The atman and its negation

A conceptual and chronological
analysis of early Buddhist thought

Alexander Wynne

The denial that a human being possesses a “self” or “soul” is prob-
ably the most famous Buddhist teaching. It is certainly its most
distinct, as has been pointed out by G. P. Malalasekera: “In its de-
nial of any real permanent Soul or Self, Buddhism stands alone.”
A similar modern Sinhalese perspective has been expressed by
Walpola Rahula: “Buddhism stands unique in the history of human
thought in denying the existence of such a Soul, Self or Arman.”?
The “No Self” or “no soul” doctrine (Sanskrit: anatman; Pali:
anattan) is particularly notable for its widespread acceptance and
historical endurance. It was a standard belief of virtually all the an-
cient schools of Indian Buddhism (the notable exception being the
Pudgalavadins),® and has persisted without change into the mod-
ern era. Thus the classical Theravadin view of Buddhaghosa that
“there is only suffering, but nobody who suffers’™ is identical to the
view of Sﬁntideva, the famous Indian Mahayanist, that “the person
who experiences suffering does not exist,” and both views are mir-
rored by the modern Theravadin perspective of Mahasi Sayadaw

I Malalasekera 1957: 33.
2 Rahula 1959: 51.

3 On the Pudgalavadins see Chau 1999 and Williams and Tribe 2000:
124-28.

4 Vism XVIL.90 (Warren and Kosambi 1989: 436): dukkham eva hi, na
koci dukkhito.

> BCA VIILI101 (Tripathi 1988: 164): yasya duhkham sa nasti.
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that “there is no person or soul”® and the modern Mahayana view
of the fourteenth Dalai Lama that “[tlhe Buddha taught that ... our
belief in an independent self is the root cause of all suffering.””’

This traditional understanding has been accepted by Buddhist
scholars past and present. According to La Vallée Poussin, the
Buddha did not accept “the existence of a Self (atman), a perma-
nent individual; he teaches that the so-called Self is a compound
of material and spiritual data called skandhas.”® In a similar vein
Norman has stated that “the Buddha denied the existence of the
permanent individual self,”® Collins has spoken of the Buddhist
“denial of self,”!” and De Jong has noted that “in early Buddhism
impermanence and suffering imply the non-existence of the self as
a permanent entity.”!! There is early canonical support for all these
statements. In the Vajira Sutta of the Samyutta-Nikaya, where the
bhikkhunt Vajira reports the doctrine to Mara as follows:

Why do you believe in a living being?

Is not this your view, Mara?

This is nothing but a heap of formations:

No being is found here. (553)

When there is a collection of parts

the word ‘chariot’ is used;

In the same way, when the aggregates exist (khandhesu santesu)
the conventional term ‘being’ (satto) [is applied to them]. (554)
Only suffering (dukkham eva) comes into existence,

and only suffering endures.

Nothing apart from suffering comes into existence,

and nothing apart from suffering ceases to exist. (555)"

¢ Kornfield 1996: 45.

7 Dalai Lama 1994: 111.

8 La Vallée Poussin 1917: 34.
 Norman 1981: 87ff.

10 Collins 1982: 95.

1 De Jong 2000: 177.

12 SN 1.296 (v. 553-55): kin nu satto ti paccesi Mara ditthigatan nu te,
suddhasankharapufijo ’yam na yidha sattipalabbhati. (553) yatha hi
angasambhara hoti saddo ratho iti, evam khandhesu santesu hoti satto ti
sammuti. (554) dukkham eva hi sambhoti dukkham titthati veti ca, naniiatra
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The statement that “only suffering comes into existence, and only
suffering endures” is akin to Buddhaghosa’s statement that “there
is only suffering, but nobody who suffers,” and Santideva’s state-
ment that “the person who experiences suffering does not exist:”
all assume that there is no “ghost” in the machine. Such an under-
standing has been summed up by T. W. Rhys Davids as follows:
“Man is never the same for two consecutive moments, and there
is within him no abiding principle whatever.”'* According to this
definition, and depending on one’s perspective, the doctrine could
be taken to mean either that a person has no “soul” (in the sense of
a “spiritual part of man in contrast to the purely physical”), or that a
person lacks an inherent identity, that which could be termed “self”
(in its simple philosophical sense of “that which a person is really
and intrisically he (in contradistinction to what is adventitious).”
For these definitions see the OED). Given the close correspondence
between the Vajira Sutta, Buddhaghosa, Santideva and the more
recent Buddhist authorities cited above, this understanding would
seem to have been the norm in Buddhist circles for over two thou-
sand years. Indeed the attestation of this idea in a canonical text
means that it can most probably be taken back to the pre-ASokan
period, i.e. within roughly 150 years of the Buddha’s death.!*

1. The historical problem

Despite its importance and historical endurance, it is odd that the
No Self doctrine is hardly attested in the early Buddhist literature,
the Vajira Sutta being perhaps the only Pali discourse to state the
idea explicitly."” Indeed it is very easy to read a substantial amount

dukkha sambhoti naniiatra dukkha nirujjhati. (555) Buddhaghosa cites some
of these verses in his Visuddhimagga (XVIIL.25, 27, Warren and Kosambi
1989: 508.

13 Rhys Davids 1877: 94.

14 Assuming that the Buddha’s teaching career began at around 450 BCE,
and that the Buddha died in about 404 BCE, i.e. about 136 years before
Asoka’s inauguration (Gombrich 1992: 246). On the pre-ASokan date of ca-
nonical Pali Suttas, see Wynne 2005.

15 Although see section 7 below on the possibility that the doctrine is as-
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of the early literature — such as virtually all of the important Digha-
Nikaya — without encountering anything remotely like it. There are
only two plausible explanations for this historical peculiarity. The
first is that the doctrine is implicit in the early texts, but for some
reason was only explicated in the Vajira Sutta (and perhaps a few
other discourses). The second is that the doctrine was generally
unknown to the composers of the canonical texts — either because
it emerged at a later date or because it was initially a fringe idea
— who therefore failed to record it. Both explanations imply that
Buddhist thought changed over time: from implicit to explicit for-
mulations of the doctrine, or so that a later development or minor-
ity concern eventually came to dominate the philosophical main-
stream of the early sarngha. In other words, there must have been
either a terminological or philosophical change in early Buddhist
thinking about the human being.

To establish the more likely eventuality, the early Buddhist
teachings on personal identity must be reconsidered. This will in-
volve going over much old ground, but since a general consensus
has not been reached this is unavoidable.'® Such a study is further
necessitated by the fact that a number of important text-critical
problems have been ignored: the historical problem noted above
has not been properly recognised, little thought has been given to
the form of the important Not-Self teaching, the basic vocabulary
of the teachings on personal identity has been misunderstood, non-
Buddhist parallels to important teachings have been missed, and
little attempt has been made to relate the teachings on personal
identity to the wider doctrinal concerns of the early texts. In short,
there is much scope for a more detailed exploration of this aspect
of early Buddhist thought.

sumed by the Mahdahatthipadopama Sutta.

16° A minority but not insignificant view is that of Pérez-Remén (1980),
who has argued that since the early texts do not deny the self they must in
fact presuppose it; for more scholars who believe that the early Buddhist
teachings presuppose a self, see Collins 1982: 3—10. Against this view, Vetter
(1988: 41, n.10) has argued that although the early texts do not deny the exis-
tence of the self, they do not presuppose it. Oetke’s detailed study (1988) also
argues that the early texts neither deny nor affirm the existence of the self.
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Such a study must begin with a very old and much discussed
point: the Upanisadic background to early Buddhism. For as we
will see, early Upanisadic speculation on the atman was well-
known in early Buddhist circles, and determines the form and con-
tent of some important early Buddhist teachings.

Of the various senses in which the term arman is used in the
early Upanisads, the most important is the “spiritual self or the in-
most core of a human being.”"” According to the Yajiiavalkyakanda
of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, the datman in this sense is a
non-physical substance,'® a principle of life on which a person’s
cognitive functions (prana) depend,” and also the inner subject
of perception, i.e. an “unseen seer”? that consists of nothing but

17" According to Olivelle (1998: 22) the term is used in two other senses, i.e.
as a simple reflexive pronoun and in denoting “a living, breathing body.” The
three usages are also well attested throughout Sanskrit literature. According
to Monier Williams, in its simplest sense the term arman refers to the bodily
person: “the person or whole body considered as one and opposed to the
separate members of the body” (MMW s.v.). In a similar fashion, the term
atman is often used as a reflexive pronoun: “arman in the sg. is used as reflex-
ive pronoun for all three persons and all three genders, e.g. atmanam sa hanti
‘she strikes herself”” (MMW s.v.). Monier Williams also cites the expres-
sions arman (Ved. loc.) dhatte/karoti: “he places in himself, makes his own,”
and atmanda akarot: “he did it himself;” he also suggests that something like
“essence” is the oldest and most basic definition of the term atman as “the
breath, the soul, principle of life and sensation (RV, AV).”

18 That the atman is a spiritual principle is made clear in the numerous
references to its immortality, e.g. BU 1V.3.12, BU 1V.4.16, BU 1V.4.17, BU
IV.4.25. That it is a spiritual principle distinct from the body is made clear
in those passages which describe its reincarnation, e.g. BU IV.3.8 and es-
pecially the detailed account of BU IV.4.3: ... ayam atmedam sariram
nihatyavidyam gamayitvanyam akramam akramyatmanam upasamharati:
“Once this atman has struck the body down and rendered it unconsciousness,
it approaches another station and draws itself towards it.” See also BU IV.4.7:
tadyatha ahinirvlayani valmike mrta prayasta sayita, evam evedam Sariram
Sete. athayam asariro 'mrtah prano brahmaiva teja eva.

19 BU IV.4.2: tam utkramantam prano ’nitkramati, pranam utkramantam
sarve prand anitkramanti.
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consciousness.”! The arman of Yajiavalkya, and henceforth of
Vedantic philosophy in general, is both a spiritual substance and
an unchanging inner subject of phenomena. This understanding is
not entirely different from the Cartesian “mind-soul,” which is also
a spiritual substance as well as the true subject of experience.?
Despite this similarity, however, the arman of Yajiavalkya is also
said to be a nondual consciousness identical to the underlying es-
sence of the cosmos (brahman), the realisation of which is a state
of pure bliss.?* This equation of microcosm (a@tman) and macro-
cosm (brahman) is of course philosophically problematic, since it
involves the identification of the individual subject of perception
with an impersonal essence. In the early Upanisads, however, this
problem is resolved “mystically” rather than philosophically: as the
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad states, by meditating on the arman (when
it is “seen, heard, contemplated and cognised ...”), its true nature
as a macrocosmic essence will be revealed (*... the whole world
is known”).?* Such an understanding belongs more to the realm
of religious experience than that of rational enquiry. The peculiar
identity of microcosm and macrocosm was not initially problem-

“By what means might one perceive the perceiver?”).
21 BU 1V.3.7: yo ’yam vijianamayah pranesu; BU 1V.4.22: sa va esa

22 Although Williams states that “very little” of his discussion about
Western concepts of the soul “is relevant to the Buddha,” (Williams and
Tribe 2000: 56), his definition of the Cartesian position shows striking simi-
larities with Yajiavalkya’s understanding of the arman (ibid.): “As is well
known, Descartes identified that which gives life to the body, and survives
death, with the mind, and he also identified this mind-soul as the true self, of
an intrinsically different stuff from the body. The mind-soul is the factor in
which lies the identity of the person over time and change.”

23 BU1V.3.32 states that the atman is the “highest bliss” (parama anandah),
BU 1V.5.22 states that the atman is nondual consciousness (vijianaghana),
BU IV.5.11 states that it is macrocosmic (mahabhiita), and BU 1V.5.12 likens
the person who unites with the arman in deep sleep to a “single ocean” (salila
ekah), a state equated with the “world of brahma” (brahmaloka).

24 BU 1V.5.6: atmani khalv are drste Srute mate vijiiata idam sarvam
viditam: “When the arman is seen, heard, contemplated and cognised, the
whole world is known.” For a parallel teaching see BU 11.4.5: armano va are
darsanena Sravanena matya vijiianenedam sarvam viditam.
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atic, therefore, but only became so for later generations of Vedantic
thinkers who puzzled it over to varying degrees of success.

It is against this conceptual background that the early Buddhist
teachings on personal identity must be understood. As will become
clear, these teachings refer to the Upanisadic atman in both its mi-
crocosmic and macrocosmic apsects (as the inner perceiver and
nondual essence respectively). Understanding exactly how this is
the case will help resolve the problem of whether the “No Self”
teaching of the Vajira Sutta was implicit in other early teachings,
or whether it was a philosophical development from an earlier pe-
riod dominated by different concerns.

2. The Not-Self teaching

Perhaps the most important source for the early Buddhist critiques
of the atman are the various sectarian accounts of the Buddha’s
Second Sermon. The first teachings of this sermon states that the
five aggregates (form, feeling, apperception, volitions and con-
sciousness) are “not armanjattan” (andatmanjanattan) since they
are beyond a person’s control.”® The precise meaning of this teach-
ing is unclear: quite what the word arman/attan means, and why
the ability to control each of the five aggregates would mean that
they constitute an atmanjattan, is difficult to make out.?® The pe-

2 Vin 1.13.18: ripam bhikkhave anatta. ripaii ca h’ idam bhikkhave atta
abhavissa, na yidam rigpam abadhaya samvatteyya, labbhetha ca riipe: evam
me riipam hotu, evam me ripam ma ahost ti. yasma ca kho bhikkhave riapam
anatta, tasma riipam abadhaya samvattati, na ca labbhati ripe: evam me
rilpam hotu, evam me rigpam ma ahosi ti. vedana anatta, vedana ca h’ idam
bhikkhave atta abhavissa ... For this teaching in Buddhist Sanskrit texts, see
Mvu I11.335.12, SbhV 1.138.10 and CPS 15.2 (Waldschmidt 1952: 162).

