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Class 3:  What if Things Were Not Empty?: The Four Arya Truths 
 

 

   
     

qt_`fĕtĕbw_bg `fĕtĕlĕĩ q_b`fĕt_k_lsn_ęw_qg z 
_fcrsnp_rw_wĕl `fĕtĕĩqrt_kct_ĩ q_rg n_ęw_qg zz /4 

 

24.16 

If y ou perceive the true existence of things as coming from their own na ture, then 

you will also have to see those things as existing without causes or conditions.   

 

It is not the correct belief in emptiness that undermines dependent origination. It is, 

conversely, precisely the view that there is some self-nature (svabhava) or true 

existence (sadbhava) to things that leads to a belief that things are independent and 

stand on thei r own, that is, that they exist without ca uses (hetu) or conditions 

(pratyaya). 

 

This, by the way, appl ies to both of the two truths.  C onventional or deceptive truth 

ɬ the world of dependently existing things and beliefs ɬ is empty of self-nature and 

therefore exists dependently on its causes and conditions. Ultimate truth or  reality,  

that i s, emptiness, is also itself devoid of self-nature ɬ it is not an independently 

existing entity, thing, or ground of being, but rather the ultimate nature of every 

dependently existing thing.  
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iĕpw_ĩ a_ iĕp_į_ĩ a_gt_ i_prĕp_ĩ i_p_į_ĩ ipgwĕĩ z 
srnĕb_ĩ a_ lgpmbf_ĩ a_ nf_j_ĩ a_ np_rg`ĕbf_qc zz /5 

 
24.17 

You would malign cause and effect, agent and acting and acts, arising and ceasing, 

and results. 

 

A view that claims that things and beings had self -nature would entail rejecting 

cause and effect, for, as we saw in the last verse, a self-existent thing or being would 

not need causes to bring it into being. A self-existent pot would not be the effect of a 

cause, and therefore would not be the product of a potter who creates it on a 

×ÖÛÛÌÙɀÚɯÞÏÌÌÓȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÛɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÊÖÔÌɯÐÕÛÖɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÌÝÌÕÛÜÈÓÓàɯÎÖɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯ

ÉÌÐÕÎɯȹÚÐÕÊÌɯÐÛɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯ×ÌÙÔÈÕÌÕÛȺȭɯɁ(ÕɯÚÏÖÙÛȮɂɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÚɯ)Ìɯ3ÚÖÕÎÒÏÈ×ÈȮɯɁÖÕÓàɯ

those who assert that things exist essentially are committed to the untenability of 

ÛÏÌɯÞÏÖÓÌɯÍÙÈÔÌÞÖÙÒɯÖÍɯÊÈÜÚÌɯÈÕËɯÌÍÍÌÊÛȮɯÈÙÐÚÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÊÌÈÚÐÕÎȮɯÌÛÊȭɂ 
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w_ĥ np_rėrw_q_ksrnĕb_ĥ ęĝlw_rĕĩ rĕĩ np_a_iĵk_fc z 
qĕ np_há_nrgpsnĕbĕw_ np_rgn_rq_gt_ k_bfw_kĕ zz /6 zz 

 

24.18 

Whatever arises dependently is what is called emptiness.  That which is 

conventionally designated is the middle way.  

 

 ɯÒÌàɯÝÌÙÚÌɯÐÕɯ ÙàÈɯ-ÈÎÈÙÑÜÕÈɀÚɯÛÌßÛȭɯ What exists only dependently is also what is 

empty of essential nature.  The emptiness of things and beings may be ascertained 

by how they do exist ɬ dependently and nominally  only .  Emptiness and the things 

that exis t dependently and nominally are not t wo  different things. They are two 

ways of talking about the same thing.  Emptiness is a feature of dependently 

existing things ɬ and also vice versa (for empty things do exist... dependently).   

 

This position is the ɁÔÐËËÓÌɯÞÈàɂɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÐÛɯÈÝÖÐËÚɯthe two extremes of reification 

(thinking things have self -nature) and nihilism (denying that things exist at all).  
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_np_rėrw_ q_ksrn_llm bf_pk_ĥ i_ęagll_ tgbw_rc z 
w_qkĕrr_qkĕb_ęĝlwm fg bf_pk_ĥ i_ęagll_ tgbw_rc zz /7 

 

24.19 

There is nothing whatsoever that does not arise dependently, and thus there is 

nothing whatsoever that is not empty.  

