptiness applies to explaining the self. First, the self does not exist in distinction from the aggregates, nor is there a self between individuals and the various qualities that they consider to own. Second, there is neither ‘self’ upon which the experiences of individuals are based, nor does a ‘self’ exist on those experiences. Consequently, when the aggregates and experiences of individuals are analysed in such a manner, it can be seen that in the same way the cart is non-existent, so is the real self (Bliss 45). Individuals show self-nature only because, in their minds, they have conceptualisations that they actually exist when, in the real sense, both their bodies and minds are empty. In the manner humans assemble the various parts to form a cart is the same way the various skandhas will be collectively known as self. However, by applying the ‘seven-part analysis’ of emptiness to find the self, individuals will always find no reality, either apart or among the concept of self. The Shakyamuni Buddha once said in one of his teachings that an individual’s feeling of one’s own self-existence is a kind of demonic form and something that has arisen without any basis in reality, but only to act to cause humans trouble (Bliss 45).
According to Wangchuk (14), when the self is taken to also include individual images and appearances, a two-way examination is necessary. First, whether actual realities exist in such things should be considered. Second, it should be determined whether the acknowledged reality constitutes the ‘self’ concept. Thereafter, the seven analyses should be applied to analyse the external phenomena.
Furthermore, when individuals may think that there is truth behind ordinary things, they might feel, hear, undergo, and see simply because they appear to happen. The fact that humans experience them, some assumptions that certain sorts of actual existence may arise. However, the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism refutes these claims and argues that the mere fact that humans can have such experiences does not justify the assumptions that the objects exhibiting such experiences are a reality (Finnigan 54). Taking the example of a person looking into a mirror is one of the perfect examples that can be used to explain the issue. An individual will appear to see an image reflected from a mirror in front of him/herself. However, the Madhyamaka school argues that such an image is non-existent and that the image seen is a presupposition in the mind of the person reflected. Instead, the mirror is a mere product of conditions that in the case, for example, include the proximity of the face to the mirror, as well as the presence of light. When these conditions are present, humans will see an image in the mirror, but in a real sense, there is no veracity about the presence of such faces or images. 
According to the Nagarjuna's teachings, therefore, the sheer fact that humans may see or experience certain conditions does not provide valid reasons to confer that such experiences have existential status. On the other hand, neither can individuals deny that these experiences possess no existence at all. The two arguments, therefore, lead to the Madhyamaka dilemma: the claim that there are no experiences in such circumstances would be absurd.

The Refutation of Effects
According to the teachings of Madhyamaka School of Buddhism, one should not assume or feel that by gaining more insights into emptiness. which is regarded as the nature of reality, one would achieve emptiness. Having examined the arising of phenomena, one should not assume that nothing arises at all, but rather that there is no tangible phenomena arising. Therefore, the principal law of emptiness is that it does not refute karma, but supports it (Berger 322). Taking the example of looking into the mirror, it can be said that if something real could permeate the mirror before an individual mirrors his/her face, or if the real face could be reflected into the mirror before one could see the reflection, then the images produced in the mirror would not be possible. When the four possible resultant conditions are examined under the Middle-Way view, it can be seen that effects would not exist when the phenomena arise. In summary, the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism claims that in understanding the components of emptiness, it is essential to recognise that the emptiness itself is an absolute void and nothingness.

Essential Nature of One and Many
According to the Madhyamaka School of Buddhism, it is difficult for individuals to understand the concept of emptiness if they cannot comprehend the differences between the notions of singularity and multiplicity. The method is easy to understand and describes what constitutes emptiness because it highlights and advocates for an understanding of one thing, namely whether phenomena are single or plurals. The analysis is essential because it enables individuals to understand what ‘emptiness’ means. 
According to the teachings of Madhyamaka, nothing can be unitary and multiple at the same time. Nagarjuna argued that plurality and singularity do not exist because both lack the ultimate nature elements. Furthermore, it is not possible to obtain plural objects if there are no single phenomena in the first place. Therefore, it makes no sense to take the notions of singularity and plurality as the basis of explaining the existence of real nature.
When analysing the importance of singular and multi-pluralism, first, it is necessary to consider the primary identity of all conditioned and unconditioned phenomena to establish whether there is truth in the notion of singularity. For example, regarding the issues classified as the five aggregates having physical forms, there are five division positions. Additionally, the concept of singularity cannot be applied to an object such as a vase simply because it has different parts. Therefore, one vase is a notion that human puts on such objects but, in reality, such items are not singular. In such a case, no true singularity is established, and this also refers to all the components of the object. Even the limbs and the body are further similarly divided into parts. In summary, one may argue that everything with physical form and material particles can further be divided into various pieces and parts as its basis, which can also lead to infinitely smaller particles. As already explained, it is impossible for such small particles to possess other sub-particles if there is an absence of different types of units from all sides. If such a condition exists, then there can be an infinite regression of particles. However, if the conditions are not the case, even if many sub-particles are linked, it can never have further growth. Thus, it can be said that all phenomena having material form do not have a true singularity. The different types of awareness, therefore, cannot have true singularity because they involve and contain many cognitive acts and mental states, arise from different forms, and take various features. Wangchuk (18) explains that failing to analyse the concept of ‘nature of arising’ would make it difficult to examine even the subtlest of indivisible moments of emptiness. In such cases, all phenomena involved within the matter and the mind lack true singularity. Therefore, non-concurrent formations can be concluded as merely imputations that people make and place upon such occasions and, thus, do not possess any essential identity. 
In summary, all unconditioned and conditioned phenomena cannot be proven to possess any true singularity, and, since it is impossible to establish, it is absurd to find the plurality. Since it can be proven that there are no such things as singular or plural, it follows that phenomena and individuals do not have any inherent identity, thereby making the notion of ‘self’ empty and undefined. 

