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Chapter 16 
  

Emptiness 
 

“Emptiness” 1  is a common terminology and an important 
concept in Buddhism. Buddhist scholars have provided a variety 
of interpretations on this concept. A commonly accepted 
explanation of “emptiness” goes something like this:  
 

Emptiness means that all dharma have no independent 
existence of their own, apart from the reliance on other 
dharma. All dharma have no real, individual essences 
that distinguish them from all other dharma. In other 
words, everything in the world, both physical and 
mental, is interdependent with everything else in the 
world. The temporary existence of each is dependent on 
its relations with what is not. There is no such thing as 
something existing on its own, separate and with no 
causal relation with anything else.2 

 
This is probably the standard, classic, and most widely accepted 
explanation of “emptiness”. “Emptiness” and “intrinsic nature” 
share some common features. A basic concept in Buddhism is 
that nothing exists alone. But to some scholars, this theory is 
still not enough for us to explain the concept of “emptiness”.  
 

                                                        
1 空. 
2 Epstein, Ronald B. 2003. Buddhism A to Z. (Taiwan: Editorial Committee of the Buddhist 

Text Translation Society), p. 71. 
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Let us try a simpler way to deal with this issue. We may present 
two bowls at the same time, with one that is full and another 
empty. This is the mundane understanding of “emptiness”.   
 
When we see something, we naturally apply related 
characteristics to judge what we see. For example, seeing a 
luxurious car or expensive ornaments causes ideas of affluence 
and luxury to come to mind. When a fellow country woman is 
awarded an Olympic medal, her achievement makes us feel a 
sense of national pride. Learning the grievous news of the 
death of a close friend caused by a car accident immediately 
causes us to be sad.  
 
According to Buddhist theories, we should try to relate all 
conditioned phenomena to the concept of “emptiness”, which 
can be seen as the real character of all dharmas. 
 
A famous prose of the Heart Sutra addresses the concept of 
emptiness: “Form is not different from emptiness, and 
emptiness is not different from form. Form itself is emptiness, 
and emptiness itself is form. Sensation, conception, synthesis, 
and discrimination are also such as this”.  
 
This prose can be better understood with reference to another 
scriptural quote taken from the Diamond Sutra: “All conditioned 
phenomena are just illusions, like bubbles, like shadows, like 
dew, and lightning”. The Diamond Sutra instructs Buddhist 
practitioners in judging all things. Whatever we see is “empty”, 
the real character of all dharmas. “Conditioned Phenomena” 
include everything produced by the merging of causes and 
conditions. 
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According to the First Awakening of the Sutra on the Eight Kinds 
of Attentiveness of Great Persons, these things “always come 
and go. They are unreal and deceptive without a governing 
theme”3. 
 
When we understand the teachings in the Diamond Sutra and 
Heart Sutra, we will realize that these teachings share the same 
purpose. The substance taught in one sutra can often be used 
to interpret the texts of another sutra. Simply put, the Diamond 
Sutra teaches us to give rise to the awakening mind. This means 
that we need to have great wisdom and compassion, and that 
we must perform the great vow. When we offer up good deeds, 
we shall neither be attached to what we see and feel, nor shall 
we be affected by what we see and feel. This resonates with the 
Buddhist saying that “when giving away to help others, there 
should not be any link or attachment to other considerations.”4 
This is equivalent to distancing the four marks of existent 
phenomena; this practice directly helps us to understand the 
meaning of “emptiness” in Buddhism. 
 
Now let us take a look at the explanation of “emptiness” in the 
Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch: “Emptiness includes the 
sun, moon, stars, and planets, the great earth, mountains and 
rivers, all trees and grasses, bad men and good men, bad things 
and good things, heaven and hell; they are all in the midst of 
emptiness. The emptiness of human nature is also like this”.5 
 
While understanding the shared meaning of “all conditioned 
                                                        
3 八大人覺經第一覺悟: “生滅變異, 虛偽無主.” 
4 應無所住行於布施. Section 4 of the Diamond Sutra. 
5 六祖壇經: “世界虛空, 能含萬物色像: 日月星宿, 山河大地, 泉源溪澗, 草木叢林, 惡
人善人, 惡法善法, 天堂地獄, 一切大海, 須彌諸山, 總在空中. 世人性空, 亦複如是.”  
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phenomena”, “emptiness” and “foamy illusion”, we shall avoid 
being attached to “emptiness”, the same way as we shall not be 
attached to “existence”. While an attachment to “emptiness” 
could readily generate a passive and dispirited attitude, clinging 
to “existence” could make us indulge in fame and wealth. We 
shall understand the state of “neither empty nor existing”, 
which is described as “marvelous existence” by Buddhists.  
 
Analyzing the connotations of “emptiness” and the “law of 
conditioned genesis”, allows us to easily relate to the idea of the 
“emptiness of nature in all things that arises from conditions” 
(yuan qi xing kong 緣起性空). “Yuan qi” means that all things 

in the world are created by the mutual coalescing of myriad 
conditions. “Xing kong” indicates that all dharmas created by 
the mutual coalescing of myriad conditions are empty without 
real substance.6 
 
Some scholars use the idea of “emptying one’s intrinsic nature” 
to question the existence of “intrinsic nature”. The author 
considers the issue open to discussion. All the contradictions 
will be resolved, so long as we understand the synonymous 
meaning shared by “intrinsic nature”, “Buddha-nature”, and “all 
dharmas are empty”. According to the Heart Sutra, all of these 
are “neither created nor destroyed, neither defiled nor pure, 
and they neither increase nor diminish”. 
 

