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Identity and Difference:
An Analysis of Nagajuna’s Middle Way of Thinking

from the Basic Principle of Material Dialectics

Abstract

This paper attempts to prove the thoughts of Nagajuna do
manifest some key features of Material Dialectics. If it holds that,
“things are always in the process of development and change, yet they
do so within the traces of consistency, the essence of things is
‘identity,” which also contends ‘difference’.” It is clear that in the
thoughts of Nagajuna, this perspective of things is common, which
reflects a dialectical mode of thinking. As Nagajuna said, “Whatever
that arises depending upon whatever, that is not identical nor different
from it. Therefore, it is neither annihilated nor eternal.” There are
always two sides of every single phenomenon: “relative difference”
and “similar continuity.” This perception of the two corresponding
aspects of things in the world is the key for us to understand the
Nagajuna’s thought. Also, Nagajuna’s argument can serve as a good
device as does Material Dialectics today to bring down the
construction of Western metaphysics — the “either-or” mode of

thinking.

Keyword: Identity, Difference, Dependent Arising, Material Dialectics,
Contradictory Unity, Relativism.
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% 37" By clearly understanding that there is no absolute essence to which ‘emptiness’ (or
‘pirvana’ and ‘perfect wisdom’) refers, we recognize that when emptiness is described as
inexpressible, inconceivable, and devoid of designation, it does not imply that there is such a
thing having these as characteristics. Emptiness is nonsubstantial and nonperceptible. As
‘nonsubstantially’ does not indicate non-existence, but a denial that things are real in
themselves, so ‘non-perceptibility’ does not mean a state of unconsciousness; rather, it
serves to check the inclination to substantialize phenomena through conceptualization. Thus,
‘emptiness’ itself is empty in both an ontological and an epistemological sense: “it” is
devoid of any self-sufficient being, and it is beyond both designations ‘empty’ and
‘ron-empty’. Only if both senses are kept in mind can we see how Nagarjuna relates the
‘emptiness of the phenomenal world’ to the ‘emptiness of any absulute entity or assertion’.
2258 < Emptiness, a Study in Religious Meaning > * B 47 » 1967 »
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