
The Ontology of Śūnyatā
Deconstructing the Essence of Being and the Paradox of "Not-Two"



Early Development
Pre-Mahayana: Roots in the early Buddhist 

concept of Anatta Non-self).

Nagarjuna: Founder of the Madhyamaka school, 

established the "Middle Way" through analytical 

logic.

Cross-Tradition Context
Versus Hinduism: A departure from Hindu 

Atman Universal Self) toward Universal 

Non-Self.
Daoist Synthesis: Resonated with Wu 

Non-being) as a dynamic, productive void.

Historical & Philosophical Origins



No-Self (Anatta)
The individual "I" is empty of a permanent, 

unchanging soul. We are a fluid process of 

shifting aggregates, not a static entity.
Focus: Psychological liberation.

Emptiness (Śūnyatā)
Mahayana expansion: Not just the person, but all 

objective phenomena (atoms, trees, stars) are 

empty of independent essence.
Focus: Ontological interdependence.

From Non-Self to Emptiness



Conclusion: There is no "manager" found within these processes.

Form
Physicality 

in a state 

of 

constant 

flux.

Feeling
Fleeting tones of 

pleasant/unpleasant.

Perception
Mental labeling 

and 

categorization.

Formations
Conditioned 

habits and 

volitions.

Consciousness
Awareness of 

sensory input.

Deconstructing the "I": The 5 Skandhas



"Because everything is empty, 

everything is possible."
— Nagarjuna

No Intrinsic Nature: Things lack "own-being" 

(Svabhava); they do not exist independently.

Dependency: Existence is a "collaboration" of infinite 

causes. Nothing exists by its own power alone.

Logic of Change: Change is only possible because 

things are empty of a fixed core.

◈

◈

◈

Defining Śūnyatā: Lack of Svabhava



Reflecting Without Staining
When the mind is "emptied" of concepts and 

attachments, it acts as a mirror, perceiving things as they 

are.
Clarity: Wiping away the "dust" of ignorance and 

biases.

Non-Grasping: The mirror lets go of the image 

instantly as the object moves.

Reflection: Mirroring a red flower without becoming 

"stained" by the red.

◈

◈

◈

The Mind as a Mirror





Conventional Reality
The relative world of names and teacups. 

Essential for navigating daily life skillfully and 

with care.
"The wave is the wave."

Ultimate Dimension
Reality as it is: a seamless flow of inter-being 

beyond signs, labels, and boundaries.

"The wave is water."

The Gift of "Not-Two"



Emptiness as Potentiality

The Wellspring of Possibility
Form is Emptiness: All appearances are temporary 

"events" in an interconnected field.

Emptiness is Form: Emptiness is the potential from 

which all forms emerge.

Like a blank scroll, emptiness is the "room" that 

allows for the infinite beauty of life's brushstrokes.



Thich Nhat Hanh: We do not extinguish death; we extinguish our delusion about it.

The Twelve Links Ordinary Perception Heart Wisdom (Śūnyatā)

Ignorance A solid wall to overcome. "No ignorance, no extinction of it."

Old Age & Death A frightening end to the self. "No death, no extinction of it."

Deconstructing the Chain







Nirvana & Practical 
Liberation

The Unconditioned Flow
Attachment: We suffer by reifying the fluid. 

Emptiness ends the grasping.

Nirvana: The extinction of the fire of the ego, 

revealing the luminous, interconnected flow of 

reality.

From the burden of a solid ego to the freedom of a 

vast, open sky.



 "With nothing to attain, the Bodhisattva relies on the 
Perfection of Wisdom, and the mind is no longer an 
obstacle. Because there are no obstacles, he has no 

fear." 
— The Heart Sutra

— The Heart Sutra



Gate Gate
Paragate Parasamgate Bodhi Svaha

Closing Meditation:

The Cloud and the Sky—Inter-being in the Ultimate Dimension.
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