                                                        
6 Chen Yixiao, The Dictionary of Common Buddhist Terms (佛學常見詞匯), 466.  
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Hinayana Buddhism places particular emphasis on “emptiness”, 
or Śūnyatā, a virtuous quality. Buddhadasa Bhikkihu 
(1906-1993), the renowned Thai monk has written a lot about 
“emptiness” 7:    
To feel that there is nothing which is “me” 
To be without worry or doubt that anything might be “me” 
To feel that there is nothing that is “mine” 
To be without worry or doubt that anything might be “mine”  
 
Buddhadasa Bhikkihu says, “At the moment that someone’s 
mind is freed from these four things, there exists what the 
Buddha maintained is voidness”. 8 
 
When we realize that everything we see is related to 
“emptiness”, we may question if we are adopting an overly 
pessimistic and escapist attitude. The answer to this question 
depends on what we cherish in our lives. It is impossible for 
those who value fame and wealth over everything else to 
realize the meaning of Buddhist emptiness.  Giving up any 
opportunity to make more money is a loss to such people. But 
to people who are willing to help others, missing such an 
opportunity is certainly not an escape.  
 
At the end of Chapter 2, I have described the distinction 
between “the enlightened” and “the still perplexed”. The 
enlightened sees the truth of myriad things, namely, the “real 
character of all dharmas” or “the nature of emptiness”, which 
can also be called as the “emptiness of all dharmas”. The still 
                                                        
7 Santikaro Bhikkhu, Heartwood of the Bodhi Tree: The Buddha’s Teaching on Voidness 

(Bangkok: Silkworm Books, 2004), 53. 
8 Santikaro Bhikkhu, Heartwood of the Bodhi Tree: The Buddha’s Teaching on Voidness 

(Bangkok: Silkworm Books, 2004), 54. 
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perplexed, however, is still bewildered by things. The Buddhist 
truth that surpasses the comprehension of ordinary people is 
called the “ultimate truth”. By contrast, the Buddhist theories 
that are comprehensible to everyone fall under the “mundane 
truth”.  
 
Therefore, if you find fame and wealth particularly alluring and 
you crave them, you may not be worried in the least. You are 
just one of many ordinary people who has not been able to 
change delusion into awakening. Nevertheless, you can play 
your role well within your cognitive domain. In other words, 
you can abide by Buddhist precepts and rules for the mundane 
world. If you have a job, then you should work hard; if you are a 
businessman, then you should strive to have a successful career. 
But remember that you shall always keep away from craving, 
aversion, and ignorance. 
 
The world population consists of various classes of people, 
including the wealthy and poor, superstars and commoners. 
According to Buddhism, one’s aspiration for affluence or fame is 
nothing despicable, so long as one abandons craving, aversion, 
and ignorance. If those who are high and mighty participate in 
efforts that serve the needs of the underprivileged, they are 
setting a noble model for others who have a similar social 
status.  
 
Before ending this discussion on “emptiness”, I feel the urge to 
mention my exchange with a Japanese practitioner on 
Buddhism that I had many years ago. I remember inquiring 
about this scholar’s view on the theme of Buddhism. He 
responded with “emptiness”, an answer that is correct on some 
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level, because the concepts of “emptiness” and “intrinsic 
nature” are interrelated. But if I were to answer this question, I 
would refer to the central theme of Buddhism as 
“enlightenment” and “restoration of intrinsic nature”. Moreover, 
as the aforementioned passage has stated, we shall not be 
attached to “emptiness” or “existence”. There are eighty-four 
thousand permutations to interpret Buddhism. Various 
interpretations of Buddhism are provided by different people 
for students who are at different levels. Therefore, we must 
avoid saying that we are right but others are not. 
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A Simple Approach to Understanding Buddhism 

 
1. The theme of Buddhism is to understand enlightenment and its 

implications.  
 

2. Differentiate “the enlightened” and “the still perplexed”. 
 
3. Remember that an enlightened person understands the “ultimate 

truth”, namely, the illusion of myriad things. This explanation is 
difficult for unenlightened people to comprehend, as they see 
everything as real.   

 
4. Special cultivating approaches that belong to the “mundane truth” 

have been designed in Buddhism to facilitate the understanding of 
the Truth by people with mundane views. These approaches help 
the people with mundane views avoid craving, aversion, ignorance, 
and believe in the law of cause and effect. This way of cultivation is 
accessible to everyone. Understanding the distinction between the 
“ultimate truth” and “mundane truth” would enlighten us 
immediately.  

 
5. Some practitioners, after studying Buddhism for a period of time, 

would probably understand it. Others, however, may still feel 
perplexed. This is determined by the learner’s inborn nature.  

 
6. It is undeniable that most people in the mundane world are in 

pursuit of personal achievements, including wealth, health, fame, 
honor, and longevity. Buddhist disciples reckon that the pursuits of 
fame and wealth are reasonable, as long as they are not mixed with 
craving, aversion, and ignorance. 

 
7. This way of thinking can clarify many misunderstandings. Buddhism 

never imposes transcendence upon us. The Platform Sutra of the 
Sixth Patriarch states that “the Buddha’s teachings in this world 
cannot be appreciated without worldly references”.9 

 

                                                        
9 佛法在世界, 不離世間覺. (六祖壇經般若第 2 品無相頌; “Formless Verses” in chapter 

two of the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch.) 


