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On Emptying Self of View: A Buddhist Critique of First Philosophy 

1ƗJƗUMXQD� �F�� ���-250) is the founder of the Madhyamaka school of Indian Buddhist 

philosophy, and generally taken to be second in importance only to the Buddha himself for 

WKH� GHYHORSPHQW� RI� %XGGKLVW� WKRXJKW�� 1ƗJƗUMXQD¶V� PDVWHUZRUN�� WKH� Fundamental Verses on 

the Middle Way or 0ǌODPDGK\DPDND-NƗULNƗ, opens and closes with salutations to the Buddha 

as one who taught the ‘cessation of conceptualization’ (SUDSDxFRSDĞDPDۨ) and the 

‘abandonment of all views’ (VDUYDGܒ܈܀LSUDKƗ۬Ɨ\D) respectively. Furthermore, the text 

contains numerous calls for the complete abandonment of views, and repeatedly uses the 

tetralemma (FDWX܈NRܒL) to survey and reject all four of the logical positions open to classical 

Indian philosophers. In this paper, I argue that 1ƗJƗUMXQD¶V� insistence on the abandonment of 

all views – including ultimately his own – constitutes his distinctive means to the 

metaphysical ‘exhaustion’ characteristic of QLUYƗ۬D, wherein all views, theses, propositions 

(Gܒ܈܀L�� SDN܈D�� SUDWLMxƗ) are abandoned as so many subtle affirmations of an only ever empty 

self.  
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Rafal K Stepien is currently the inaugural Berggruen Research Fellow in Indian Philosophy at 
the University of Oxford and Assistant Professor of Asian Religions at Hampshire College 
(USA). Previously, he has been the Cihui Foundation Faculty Fellow in Chinese Buddhism at 
Columbia and the Soudavar Memorial Research Scholar in Persian Studies at Cambridge. 


