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Class 2:  What if Things Were Empty?: The Four Arya Truths 
 

      
   

yadi śūnyamidaṁ sarvamudayo nāsti na vyayaḥ | 
caturṇāmāryasatyānāmabhāvaste prasajyate || 1 

 

24.1 

If everything were empty, nothing would arise and pass away.  It would thus 

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

 

 

In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna again strategically picks a subject definitive of 

orthodox Buddhism for analysis.  The four Arya truths, according to the canonical 

texts, compromise the first teaching Lord Buddha gave after his enlightenment and 

form the essential core of the Buddha’s Dharma.  They are 1) the truth of suffering; 

2) the truth that suffering has a cuase; 3) the truth that there is an alternative to 

suffering; and 4) the truth that there is a path or method to attaining the alternative 

to suffering. 

 

In the opening verses we hear the voice of the orthodox critic:  If, as you (Arya 

Nagarjuna) claim, everything is empty of inherent existence, that would mean 

everything is nonexistent.  Nonexistent things, like the body and mind that make up 

a person, would not arise or cease.  There would be no arising of suffering and no 

cause for that arising, and there would be no cessation of suffering and no path that 

leads to that cessation.  The critic is basically claiming that Arya Nagarjuna has 

undermined the very core of Buddhist doctrine with his theory of emptiness. 

 

This chapter is crucial to the text as a whole not only because Arya Nagarjuna, in 

his response to the critic, clearly aligns himself with Buddhist orthodoxy, but also 

because in so doing he gives here one of the most cogent presentations of emptiness, 

of the relationship between emptiness and conventional reality, and of the “two 

truths” of deceptive reality and ultimate reality and how they are inextricably 

connected. 
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Class 2:  What if Things Were Empty?: The Four Arya Truths 
 

       
  

parijñā ca prahāṇaṁ ca bhāvanā sākṣikarma ca | 
caturṇāmāryasatyānāmabhāvānnopapadyate || 2 

 

24.2 

If the four Arya truths do not exist, then there would be no understanding, no 

abandoning, no cultivation, and no realization. 

 

The opponent continues to unpack the consequences.  If the four Arya truths are 

rendered null and void, then there would be no understanding (parijna) of the truth 

that all things in samsara are afflicted by impermanence (anitya), the lack of any 

essential nature (anatman), and suffering (duhkha).  There would be no 

abandonment (prahana) of the cause of suffering – ignorance, and the ignornant 

liking and disliking it brings about.  There would be no cultivation (bhavana) of 

oneself in such a way that suffering could come to an end, referring to the fourth of 

the Arya truths.  And there would be no realization (sakshikarma) of the cessation 

of suffering through following a path of cultivation that leads to that go (the third 

Arya truth). 

 

As we see stated explicitly below in verse 24.4, if there are not Arya truths one has 

denied the core of the Buddha’s teachings and therefore one of the three “jewels” or 

pillars of Buddhism – the “Dharma Jewel.”  
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tadabhāvānna vidyante catvāryāryaphalāni ca | 
phalābhāve phalasthā no na santi pratipannakāḥ || 3 

 

24.3 

If these did not exist, then the four Arya results would not exist.  If the results were 

non-existent, for you there would not be those who reside in those results and who 

have reached the paths to them. 

 

If there were no understanding, etc., of the four Arya truths, there would not be the 

four kinds of beings who have acheived the results of understanding, etc.  This is a 

reference to the four kinds of “Aryas” or beings who have had the direct perception 

of emptiness:  1) the “stream-enterer”, 2) the “once-returner”, 3) the “non-returner”, 

and 4) the “enemy destroyer” (arhat).   

 

These four are further subdivided into two groups (thus making the eight 

“extraordinary persons” mentioned in the next verse):  those who have “reached the 

path” (pratipannaka) to one or another of these four advanced spiritual states; and 

those who “reside in the results” (phalastha) of those paths, meaning they have 

obtain the rewards that accompany the reaching of those spiritual states.  The 

rewards referred to in the latter all involve the progressive abandonment of certain 

mental afflictions, culminating in the final “results” of the final path of the enemy 

destroyer:  the permanent cessation of all mental afflictions and the causes for them. 
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saṁgho nāsti na cetsanti te 'ṣṭau puruṣapudgalāḥ | 
abhāvāccāryasatyānāṁ saddharmo 'pi na vidyate || 4 

 

24.4 

(ÍɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÌÐÎÏÛɯÒÐÕËÚɯÖÍɯÌßÛÙÈÖÙËÐÕÈÙàɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯ2ÈÕÎÏÈɯÈÕËɯ

also, due to the non-existence of the four Arya truths, there would be no Dharma. 