 

Another key verse on the fact that alÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÛÞÖɯɁÛÙÜÛÏÚɂɯÖÙɯÙÌÈÓÐÛÐÌÚɯɬ 

deceptive and ultimate ɬ they are really just two aspects of the same thing.  There is 

no existing thing that  is not dependent on something else for its existence.  Things 

exist dependently on their causes and their conditions, on their parts, and on being 

conceptualized and designated in the ways they are.  All subjects depend on objects, 

and all objects depend on subjects. Causes depend on results, and vice versa.  Parts 

depend on wholes, and wholes depend on parts.  Because of this, every existing thing 

is empty of self-nature. 
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w_bw_ęĝlw_kgb_ĩ q_pt_ksb_wm lĕqrg l_ tw_w_ĥ z 
a_rspįĕkĕpw_q_rwĕlĕk_`fĕt_qrc np_q_hw_rc zz 0. 

 
24.20 

If everything were not empty, nothing would arise or pass away.  It would thus 

follow, according to you, that the four Arya truths would not exist.  

 

Arya Nagarjuna here and in the foll owing verses turns the whole argument around 

on the opponent of emptiness.  The verse is exactly the same as 24.1, with only one 

modification.  InÚÛÌÈËɯÖÍɯÚÈàÐÕÎɯɁ(ÍɯÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÌÙÌɯÌÔ×ÛàȮɂɯÌÛÊ. (yadi sunyam idam 

sarvamȺȮɯ ÙàÈɯ-ÈÎÈÙÑÜÕÈɯÊÖÜÕÛÌÙÚɯÕÖÞɯÉàɯÚÈàÐÕÎȮɯɁ(ÍɯÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÌÙÌɯnot ÌÔ×ÛàȮɂɯ

etc. (yadyasunyam idam sarvam). 

 

If things were not  empty, nothing  would arise or pass away becuase things would 

have fixed essences or natures of their own.  And as is stated explicitly below 

(24.22), if things had such self natures, they would already exist and would not need 

to arise again.   If things had essences, they would not pass away either, becuase 

they would be permanent (24.23). 

 

So it is not Arya Nagarjuna, the great perpetrator of emptiness, who is guilty of 

denying the foundations of the four Arya t ruths.  It is the ortho dox opponent, with 

his essentialistic  philosoph y, who turns out to be the threat to the coherence of the 

four Arya t ruths!  
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_np_rėrw_ q_ksrn_ll_ĩ isrm bsĥif_ĩ `f_tgĵw_ri |  
_lgrw_ksir_ĩ bsĥif_ĩ fg r_rqtĕ`fĕtwc l_ tgbw_rc zz 0/ 

 

24.21 

If things did not arise dependently, how could there be suffering?  Suffering is said 

to be impermanent and so it does not exist with a nature of its own.  

 

If things had essences, the first truth , that samsaric life is characterized by suffering , 

would make no sense.  For the Buddha declared that suffering is impermanent, 

which means it has no self-nature and only arises dependently.  Furthermore, we 

suffer because  things are impermanent and we grasp onto them as if they were not. 

When things we have mistaken for permanent turn out to be impermanent, we 

suffer.  The very nature (so to speak) of suffering existence is that it has no nature. 
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qt_`fĕt_rm tgbw_kĕl_ĩ igĩ nsl_ĥ q_ksbcĵw_rc z 
r_qkĕrq_ksb_wm lĕqrg ęĝlw_rĕĩ np_rg`ĕbf_r_ĥ zz 00 

 

24.22 

How could something with a nature of its own arise again?  So if you malign 

emptiness, there will be no arising of things.  

 

If suffering existed essentially instead of only dependently, there would be no cause 

to the arising of suffering ɬ and therefore, the second Arya truth would be 

nonsensical.  Arya Nagarjuna implicitly argues here that a self -existent thing would 

have to be an uncaused thing, for things that arise dependently  do so dependently 

on their causes.  He also notes here that if suffering had a nature of its own, it 

would alre ady and permanently exist. There would be no point for something that 

has already arisen to rise again. 

 

2ÖɯÐÍɯÖÕÌɯɁÔÈÓÐÎÕÚɂɯemptiness, one also undermines dependent origination, 

causality , and therefore the second Arya t ruth ɬ that suffering arises due to  causes. 
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l_ lgpmbf_ĥ qt_`fĕtcl_ q_rm bsĥif_qw_ tgbw_rc z 
qt_`fĕt_n_pw_t_qrfĕlĕllgpmbf_ĩ np_rg`ĕbf_qc zz 01 

 

24.23 

If suffering existed by means of its own nature, there would be no cessation.  You 

malign the idea of cessation due to your idea that things abide in their own natures.  

 

The third Arya t ruth ɬ that there is a cessation to suffering possible if you remove 

the causes of suffering ɬ also would not apply to a suffering which had its own 

nature.  Something that exists essentially does not come to an end.  A thing w ith a 

self-nature would not only be independent and uncaused, but would also be eternal, 

permanent and unchanging.  For things arise, change, and come to an end only 

because of the fluctuating energy of their causes.  When that energy runs out, they 

cease.  Only dependently originating, caused things could ever end.  Nirvana would  

be impossible if suffering existence existed by means of its own nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