26 Collins 1982: 97 has suggested that this teaching is directed against
the Brahminic notion of the arman as the “microcosmic reflection of the
macrocosmic force of the universe (brahman).” But the teaching does not
presuppose that the arman should be an inner controller, and if so it would
not appear to be a “microcosmic reflection” of a world-controlling force. The
teaching instead states that if the five aggregates were arman/attan, a person
should be able to change them as he wants. The argument is thus directed
against the notion that the five aggregates constitute the arman/attan, and not
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culiar content of this teaching is matched by the fact that it is men-
tioned in only one Pali discourse (the Cilasaccaka Sutta) besides
the two Pali texts that record the Second Sermon.?” This peculiar-
ity suggests that the teaching was of little importance in the early
Buddhist period. Much more important is the second teaching of
the Second Sermon. As Collins has pointed out, “a very high pro-
portion of the discussions of Not-Self in the Suttas consist in vari-
ous versions of this argument.”?® This teaching is in fact the most
important early Buddhist negation of the atman, and one that has
distinct Upanisadic undertones:

What do you think, bhikkhus: is form permanent (nicca) or imperma-
nent (anicca)?

‘Impermanent, master.’

Is that which is impermanent unsatisfactory (dukkha) or satisfactory
(sukha)?

‘Unsatisfactory, master.’

And is it suitable to regard that which is impermanent, unsatisfactory
and subject to change (viparinamadhamma) as “This is mine, [ am
this, this is my attan™?

against the notion that there is atman/attan controlling them from within,
as is also assumed by Siderits (2007: 46ff.). For a full study of the concep-
tual and historical implications of this teaching see Wynne 2009a; especially
86-88.

27 Collins 1982: 97 has suggested that this teaching is directed against
the Brahminic notion of the arman as the “microcosmic reflection of the
macrocosmic force of the universe (brahman).” But the teaching does not
presuppose that the atman should be an inner controller, and if so it would
not appear to be a “microcosmic reflection” of a world-controlling force. The
teaching instead states that if the five aggregates were atmanjattan, a person
should be able to change them as he wants. The argument is thus directed
against the notion that the five aggregates constitute the arman/attan, and not
against the notion that there is atman/attan controlling them from within,
as is also assumed by Siderits (2007: 46ff.). For a full study of the concep-
tual and historical implications of this teaching see Wynne 2009a; especially
86—88.

28 Collins 1982: 98. Similar teachings begin book IV (Salayatanavagga)
of the Samyutta-Nikaya: it is stated that all sense faculties and their objects
are impermanent (anicca), unsatisfactory (dukkha) and so Not-Self (anattan).
Derivatives of this teaching, where the five aggregates are also stated to be
anattan, can be found at SN I11.20-21, 23-24 and 179.
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‘No, master.”?

Since the list of five aggregates denotes the different aspects of
phenomenal being,* this teaching therefore states that an arman/
attan cannot be found in conditioned experience. Although it is not
immediately clear how the term arman/attan is to be taken here,
Norman has argued that it is to be understood as the blissful and
unchangeable atman of the early Upanisads. This is shown by the
fact that the response to the Buddha’s final question can only be
given

by those who know, in advance, that the term arta is by definition
nicca and sukha, and therefore anything which is anicca and dukkha
cannot be atta. This gives us a clear indication of the type of arta
which is being discussed. It is the Upanisadic idea of an atman which
is nitya and sukha ...

If this teaching negates the Upanisadic atman in the sense of an
unchanging, blissful essence, it would seem to be concerned with
the atman in its macrocosmic aspect (as brahman), for this is how

2 Vin 1.14: tam kim maiifiatha bhikkhave: riipam niccam va aniccam va ti?
aniccam bhante. yam pananiccam dukkham va tam sukham va ti? dukkham
bhante. yam pananiccam dukkham viparinamadhammam, kallan nu tam
samanupassitum: etam mama, eso "ham asmi, eso me atta ti? no h’ etam
bhante. For the various Sanskrit versions of this teaching, see Mvu 111.337.11,
SbhV 1.138.21 and CPS 15.6 (Waldschmidt 1952: 164).

30 Gethin 1986: 49: “the five khandhas, as treated in the Nikayas and early
Abhidhamma, do not exactly take on the character of a formal theory of the
nature of man. The concern is not so much the presentation of an analysis
of man as object, but rather the understanding of the nature of conditioned
existence from the point of view of the experiencing subject. Thus at the most
general level riipa, vedand, saiiiia, samkhara and viiifiana are presented as
five aspects of an individual being’s experience of the world ...” Hamilton
(2000: 27) has similarly written that the five aggregates are “not a compre-
hensive analysis of what a human being is comprised of ... Rather they are
factors of human experience.”

31 Norman 1981: 22. To this we might add that by equating “imperma-
nence” (anicca) with being “subject to change” (viparinamadhamma), the
Buddha recalls a key feature of the self according to the Yajiiavalkyakanda
(e.g. BU IV.5.15), i.e. that it is unchangeable. Bronkhorst (2007: 233) has
noted that BU IV.5.15 “introduces the notion of the immutability of the self.”
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the blissful arman is considered in the early Upanisads.® It does
not make any sense, however, to read this teaching as a negation of
a macrocosmic essence. While it might make sense to ask whether
consciousness has the characteristics of the macrocosmic atman
(since a number of important early Upanisadic passages state that
the arman in its macrocosmic aspect is a nondual consciousness),*
it makes little sense to ask if form, sensation, apperception and
volitions have the characteristics of an essence that transcends all
phenomena.

That the teaching is not a straightforward denial of the macro-
cosmic atman is also suggested by the use of the terms sukha and
nicca. The primary sense of these terms seems not to be “perma-
nent” and “blissful,” as would be the case in a straightforward ne-
gation of Upanisadic thought. The term sukha is rather an antonym
of the term dukkha, which here has the weak sense of “unsatisfac-
tory,” this being the only way in which the impermanence (anicca)
of the five aggregates can be taken: the point is not that the general
experiential condition of a person is “suffering,” but rather that it
is ultimately unsatisfactory on the basis that something enduring
cannot be found. The teaching therefore appears more like an en-
quiry into phenomenal identity rather than a direct negation of the
Upanisadic atman: it seeks to establish that form and so on are
affected by causes and conditions (i.e. that they are adventitious:
viparinamadhamma) and so cannot constitute what a person “re-
ally and intrinsically” is. If so, it would appear that the teaching is
a philosophical enquiry into intrinsic identity or “self.”**

32 See BU 11.1.19-20, BU 111.9.28, BU 1V.3.32-33, TU 11.5-9, TU IIL6.

3 E.g. BU 11.4.12: idam mahad bhiitam anantam aparam vijianaghana
eva; BU 1V.5.13: ayam atmanantaro "bahyah krtsnah prajiianaghana eva.

3% Opposition to the notion that this teaching denies “soul” has been made
by Gombrich (1996: 15): “In Western languages, the Buddha is presented
as having taught the doctrine (vada) of ‘no soul’ (anatman). What is being
denied — what is a soul? Western theologians are at home in the Christian cul-
tural tradition. Christian theologians have differed vastly over what the soul
is. For Aristotle, and thus for Aquinas, it is the form of the body, what makes
a given individual person a whole rather than a mere assemblage of parts.
However, most Christians conceive of the soul, however vaguely, in a com-
pletely different way, which goes back to Plato: that the soul is other than the
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This impression is strengthened by the fact that the term arman/
attan must here be taken in the philosophical sense of “self.” For
it makes no sense to ask whether “form” (i.e. the physical body),
sensation, apperception and volitions constitute a “soul,” no mat-
ter how the latter is conceived. These are sensible questions in an
enquiry into personal identity, however: since a person ordinarily
identifies with form and so on as “oneself,” it makes sense to ask if
they really can be considered as an intrinsic identity. On this point
it is important to note that the Not-Self teaching is often placed di-
rectly after the statement that an ordinary person identifies with the
five aggregates in the form “This is mine, [ am this, this is my self”
(atman/attan).® Such texts play on the flexibility in the term arman/
attan, using it first in the sense derived from the reflexive pronoun
(where it denotes a person’s phenomenal identity), and second in
the more philosophical sense of intrinsic identity. In this way the
teaching points out that although a person takes the five aggregates
as his individual “self” (atman/attan), this is unsatisfactory since
no intrinsic identity (@tmanjattan) can be found therein. It would
seem, then, that the teaching addresses the problem of personal
identity by questioning the identification with phenomenal being.
To this end the Upanisadic notion of an atman that is blissful and
permanent/unchanging is certainly invoked, of course, but this
would seem to be only for the sake of communicating a new idea in
a particular intellectual context.

This is far from a statement of the No Self doctrine as described
by the Vajira Sutta, Buddhaghosa and Santideva: there is no denial
of the self per se, but only a subtle argument that the concept of a
“self” does not make sense of conditioned experience. Since the
underlying metaphysic of the teaching is not made clear, it is possi-
ble that it presupposes a self beyond conditioned experience or the

body, as in the expression ‘body and soul,” and is some kind of disembodied
mental, and above all, moral, agent, which survives the body after death. But
none of this has anything to do with the Buddha’s position. He was opposing
the Upanisadic theory of soul.” A similar point has been made by Williams
(Williams and Tribe 2000: 56).

35 This is how the teaching is presented in its most important occurrence
in the Pali discourses, the Alagaddipama Sutta (MN 1.135.271f.).



114 Alexander Wynne

exact opposite. If so, the difference between this teaching and the
“No Self” doctrine of the Vajira Sutta remains to be determined.
A better understanding of the problem requires an investigation of
other early Buddhist teachings on personal identity.

3. Self-consciousness in the early Buddhist texts

The Not-Self teaching considers a person’s identification with the
five aggregates in terms of the notion “This is mine, I am this, this
is my self.” As such, it is closely connected to other early Buddhist
teachings concerned with the notion “I”” (ahan ti), the notion “I
am” (asmi ti), the “conceit | am” (asmimana), and the “underlying
tendency towards conceit with regard to the notions ‘I’ and ‘mine’
(ahamkaramamamkara-mananusaya).” All of the teachings con-
taining these formulations tackle the subject of personal identity by
examining what we might call “self-consciousness,” i.e. a person’s
awareness of his own “identity,” “acts” and “thoughts.”*® Rather
than enquire into whether an intrinsic identity can be found in
self-consciousness, as the Not-Self teaching does, such teachings
explore the affective and cognitive aspects of reflexive awareness.
Its affective nature is most apparent in these texts, this being indi-
cated by the compounds the “underlying tendency towards conceit
with regard to the notions ‘I’ and ‘mine’ (ahamkara/mamamkara-
mananusaya)” and “the conceit ‘I am’ (asmimana).” Both formula-
tions indicate that “for the unenlightened man, all experience and
action must necessarily appear phenomenologically as happening
to or originating from an ‘I’.”’*7 This means, in other words, that
self-consciousness is a basic sort of existential conceit, a grasping
at individual existence and identity that underpins all conditioned
experience.

Other texts affirm this affective understanding of self-con-
sciousness, e.g. the Tanha Sutta, where eighteen “thoughts caused
by thirst” (tanhavicarita) are listed with reference to both one-
self (ajjhatikassa updadaya) and that which is external to oneself

36 1 follow the definition of the OED.
37 Collins 1982: 94.
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(bahirassa upadaya) respectively.®® Thus the notion “I am” (asmi
ti) is the most basic “thought caused by thirst” that paves the way
for seventeen further forms of self-consciousness with reference to
oneself (e.g. evasmi ti: “I am thus”); and the notion “I am in respect
of this” (iminasmf ti) is the most basic “thought caused by thirst”
that paves the way for seventeen further forms of self-conscious-
ness with reference to that which is external to oneself (e.g. imina
evasmi ti: “I am thus in respect of this”).*

In contrast to this analysis of the affective aspect of self-con-
sciousness, other texts suggest that self-consciousness is a sort of
ignorance. A good example is the Sammaditthi Sutta, which equates
the destruction of the “underlying tendency towards conceit with re-
gard to the view ‘I am’ (asmi ti ditthimananusayam samithanitva)”
with the abandonment of ignorance (avijjam pahdya) and the at-
tainment of knowledge (vijjam uppadetva).*® Other texts combine
the affective and cognitive aspects of self-consciousness. Thus the
Dutiyananadtitthiya Sutta concludes with the following “inspired
utterance” (udana) of the Buddha:

This generation is obsessed with the notion ‘I’ (ahamkara)
and attached to the notion ‘another’ (paramkara).

They have not understood this matter,

and have not seen that it is a barb.

For the person with vision who has removed this barb,

38 1t is perhaps possible that the compound tanhavicarita is to be read as a
dependent determinative (fatpurusa) in the dative case, i.e. “movements to-
wards thirst.” But the compound tanhavicarita is more likely to be read as a
dependent determinative in the instrumental case: a past participle preceded
by a substantive suggests some sort of conceptual activity (vicarita) prompt-
ed by a cause (tanha). If so, self-consciousness would seem to be caused by
an underlying affective state termed “thirst.”

¥ AN 11.212.13: katamani attharasa tanhavicaritani ajjhattikassa
upadaya? asmi ti bhikkhave sati ...