The Great Interdependence (The Investigation of All Sources)
According to the Madhyamaka school, all phenomena do not come into being by their own inherent identity, but as a consequence of coincidence because when circumstances are absent, no occurrence will rise. The arising of ‘nothing’ is an important element and framework for understanding the concept of emptiness. Even when they appear, they do so lacking in any inherent existence because they resemble reflections instigated by conditions and causes. When conditions such as non-existence or permanence are taken into consideration, all issues will appear to be lacking in actual reality. When evaluations are done based on such a manner and using reasoning that investigates the ‘ultimate nature’, including the actual nature of issues, it can be seen as mere unfailing that is dependent on the concept of ‘arising’. Otherwise, if they were considered to arise according to the four alternatives or extremes, including non-existent or existent, impermanent or permanent, then such would be an inappropriate conventional explanation and would result in the depreciation and damage of all the conventions or Treaties of the Middle Way. The Madhyamaka considers all conventions of mere appearance as extremely reasonable. The great interdependence or the investigation of all the other types of ultimate logic explained by the Madhyamika School are essential because all of them are concerned with seemingly real and unexplained appearances of dependent origination.

Openness and Nature as Important Components of Emptiness 
The Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness critiques all forms of false abstraction and individualism, a teaching that is also found in many Buddhism doctrines. In his arguments and explanations on why many people cannot understand the concept of emptiness, Nagarjuna claimed that the fallacy of the misplaced concreteness including the weak minds, thoughts, perceptions and the feelings of people about reality and rampant distortion has made people egoistic and self-centred (Garfield 76). Such observations, Nagarjuna asserted, prevent individuals from seeing the essence of emptiness. For Nagarjuna, being cannot only be adequately understood when considered as a system of different collections and relations. Instead, emptiness can only be understood by being open to the natural and the existence of unreal situations (Garfield 81). According to Madhyamaka School, a mind that is disturbed with emotions is a result of clinging to egos that are non-existent and empty. It is critical, therefore, to first realise emptiness and suffering. To do so, however, one must understand the concept of non-self. According to Vose (19), Nagarjuna explained that old nature is a ‘nature that is no nature’ but also is the most authentic form of phenomena without essence, identity and substantiality.

Conclusion
The Madhyamaka school of Buddhism denies the existence of anything that is classified as self-sufficient, independent and an intrinsically existent phenomena. The School, since its formation during the 2nd century in India, has become so influential, primarily because it advocates for a single idea: that some things only exist in secondary form and in a derived manner rather as primary and substantial issues, and that all things must possess secondary existence. The basic framework upon which the concept of emptiness is based within the Madhyamaka school of Buddhism is the ‘Middle way’ arguments that enable it to maintain a balance between material realism and nihilism. Nagarjuna, a Buddhist monk, is credited for having created the Madhyamaka School of reasoning and his teachings outlined the insubstantiality of both persons and phenomena, and how everything is considered emptiness. Nagarjuna’s teaching differs from other forms and teachings about emptiness because it asserts that everything, including the self, trees, tables and houses are all empty of the inherent nature. The primary claim made by Nagarjuna is about ‘universal emptiness’, which claims that everything without exception is lacking in substance. The school added the concept of two realities, known as the ‘two truths’, which posited that all composite phenomena were part of the conventional truth or conventional reality, while the enduring and permanent phenomena were parts of the ultimate truth or ultimate reality. Therefore, when the Madhyamika Buddhists assert or talk about emptiness, they simply imply that everything is empty and, as a result, does not possess an intrinsic existence, is not self-sufficient, and is not independent. To master the concept of emptiness, individuals should devote their attention to training on virtues, discernment, and concentration.
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