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The essay presents a philosophical course that is hidden in The Fundamental Wisdom
of the Middle Way — the constitutive work of the Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna. To
reveal the course, we will turn to Immanuel Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, and to the
ways in which Nagarjuna’s text corresponds to the Kantian method.

To start, | would like to clarify two essential points of ancient Buddhist thought. First, all
possible objects are phenomena delivered through our cognition, and therefore are never
things-in-themselves. As cognition dependent, change and transience are identifying
features of all phenomena. Second, the basis for every valid inquiry consists only in
what can be directly examined, that is the phenomenology of experiencing reality. I will
identify the truth about the phenomenological stratum of reality with "the concealing
truth" (the truth that conceals) — the way in which we truly experience and interpret
reality. Because the principle of "dependent origination" is a keystone in Nagarjuna’s
thought, our course starts with its clarification. It shows that dependent origination is not
a principle of mechanic causality, but rather a principle according to which cognition’s
conditions, its capacities and mental tendencies conditioning the way reality appears.
Moreover, implementation of the Kantian method reveals that dependent origination is
not an empirical law, but an a priori cognition — a cognition that is valid generally and
necessarily for every possible experience.

The philosophical course continues by the transition from dependent origination to
the absence of self-existence. A conceptual clarification reveals "existence" to mean
"existence-of-something" in reality — both phenomenological being and ontological
actuality. Accordingly, the concept of "self-existence" appears to be a phenomenological
and ontological autonomy that a thing has from itself. Since self-existence contradicts
dependent origination, there cannot be a thing with self-existence in a reality that
originates dependently. Either "something" exists from within itself or from without;
however, because there is no self-existence, it follows that there is no thing from which
existence and non-existence can be established. From there follows "Emptiness", meaning
not just an emptiness of self-existence, but that there are no things at all that can be
claimed to be empty. | will identify the truth about the ontological stratum of reality
with "the ultimate truth" — the substantial emptiness from actuality and non-actuality.
Not only that, but a transcendental exposition reveals that substantial emptiness of the
ontological stratum is a prior condition for the possibility of the phenomenological
stratum to be given to cognition.
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The philosophical course ends in the resolution of the tension between the concealing
truth and the ultimate truth. The foundation of this resolution lies in the understanding of
the deep logical equivalence between the phenomenological stratum and the ontological
stratum, and the understanding of the metaphysical meaning of this equivalence. The
logical equivalence is that reality originates dependently in the phenomenological stratum
if and only if reality is substantially empty in the ontological stratum, and vice versa. The
metaphysical meaning of this equivalence is that reality is the realization of the emptiness
of the ontological stratum and dependent origination of the phenomenological stratum
simultaneously. This is the emptiness of the distinction between the strata of reality:
reality is its strata, and its strata are reality. The collapse of this distinction brings us back
to the keystone that was the starting point of our philosophical course. The start and end
points are as far as east and west, nevertheless, they are exactly the same point — the
only point there is, that is reality.
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