40 MN 1.47.21: yato kho avuso ariyasavako evam akusalam pajanati,
evam akusalamitlam pajanati, evam kusalam pajanati, evam kusalamiilam
pajanati, so sabbaso raganusayam pahaya, patighanusayam pativinodetva,
asmi ti ditthimananusayam samithanitva avijjam pahdya vijjam uppadetva,
dittheva dhamme dukkhass’ antakaro hoti. ettavata pi kho avuso ariyasavako
sammaditthi hoti ...
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the notions ‘I am acting’ and ‘Another is acting’ do not

occur.

This generation is mired, bound and trapped by conceit (mana);
it exerts itself over views, and so does not escape
transmigration.*!

The notions of “I” (ahamkara) and “another” (paramkara) are
here related to conceit (mana) and the holding of speculative views
(ditthi). Self-consciousness, therefore, is deeply involved in the af-
fective and cognitive causes of a person’s suffering. Given that it is
said to be an “underlying tendency” (anusaya), it would seem to be
an ever-present factor of conditioned experience, and its transcen-
dence would no doubt effect a substantial personal transformation.
Although the early texts generally have little to say about the state
achieved through eradicating self-consciousness, there are a couple
of illuminating exceptions. A series of Suttas in the Samyutta-
Nikaya describe how Sariputta attained all nine “gradual abidings”
(anupubbavihara) — from the first jhana to the “cessation of ap-
perception and feeling” (safifiavedayitanirodha) — despite lacking
self-consciousness. These texts begin with a question from Ananda
about the reason for the unusually calm countenance of Sariputta.
The latter explains that this is due to the meditative states he attains
without any prior intention, a state of affairs that Ananda attributes
to his lack of self-consciousness:

‘Herein, venerable sir, I pass my time having attained the first jhdana,
that state of joy and bliss born of seclusion which is devoid of desire
and bad thoughts, but which includes deliberation (vitakka) and reflec-
tion (vicara). It does not occur to me, venerable sir, that I am attaining
the first jhana, or have attained the first jhana, or have emerged from
the first jhana.

‘It is so for the venerable Sariputta because the underlying tendency
towards conceit in the notions ‘I’ and ‘mine’ has for a long time been

4 Ud V1.6 (v. 70.23): atha kho Bhagava etam attham viditva tayam velayam
imam udanam udanesi: ahankarapasuta ayam paja paramkariapasamhita,
etad eke nabbhariiiamsu, na nam sallan ti addamsu. etam ca sallam patigacca
passato, aham karomi ti na tassa hoti, paro karoti ti na tassa hoti. manupeta
ayam paja managantha manavinibaddha, ditthisu byarambhakata,
samsaram nativattati ti.
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destroyed. Therefore it does not occur to the venerable Sariputta that
he is attaining the first jhana, or has attained the first jhana, or has
emerged from the first jhana.*?

Apart from another text in which Ananda states that Sariputta’s
“underlying tendency towards conceit in the notions ‘I’ and ‘mine’
has for a long time been destroyed,™ the only other discourse on
the unusual psychology of a person devoid of self-consciousness
is the Upasena-dasivisa Sutta. In this peculiar text, the venerable
Upasena is said to have been bitten by a poisonous snake while
both he and Sariputta dwelt in the Sappasondika mountain cave.*
When he subsequently asks to be taken outside on a couch, be-
fore his body “falls apart right here, just like a fistful of chaff,™
Sariputta exclaims that he sees no change in his body or decline in
his faculties.*® To this Upasena states that his unusual countenance
is due to the fact that he lacks self-consciousness with regard to his
sense faculties:

42 SN 111.235.22: idhaham avuso vivicc’ eva kamehi vivicca akusalehi
dhammehi savitakkam savicaram vivekajam pitisukham pathamajjhanam
upasampajja viharami. tassa mayham avuso na evam hoti: aham pathamaj-
Jjhanam samapajjamt ti va, aham pathamajjhanam samapanno ti va, aham
pathamajjhana vutthito ti va ti. tatha hi panayasmato Sariputtassa digha-
rattam ahamkaramamamkaramananusaya susamithatda, tasma ayasmato
Sariputtassa na evam hoti: aham pathamajjhanam samapajjami ti va aham
pathamajjhanam samapanno ti va aham pathamajjhand vutthito ti va ti. The
PTS reading pahatmajjhana at the end instead of pathamajjhana is clearly
an error.

4 SN 11.275.1: tatha hi panayasmato Sariputtassa digharattam aharkara-
mamankaramananusaya susamithata.

4 SN 1V.40.16: etha me avuso imam kayam maiicakam aropetva bahiddha
ntharatha. purayam kayo idh’ eva vikirati, seyyatha pi bhiisamutthi ti.

4 SN 1V.40.16: etha me avuso imam kayam maiicakam aropetva bahiddha
ntharatha. purayam kayo idh’ eva vikirati, seyyatha pi bhiisamutthr ti.

46 SN 1V.40.20: evam vutte ayasma Sariputto ayasmantam Upasenam
etad avoca: na kho pana mayam passama ayasmato Upasenassa kayassa
va anniathattam indriyanam va viparinamam. atha ca panayasma Upaseno
evam dha: etha me avuso imam kdayam maiicakam daropetva bahiddha
ntharatha; purayam kayo idh’ eva vikirati, seyyatha pi bhitsamuttht ti.
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Venerable Sariputta, the person who might think that he is the eye or
possesses it ... that he is the tongue or possesses it ... that he is the
mind or possesses it, for him there might be a change in his body or
a decline in his faculties. But it is does not occur to me, venerable
Sariputta, that I am the eye or possess it ... that I am the tongue or
possess it ... that I am the mind or possess it. So how could there be a
change in my body or decline in my faculties?*’

Sariputta thus concludes that “the venerable Upasena’s underlying
tendency to feel conceit in the notions ‘I’ and ‘mine’ has for a long
time been destroyed,™® and the story concludes with the account of
how Upasena’s body fell apart “like a fistful of chaff” after he had
been taken outside on a couch.*’ This text thus claims that Upasena
achieved a completely impersonal state, one in which the automat-
ic tendency to identify with conditioned experience had ceased to
function.

Various texts describe the means of attaining this state, e.g.
following the path that leads through the four jhanas and culmi-
nates in the three knowledges,’® or concentrating on the thought
“this is calm, this is supreme, namely the calming of all mental
formations, the relinquishment of all attachment (upadhi), the de-
struction of thirst, dispassion, cessation, Nirvana,” which is said
to lead to the attainment of the “release of mind, a release through
understanding.”' For the purpose of the present enquiry, however,

47 AN 1V.40.29: yassa niina avuso Sariputta evam assa: aham cakk-
hun ti mama cakkhun ti va ... la ... aham jivha ti va, mama jivha ti va ...
aham mano ti va mama mano ti va. tassa avuso Sariputta siya kayassa va
afiiathattam indriyanam va viparinamo. mayhaii ca kho avuso Sariputta na
evam hoti: aham cakkhun ti va, mama cakkhun ti va ... la ... aham jivha ti
va mama jivha ti va ... aham mano ti va mama mano ti va. tassa mayhaii ca
kho avuso Sariputta kim kayassa va anniathattam bhavissati indriyanam va
viparinamo ti?

4 SN IV.41.6: tatha hi panayasmato Upasenassa digharattam ahamkara-
mamamkaramananusaya susamithata.

4 SN IV.41.11: atha kho te bhikkhi ayasmato Upasenassa kayam
mariicakam aropetva bahiddha ntharimsu. atha kho ayasmato Upasenassa
kayo tatth’ eva vikiri, seyyatha pi bhiisamutthr ti.

0 MN I11.32.32fF.
SUAN 1.133.1: idh’ Ananda bhikkhuno evam hoti: etam santam etam
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more important are other texts which relate the transcendence of
self-consciousness to the understanding of the five aggregates and
the Not-Self teaching. The Dutiyasaiiiia Sutta of the Anguttara-
Nikaya, for example, states that the problem of self-consciousness
(ahamkara/mamamkara) is resolved by regarding that which is un-
satisfactory (dukkha) as Not-Self (anattan).> A similar contempla-
tion is outlined in the Mahdapunna Sutta, which states that seeing
the five aggregates as Not-Self (attan) leads to the cessation of self-
consciousness as follows:

O bhikkhus, one should regard whatever form is past, present or fu-
ture, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, near or
far — all form — as ‘This is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self
(attan)’ ... For the person who knows and sees it thus, bhikkhus, the
tendency towards conceit in the notion ‘I’ with regards to the body
and its consciousness, and towards conceit in the notion ‘mine’ with
regards to external objects, does not arise.>

This passage does not state how contemplating the insubstantiality
of conditioned experience (the five aggrgegates) aids the transcen-
dence of self-consciousness, but the point is investigated in more

panitam yadidam sabbasankharasamatho sabbiipadhipatinissaggo tan-
hakkhayo virago nirodho nibbanan ti. evam kho Ananda siya bhikkhuno
tatharipo samadhipatilabho yatha imasmiii ca saviiiianake kaye ahan-
karamamankdaramananusaya nassu bahiddha ca sabbanimittesu ahan-
karamamankdaramananusaya ndssu, yaii ca cetovimuttim paiiavimuttim
upasampajja viharato ahankaramamankaramananusaya na honti, tai ca
cetovimuttim pafnfiavimuttim upasampajja vihareyya ti.

32 AN 1V.53.7: dukkhe anattasaiifiaparicitena bhikkhave bhikkhuno cetasa
bahulam viharato imasmifi ca saviiiianake kaye bahiddha ca sabbanimitte-
su ahamkaramamamkaramanapagatam manasam hoti vidhasamatikkantam
santam suvimuttam.

3 MN 111.18.32: yam kijici bhikkhu riipam — atitanagatapaccuppannam,
ajjhattam va bahiddha va, olarikam va sukhumam va, hinam va panitam
va, yam diire santike va — sabbam riipam: n’ etam mama, n’ eso ham asmi,
na m’ eso atta ti, evam etam yathabhiitam sammappaiiiaya passati ... MN
II1.19.7: evam kho bhikkhu janato evam passato imasmiii ca saviiiianake
kaye bahiddha ca sabbanimittesu ahamkaramamamkaramananusaya na
honti ti. For the same teaching see SN I1.252.16, 253.11; SN II1.80.7, 81.1,
103.12, 136.4, 136.24, 169.12, 170.7.
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detail in the Khemaka Sutta, where the bhikkhu Khemaka address-
es the elders of Kosambi as follows:

Venerable sirs, the Blessed one has spoken of five aggregates of
attachment,> namely: the aggregate of attachment that is form ...
feeling ... apperception ... volitions ... [and] consciousness. I have no
view that any sort of self (attan) or its property (attaniya) is found in
these five aggregates of attachment, venerable sirs, and yet I am not an
arahant devoid of corruptions. For I still have the notion ‘I am’ (asm?
ti) with regard to these five aggregates of attachment, venerable sirs,
despite the fact that I do not have the view ‘I am this’ (ayam asmi ti na
ca samanupassami).>

The logic of this statement is relatively simple. Khemaka knows
that he should be detached from the conditioned experience of
the five aggregates, this being inherently unsatisfactory since it
lacks intrinsic identity (attan). But he is unable to do so because
of his automatic tendency to identify with conditioned experience
in the form of the notion “I am.” Although Khemaka knows what
he should know, according to Buddhist doctrine, and so does not
intentionally identify with the the five aggregates, his identifica-
tion with them runs deeper in the form of a sense of subjectivity
(asmf ti) that takes them as its locus. What is required to achieve
detachment from the five aggregates, according to Khemaka, is the
following contemplation:

Although a noble disciple might have abandoned the five lower fetters,
it might occur to him that the conceit (mano), intention (chando) and
underlying tendency (anusayo) ‘I am’ (asmi ti) with regard to the five
aggregates of attachment has not been destroyed. At another time, he
immerses himself in observing the rise and fall of the five aggregates

3 T give the standard translation of the compound upddanakkhandha, but
for a more detailed historical explanation see Gombrich 1996: 67 and Wynne
2007: 84.

3 SN 1I11.128.29: paiic’ ime avuso upadanakkhandha vutta Bhagavata,
seyyathidam: riapupadanakkhandho ... pe ... viifianupadanakkhandho.
imesu khv aham avuso paricasu upadanakkhandhesu na kifici attanam va
attaniyam va samanupassami, na ¢’ amhi araham khindasavo. api ca me
avuso paricasu upadanakkhandhesu asmfi ti adhigatam, ayam aham asmi ti
na ca samanupassami ti.
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of attachment: ‘form ... feeling ... apperception ... volitions ... con-
sciousness is thus, its arising is thus, its fading away is thus.” In doing
this the conceit, intention and underlying tendency ‘I am’ with regard
to the five aggregates of attachment that had not been destroyed is
destroyed.

The practice mentioned here — the contemplation of conditioned
experience (the five aggregates) as a process — seems to be an at-
tempt to see the truth of the Not-Self teaching at a deeper level: the
bhikkhu does not simply think about the insubstantiality of the five
aggregates, but attempts to see this truth experientially. According
to the Khemaka Sutta, such a contemplation is a more powerful
means of overcoming the subtle sense of identification with condi-
tioned experience, but the aim of both contemplations is, however,
the same, i.e. detachment from the five aggregates leading to the
cessation of identification with them.

