Class 3: What if Things Were Not Empty?: The Four Arya Truths
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If you perceive the true existence of things as coming from their own nature, then
you will also have to see those things as existing without causes or conditions.

It is not the correct belief in emptinessthat undermines dependentorigination. It is,
conversely, precisely the view that there is some self-nature (svabhava) or true
existence gadbhava) to things that leads to a belief that things are independent and
stand on their 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
t the world of dependently existing things and beliefs t is empty of self-nature and
therefore exiss dependently on its causes and onditions. Ultimate truth or reality,
that i s, emptiness, is also itself devoid of self-nature t 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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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 seHexistent 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
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those who assert that things exist essentially are committed to the untenability of
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2418
Whatever arises dependently is what is called emptiness. That which is
conventionally designated is the middle way.

wOl awY!l UUT wbOw U aVRauexists daly depetdetiisalsd vinat Gau
empty of essential nature. The emptiness of things and beings may be ascertained
by how they do exist + dependently and nominally only. Emptiness and the things
that exist dependently and nominally are nott wo different things. They are two
ways of talking about the same thing. Emptiness is a feature of dependently
existing things ¢ and also vice versa (for empty things do exist... dependently).

This position isthe? ODPEE Ol wb E a 2 w thd & dxtreDds of Eelficatdi U w
(thinking things have self -nature) and nihilism (denying that things exist at all).
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There is nothing whatsoever that does not arise dependently, and thus there is
nothing whatsoever that is not empty.

Another key verse on the factthat alUT OQUT T wUT T Ul wEUT wUOROwW? OUUOT L
deceptive and ultimate ¢ 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 versaParts

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

is empty of self-nature.

47



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

o . C\) ~ o :[m:l
\)C < = \" QO

w_bw _edglw_kgb T qg_pt_ksb_wm I éqrg | _
a_rspjéképw_q_rwelék_"~fét _qgqrc np_q_h

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 versesturns the whole argument around

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

modification. INUUT EEwOl wUEaDBOT w? (I wl Ydadi sutvbnDifeimwb i Ul w
sarvamAOw UAEw- ET EUNUOEWEOUOUI UVUwhOawEaudeamdl «
etc. (vadvasunyam 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. Itis the orthodox opponent, with
his essentialistic philosophy, who turns out to be the threat to the coherence of the
four Arya t ruths!
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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 tuth, 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 existenceis that it has no nature.
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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 ¢ and therefore, the second Arya truth would be
nonsensical. Arya Nagarjuna implicitly argues here that a self -existent thing would
have to be anuncaused 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.

20whi wOdI eniptinéss) énk &0 undermines dependent origination,
causality , and therefore the second Aryatruth ¢ that suffering arises due to causes.
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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.

Thethird Arya t ruth ¢ that there is a cessation to suffering possible if you remove
the causes of sufferingt 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.
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24.24
If the path had a nature of its own, there would be no cultivation. And if this path
were to be cultivated, it would not have a nature of its own.

Finally, for one who claims things have natures of their own, the fo urth Arya t ruth

¢t that there is a path that if cultiv ated would head one to the cessation of sufering

t is also meaningless. First of all, there would be no point to try to cultivate a path

UOWEWET UUEUDPOOWOT wUUIT1UBPOT wiT -witkdifelE OO OU WOE E L
nature.

But the argument here is more subtle. If the truth of the path existe d with a nature
of its ow n ¢ independently and self-existently ¢ there would be no need to cultivate
or practice it. It is by cultivating a path that a path exists (dependently on being
cultivated). If it were cultivated, Arya Nagarjuna concludes, it wou Id not have a
nature of its own.

UWEUw) 1 w3UOOT OEXxEWEOOOI OUUOW? (I wOT T wOUUUT wc
would exist without being praticed, it would not be tenable that it is practiced. So
what would be the point of practicing it? If one maintains that the truth of the path
is something one must practice, your noble path could not exist essentially, because
PUwpPOUEwWUI gUPUI WEEUDPOOS»
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24.25
When suffering, arising, and cessation do not exist, what path would there be that
led to the cessation of suffering?

%UO0UUT 1T UOOUI Owbi wUT 1 wi B U UUfuneré idolarisi ngdal E w3 UUUT Uu
suffering, no cause for its arising, and no cessation of it ¢ there obviously is no path

either.

