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Verse 105

In the last lesson, we looked at the process of logic and reasoning to help us understand emptiness or selflessness. There are four essential points:-

1. Identifying the object of negation

2. Ascertaining the limits of pervasion

3. Analysing to see whether the object of negation is inherently one with the basis of designation.

4. Analysing to see whether the object of negation is inherently different from the basis of designation.

Whether we talk about the self, the person or ‘I’, we are talking about the same thing. Whenever we talk about selflessness, it does not mean that the ‘I’ or the ‘person’ does not exist. We are referring to the absence or lack of an independent self that is able to stand alone without depending on anything. That kind of self does not exist. That is the object of negation or refutation – the ‘I’ that is independent and able to stand alone.

We are not analysing whether the person or the ‘I’ exists or not. We are analysing whether the object of negation (ie. the ‘I’ that is independent and able to stand alone) exists or not. 

If such an independent, inherently existent ‘I’ exists, then it is either:-

1. one with the aggregates; or 

2. different from the aggregates

It is problematic to assert it is one with the aggregates. There is a line of reasoning put forth by Lama Tsong Khapa in his commentary on Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way:
‘If this ‘I’ (the object of negation) is one with the aggregates, then, as the aggregates undergo production and disintegration, that ‘I’ would also have to disintegrate, whenever it is produced.’ 

This means that the object of negation (the ‘I’ which is independent, solid and able to stand alone) would be impermanent and undergoing changes as it is being produced and disintegrates. 

If such an independent, inherently existent ‘I’ exists, we will not be able to account for memory, including memory of past lives. We would also have to say that whatever karma we have created would be wasted and we would experience the results of actions that we did not create. 

As Buddhists, we accept karma and its fundamental laws, which include not experiencing the effects of actions that we did not do and that the actions we had done do not perish.  If an inherently existing ‘I’ exists, this would debunk some of these fundamental tenets of karma. 

Just as the aggregates are produced and disintegrate, the ‘I’ will also be produced and disintegrate. There will be three logical fallacies of this assertion:

(a) we would not remember our past lives; 

(b) we would experience the effects of actions that we did not do; and 

(c) whatever actions we had done would be wasted. 

As to how these three fallacies occur, this is something for us to think about.

The fallacy of not remembering our past lives does not refer to the fact that we cannot remember all our past lives. We are not suggesting there is something wrong with you if you do not remember your past lives. Rather, we are questioning how we account for those people who do remember their past lives. If we accept that we can actually remember our past lives since there are such people, then there would be some problem in asserting that the inherently existing ‘I’ exists.

Question: This logic would work only if the opponent is a Buddhist. But what if the opponent is someone who does not accept past and future lives and karma?

Answer: If the person you are debating with, from the very beginning, shuts off his mind to different possibilities, there is no way to analyse anything. Even in the case of someone who does not accept past and future lives and karma, all of these consequences can be applied to this life alone. For example, we can talk about the logical consequence of not remembering what we did 5 minutes ago or 5 years ago and so on. 

Question: Before we can identify correctly the object of negation, do we have to identify its basis of designation?

Answer: Maybe not. If you have ascertained correctly the basis of designation of the ‘I,’ which are the aggregates, one would also have necessarily ascertained that the ‘I,’ are not the aggregates, i.e. it is something that is merely labelled on the aggregates.

Permanent Phenomena

An example of permanent phenomena would be uncompounded space. We also have to explain how it does not exist from its own side. What are the reasons that we can state to prove the fact that uncompounded space does not exist inherently and does not exist independently?

What we think we see is actually not space in reality. That is the basis of designation – space, because what we see is something, which is an object of our eye consciousness. The object of the eye consciousness is form, which is an impermanent phenomenon, whereas space is a permanent phenomenon. Uncompounded space is, therefore, not an object of the eye but is a mere absence of obstructive contact. This is the basis on which we label, ‘uncompounded space.’ First, we see the absence of obstructive contact, and on the basis of seeing that we then label it as ‘space.’ This shows that the thing we first see is not space.

What are the reasons that we can state to prove the fact that uncompounded space does not exist inherently and does not exist independently?

Question: Is it possible to apprehend uncompounded space?

Answer: Yes, as long as it is an existent, one would have to say that there must be a valid cognizer who apprehends it. You can posit both a valid and inferential cognizers apprehending uncompounded space. 

There is a difference between sky and space. When the sky is dark, it is dark and when the sun comes out, it is bright and, sometimes, we see colours, like rainbows. All these changes are clear signs that what we are seeing is an impermanent phenomenon. 

Partless Particle

We can subdivide matter into the smallest unit, which is so small that it cannot be further subdivided. This is called a partless particle. How is this object no different from uncompounded space in the sense of not existing independently? 

It may be a bit easier to analyse phenomena, like the self or aggregates than analysing whether such a thing as a partless particle can exist from its own side.    

[105]

Like the plantain tree, life has no inner core. Like a bubble,

a lifetime has no inner core. Like a mist, it dissipates upon

close examination. Like a mirage, it is beautiful from afar.

Like a reflection in a mirror, it seems as if it were really true.

