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90. Why are the Four Noble Truths Called “Noble” 7+

(11) In an earlier study of the Four Noble Truths,! I attempted to
explain the somewhat complicated syntax of the language in which the
truths are formulated in Pali. I did not address the wider question of the
reason for the four truths being called “noble”. We are so accustomed to
talk, in English, of the “four noble truths” that it comes perhaps as a
shock to be asked “Why are they called noble ?” 1 suppose that most
people, faced with this question, would give an answer on the lines of
“Because they are of a higher quality than any other truths”. As might be
expected, Buddhaghosa, the great commentator of the fifth century A.D.,
gave consideration to the matter. To be quite accurate, Buddhaghosa did
not ask “Why are the four noble truths called noble 7’ What he did was
to give several reasons why the truths were called ariyasaccani. This, as
we shall see, is a very different matter. In this short paper, offered in
honour of Dr. Ananda Guruge, I should like to consider the explanations
which Buddhaghosa gave.

In his commentary on the Digha-nikdya,> Buddhaghosa gives only
one explanation of the word ariyasaccani: arivabhavakaranam
saccanam® “the truths which cause nobleness”. This probably indicates
that that was either the only explanation known to the tradition of the
Digha-bhanakas which he was presumably following at the Mahavihara,
or at least the explanation thought by that tradition to be the most
important. In his commentary on the Anguttara-nikaya, Buddhaghosa
gives two explanations: ariyabhavakarani ariyapatividdhani va saccani*
“the truths which cause nobleness or are penetrated by the

*Y. Karunadasa (ed.): Ananda: Essays in Honour of Ananda W.P. Guruge
(Colombo 1990), pp. 11-13.

!'See K.R. Norman, “The Four Noble Truths: a problem of Pali syntax”, in
Indological and Buddhist Studies (Volume in honour of Professor J.W. de
Jong) (Canberra 1982). pp. 377-91.

The abbreviations of titles of Pili texts are those adopted by the Critical Pali
Dictionary.

38V 542,33.

“Mp II 281,1-2.
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noble one[s]”. Once again, this probably represents the views of the
bhanakas, this time the Anguttara-bhanakas. In this passage, however.
he refers readers to the fuller explanation given in the Visuddhimagga,
where he deals with the arivasaccani nibbacanato “as to derivation”.

In his lengthy treatment of the subject in that text! he quotes
canonical authority for his statements from the set of suttas about the
ariyasaccani which is found in the Samyutta-nikaya?:

(1) yasma pan’ etani Buddhadayo ariya pativijjhanti, tasma

ariyasaccani ti vuccanti: “Because noble ones, the Buddhas, etc.,

penetrate them, therefore they are called ‘the noble ones’ truths™™.

(2) api ca ariyassa saccani ti pi ariyasaccani: “Moreover, they
are the truths of the Noble One, ‘the Noble One’s (= the
Buddha’s) truths™”.

(3) athava etesam?® abhisambuddhattd ariyabhavasiddhito pi
ariyasaccani: “Because of the attainment of nobleness arising
from their discovery”, “the ennobling truths”. (12)

(4) api ca kho pana ariyani saccani ti pi ariyasaccani: “the noble
truths”. They are also called arivani because they are tathani
avitathani avisamvadakani “true, not untrue, not uncertain”,
although, since this explanation is that given elsewhere for sacca,
this would seem rather to be the reason why they are called
“truths”. The result, then, is a tautology “the true truths”.

Buddhaghosa is able to give these different interpretations because of
the possibility of analysing the compound arivasacca in various ways. In
(1) and (2) it is analysed as a tatpurusa (dependent) compound, with the
first element being taken as the equivalent of the genitive case, in either
the plural or the singular. In (3) it is also being taken as a tatpurusa
compound, but with the first element in the dative “truths for a noble

1Vism 495,17 foll. A similar list of explanations is found in Vibh—a 84,23-85.4.