 

 

Just as by denying the existence of the four Arya truths one would eliminate the 

Dharma Jewel (here called the “true Dharma,” saddharma), so too, in the absence of 

those Aryas who are Aryas by virtue of realizing the four Arya truths, there would 

also not be the Sangha Jewel. 

 

Note how the Sangha Jewel is defined here as the four kinds of Aryas.  The “true 

Dharma” or real Dharma Jewel is the realizations created in the mind of the 

practitioner, and most especially those that accompany the direct perception of 

emptiness.  The Sangha Jewel is the bearer of that highest realization, the Arya who 

has had that transformative experience of perceiving the ultimate nature of reality 

directly in deep meditation. 
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dharme cāsati saṁghe ca kathaṁ buddho bhaviṣyati | 
evaṁ trīṇyapi ratnāni bruvāṇaḥ pratibādhase || 5 

 

24.5 

 ÕËɯÐÍɯÛÏÌɯ#ÏÈÙÔÈɯÈÕËɯ2ÈÕÎÏÈɯËÖÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛȮɯÏÖÞɯÞÐÓÓɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÉÌɯÈɯ!ÜËdha?  By talking 

like this you are maligning the Three Jewels! 

 

 

Buddhas or Enlightened Beings come about through the realizations that occur as a 

result of practicing the Dharma.  Without the Dharma, “how will there be a 

Buddha?”   

 

And without the Sangha, there can’t be Buddhas either.  In his commentary on this 

verse, Je Tsongkapa gives several reasons why:  1) without the Sangha there would 

be no one to teach the Dharma and no one with whom one could amass the 

collections of merit and wisdom that bring one to Buddhahood;  2) without the 

Sangha there would be no stages leading to Buddhahood, begining with the stream-

enterer; and  3) a Buddha is by definition a member of the Sangha – indeed, a 

Buddha is said to “constitute a Sangha of one.”  Without a Sangha, no Buddhas. 

 

The opponent concludes by saying that the doctrine of emptiness propounded by 

Arya Nagarjuna would “malign” (pratibadh-, “to beat back, ward off, destroy, 

undermine”) the entire edifice of the Three Jewels.  The commentators note, by the 

way, that they are called “jewels” because they are so precious, rare, and difficult to 

find without a great deal of merit.  To malign them is to disrespect what is most 

precious and valuable. 
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śūnyatāṁ phalasadbhāvamadharmaṁ dharmameva ca || 
sarvasaṁvyavahārāṁśca laukikān pratibādhase || 6 

 

24.6 

And also emptiness implies that there are no real results of righteous and 

unrighteous behavior.  In fact, all world conventions are maligned! 

 

 

The opponent concludes here by saying that the doctrine of emptiness – understood 

to mean that things which are held to have no self-existent nature do not exist at all 

– also undercuts all morality (since everything is “empty” what does it matter what 

I do?) and, finally, all worldly conventions.  There would be no meaning to 

everyday expressions like “eat” since there would be no one to eat, nothing to eat, 

and no eating possible with nonexistent beings and things. 
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atra brūmaḥ śūnyatāyāṁ na tvaṁ vetsi prayojanaṁ | 
śūnyatāṁ śūnyatārthaṁ ca tata evaṁ vihanyase || 7 

 

24.7 

6ÌɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÐÚȯɯ8ÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌɯÖÍɯÌÔ×ÛÐÕÌÚÚȮɯÌÔ×ÛÐÕÌÚÚɯ

itself, or the meaning of emptiness.  As a result, you are brought down by it. 

 

Arya Nagarjuna responds forcefully:  You (the opponent represented in the first six 

verses) just don’t understand emptiness at all!  You don’t understand the purpose 

(prayojana) of emptiness, which is, according to Candrakirti, to “bring all 

projections or imputations (prapanna) to perfect rest (upashama); or as Je 

Tsongkapa puts it, “to pacify fabrication, which is the grasping to things through 

mental representation.”   

 

You (the opponent) don’t understand emptiness, thinking that the absence of self-

nature to things and beings means they don’t exist at all. 

 

And you don’t understand the meaning of emptiness, which is the fact that things 

exist only dependently and that they do not exist independently.  Emptiness, as 

Arya Nagarjuna states explictly later on in this chapter (24.19), is  dependent 

origination.  To say things are empty of self-nature or essence is to say that they 

exist only dependently, and it does not say any more or less than that. 
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dve satye samupāśritya buddhānāṁ dharmadeśanā | 
lokasaṁvṛtisatyaṁ ca satyaṁ ca paramārthataḥ || 8 

 

24.8 

3ÏÌɯ!ÜËËÏÈɀÚɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎÚɯÖÕɯ#ÏÈÙÔÈɯÈÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÛÞÖɯÛÙÜÛÏÚɯɬ the mundane and 

deceptive truth, and the truth that concerns ultimate meaning. 