Like clouds and fog, it seems as if it were really stable.

‘Like the plantain tree, life has no inner core’: Over time, water will seep into the core of the tree trunk of a tree that is submerged in water. When that happens, the tree will rot and disintegrate.  Though it looks very tough, the tree in the water is not stable. In the same way, although our lives appear to be solid and enduring, it is not the case.

We can also take ‘life’ to mean a person or ‘I’. We can apply this line to the subject of emptiness. For example, when we see ourselves, the person or ‘I’ appears as a solid, enduring, able to stand on its own feet and is really right there. This is how we see ourselves and how we appear to ourselves. In reality, such an ‘I’, does not exist. For, if such an ‘I’ exists, then it will not be subject to disintegration and change. But that is not the case, isn’t it? The ‘I’ or the person does change. Since the ‘I’ or the person does undergo change, it does not exist in the way it appears as solid, standing alone, without depending on something else.

‘Like a bubble, a lifetime has no inner core’: When we look at a bubble, the bubble looks very real and as something right there, but all we need to do is poke it and it will disappear straightaway. It does not exist in the solid way it appears to us. 

It is the same with our lifespan. When we do not meet with adverse conditions, we feel very strong and solid as if we can last forever. But, on the onset of even the slightest adversity, we may even lose our lives. This shows that our lives are not able to stand on their own and are not independent. They do depend on something else. Since our lives undergo change, there is really no real ‘inner core,’ no real essence in life.

‘Like a mist, it dissipates upon close examination’: When we see mist gathering from afar, it looks very real, but the closer you get to it, you feel you are losing it and you are unable to find it.

Whether we talk about the body or the person or the ‘I’ or any phenomenon, it appears real and solid as if we can point our fingers at it and say, ‘That is the thing that I am talking about.’ Although this is how a thing appears to us, when we actually investigate to see if it exists in that way, we are not able to point to the very thing that we are talking about, just like the dissipating mist. 

‘Like a mirage, it is beautiful from afar’: When we see a mirage of water in a desert, obviously, that water does not exist. Phenomena are like that too. The water does not exist although we see the appearance of water. In the same way, all compounded phenomena, though they appear to exist independently from their own sides, without relying on anything else, can only come about through depending on causes and conditions. 

When we look at beautiful things, they seem inherently beautiful. Although beautiful things come about through causes and conditions, but when we look at them, they appear to be really beautiful from their own sides. But when we look and search for that beauty, we are unable to point to it.    This is not to say that beautiful things do not exist. Inherently beautiful things do not exist from their own sides, but we are not saying that beautiful things do not exist.

(Geshe-la: So those of you who are beautiful and handsome, don’t worry, you do exist!)

‘Like a reflection in a mirror, it seems as if it were really true’: When you stand before the mirror, you cannot say that you are in the mirror. You are not there but it appears as if there is a person right there in the mirror. Although it appears that way, in reality, there is no such thing.  

All the analogies here are stating that although all things or phenomena appear to exist from their own sides, to truly exist, they do not exist in the way they appear to us.

‘Like clouds and fog,’ they seem as if they will remain forever. But when the wind blows, they slowly start to dissipate and disappear. In reality, it is like that, but that is not what appears to us when we look at the clouds and fog. In the same way, when we compare the bodies that we have now and the bodies we will have tomorrow, we may feel that they are the same. When we do not check, then this is what we think and this is what appears to us. In reality, our bodies are disintegrating and changing in each and every single moment since they are compounded phenomena.
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� Meditation on Emptiness by Jeffrey Hopkins


Page 49: The I is not the aggregates because the I would be produced and would disintegrate just as the aggregates are produced and disintegrate. The I is not inherently produced and does not inherently disintegrate because if it did, memory of former births would be impossible. For, the two I’s of the different lifetimes would be unrelatedly different because they would be inherently other. 


The I is not inherently produced and does not inherently disintegrate because then deeds done (karma) would be wasted as there would be no transmission of the potencies accumulated from actions since the I’s of the different lifetimes would be unrelated others.


The I is not inherently produced and does not inherently disintegrate because the I would meet with the results of actions not done by itself. If, on the other hand, the potencies accumulated from actions were transmitted, an I which was totally different from the I that committed the deeds would undergo the results of those deeds.  





� Meditation on Emptiness by Jeffrey Hopkins


Page 217: Space is a mere absence of obstructive contact. Space is all pervading because there is an absence of obstructive contact everywhere, even where solid objects exist, for without an absence of obstructive contact an obstructive object could not be there in the first place. 


Page 432: Non-products – or permanent phenomena – are dependent-arisings in two ways; 


(1) they arise, or exist, in dependence on their parts or bases of imputation, and 


(2) they arise, or exist, in dependence on a conceptual consciousness that imputes them. 


Eg., the space of a room is imputed or designated on an absence of obstructive contact and to the space of the various parts of the room; thus, it depends both on its bases of designation and on the mind that designates it. 





Debate in Tibetan Buddhism 


Page 279: Uncomposed space is to be distinguished from composed space which results from removing objects to allow passage and so forth. 
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