It is only the fact that all things are empty of self -existencethat makes sense of the
four Arya t ruths. Suffering arises dependently on its causes, and its cessation is
possible dependently on the path that leads to it.
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24.26
If non-understanding of it (suffering) existed through its own nature, how could one
ever gain any kind of understanding? Something with a self-nature always remains
itself.

If all things existed with natures of their own, ignorance would also exist that way.
Ignorance of the suffering nature of samsara could never be repla@d by knowledge
or understanding of it. For ¢ and Arya Nagarjuna presents this as a generalizable
fact ¢ ?something with a self-nature always remains © U U | TGi$ i§ what it means
to say something has an essence or nature of its ownt it is immutable. If things
(including ignorance about the true nature of things , the main cause of all our
suffering) existed through natures of their own, they could never change.
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Just as we have said about understanding, so too are your ideas of relinquishing,
realization, cultivation, and the four Arya results nonsensical.

If ignorance about the suffering nature of samsara (relating to the first Aryat ruth)
existed self-existently, it could never be replaced by wisdom. The relinquishing of

the origins of suffering (second Arya truth), the realization of the cessation of
suffering (third Arya t ruth), and the cultiv ation of the path (fourth Arya t ruth)

would, by the same reasoning, also not be possible. If, for example, the origin of
suffering existed self-existently, it could not be abandoned or relinquished ¢ essences
do not change. There would be no one who achieved the results that the
understanding and practice of the four Arya truths brings ¢+ no Aryas!
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24.28
How would it be possible for someone who adheres to the self nature of things to
obtain in the future results which are unobtainable by nature?

If the results of the four Aryat ruths ¢ the direct perception of emptiness, and the
subsequent attainments leading irrevocably to n irvana ¢+ were unattaind essentially,

how could they ever be attained? A self-existent suffering being would remain so

forever!
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24.29
If there were no results, there would be no one abiding in the results and no one
attaining them. And thus there would be no Sangha and no eight extraordinary
persons.

If things had self -existence and were changeless, there would be no one who changed
and achieved the results of the Buddhist path. There would be no Sangha or the

eight extraordinary persons discussed above (24.34), because the existence of such
persons dgpends on there being a path and results that following that path bring.
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24.30
If there were no four Arya truths, there would be no true Dharma, and if there were
no true Dharma and Sangha, how could there be a Buddha?

31 ItrwiPw# | E Wiberealizations the practice of the Buddhist path brings to the

practitioner ¢ would not exist, and no suffering being could ever become a Buddha,
if things had natures of their own.
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2431
It would then follow that your Buddha would exist independently of enlightment,
and enlightenment would exist independently of your Buddha.

?2 8 OUU> wt tbEBHddIEA wf the opponent to emptiness -- would also exist self -
existently, that is, independent of the enlighten ment that makes one a Buddha!
Something that exist essentially does not depend on anything else. There would be
Buddhas distinct from enlightenment, and enlightenment as a self -existent state,
not depending on there being someone who is enlightened.
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For you, someone who is not a Buddha through his own self nature could not attain
1 00P1T 1T 01 601 OVwEawxUEEUDPEDOT wli 1 weOET B

Arya Nagarjuna delivers a very low blow! ? %OUwa OUO>? wUT IcalédUUI OUPE Of
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would be undercut. For how could someone who essentially exists as a non-Buddha

ever turn into a Buddha? / UEEUDPEDOT wbl E0wPUwi 1 Ul wEEOOI EwU
O b | bbdhigaepvacarya) would be useless.
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24.33

No one at all would ever do virtuous or non-virtuous actions. What could
UOOT U1 POT wUOT EVUwPUwWOOUwWI OxUawEOYy ww2 601 U1 pOT wl

Arya Nagarjuna picks up the critique leveled earlier (24.6) where the opponent

claimed that if things were empty there would be no justification for morality ¢ no
essentially virtuous or non -virtuous actions. Again, Arya Nagarjuna turns the

argument back on the opponent. If things did have self-natures, there would be no

point in doing virtuous actions. Thereason is again given as a general principle.
22001 01T DOT wlrBIIU Wi EwAID A0 O 7 Betién® tesyGsart) Virddd o » w
no, would be impossible for self-existent ¢ that is static and changeless ¢ being. As
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nature, is not devoid of self -existence,because the nondevoid is factually in
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24.34

For you, results would exist without virtuous and non-virtuous actions. For you,
the results would not be cause by virtuous and non-virtuous activity.