All of the above passages on self-consciousness elaborate the
typically Buddhist understanding that desire and ignorance cause
suffering. That self-consciousness is a problem of an affective na-
ture is easy to understand, of course, for self-consciousness im-
plies self-centredness which in turn implies psychological states
— selfishness, desire etc. — which are, according to the Buddhist
analysis, ethically and spiritually harmful. But if the fundamental
problem of desire — the sole cause of suffering according to the
Second Noble Truth — can be controlled and suppressed via various
religious practices, should it matter that the person who suppresses
it is still self-conscious? According to the Khemaka Sutta it does,
for the locus of the notion “I am” is the five aggregates. This means
that the self-conscious person is inevitably attached to conditioned

% SN 1I1.130.28: kificapi avuso arivasavakassa paiicorambhagiyani
sanifiojanani pahinani bhavanti atha khv assa hoti: y’ eva paiicasu upada-
nakkhandhesu anusahagato asmi ti mano asmi ti chando asmi ti anusayo
asamithato. so aparena samayena paricasu upadanakkhandhesu udayabba-
yanupassi viharati: iti riipam, iti riipassa samudayo, iti ripassa atthagamo;
iti vedana ... iti saifia ... iti sankhara ... iti viniiianam, iti vininanassa samu-
dayo, iti vifiianassa atthagamo ti. tass’ imesu paricasu upadanakkhandhesu
udayabbayanupassino viharato, yo pi 'ssa hoti paficasu upadanakkhandhesu
anusahagato asmi ti mano asmi ti chando asmi ti anusayo asamithato, so 'pi
samugghatam gacchati.
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experience, and if so it is not enough to conquer one’s desires and
abide in a state of altruism, for self-consciousness is by its very na-
ture a subtle form of clinging to conditioned experience: as we have
seen, self-consciousness is a subtle, underlying form of grasping
after individual experience and identity, a basic existential ‘conceit’
(p. 114). Being self-conscious, in other words, means to be both
ignorant and attached, and so subject to suffering.

These teachings on personal identity seem to have the same
pragmatic point as the Not-Self teaching, i.e. the comprehension
and abandonment of the underlying affective and cognitive cause of
suffering: self-consciousness. And just like the Not-Self teaching,
these teachings seem to have no obvious metaphysical significance:
it is not clear if detachment from the five aggregates and transcen-
dence of self-consciousness means that a person transcends intrin-
sic identity per se or whether he has some other sort of transcendent
identity. This is true even of the texts that describe how Sariputta
attained certain meditative states without being aware of it, appar-
ently because he lacked self-consciousness: the focus of these texts
is the psychology of Sariputta rather than more abstract concerns,
such as the ontological nature of the state attained by him.

Attempts to read a particular metaphysic into such texts are far
from persuasive. Pérez-Rémon, for example, has argued that two
kinds of personal identity can be indentified in the series of texts on
Sariputta’s meditative attainments. On the one hand there is the so-
called “asmimanic self” which is “contained in expressions such
as ‘I am attaining the first jhana, I have attained the first jhana, 1
have emerged from the first jhana’ ...”"” On the other hand, Pérez-
Rémon believes that forms of the first personal pronoun in state-
ments such as “I dwell having attained the first state of meditation”
(idhaham ... pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharami) and “it
[did not occur] to me thus, venerable sir” (tassa mayham, avuso, na
evam hoti) is “incompatible with the ‘asmimanic I’ contained in the
expressions that follow.” He therefore argues that

Sariputta is able to say ‘I dwell having attained the cessation of aware-
ness and feeling.” If the ‘I’ of this sentence cannot stand either for the

57 Pérez-Rémon 1980: 236.



The atman and its negation 123

the asmimanic self or for the genuine empirical moral agent, what
kind of self does it stand for? Nothing is left but to say that it stands
for the true self who, in that condition attains to a complete aloofness
from the empirical factors in the isolation that is his very being.%

This argument is not very convincing. Pérez-Rémon supposes that
there is a metaphysical difference between the subject of the verb
in expressions such as pathamajjhanam upasampajja viharami,
which apparently indicates the “true self,” and expression such as
aham pathamajjhanam samapajjami ti, which apparently indi-
cates the “asmimanic” or phenomenal self. Such a distinction is
entirely arbritary, and does not convince that an intrinsic identity is
presupposed by the early Buddhist teachings. Indeed key phrases,
such as tassa mayham avuso na evam hoti: aham pathamajjhanam
samdapajjami ti, seem to cancel out the positive language that they
follow, such as pathamajjhanam upasampajja viharami. This
would seem to incline towards the position that there is no true
subject of experience. A better argument, then, would in fact be
that since Sariputta is unaware of what he experiences, these pas-
sages imply the No Self doctrine.

Although the Samyutta-Nikaya texts on Sariputta’s meditative
attainments perhaps incline towards the No Self doctrine, another
argument for intrinsic identity in early Buddhism can be made.
This is that since the Not-Self teaching considers only the expe-
riential aspects of the human being (the five aggregates), it might
leave room for a non-phenomenal or transcendental self. Indeed
the five aggregates are presented as objects of identification or ap-
propriation for the perceiving subject, who is denoted by the term
“I”’ in the expression “I am not this.” It is possible that such an “I”
could stand for a transcendent subject of experience. This being the
case, the arguments for or against a self would seem to be well-bal-
anced. There are further passages to consider, however, and these
are more useful in determining the metaphysical presuppositions
of the early Buddhist texts on personal identity.

38 Pérez-Rémon 1980: 237, on which see Oetke 1988: 107—109.
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4. Dependent origination and self-consciousness

We have seen that the Khemaka Sutta advises a contemplation of
the rise and fall of the five aggregates as a means of achieving the
cessation of the notion “I am” with regard to them. In this context,
the “I” that ceases would seem to be a person’s notion of an in-
dividual identity comprised of form, sensation, apperception and
so on, for it is this that is undermined by seeing that the five ag-
gregates are impermanent. If so, the text would not seem to deny
that subjectivity remains intact in the liberating experience, and
the possibility remains that it presupposes a subjectivity abstracted
from the five aggregates as a person’s real self, i.e. a sort of tran-
scendent “I”” that experiences detachment from the five aggregates.
The same could be said for the Not-Self teaching: the statement ‘I
am not this’ might presuppose a transcendent “I”’ beyond the five
aggregates. In another respect, however, this point is not so clear.
For the Khemaka Sutta goes on to compare the notion “I am” to
the subtle persistence of a flower’s scent, a simile in which the “I”
seems to indicate simple subjectivity:

‘It is just like the scent of a blue lotus, a red lotus or a white lotus.
Would a person be describing it correctly if he were to say that the
scent belongs to its leaves, its colour or filaments?’

‘It is not so, venerable sir.’

‘How, then, would one describe if correctly? If one were to describe
it correctly, one would say that the scent belongs to the flower. In just
the same way, venerable sirs, I do not declare ‘I am’ with regard to or
apart from form ... feeling ... apperception and consciousness. And
yet I still have the notion of ‘I am’ (asmf ti) with regard to these five
aggregates of attachment, venerable sirs, despite the fact that I do not
think ‘T am this’.%

% SN 1IL130.13: seyyatha pi avuso uppalassa va padumassa va
pundarikassa va gandho. yo nu kho evam vadeyya: pattassa gandho ti va,
vannassa gandho tiva, kifijakkhassa gandho ti va, sammanu kho so vadamano
vadeyya ti? no h’ etam avuso. yathakatham panavuso sammavyakaramano
vyakareyya ti? pupphassa gandho ti kho avuso sammavyakaramano
vyakareyya ti. evam eva khv aham avuso na ripam asmi ti vadami, na pi aii-
fiatra rigpda asmi ti vadami, na vedanam ... na safifiam ... na sankhare ... na
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Khemaka’s primary point is that the locus of the notion “I am” is
the five aggregates as a whole, in a manner comparable to how a
scent lingers around the whole flower. But the simile also points
out that just as scent emerges from the whole flower, so too does
the notion “I am” arise from conditioned experience as a whole.
This might indicate the understanding that the notion “I am” is
an emergent state of consciousness, one in which the “I” is felt to
stand apart from its objective locus as a quasi-independent subject
of experience. The text is therefore ambiguous: it is not entirely
clear if the term “I” refers to a person’s sense of being a composite
entity made up of different phenomenal aspects, or whether it refers
to a person’s sense of being a quasi-independent subject of con-
sciousness that observes the different aspects of conditioned expe-
rience. Forming a correct understanding of this ambiguity is vitally
important. For if the early Buddhist texts understand the “I”” in
expressions such as asmimana, ahamkara, asmiti and so on in the
sense of a quasi-independent subject of consciousness, they would
imply that liberation involves the cessation of subjectivity per se, in
which case there would be little possibility that a person has a self.

Just as ambiguous as the Khemaka Sutta is the Ananda Sutta,
in which the bhikkhu Punna teaches that the notion “I am” occurs
only in relation to (updadaya) the five aggregates, rather than in-
dependently (anupadaya).®® This could indicate the understanding
that the “I” is a quasi-independent observer of the five aggregates,
rather than a person’s sense of being an “I” made up of the five
aggregates. On the other hand, however, this text also includes the
Not-Self teaching.®’ Since this teaching deconstructs a person’s

avuso parnicasu upadanakkhandhesu asmi ti adhigatam, ayam aham asmf ti
na ca samanupassami. In the second sentence reading pattassa gandho ti va,
vannassa gandho ti va, kifijakkhassa gandho ti va with CSCD instead of the
PTS pattassa gandho ti, vannassa gandho pi, kifijakkhassa gandho ti va.

0 SN I11.105.10: Punno nama avuso ayasma Mantaniputto amhdakam
navakanam satam bahiipakaro hoti. so amhe imina ovadena ovadati:
updadaya avuso Ananda asmi ti hoti, no anupadaya. kiii ca upadaya asmi ti
hoti, no anupadaya? rigpam upadaya asmi ti hoti, no anupadaya. vedanam
... saiifiam ... sankhare ... vifinanam upadaya asmi ti hoti, no anupadaya.

61 SN II1.105.25.
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identification with the five aggregates, and since it is here presented
as a means of overcoming the notion “I am,” the term “I”’ would
here seem to denote the phenomenal person as a whole, i.e. the in-
dividual “I” understood as an aggregate of five experiential parts.
On balance, the presence of the Not-Self teaching in the Ananda
Sutta, probably indicates the latter possibility, i.e. that the term “I”
refers to a person’s sense of individuality comprised of different
phenomenal aspects. Furthermore, since the Khemaka Sutta’s con-
templation of the five aggregates is simply an expansion of the Not-
Self teaching, the same conclusion probably applies to it.

Other texts definitely do not share this understanding, however,
but seem to veer more towards taking the term “I” as a person’s
sense of being a quasi-independent subject of experience. They
therefore suggest a relationship of dependence or emergence rather
than identification between the “I” and the five aggregates. One
such text is the Vinopama Sutta, which uses the simile of the lute
(vina) and its sound to describe the relationship between the sub-
jective aspect of self-consciousness and the five aggregates:

This thing called a lute, venerable sir, consists of many different
components so that when played it makes a sound by means of them:
dependent on the parchment sounding board, the belly, the arm, the
head, the strings, the plectrum and the appropriate effort of the musi-
cian, this lute, venerable sir, which consists of many various compo-
nents, is played and makes a sound by means of them.®

In this simile the different parts of the lute denote the different
aspects of a person’s phenomenal being, whereas the sound that
emerges from them denotes the notion “I am,” i.e. a person’s sense
of subjectivity. The simile of the lute thus suggests that the sense
of being an inner perceiver emerges from the different aspects of
conditioned experience functioning as a whole, so that an appar-

02 SN 1V.197.11: ayam kho bhante vina nama anekasambhara
mahasambhara anekehi sambharehi samaraddha vadati, seyyathidam:
doniii ca paticca, cammail ca paticca, dandaii ca paticca, upavenai ca
paticca, tantiyo ca paticca, konarfi ca paticca, purisassa ca tajjam vayamam
paticca evayam bhante vina nama anekasambhara mahasambhara anekehi
sambharehi samaraddha vadati ti. Following the translation of Bodhi (2000:
1254). On this simile see Collins 1982: 101.
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ently independent subject of experience is constructed out of an in-
substantial process. This implies that the subjective aspect of self-
consciousness does not exist apart from the five aggregates, despite
the cognitive separation of functions (subject vs. object) that might
give this impression. In the language of Buddhist philosophy, this
means that the “I”” is dependently originated and so not ultimately
real. If so, a contemplation of the five aggregates could be used to
emphasise the fact that the inner subject is dependent on an insub-
stantial process, and in this way lead to the cessation of a person’s
sense of being a quasi-independent subject of experience. Such a
contemplation is suggested in the Vinopama Sutta, which states
that the notions “I” (ahan ti), “mine” (maman ti) and “I am” (asmi
ti) can be transcended by investigating the limits of conditioned
experience as follows:

In just this way, bhikkhus, the bhikkhu investigates form to its full
extent, he investigates feeling ... apperception ... volitions ... [and]
consciousness to its full extent. When he does this, the notions ‘T’,
‘mine’ and ‘I am’ are found in him no longer.**

This passage suggests that by contemplating the limitations of con-
ditioned experience, the subjective aspect of self-consciousness —
the “I” that perceives the five aggregates — ceases to function. This
contemplation is similar to the contemplation of the rise and fall
of the five aggregates outlined in the Khemaka Sutta. But the pur-
pose here seems to be that of emphasising the limitations of that on
which the notion “I” is founded. This seems to show that the “I” is
limited to the impermanent processes of conditioned experience,
and so cannot be separated from them. Dependence on the five
aggregates, then, would here seem to indicate that the subjective
aspect of self-consciousness is not independent or ultimately real.