 

 

Arya Nagarjuna, for the first time in the text, makes reference to the “two truths” or 

“two realities” (satya), and by way of responding to his opponent asserts that the 

Buddha’s whole teaching on Dharma is based on the distinction between the two.   

 

On the one hand, there is mundane or conventional truth which is also 

characterized as “deceptive” (samvirti).  To say that is is “mundane” or 

“conventional” means that there is a social agreement about everyday realitiy as it 

appears validly.   Those whose perceptions are invalid due to mental illness, the 

influence of drugs or alcohol, etc., are not seeing the “truth” or “reality” as 

conventionally it is constituted. 

 

“Conventional” also means “mutually dependent.”  Things are “deceptive” in that 

they don’t appear as dependent but rather seem to have independent reality to them.  

Deceptive reality appears to ordinary people in a way different than the way that 

level of reality really exists – as a set of dependently existing projections or 

imputations, empty of any self-nature which is how ultimately things exist.   

 

Deceptive reality is not deceptive from the perspective of those who perceive things 

the way they really are – empty of self-existence.  These would be Aryas in the direct 

perception of emptiness and Buddhas who at all times see the appearances of things 

in “deceptive reality” but are not deceived by them, that is, they simultaneously see 

that everything is a projection and they see that everything is empty of being 

anything other than a projection. 
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ye 'nayorna vijānanti vibhāgaṁ satyayordvayoḥ | 

te tattvaṁ na vijānanti gambhīraṁ buddhaśāsane || 9 
 

24.9 

3ÏÖÚÌɯÞÏÖɯËÖÕɀÛɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÖÕɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÛÞÖɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯ

ÛÏÌɯËÌÌ×ɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ!ÜËËÏÈɀÚɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎȭ 

 

 

Again, a pointed barb directed at the supposedly “orthodox” opponent.  The “deep 

reality” (gambira tattva) of the Buddha’s teaching depends on understanding that 

there are two turths or realities and how they interrelate. 
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vyavahāramanāśritya paramārtho na deśyate | 
paramārthamanāgamya nirvāṇaṁ nādhigamyate || 10 

 

24.10 

Without relying on conventional reality, the ultimate meaning cannot be taught.  

Without arriving at the ultimate meaning of things, nirvana cannot be attained. 

 

 

The ultimate meaning or truth of things relies on conventional reality, in at least 

two ways.   

 

First, the ultimate truth of things is that they are empty of having any self-nature.  

But emptiness itself is not free-floating.   The emptiness of conventional reality 

depends on there being a conventional reality which is empty.   

 

Second, the ultimate nature of things can only be taught through words and 

concepts that are themselves part of conventional reality.  If ultimate reality is not 

taught through words and concepts it cannot be understood, and attaining nirvana 

would be impossible.  As Je Tsongkapa puts it, “Therefore, since it is a means for 

achieving liberation, just as person who desires water looks for a vessel, one who 

aspires for liberation must undoubtedly at the beginning accept the conventional 

just as it is.” 
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vināśayati durdṛṣtā śūnyatā mandamedhasaṁ || 
sarpo yathā durgṛhīto vidyā vā duṣprasādhitā || 11 

 

24.11 

The feeble-minded are destroyed by their wrong view of emptiness, like those who 

mishandle a snake or cast a spell poorly. 

 

 

A wrong understanding of emptiness can be as dangerous as a mishandled snake.  

To think, for example, as our opponent at the beginning of this chapter does, that 

emptiness means things don’t exist casts one into the dangeous extreme of nihilism 

– nothing matters because nothing exists.   

 

Another wrong view of emptiness is mentioned by Candrakirti:  thinking that the 

emptiness of things is itself some kind of non-empty thing – a self-existent “ground 

of being” or some such.  Emptiness is not something.  It is the absence of something.  

And as such, emptiness itself is empty! 
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ataśca pratyudāvṛttaṁ cittaṁ deśayituṁ muneḥ | 
dharmaṁ matvāsya dharmasya mandairduravagāhatāṁ || 12 

 

24.12 

And so it was that the Sage thought not to teach the Dharma at all, knowing how the 

feeble-minded would find it so difficult to comprehend. 

 

 

Arya Nagarjuna here refers to the story of when Lord Buddha first attained his 

enlightenment.  At first he seemed reluctant to teach the Dharma that had brought 

him to his goal, thinking it was too subtle and difficult and that it would be a 

waste of time trying to teach it.  “I will remain solitary and enjoy the blissful 

Dharma I have attained in this isolated place.”  The gods implore the Buddha to 

teach and it is only in response to such requests that the Buddha relents and “turns 

the wheel of Dharma.” 
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śūnyatāyāmadhilayaṁ yaṁ punaḥ kurute bhavān | 
doṣaprasaṅgo nāsmākaṁ sa śūnye nopapadyate || 13 

 
24.13 

The wrong consequences you draw from your false ideas of emptiness are irrelevant 

to my presentation of emptiness. 