(OWEwWUOBYIT UUT whT 1T UTl wlOT POT Uwkl Ul Oz 0wl OxUaow?L
virtuous or non -virtuous actions t that is, the latter would not be their cause.
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independently of causality. Without emptiness, there would be no point to moral

action at all.
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24.35
If the results exist for you, caused by virtuous and non-virtuous actions, then how
can that which arises from virtuous or non-virtuous actions be anything other than
empty?

Conversely, if pleasant and unpleasant results are thought to be caused by virtuous

and non-virtuous actions how can they be anything other than empty of self-nature?

Only things without essence€ EQwil RDUUWET x1 OETI OUO0aow? OPOI wE
Candrakirti says.
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24.36
When you malign emptiness which is dependent arising, you malign all
conventionality.

The opponent has argued in 24.6 that the dotrine of emptiness also contravenes the
conventional understanding of reality. Once again, Arya Nagarjuna turns the
tables around and makes the same accusations of the opponent. Emptiness is here
once again equated with dependent origination ¢+ becausethings are empty, they do
exist dependently, and vice versa. And all conventional understanding of the way
things and beings are and operate in the world requires that they be empty. If
things and beings werenot empty, nothing would work, as Arya Nagarjuna points
out in the next several verses.

The lack of self-nature to things turns out to be the prerequisite for the common -
sensical understanding of things!
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24.37
If emptiness is maligned, there would nothing to be done; there would be no actions
OT EQwPI Ul wi YT UwUOET UUEO]I OOWEOQEwWUT T UT wpOU

If thing and beings were not empty, there would be nothing that could be done by

anyone at all. If everything existed self-existently, action would be impossible (as

Arya Nagarjuna proves in detail in several chapters of thiswork): UT 1 Ul w? POUOE wE
OOUT POT WUOWET wEOOT »wbOwUT 1T wUIl OUT woOi wOOUT POT u
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since any essentially existing action would already exist and would not have to be

N~ A A s N -

actions would exist independently, and would not depend on actions to be actors!
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24.38
If things had natures of their own, the whole world would be unborn, without
ceasing, immoveable, and not going from one state to another.

If things were not empty ¢ if they had natures of their own ¢ the world would be

fixed and static. No change would be possible, no dependent origination, no

causality, no impermanence. The commentators quote Lord Buddha here (flom the

Pitaputras amagama Sutra): ? ( | wUOT 1 Ul wbl Ul wi YT UwUOT T wUODBT T Ul
Victor would not make predictions. And without any change , everybody would exist

eternally just as they are, and there would b e neither improvement nor
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24.39
If things were not empty, there would be no attainment by someone who had not
attained; no actions that would end suffering; and no relinquishing of all mental
afflictions.

If things were not empty, not only w ould common sense and conventional reality
break down, but moral and spiritual cultivation would be meaningless, as we have
seen above.Someone who existed essentially as one who had not attained higher
spiritual states could never cha nge and attain them. There would be no possibility
of ever ending suffering if suffering existed self-existently, and no one could ever be
rid of mental afflictions if they existed essentially as people who had mental
afflictions, and if the mental afflictions themselves existed inherently. Life would
be hopeless and pointless. We would be doomed to our self-existent fate.
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24.40

He who perceives that things arise dependently also perceives suffering, arising,
cessation, and the path.

And so it is that the four Aryat ruths make sense and are operative only in a world
where things arise dependently and are empty of having self-natures. Emptiness
makes the four Arya truths, as well as all of conventionally depend ently existing

reality, possible.

68



Meditation for Class Three:
Why Things Have to Be Empty to Be What They Are

Meditate on what the world would be like if things and beings were not empty of
self-nature.

First, remember what it means to say things do have essences ¢ they would not be
dependent on causes and conditions and would therefore be permanent and

unchanging.

Nothing would arise or start, and nothing would ever end. Things would always
remain what there were, immutable.

Nothing could be done to change things or oneself. There would be no point in
trying to improve oneself or become a better person.

Nothing would work in the world4 EEU U wbP OUOE Oz OwUUOOwx1 Ox Ol wh(

Contemplate on the fact that because things are empty, they can be what they are.
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