3 SN 1V.197.25: evam eva kho bhikkhave bhikkhu riipam samanvesati ya-
vata riipassa gati, vedanam samanvesati ... pe ... saiifiam ... sankhare ...
viftildnam samanvesati yavata viiiiianassa gati. tassa ripam samanvesato
gati, yam pi 'ssa tam hoti ahan ti va maman ti va asmi ti va, tam pi tassa na
hott ti. Reading samanvesati and samanvesato with CSCD for PTS samane-
sati and samanesato respectively.
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Suggestive as they are, the similes of the lute and flower do not
explicitly state that the term “I” is to be understood as a quasi-in-
dependent subject of experience. There is still some room to doubt,
then, that these texts deny the notion of an independent subject of
experience per se. Other texts certainly do focus on this under-
standing, however. We have seen, for example, that the Sariputta
Sutta describes the destruction of the underlying tendency towards
conceit in the notions “I” and “mine” (asmimana/mamamkara-
anusaya), so that Sariputta attains each of the nine states of medi-
tation (anupubbavihara) without an awareness of the fact that he
attains, abides in or emerges from them.** Such a description seems
to imply the complete cessation of the subjective aspect of self-
consciousness, as if Sariputta is in a totally impersonal and “self-
less” state in which there is no sense of being an inner perceiver
or “I” that observes and comprehends what is happening. In such
texts there seems to be little room for a subjective aspect of con-
sciousness that could be taken as the true self in opposition to the
phenomenal self (consisting of the five aggregates).

A similar understanding is suggested in the Aggivacchagotta
Sutta. Like the Khemaka Sutta it advocates the practice of contem-
plating the rise and fall of the five aggregates, although the end re-
sult is expressed slightly differently. The key passage occurs when
the Buddha responds to Vacchagotta’s question as to whether he
has any views (ditthigata):

‘Does the venerable Gotama have any view (ditthigata)?’

The very notion of ‘view’ has been dispelled by the Tathagata, O
Vaccha, for the Tathagata has seen this: ‘Form is thus, its arising is
thus, its fading away is thus; sensation is thus, its arising is thus, its
fading away is thus; apperception is thus, its arising is thus, its fad-
ing away is thus; volitions are thus, their arising is thus, their fad-
ing away is thus; consciousness is thus, its arising is thus, its fading
away is thus.” Therefore I say that the Tathagata is released through
the destruction, fading away, cessation, abandonment and relinquish-
ment of all thoughts (mariiiita), agitations (mathita), and every under-

64 See n. 42 above.
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lying tendency towards conceit (mana) with regard to the notions ‘I’
(ahimkara) and ‘mine’ (mamimkara).

Understanding the five aggregates as a process is here not said
to eradicate a person’s identification with conditioned experience
(the notion “I am” with regard to the five aggregates), but rather
to eradicate the notions “I” and “mine.” While the understanding
of the term “I” is not made clear, this emphatic description of the
Buddha’s liberated state seems to indicate a complete transcen-
dence of phenomena: the cessation of all conceptuality (marifiita)
implies the cessation of the entire contents of consciousness, in-
cluding the sense of being a quasi-independent subject of experi-
ence. If so, the text indicates that in the Buddha’s awakened state
the sense of subjectivity per se has been transcended.

In support of this interpretation are a number of texts that fo-
cus on the dependent origination of the notion “I am.” One such
text is the Vepacitti Sutta, which relates the myth of the defeat of
the demons (asura) by the gods (deva), and the shackling of their
leader Vepacitti. The doctrinal point of this myth is that the bonds
of Vepacitti operate as a function of his thoughts:

O bhikkhus, when Vepacitti the leader of the demons thought ‘The
gods are righteous, but the demons are not, and so I will go, right
here and now, to the citadel of the gods,” he saw that he was released
from the five bonds wrapped round his neck, and being presented and
endowed with the five sorts of heavenly sensual pleasure he enjoyed
himself. But when, O bhikkhus, Vepacitti the leader of the demons
thought ‘The demons are righteous, but the gods are not, and so |
will go there right now, to the citadel of the demons,” he saw that he
was shackled by the five bonds wrapped round his neck, and so was
deprived of the five sorts of heavenly sensual pleasure. That is how

% MN 1.486.10: atthi pana bhoto Gotamassa kifici ditthigatan ti?
ditthigatan ti kho Vaccha apanitam etam tathagatassa, ditthaii h’ etam
Vaccha tathagatena: iti rispam, iti rilpassa samudayo, iti rilpassa atthagamo;
iti vedana, iti vedandaya samudayo, iti vedanaya atthagamo; iti saiiid, iti
saifiadya samudayo, iti saiifidya atthagamo; iti sankhara, iti sankharanam
samudayo, iti sankharanam atthagamo; iti vififianam, iti vififianassa samu-
dayo, iti viiifianassa atthagamo ti. tasma tathdgato sabbamaiiiiitanam
sabbamathitanam sabba-ahimkaramamimkaramananusayanam khaya vi-
raga nirodha caga patinissagga anupada vimutto ti vadamt ti.
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subtle the bonds of Vepacitti are, O bhikkhus, but even subtler is the
bond of Mara. The person who thinks, O bhikkhus, is shackled by
Mara — but by not thinking he is released from the Evil One.%

There is perhaps no clearer Buddhist text on the notion that think-
ing or conceptualisation (maiiiiita) causes bondage. The text goes
on to state that the foundation of this conceptual bondage is the
subjective aspect of self-consciousness:

‘Tam, O bhikkhus, is a thought (maiiiiita); ‘I am this,” O bhikkhus, is
a thought; ‘I will be,” O bhikkhus, is a thought; ‘I will not be,” O bhik-
khus, is a thought; ‘T will possess form,” O bhikkhus, is a thought; ‘I
will not possess form,” O bhikkhus, is a thought; ‘I will be conscious,’
O bhikkhus, is a thought; ‘I will be unconscious,” O bhikkhus, is a
thought; ‘I will be neither conscious nor unconscious,” O bhikkhus,
is a thought. Thought, O bhikkhus, is an illness, a boil and a barb.
Therefore, O bhikkhus, you should train yourselves with the thought
‘I will pass my time with a mind free from thinking.s’

A similar analysis is found in the Dhatuvibhanga Sutta, which
adds to this the point that thinking itself (maiifiita), especially in
terms of the notion “I am” (asmr ti), is fundamentally problem-

% SN 1V.202.6: yada ca kho bhikkhave Vepacittissa asurindassa evam
hoti: dhammika kho deva, adhammika asura, idh’ eva dandaham devapuram
gacchami ti, atha kanthe paiicamehi bandhanehi muttam attanam samanupas-
sati, dibbehi ca paiicahi kamagunehi samappito samangibhiito paricareti. yada
ca kho bhikkhave Vepacittissa asurindassa evam hoti: dhammika kho asura,
adhammika deva, tatth’ eva danaham asurapuram gamissami ti, atha kanthe
parnicamehi bandhanehi baddham attanam samanupassati, dibbehi ca paiicahi
kamagunehi parihayati. evam sukhumam kho bhikkhave Vepacittibandhanam,
tato sukhumataram Marabandhanam. manniamano kho bhikkhave baddho
Marassa, amanifiamano mutto papimato.

7 SN 1V.202.20: asmf ti bhikkhave maiifiitam etam, ayam aham asmf ti
marnifiitam etam, bhavissan ti maiiiiitam etam, na bhavissan ti maiiiitam
etam, ripi bhavissan ti maiifiitam etam, ariipt bhavissan ti mafiiiitam etam,
safiiit bhavissan ti mafifiitam etam, asanfii bhavissan ti mairfitam etam,
nevasanfii nasannii bhavissan ti mafiiiitam etam. maiifiitam bhikkhave rogo,
marnifitam gando, mafiiiitam sallam. tasmat iha bhikkhave amarniiiamanena
cetasa viharissami ti, evaii hi vo bhikkhave sikkhitabbam. Reading sarfiiit
bhavissan ti manifiitam etam with CSCD instead of PTS sariiii bhavissan ti;
rogo with CSCD instead PTS rago; and amaiifiamanena with CSCD instead
of PTS ama’riiitmanena.
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atic — “an illness, a boil and a barb” that ought to be transcended
(samatikkama).®® The reason for this critique is made clear in the
Vepacitti Sutta, which explains that each of the notions begin-
ning with “I am” is “an impulse” (i7ijita), “a palpitation” (phan-
dita), a “conceptual proliferation” (paparicita) and “a conceit”
(managata).®® All these terms indicate that the various manifesta-
tions of the subjective aspects of self-consciousness — the “I” as a
quasi-independent observer of phenomena — arise in dependence
on the conceptual activity of the mind. This is especially true of the
term paparicitam. In contrast to the Brahminic notion of praparica
as the manifoldness or diversity of the external world,” the term in
early Buddhist texts refers to the tendency of the mind towards con-
ceptual diffuseness or proliferation.” If so, it would seem that the
subjective aspect of self-consciousness is conceptually constructed
in the processes of the dependent origination of consciousness, and
thus has no independent reality. The clearest explanation of the de-
pendent origination of conceptual proliferation (paparica) is found
in the Madhupindaka Sutta:

Visual consciousness arises dependent on the eye and forms, the com-
ing together of the three is contact, sensation arises from contact,
one apperceives (safijanati) what one senses, thinks over (vitakketi)
what one apperceives, and conceptually proliferates (papariceti) what

%8 MN 111.246.11: asmf ti bhikkhu maiifiitam etam, ayam aham asmf ti
maiiititam etam, bhavissan ti maiiiitam etam, na bhavissan ti maifiitam
etam, riipi bhavissan ti mafiiitam etam, arupt bhavissan ti mafifiitam etam,
saifit bhavissan ti mafiiitam etam, asaiiii bhavissan ti marfifiitam etam,
nevasaniiinasaiiit bhavissan ti maifiiitam etam. marnfitam bhikkhu rogo,
marnfitam gando, maiiitam sallam. sabbamariiiitanam tv eva bhikkhu
samatikkama muni santo ti vuccati.

% SN IV.202.28: asmi ti bhikkhave ifijitam etam, ayam aham asmi ti ifiji-
tam etam, bhavissan ti ifijitam etam, na bhavissan ti ifijitam etam, riupi bha-

with phanditam etam, papaiicitam etam and finally managatam etam.

0 MMW s.wv.: ‘expansion, development, manifestation ... manifoldness,
diversity.” See also Gombrich 2009: 205-206.

I The standard study is that of Nanananda 1971.
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is thought over. From conceptual proliferation comes reckoning, of
one’s conceptual proliferations and apperceptions, and this afflicts a
man with regard to the past, present and future forms cognised by the
eye.”?

This passage states that the conceptual forms constructed in the
cognitive process ultimately cause a person’s suffering. Self-
consciousness arises in this way: according to the Vepacitti Sutta
its subjective aspect — the various forms in which the notion “I” is
expressed — is a form of conceptual “proliferation” or “manifold-
ness” (papaiicita). This implies, then, that the subject of self-con-
sciousness does not exist beyond particular cognitive events. Such
an analysis leaves little room for an inherently real self denoted by
the term “I.” Indeed the Vepacitti Sutta’s comprehensive account of
the forms in which this notion occurs seems to indicate that there
is no true “I” behind its appearances in thought. At the least, there
is very little ground on which this case could be made.

That the notion “I am” indicates subjectivity per se, and that this
is dependently originated, is made explicitly clear in an important
section of the Mahanidana Sutta which analyses three notions of
intrinsic identity.”® The first is the simplest: a self (atran) identi-
cal to sensations (vedana) is dismissed since this would mean that
intrinsic identity is changeable, i.e. a contradiction is terms.” The
second and third understandings of the self are more subtle, how-
ever. The latter seems to reject the notion that the subjective aspect
of self-consciousness is independently real:

2 MN L.111.35: cakkhuii ¢’ avuso paticca ripe ca uppajjati cakkhu-
vifiianam, tinnam sangati phasso, phassapaccaya vedand, yam vedeti tam
safijanati, yam safijandati tam vitakketi, yam vitakketi tam papaiiceti, yam
papaiiceti tatonidanam purisam papariicasaniiasankha samudacarati atita-
nagatapaccupannesu cakkhuviiiiieyyesu riipesu. It is not clear exactly how
the compound paparicasaiifiasarnkha is to be taken. Nanamoli and Bodhi
(1995: 203) translate it as “perceptions and notions [born of] mental prolif-
eration,” although this misses the fact that the compound is declined in the
singular number.

73 For an analysis of these teachings see Oetke 1988: 130ff.

™ DN 11.67.12: aniccam sukhadukkhavokinnam uppadavyayadhammam
attanam ...
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‘Therein, Ananda, to the person who claims that his self (attan) is
different from sensation (vedana) but not without experience (no pi
appatisamvedano), it being able to sense (atta me vediyati) and having
sensations as a property (vedanadhammo hi me atta), one should say:
“When sensation has completely and utterly ceased without remain-
der (vedana va hi avuso sabbena sabbam sabbatha sabbam aparisesa
nirujjheyum), when there is no sensation whatsoever since it has
ceased (sabbaso vedandya asati vedananirodha), is it possible in that
state to have the notion ‘I am this’ (ayam aham asmfi ti)’?’

‘It is not so, master.’

‘Therefore, Ananda, it is because of this reason that it is not suitable
to think that one has a self different from sensation but not without ex-
perience, it being able to sense and having sensations as a property.’”