 

Because the opponent has misunderstood the meaning and purpose of emptiness by 

equating emptiness to nonexistence (see above, 24.7), and because the opponent has 

failed to understand the Buddha’s teachings on the two truths or realities (24.8-10), 

the criticisms levelled in the first six verses of the chapter (the “wrong 

consequences” mentioned in this verse) are not relevant to Arya Nagarjuna’s 

presentation of emptiness. 

 

Emptiness does not mean things don’t exist.  Emptiness means things don’t exist 

independently.  That is why Arya Nagarjuna equates emptiness of dependent 

origination below (24.18-19).  They are two sides of the same coin. 
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sarvaṁ ca yujyate tasya śūnyatā yasya yujyate | 
sarvaṁ na yujyate tasya śūnyaṁ yasya na yujyate || 14 

 

24.14 

For the one to whom emptiness is clear, everything is clear.  And for the one for 

whom emptiness is not clear, nothing is clear. 

 

 

If one understands emptiness properly – as the lack of self-existence to things which 

exist only dependently – then “everything” (meaning the four Arya truths, the 

existence of the Three Jewels, etc., discussed above, as well as everything else in 

conventional and deceptive reality) makes sense.   

 

It’s only when one is confused about emptiness, thinking it is the claim that things 

don’t exist at all, that one is confused about what position Arya Nagarjuna is 

taking.   

 

He is not saying that things ËÖÕɀÛɯÌßÐÚÛ because they are empty, but only that they 

do not have self-existence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

42 

 

Class 2:  What if Things Were Not Empty?: The Four Arya Truths 
 

 

    
    

sa tvaṁ doṣānātmanīyānasmāsu paripātayan | 
aśvamevābhirūḍhaḥ sannaśvamevāsi vismṛtaḥ || 15 

 

24.15 

You are foisting your own errors on us.  You are like the one who forgets to count 

the horse he has mounted. 

 

 

The commentaries explain the trope here as referring to a person who when counting 

his horses fails to count the horse he himself is riding on, and then thinks there is 

one horse missing.  Both Candrakirti and, following him, Je Tsongkapa explain:  

“Having mounted a horse characterized by dependent origination and empty of 

essential existence, and, due to inattention, having not seen that, you charge us with 

errors.” 

 

Arya Nagarjuna is using the image to underline his claim that it is the opponent 

who has unwittingly made the very errors with which he is charging Nagarjuna.  It 

is not emptiness, properly understood, that results in nihilism and the denial of 

Buddhist orthodoxy.  Rather, it is the very position that the opponent holds – that 

things ÈÙÌÕɀÛ empty – that would in fact entail such consequences. 
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 Meditation for Class Two:  

Why Deceptive Reality Deceives 
 

 

(ÕɯàÖÜÙɯÔÐÕËɀÚɯÌàÌȮɯÚÜÙÝÌàɯÛÏÌɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÖÖÔɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯàÖÜȭɯɯ,ÈàÉÌɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯ

chairs, a table, lamps, bookshelves, carpet, etc.   

 

Now just think about them as you ordinarily would ɬ as having some permanence 

or duration to them, that is, as being things or objects; as being unitary things, each 

ÖÕÌɯËÐÚÊÙÌÛÌɯÈÕËɯÞÏÖÓÌȰɯÈÕËɯÈÚɯÌßÐÚÛÐÕÎɯɁÖÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɂɯÈ×ÈÙÛɯÍÙÖÔɯàÖÜÙɯ×ÌÙÊÌ×ÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯ

them. 

 

Now think about them as truly are.  Do they really have the permanence they seem 

ÛÖɯÏÈÝÌȳɯɯ(ÚɯÐÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌȮɯÙÌÈÓÓàȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯÌÝÌÕɯɁÛÏÐÕÎÚɂɯÈÕËɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÌÝÌÙ-changing 

processes? 

 

Can these things really be the unitary things they seem to be?  Can they really be ɬ 

out there, on their own, independently ɬ wholes?  Do they have parts?  How can 

they have parts (and therefore be multiple) if they are unitary or one?   

 

If the things around me existed out there, apart from me, how could they be what 

they appear to be?  Since it is impossible that they exist the way they seem, how do 

they exist?  For things to exist the way they do, they must be coming from me, and not 

at me. 

 

Reflect on the difference here between appearance and reality, and then on what 

Arya Nagarjuna really means when he sÈàÚɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯɁÌÔ×Ûàȭɂ 

 