28 V 431 foll.

3So read with the Harvard Oriental Series edition. The PTS edition reads
ekesam.
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one, for becoming a noble one”. In (4) it is a karmadharava (descriptive)
compound. It is noteworthy that Buddhaghosa does not include (4) in
either of the shorter explanations which he gives in the commentaries on
the Digha-nikaya or the Anguttara-nikaya. From this we can deduce that
the traditions which he was following when he composed those
commentaries did not regard that explanation as being the most
important of the possibilities.

The commentator Dhammapala gives the same range of inter-
pretations': (1) arivasaccani ti araniyato ariyani avitathabhavena
saccani ca ti arivasaccani; (2) ariyabhavakarani va saccani
ariyasaccani; (3) arivehi va buddhadihi pativijjhitabbani saccani
ariyasaccani; (4) athava ariyassa saccani ariyasaccani. sadevakena hi
lokena saranan ti araniyato ariyo Bhagava, tena savambhi-fianena
ditthatta tassa saccani ti arivasaccani. Here it is to be noted that
Dhammapala gives the usual gloss for ariya (araniyato ariyani; *“‘noble’
from ‘being approachable’”, a word play on the syllable ar-) for the
karmadhéraya compound, which avoids Buddhaghosa’s tautology. If we
accept that the four explanations, of which the last three are introduced
by va, represent a series of “or preferably” propositions, then the final
one (“the Noble’s {= the Buddha's] truths”) is Dhammapala’s most
preferred explanation, with the karmadhdrava compound as the first, and
therefore the least likely, explanation.

All these facts are well known to anyone who has read the
Visuddhimagga, or has looked at the commentaries of Buddhaghosa or
Dhammapala, and I am not saying anything new. My reason for raising
this matter is because of its implications for the correct way of
translating the Pali into English. It will have become clear that the
simple answer to the question “Why are the noble truths called noble ?”
is “Because we choose to translate the compound ariyasaccani in that
way”. This is done, e.g. by Nanamoli, even in the translation of the
relevant portion of the Visuddhimagga: “The Noble Ones penectrate
them, therefore they are called Noble Truths”,? when in that particular
context we might well have thought that “Noble Ones’ Truths” would
have been more appropriate.

Tt—a I 85,5 foll.
IThe Path of Purification, p- 564.
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It is impossible to be certain of the original meaning of the
compound ariyasaccani. Almost certainly, as is not uncommon in Indian
languages, no one meaning was intended, and those who used the word
were conscious of all the meanings simultaneously as they used it. In
English it has become standard to use the translation “noble truth”.
When we use this translation we are excluding the other explanations,
and are in fact probably choosing the least important of the possible
meanings. (13)

To conclude: those persons who first translated the compound
ariyasaccani into English could have translated “the noble’s truths”, or
“the nobles’ truths”, or “the truths for nobles”, or “the nobilising truths”,
or “the noble truths”, but they could have only one of them. The one
they chose was perfectly correct, but it was only part of the translation.
The word ariyasaccani has all these various meanings simultaneously,
and probably more besides. There is, in fact, at least one further
possibility, where the first element is also taken in the genitive, but as a
simple possessive — “the truths of, possessed by, the noble ones”. This
could be a reference to the Buddhists as a whole, and these would then
be the truths held by the Buddhists, as opposed to anything held by the
Jains or the Brahmanas. There is no way of telling which of these
meanings the first user of the term ariyasaccani intended, if he had only
one meaning in mind. Similarly, if more than one meaning was intended,
we cannot know how many — perhaps all of them. Buddhaghosa’s
treatment of the subject in his commentaries on the Digha-nikaya and
the Anguttara-nikaya makes one thing clear: in the view of some of the
early Theravadin traditions which he was following, the explanation
upon which the usually accepted English translation “the [four] noble
truths” is based is one of the least important, and (we may say) one of
the least likely.

This then is an excellent illustration of the difficulty of translating
from one language to another.
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