This passage rejects the notion of an independently real subject of
perception. The problem with such a notion is that although it is
possible to conceive this understanding of individual identity when
conditioned experience (sensation: vedana) functions normally,
this is not the case in the absence of these conditions. This cri-
tique therefore makes the point that the sense of being an inner
perceiver only arises under certain conditions, those that pertain in
conditioned experience, and thus rejects the notion that a person’s
sense of being an independent subject of perception is ultimately
real. Such an analysis leaves little room for any sort of self, for
what identity could a person have apart from the subjectivity de-
noted by the term “I?” The only other possibility is perhaps that a
person has a transcendent identity beyond conditioned experience.
The problem with such a notion is made clear in the second of the
Mahanidana Sutta’s critiques of intrinsic identity. This section of
the text points out the impossibility of integrating the concept of
individuality (a necessary aspect of any notion of personal identity)

> DN 11.67.25: tatr’ Ananda yo so evam aha: na h’ eva kho me vedana
atta, no pi appatisamvedano me atta, atta me vediyati, vedanadhammo hi me
atta ti, so evam assa vacaniyo: vedana va hi avuso sabbena sabbam sabbatha
sabbam aparisesa nirujjheyum, sabbaso vedandya asati vedananirodha,
api nu kho tattha ayam aham asmf ti siya ti? no h’ etam bhante. tasmat ih’
Ananda etena p’ etam na h’ eva kho na kkhamati ‘me vedana atta, no pi
appatisamvedano me atta, atta me vediyati, vedanadhammo hi me atta’ ti
samanupassitum.
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with that of transcendence (which implies a completely impersonal
state):

‘Therein, Ananda, to the person who claims “my self (me atta) is be-
yond sensation (na ... vedana) and experience (appatisamvedano),”’
one should say: “Is it possible to have the notion ‘I am’ (asmi ti) when
there is no sensation whatsoever (sabbaso vedayitam n’ atthi)?””’

‘It is not so, master.’

‘Therefore, Ananda, it is because of this reason that it is not suitable to
think that one has a self beyond feeling and experience.’”

The problem with the notion of a transcendent self, according
to this analysis, is that personal identity is conceived in terms of
something completely impersonal. But how could it be claimed that
a transcendent self is “one’s own” (me atta) when the individualis-
ing factor of self-consciousness (asmi ti) is absent? The notion that
something is “one’s own” depends on a person being self-conscious
and so able to conceptually appropriate it. The absence of the con-
ditions necessary for self-consciousness, then, would seem to ren-
der identification with a truly transcendent state impossible. A state
beyond conditioned experience cannot be conceived in terms of
personal identity, therefore, the latter pertaining only within cer-
tain, limited, cognitive states.

These two critiques consider the same problem from different
angles: the third critique points out the problem of hypostasising
the inner perceiver into a transcendent entity, whereas the second
critique points out the problem of individualising the transcen-
dence of conditioned experience. Since notions of a self within
conditioned experience or beyond it are both negated, this dual
analysis would seem to leave no room for any sort of intrinsic iden-
tity. This suspicion is confirmed by the fact that these critiques re-
spond to similar conceptualisations of intrinsic identity stated in

7 DN 11.67.17: tatr’ Ananda yo so evam aha: na h’ eva kho me vedanda atta,
appatisamvedano me atta’ ti, so evam assa vacaniyo: yattha pan’ avuso sab-
baso vedayitam n’ atthi, api nu kho tattha asmi ti siya’ ti? no h’ etam bhante.
tasmat ih’ Ananda etena p’ etam na kkhamati ‘na h’ eva kho me vedana atta,
appatisamvedano me atta’ ti samanupassitum. On this teaching see Collins
1982: 99.
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the eighth chapter of the Chandogya Upanisad. In the dialogue
between Prajapati and Indra (CU VIIL.7-12), Prajapati presents
various ways of understanding the atman to his pupil Indra, each
of which is in turn rejected and replaced by a higher and more
sophisticated understanding. The final two conceptualisations of
the atman match the final two notions of the attan criticised in the
Mahanidana Sutta studied above. Prajapati first presents the arman
in its transcendent or macrocosmic aspect, i.e. as an intrinsic iden-
tity beyond conditioned experience, which Indra rejects as follows
(CU VIIL1L.1):

‘In the state in which a person falls into deep sleep, so that he becomes
whole, completely tranquil, and does not perceive even a dream, this
is the self, said [Prajapati] — ‘it is the immortal free from fear, it is
brahman.

Indra then left, his heart fully satisfied. Before reaching the gods,
however, he saw this problem: ‘This person certainly does not know
himself — nor even these beings here — directly in the form ‘I am
this’ (ayam aham asmiti); he has become completely annihilated. I
see nothing beneficial in this.””

This conceptualisation of the atman, and Indra’s reasons for reject-
ing it, correspond closely to the Mahanidana Sutta’s second critique
of intrinsic identity (attan): both address the notion that a person’s
true identity is to be found beyond self-consciousness, the prob-
lem being that there is no means of identification with such a state.
A similar correspondence can be seen between the Chandogya
Upanisad’s final description of the arman (CU VIII.12.2-5) and
the Mahanidana Sutta’s third and final critique of the attan:

(2). The wind has no body; the clouds, lightning and thunder are also
bodiless. Just as these, rising up from space and reaching the highest
light, emerge into their true form (3) so too does this tranquil one, ris-
ing up from this body and reaching the highest light, emerge into his
true form. He is the supreme person and wanders about there laugh-

71" CU VIIL11.1: tad yatraitat suptah samastah samprasannah svapnam
na vijanaty esa atmeti hovaca, etad amrtam abhayam etad brahmeti. sa ha
Santahrdayah pravavrdja. sa haprapyaiva devan etad bhayam dadarsa. naha
khalv ayam evam sampratyatmanam janaty ayam aham asmiti. no evemani
bhiitani. vinasam evapito bhavati. naham atra bhogyam pasyami.
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ing, playing and enjoying himself with women, carriages and rela-
tives, without being aware of this appendage of the body. Just as a
draught animal is harnessed to a cart, so is this lifebreath harnessed
to this body.

(4). Thus the person whose faculty of vision is fixed on space, he is
the subject who sees (caksusah purusah): the faculty of vision merely
enables him to see. Thus the one who thinks ‘let me smell this,” he is
the self; the olfactory faculty merely enables him to smell. Thus the
one who thinks ‘let me utter this,” he is the self; the faculty of speech
merely enables him to speak. Thus the one who thinks ‘let me hear
this,” he is the self; the faculty of hearing merely enables him to hear.

(5). Thus the one who thinks ‘let me think this,” he is the self, and
mind is his divine faculty of vision. It is only this one who — through
his mind, the divine faculty of vision — sees the pleasures to be found
in the world of Brahma, and enjoys them.”

This passage places the inner perceiver of the Yajiiavalkyakanda
within a more developed Brahminic cosmology, so that after its
separation from the body such a self is said to exist in the world
of Brahma and enjoy its pleasures. Although this cosmology is en-
tirely absent in the Mahanidana Sutta, this Buddhist text reports
the same idea, i.e. the notion that the inner perceiver constitutes a
person’s intrinsic identity. There can be no doubt, then, that ideas
have been shared between the two texts. Indeed, the Mahanidana
Sutta’s first critique of the attan also corresponds to the formula-
tion of self that precedes the final two teachings of Chandogya

8 CU VIIIL12.3-5: asariro vayuh, abhram vidyut stanayitnur asarirany
etani. tadyathaitany amusmad akasat samutthaya param jyotir upasampadya
svena ripenabhinispadyante (2). evam evaisa samprasado ’smdc charirat
samutthaya param jyotir upasampadya svena ripenabhinispadyate. sa utta-
mapurusah. sa tatra paryeti jaksat kridan ramamanah stribhir va yanair
va jiatibhir va nopajanam smarann idam Sariram. sa yathda prayogya
acarane yukta evam evayam asmiii charire prano yuktah (3). atha yatrai-
tad akasam anuvisannam caksuh, sa caksusah puruso darsandaya caksuh.
atha yo vededam jighraniti sa atma gandhaya ghranam. atha yo vededam
abhivyaharaniti sa atmabhivyaharaya vak. atha yo vededam Srnavaniti sa
atma Sravanaya Srotram (4). atha yo vededam manvaniti sa atma, mano ’'sya
daivam caksuh. sa va esa etena daivena caksusa manasaitan kaman pasyan
ramate ya ete brahmaloke (5).
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Upanisad V111. Prajapati here teaches that the arman is the bodily
self, a notion that Indra rejects as follows:

Just as this self becomes well-adorned when the body is well-adorned,
becomes well-dressed when the body is well-dressed, and decorated
when the body is decorated, so too does it become blind when the
body is blind, become weary when the body is wearied, and crippled
when the body is crippled. It is annihilated in consequence of the
body’s annihilation. I see nothing beneficial in this.”

This rejection of a bodily self is akin to the Mahanidana Sutta’s
rejection of a self consisting of sensation, a notion that is rejected
because such a self would be changeable and subject to suffer-
ing.3° Both critiques thus point out that the notion of identity with
a bodily self is unsatisfactory because of its transience. This cor-
respondence confirms that the Buddhist and Brahminic texts are
parallel. If so, it would seem that the Buddhist text has drawn from
a Brahminic source, for it goes one step further than the Brahminic
parallel by criticising the final formulation of personal identity,
and as such seems to extend and supplement an already existent
teaching. Furthermore, the order of the Buddhist text is peculiar.
It would make better sense if the third critique (the notion that the
inner perceiver constitutes a person’s intrinsic identity) preceded
the second critique (the notion of a transcendent self beyond con-
ditioned experience), for this order — the denial of a self within
conditioned experience followed by the denial of a self beyond it
— makes better sense of an analysis that begins with the bodily hu-
man being. That this order is not followed is odd, but can be easily
explained as a response to an Upanisadic teaching in which the
order had been determined by the need to claim superiority for the
notion of the atman as an inner perceiver.

It would seem, then, that an important early Upanisad has been
used to communicate the early Buddhist critique of the arman/at-

7 CU VIIL 9.1: yathaiva khalv ayam asmiii Sarire sadhvalankrte sadhv-
alankrto bhavati suvasane suvasanah pariskrte pariskrta, evam evayam
asminn andhe andho bhavati srame sramo parivrkne parivrkno. asyaiva
Sarirasya nasam anv esa nasyati. naham atra bhogyam pasyami.

80 DN 11.67.12: aniccam sukhadukkhavokinnam uppadavyayadhammam
attanam ...
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tan. This helps clarify the meaning of the Buddhist teachings on
personal identity. The final teaching of Chandogya Upanisad VIII
understands the self as an inner perceiver, i.e. the “unseen seer”
of the Yajiiavalkyakanda, and so hypostasises a person’s sense of
subjectivity into an intrinsic identity. Since this idea is firmly re-
jected, based on the argument that it only pertains in a conditioned
state of consciousness, there would seem to be no sense in which
early Buddhist thought allows a self in the form of the subjective
aspect of self-consciousness: a person’s sense of being an indepen-
dent subject denoted by the term “I”” cannot be hypostasised into a
self, according to the Mahanidana Sutta.

This indicates that the early Buddhist critiques of the notions
“I” and “I am” ultimately address the problem of subjectivity per
se. In the end, the Buddhist teachings therefore point out that the
separation of subjective and objective aspects of self-consciousness
has no ultimate ontological basis. If so, there would seem to be no
room in the early Buddhist analysis for any sort of self. Indeed the
second critique of the Mahanidana Sutta even criticises the notion
of a transcendent self, and so suggests the impossibility of there
being any such thing as intrinsic identity: such an analysis leaves
no room for a self abstracted from causes and conditions. This sug-
gests that the point of the early Buddhist critiques of the atman, as
seen in the Not-Self teaching as well as the various other analyses
of self-consciousness, is finally that a person has no intrinsic iden-
tity and thus is “selfless.” If so, the difference between the Not-Self
teaching and the No-Self teaching of the Vajira Sutta would seem
to be only terminological, the implicit point of the former being
explicitly articulated in the latter. But before accepting this inter-
pretation, we must first explain why the “No Self”” doctrine was not
expressed explicitly in the first place.

5. Cognitive conditioning and personal identity

In the above analysis of early Buddhist texts on self-consciousness,
the most crucial evidence is provided by the Mahanidana Sutta. It
is this text more than any other that points towards the No Self doc-
trine, for if intrinsic identity cannot be found in the inner perceiver
or beyond it, what sort of “self” could a person possibly have? The
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apparently obvious implication of this text is that a person has no
intrinsic identity. But if so, why does the text not state this ex-
plicitly? Why does it instead point out that it is “not suitable” (na
kkhamati) to think that there is neither a self beyond conditioned
experience, nor that the inner perceiver is a self? The same feature
can be seen in the Not-Self teaching, which similarly asks if it is
suitable (kallam nu) to regard the five aggregates as one’s self. This
is peculiar: if these early critiques really are based on the No Self
doctrine, it is odd that they dodge the issue with such evasive for-
mulations. The form of these teachings must be explained before
concluding that the No Self doctrine is implicit in them.

The only possible reason for the failure to articulate an explicit
No Self doctrine is that this abstract philosophical issue is avoided
for practical purposes. The pragmatic bent of early Buddhism is
well attested in the canonical texts, of course: the simile of the
raft and the simile of the arrow make it clear that all unneces-
sary speculation is better off avoided by the person who wishes to
attain Nirvana.®! This pragmatic minimalism is even the reason
given for the failure to affirm or deny the self’s existence in one
canonical text, where the Buddha explains that he did not answer
Vacchagotta’s direct questions because he did not wish to confuse
him.** This approach, in which the psychological well-being of a
spiritual seeker is deemed more important than an abstract point,
aptly summarises the early Buddhist approach to philosophical dis-
course: all that is not directly connected to achieving the cessation
of suffering is not a proper subject of early Buddhist thought.®* Such
a didactic approach would seem to explain the lack of a direct onto-
logical assertion in both the Not-Self teaching and the Mahdanidana
Sutta, for the purpose of both is to effect an existential detachment

81 The simile of the raft is found at MN 1.134.30, on which see Gombrich
1996: 23-25. The simile of the arrow is found at MN 1.429.2ff., on which see
Gethin 1998: 66—67.

82 SN IV.400—401, on which see Gethin 1998: 161.
85 This approach is aptly summarised when the Buddha compares what he
has taught to the few leaves in his hand, whereas what he knows is compared

to all the leaves in a forest grove (SN V.437-438). For a different interpreta-
tion of this simile, see p. 167 below.
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that paves the way for liberation.** If so, there are good reasons
for thinking that the general failure of the early texts to assert the
non-existence of the self was due to the pragmatic purpose of early
Buddhist discourse, despite the fact that the most relevant teach-
ings point towards this conclusion.

This explanation is not entirely convincing, however. The prob-
lem is that there is no obvious reason why denying the existence of
the self should be regarded as an unnecessary ontological specula-
tion. For if there is no self, and if the belief in and attachment to
the self is the ultimate cause of suffering, it would seem wise to
indicate its non-existence as a means of helping others attain lib-
eration. After all, subsequent generations of Buddhist thinkers in
India did not have any problem in admitting this fact, and it is hard
to see why this should not also have been the case in earlier times.
While it might not have been suitable for the Buddha to state the
non-existence of the self when asked outright by Vacchagotta, it is
easy to imagine that this truth could have been revealed on other
occasions when the Buddha’s interlocutors were not so likely to
have been confused by the answer. Indeed the Mahanidana Sutta
seems eminently suitable as a context in which to reveal this truth.
For after the Buddha has presented an opinion about the self and
stated an argument against it, it seems natural to follow up this
refutation with the conclusion that a person does not possess such a
self: if the teaching does indeed presuppose this, there is no reason
why the conclusion should not be “it is because of this reason that
a person cannot have a self beyond feeling and experience” rather
than “it is because of this reason that it is not suitable to think
that one has a self beyond feeling and experience.” In short, if the
early teachings claim that belief in the self is the principle cause
of suffering, the question of its existence or non-existence is not a
pointless ontological question of the kind met with elsewhere in the
early Buddhist literature, e.g. whether the world is finite/eternal or
not, or whether the Tathagata exists and so on after death.

84 See the concluding parts of both teachings at MN 1.139.11 and DN
11.68.4.
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If the argument from pragmatism is not entirely satisfactory,
we must try to find another explanation for the refusal to address
the issue of the self’s existence. Why is this rather straightforward
matter of ontology avoided in both the Not-Self teaching and the
Mahanidana Sutta, two teachings well-suited to make this point?
And why is the matter avoided in all the other texts on personal
identity studied above? These other texts on personal identity sug-
gest that there is a problem with ontology itself. For we have seen
although self-consciousness is sometimes considered in terms of
the notion “I” (ahan ti, ahamkara), it is also considered in terms
of “the conceit I am” (asmimana) or more simply “the notion I
am” (asmi ti), the latter form being used in the Khemaka Sutta,
the Vina Sutta, the Vepacitti Sutta, the Dhatuvibhanga Sutta and
the Mahanidana Sutta. Since the formulation “I am” consists of
a subject (the personal pronoun “I”’) and a verb (-as, “to be”), it
surely implies not just a critique of individual identity but also
of the notion of individual existence (“I am’). The Vepacitti and
Dhatuvibhanga Suttas even expand their critique to include the
notions “I will be” (bhavissan ti), “I will not be” (na bhavissan
ti) and various other ways of conceiving individual existence. The
emphasis in these texts is as much on individual existence as it is on
individual identity. Furthermore, since the notion of existence is in-
conceivable apart from the existence of individual entities, it would
seem that the Buddhist texts on personal identity have a problem
with the notion of existence itself. Why is this?

The Vepacitti Sutta states that the various forms in which no-
tions of personal existence are expressed are conceptualisations
(marifiita). This indicates that such notions — which are forms of
conceptual proliferation (papafica) — pertain only under certain
cognitive conditions, i.e. that they are dependently originated. This
suggests the understanding that “existence” does not pertain inde-
pendent of human consciousness, but is in fact a reality constructed
in the cognitive process, i.e. a conceptual rather than an ultimate
truth. While this would seem to provide an extreme solution to the
failure to state the non-existence of the self, it at least provides a
logical explanation for this peculiarity. For it suggests that the early
Buddhist problem with the statement “the self does not exist” is
that although it claims to report an ultimate truth (a state of affairs
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that is true independent of human consciousness), both the notions
“self” and “existence” have no reality beyond particular cognitive
conditions. And if the terms “existence” and “self” are conceptual
constructions rather than ultimate truths, the statement “the self
does not exist” cannot describe the way things really are, and must
therefore be avoided.

Radical as this idea may seem, the notion that “existence” does
not pertain beyond human thought fits the Mahanidana Sutta’s cri-
tique of personal identity very well. As we have seen, the second
of these critiques denies the notion of intrinsic identity (atfan) in a
state beyond conditioned experience. Although it would be easy to
conclude from this that there is no self beyond conditioned experi-
ence, the teaching steers away from drawing an ontological conclu-
sion of this sort. It instead asks if a person can have the thought “I
am” (asmi ti) beyond sensation (vedayita), and since this is not so
it concludes that a person’s identification with a transcendent iden-
tity as “my self” (me atta ti) is impossible. The point of this is that
the very notion of individual identity (attan) depends on particular
cognitive events, i.e. the sensations that, arising in the process of
conditioned experience, lay the cognitive foundations for self-con-
sciousness (“I am”). In other words, in the process of conditioned
experience arises the notion of individual existence, and dependent
on that arises the notion of intrinsic identity. But both have no real-
ity beyond the conditioning of human consciousness. The ultimate
truth, then, is not that the “self” does not “exist,” but rather that
the very notions of individual existence and intrinsic identity are
dependently originated, and thus that any articulation of such con-
cepts cannot be ultimately true; such concepts do not correspond
to the way things really are. Exactly this point about the dependent
origination of consciousness is made in the Brahmajala Sutta, the
first Sutta of the Digha-Nikaya.

This discourse presents and criticises an extensive list of views,
attributed to various unnamed ascetics and Brahmins, concerning
the ultimate nature of the human being (attan) and the world (loka).
The large number of views (sixty-two in total) and the complex
manner of their presentation can obscure the ultimate point of the
critique. Hayes, for example, has focused on the therapeutic as-



The atman and its negation 143

pects of the text and so missed the philosophical point entirely.®
The philosophical point has also been missed by Fuller, who had
synthesised the Brahmajala Sutta with the Sammaditthi Sutta and
concluded that the text’s critique of views is concerned only with
the “knowledge of the cessation of craving.”%¢ Even Collins, who
has noted that the focus of the Brahmajala Sutta is the conditioned
status of views, believes that this means nothing more than that the
views are conditioned by the craving of their proponents. He thus
comments that “It is here, par excellence, that the argumentum ad
hominem, the denigration of others’ views on the ground of the
character of those ‘others,” and the argumentum ad verecundiam,
the appeal to feelings of reverence and respect (for the Buddha), can
be seen in Buddhist thinking.”®” Although it is true that the ascetics
and Brahmins of the Brahmajala Sutta are criticised for their crav-
ing, the focus is more on the cognitive foundations of their views
rather than their affective faults. Moreover, the text does not praise
the Buddha simply because of his virtuous character, but also be-
cause of his understanding and transcendence of views: faith plays
no role in this discourse at all.

None of these studies of the Brahmajala Sutta, nor even that
of Rhys Davids (1899: xxv—xxvii), Bhikkhu Bodhi (1978) or the

85 Hayes (1988: 48) seems to view the text as some sort of ancient self-help
manual: “In an era in which various teachers are gathering disciples around
them and making claims of supernatural powers and access to cosmic infor-
mation that is beyond the ken of ordinary mortals, the superior knowledge
of the Tathagata consists in no more than a full awareness of his own feel-
ings (vedand) and the realization that tranquility is possible only by giving
up being attached to them.” For a detailed study of the form of the Not-Self
teaching in the Alagaddipama Sutta see Wynne 2010: 210-211.

86 Fuller 2005: 115. Although Fuller does not clarify his understanding of
the historicity of the early Buddhist literature, his attempt to synthesise the
Brahmajala Sutta with the Sammaditthi Sutta is based on the presupposition
that the teachings in the Pali Nikayas constitute a homogeneous whole; this
is also indicated by statements such as “the Pali canon teaches ...” (Fuller
2005: 157). This is seriously misconceived, however, for there is much evi-
dence in the Pali Nikayas for divergent views and even debate. For a sample
of such views see Wynne 2007: 117ff. and 2009a.

87 Collins 1982: 129.
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recent analysis of Evans (2009), comment on the fact that the views
it criticises are analysed in terms of their connection with the past
(pubbanta) or future (aparanta). Although it is easy to overlook this
presentation of views according to their temporal significance, it is
fundamental to the text’s analysis. Time is an essential aspect of
human experience, it being impossible to conceive the fundamental
reality of the human being and the world in which he exists apart
from the notion of past, present and future. If so, the presentation of
views in temporal terms surely indicates that the point is to criticise
any attempt to conceptualise the existential reality of the human
being and the world. The following statement, occurring immedi-
ately after the presentation of views, makes this quite clear:

Whatever ascetics or Brahmins speculate and form views about the past,
future or both, declaring various sorts of opinion (adhivuttipadani)
with reference to the past and future, all do so through these sixty-two
points or one of them — there is no possibility besides this.®

Whether or not one accepts the comprehensiveness of the views
presented, the logic of this statement is that any attempt to under-
stand the reality of the human being and the world in terms of
the past and future falls within its critique. This means, then, that
the text rejects the notion that the ultimate reality of things can be
understood in terms of the concept “time.” For if this were not the
case, it would surely be possible to conceive the reality of inner
and outer things in terms of some sort of temporal analysis, i.e.
another “possibility besides this.” And if the human being and the
world cannot be understood in terms of time, their true reality can-
not be conceptualised at all. The presentation of views in terms of
the past and future is no accidental or convenient way of ordering
ideas, then, but is intended to show that any attempt to conceptual-
ise the ultimate existential reality of the human being and the world
is impossible, and that the Buddha’s liberated understanding — to
which the views are eventually contrasted — is beyond all notions of

88 DN 1.39.14: ye keci bhikkhave samand va brahmand va pubbantakappika
caaparantakappika ca pubbantaparantakappika capubbantaparantaditthino
pubbantaparanta arabbha anekavihitani adhivuttipadani abhivadanti,
sabbe te imeh’ eva dvasatthiiya vatthithi etesam va anifiatarena, n’ atthi ito
bahiddha.
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temporal existence. An indication of this is given in the following
statement that precedes the presentation of views:

There are, bhikkhus, other matters — profound, hard to see and un-
derstand, tranquil, supreme, beyond the scope of logic, subtle, to be
known by the wise — that the Tathagata declares through his own un-
derstanding and vision. It is because of these that those who speak
correctly would speak the true praise of the Tathagata.®

The account of views is thus intended to elucidate the nature of
the Buddha’s awakened understanding through a simple contrast:
whatever the Buddha understands, it is entirely different from any
attempt to conceptualise the way things are in terms of the past and
future. In fact the sixty-two views are dominated by attempts to un-
derstand the human being and the world in spatio-temporal terms.
This is most obvious with regard to the views about the world, all
of which concern its spatial or temporal limits: the world is imag-
ined to have a beginning or not (and so be eternal), or to be with
or without spatial limits, or else to be a mixture of the two.”® The
views about the human being are also concerned with the spatio-
temporal reality of individual existence: they either comment on
the ultimate temporal existence of a person (e.g. that there is an
eternal but transmigratory self,”® or that the self has a beginning
since it comes into existence spontaneously,”? or that the human
being finds ultimate felicity within the bounds of this life),* or his
spatial existence (e.g. that there is a self consisting of conscious-
ness within the body, this being the essential subject that experi-
ences sensations),’ or else his spatio-temporal existence (e.g. that

89 DN 1.12.18: atthi bhikkhave aiiii’ eva dhamma gambhira duddasa dur-
anubodha santa panita atakkavacara nipuna panditavedaniya, ye Tathagato
sayam abhiiifia sacchikatva pavedeti, yehi Tathagatassa yathabhuccam
vannam samma vadamanda vadeyyum.

% DN L.22.17ff.
°l DN L.13.11ff.
2 DN 1.28.25ff.
%3 DN 1.36.23ff.
% DN 1.21.16ff.
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the true self — however imagined — is realised after death,” or that
the different constituents of individual existence cease at death).”®
The text thus contrasts what it imagines are all conceivable ideas
about existence in time and space with the Buddha’s understanding
that is “beyond the scope of logic” (atakkavacara). The text goes on
to explain this awakened understanding as follows:

The Tathagata understands all these [views as follows], bhikkhus:
‘These points of view thus seized and grasped will have such a des-
tiny and such an outcome.” The Tathagata understands this, and he
understands what is beyond it (uttaritara), but he does not grasp at
this understanding, and through not grasping he experiences internal
quenching. Having comprehended as it really is the rise and fall of
sensations, as well as the pleasure and danger in them and the release
from them, the Tathagata is released without grasping, bhikkhus.”’

Rather than present another view about the spatio-temporal reality
of the human being or the world, it seems that the Buddha under-
stands “what is beyond” such conceptualisations and so is able to
say something objective about them. This objective understanding
takes two forms: first, the Buddha understands the effects of the
various views in the form of the continued existences to which they
lead; and second, the Buddha understands the structure of condi-
tioned experience (the “rise and fall of sensations”), i.e. the cogni-
tive conditions under which views arise. It is the latter aspect of
the Buddha’s understanding — the construction and limits of views
— that is taken up in the remainder of the text. It is first pointed out
that the affective and cognitive state of the various “ascetics and
Brahmins” who hold views renders their understanding of primary
experience unreliable:

5 DN 1.31.6ff.,, DN 1.32.10ff., DN 1.33.1ff.

% DN 1.34.6ff.

97 DN 1.39.20: tayidam bhikkhave Tathdgato pajandti: ime ditthitthana
evamgahita evamparamattha evamgatika bhavissanti evamabhisamparaya
ti. taii ca Tathagato pajanati tato ca uttaritaram pajandti, ca pajananam na
paramasati, aparamasato ¢’ assa paccattam yeva nibbuti vidita. vedananam
samudayafi ca atthagamaii ca assadail ca adinavaii ca nissaranarfi ca yatha-
bhiitam viditva anupada vimutto, bhikkhave, Tathagato.
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Therein, bhikkhus, whatever ascetics or Brahmins form ideas about
the past, future or both, and have views about them, making all sorts
of claims by means of these sixty-two statements with reference to the
past and future, this is because (fad api) what is sensed (vedayita) by
these venerable ascetics and Brahmins, who have no knowledge and
vision and are affected by thirst, is subjected to ‘trembling’ and ‘quiv-
ering’ (paritasita-vipphandita).”

Although the grammar of this statement is complex, the terms pari-
tasita and vipphandita indicate that views depend on the cognitive
processing or elaboration of primary experience (vedayita).”” That

%8 DN 1.41.29: tatra bhikkhave ye te samanabrahmana pubbantakappika ca
aparantakappikacapubbantaparantakappikaca,pubbantaparantanuditthino
pubbantaparantam arabbha anekavihitam adhivuttipadani abhivadanti
dvasatthiya vatthithi, tad api tesam bhavatam samanabrahmananam ajana-
tam apassatam vedayitam tanhagatanam paritasitavipphanditam eva.

9 Fuller (2005: 115) translates ajanatam apassatam vedayitam tanhaga-
tanam paritasitavipphanditam eva as “only the feeling of those who do not
know and do not see [...]; only the agitation and vacillation of those im-
mersed in craving.” More recently Evans (2009: 71) writes that “each of the
views is merely the feeling [vedayitam] of those who do not know and see,
the worry and vacillation of those immersed in craving.” It is unlikely, how-
ever, that the past participles in this construction can be taken in a nominal
sense: it is more likely that the placing of the “ascetics and Brahmins” in the
genitive case (samanabrahmananam) indicates that they are agents of the
verb expressed by the past participles, so that they are what Warder (1963:
57) has called “agent-genitives.” Collins’ translation (1982: 128) is closer to
this, for he takes the term vedayitam as a past participle and understands the
correlative clause beginning tad api as follows: “... something experienced
by these ascetics and Brahmins, who neither know nor see, and are subject
to craving.” This problem with this translation is that it conventiently avoids
the final words paritasita-vipphanditam eva. Moreover, to say that views are
“experienced” is odd, and does not add anything to the analysis; it is also
implausible to translate fad api as “something,” i.e. as a correlative pronoun
with an indefinite sense.

The main grammatical problem posed by this sentence is the correlative
phrase fad api. The word tad cannot be a correlative pronoun, since such a
pronoun would have to be in the plural rather than the singular number, there
being a large number of diverse views held by various ascetics and Brahmins.
Indeed, the fact that the phrase tad api appears in the subsequent expression
tad api phassapaccaya (e.g. DN 1.42.2 and following) indicates that fad is not
to be taken as a neuter pronoun in agreement with vedayitam. If, then, the
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this cognitive elaboration is spoken of in terms of “trembling” and
“quivering” (paritasita-vipphandita) suggests, in fact, that a per-
son’s conceptual grasp of things is in fact a sort of “distortion” of
primary experience. Indeed we have seen that the term phandita is
synonymous with the term paparicita in the Vepacitti Sutta, where
both define the various forms of the notion “I am.” The Brahmajala
Sutta’s critique would thus seem to be concerned with the cogni-
tive differentiation or conceptual proliferation of a person’s basic
experience. Just as the Vepacitti Sutta describes the notion “I am”
as a “palpitation” or “distortion,” so the Brahmajala Sutta states
that the same is true of all possible views about individual exis-
tence in space-time. The text goes on to point out that these state-
ments of view ultimately depend on sense contact (DN 1.43.8: fad
api phassapaccaya), and that experience only comes about under
these particular cognitive conditions (DN 1.44.30: te vata afifiatra
phassa patisamvedissanti ti n’ etam thanam vijjati). All ideas about
the spatio-temporal reality of the human being and the external
world are therefore contingent, the implication being that should
the cognitive conditions change so too would a person’s grasp of
reality. This is exactly what the text implies has happened to the
Buddha: his cognitive state and subsequent grasp of reality are so
utterly different that it is impossible to capture in terms of ideas
about existence in time and space.

Views about the human being and the world are therefore not ab-
solute: they are ideas that pertain only under particular cognitive
conditions, those that come about in the process of conditioned
experience. It follows from this that the entire content of human

word tad is not a correlative pronoun that picks up a noun in the preceding
clause and agrees with the term vedayitam that follows, it is more plausible
to take the phrase fad api as an adverbial correlative construction. Such a
construction could be used to explain the reason for a preceding state of
affairs, i.e. the fact that various ascetics and Brahmins state different views.
In other words, it seems to have a meaning close to the adverbial sense noted
by noted by Rhys Davids and Stede (ta, s.v. 4c: “therefore ... that is why,
now, then”); a close translation could be something like “in this case too
...” The point is thus that the ascetics and Brahmins are able to state various
views because their primary experience (that which they sense: vedayita) is
subjected to “quivering” and “trembling.”
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consciousness — notions of personal identity, existence, non-exis-
tence and even space-time itself — are real only in so far as the
cognitive conditions for them pertain, and have no essential real-
ity beyond this dependently originated state of consciousness.'”
In other words, what human beings assume to be objectively true
facts about reality are nothing of the sort."”! The Brahmajala Sutta
thus articulates a philosophy of epistemological conditioning and
its transcendence through the doctrine of the dependent origination
of consciousness. This constitutes, in other words, a rejection of
philosophical realism, as has been pointed out by Ronkin:

What the Buddha rejects is realism, conceptual and ontological alike:
the notion that the encountered world is made up of distinguishable
substances, and the linguistic theory that words refer to these sub-
stances which they represent; the conviction that our language cor-
responds to or mirrors a mind-independent reality. He points towards
conventionalism in language and undermines the misleading charac-
ter of nouns as substance-words. Whatever we know is part of the

100 Hamilton (2000: 169-170) has suggested something similar to this:
“What is more difficult to grasp, or what is even less obvious, is that if the
structure of the world of experience is correlated with the cognitive process,
then it is not just that we name objects, concrete and abstract, and superim-
pose secondary characteristics according to the senses as described. It is also
that all the structural features of the world of experience are cognitively cor-
related. In particular, space and time are not external to the structure but are
part of it.”

101" As Ronkin has pointed out (2005: 244), according to this understanding
“the boundaries of one’s cognitive process are the boundaries of one’s world:
the latter is the world of one’s own experience, dependent on the workings of
one’s cognitive apparatus.” Evans (2009: 80) has made the similar point that
“by insisting that the 62 positions are vedayita, conditioned by phassa, lead-
ing to vedana and so on, the Surta implies that they are causally conditioned
hence lack fully definite truth-value.” See also Hamilton 2000: 107-108: “the
Buddha metaphorically relates the different aspects of what we think as the
world around us to one’s subjective experience. In explaining how the khand-
has work, he focuses in particular on the fact that we cannot have access to
anything else: all of our experience is mediated to us by means of them. And
our ‘world’ is simply that. We cannot have access to an ‘external’ world be-
cause we cannot get outside of out experience. Our experience, then, is our
world.”
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activity of language, but language, by its very nature, undermines cer-
tified knowledge.!??

The Brahmajala Sutta’s philosophy of epistemological condition-
ing explains the early Buddhist teachings on personal identity very
well: it explains the dependent origination of notions of individual
existence (as found, for example, in the Vepacitti Sutta), and indi-
cates why the Mahanidana Sutta and the Not-Self teaching do not
deny the self’s existence outright. Furthermore, the position of the
Brahmajala Sutta at the beginning of the Digha-Nikaya surely in-
dicates that it is foundational for the early texts. This suggests that
the philosophy of epistemological conditioning ought to be gen-
eralised to the entire edifice of early Buddhist thought, and since
this perspective explains the early teachings on personal identity,
there can be little doubt that virtually all these teachings fit into a
homogeneous understanding, one that can be ascribed to the same
thinker(s) or period of thought. This is also indicated by the fact
that the Not-Self teaching and the Mahanidana Sutta both use early
Upanisadic thought to elucidate new ideas: the Not-Self teaching
alludes to the Upanisadic atman in its transcendent or macrocos-
mic aspect, whereas the Mahanidana Sutta uses the dialogue be-
tween Prajapati and Indra (Chandogya Upanisad V1II) in order to
criticise the Upanisadic arman in both its microcosmic and mac-
rocosmic aspects (as an inner perceiver and transcendent essence).
Furthermore, the philosophy of epistemological conditioning is
complemented by a consistent understanding of religious means
and ends. This understanding can be discerned in most of the texts
studied above, especially those passages of Brahmajala Sutta that
deal with the Buddha’s transcendent state and the insight thought to
effect it. This doctrine of transcendence is not confined to the texts
on personal identity, however, but is assumed by some of the most
important early Buddhist teachings.

102 Ronkin 2005: 245.
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6. The transcendence of cognitive conditioning

The means of attaining liberation suggested by the Brahmajala
Sutta consists of a discipline in which a person directs attention
towards the process of conditioned experience (‘“‘the rise and fall of
sensations”). A similar means is envisaged by both the Khemaka
and Aggivacchagotta Suttas (‘“form is thus, its arising is thus, its
fading away is thus” etc.), this being a more experiential elaboration
of the Not-Self teaching: the goal of both is the correct comprehen-
sion of conditioned experience. Such a discipline is, of course, con-
sistent with the Brahmajala Sutta’s philosophy of epistemological
conditioning. For if a person’s experiential condition and the suf-
fering encountered therein is ultimately due to the dependent origi-
nation of consciousness, a person must understand how this state
of affairs comes about in order to be released from it. The end re-
sult of such practices is the attainment of a transcendent state, that
which the Aggivacchagotta Sutta states is beyond concepts (marifi-
ta) and self-consciousness (the notions “I” and “mine:” ahimkara,
mamimkara). The Brahmajala Sutta similarly understands that
this state is beyond views (tato utaritaram) and the scope of logic
(atakkavacara). Although such statements on religious means and
ends indicate that the liberated state is beyond conceptualisation,
they also imply that it is beyond conditioned experience per se.
Indeed the Brahmajala Sutta states that the Tathagata is released
not only because he “understands as it really is” (yathabhiitam
viditva) the rise, fall, pleasure and danger of “sensations,” but also
because he undestands the release from them (nissarana).!® This
point is made explicit towards the end of the text when a bhikkhu
is said to be liberated by understanding the “rise, fall, pleasure,
danger and release from the six spheres of contact.”'** Perhaps the
meaning of this is that in such a mindfully aware person, there is
no distortion of primary experience. The implication of this is that
transitive consciousness (vififiana) must be transcended too, since

103 See n. 97 above.

104 DN 1.45.22: yato kho bhikkhave bhikkhu channam phassayatananam
samudayarfi ca atthagamaii ca assadail ca adinavaii ca nissaranarfi ca yatha-
bhiitam pajandti, ayam imehi sabbeh’ eva uttaritaram pajanati.
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this is an essential aspect of sense-contact (phassa).! This idea
is expressed in the Alagaddiipama Sutta — certainly the most im-
portant canonical discourse on the Not-Self teaching!® — when the
Buddha describes the transcendent state of the liberated bhikkhu
who has understood the Not-Self teaching as follows:

Therefore, bhikkhus, I say that when Indra, Brahma, Prajapati and the
gods search for the bhikkhu thus released in mind (evam vimuttacit-
tam), they cannot establish that ‘the consciousness of the Tathagata is
located here.” What is the reason for this? As soon as the teaching is
realised, bhikkhus, 1 say that a Tathagata is untraceable.!”’

This statement would seem to indicate the understanding that the
liberated bhikkhu is devoid of transitive consciousness, this being
the reason for the failure of the gods to locate him. Such a state-
ment on the inability to find the liberated bhikkhu is akin to the
notion that the Tathagata is indefinable, as implied, for example, by
the refusal to answer certain questions about his existential state.
These questions form the final four of the well-known set of ten un-
answered (avyakata) questions: the first four concern the eternality
(or not) and finitude (or not) of the world,'°® the next two ask wheth-
er the soul or life principle (jiva) is the same as the body (or not),
and the final four are concerned with the Tathagata’s existential
status after death (whether he exists, does not exist, both exists and
does not exist, or neither exists nor does not exist).!” According to

105" According to the standard explanation of the Madhupindaka Sutta
(MN 1.111.35ff.), conditioned experience begins as follows: cakkhun ¢’ avuso
paticca riipe ca uppajjati cakkhuviiiiianam, tinnam sangati phasso, phassa-
paccaya vedand. On this passage see n. 72 above.

106 For the argument that this text is probably the source of the Not-Self
teaching, see Wynne 2010.

107 MN 1.140.3: evamvimuttacittam kho bhikkhave bhikkhum sa-Inda deva
sa-Brahmaka sa-Pajapatika anvesam nadhigacchanti: idam nissitam Tatha-
gatassa vifinanan ti. tam kissa hetu? ditthe vaham bhikkhave dhamme Tatha-
gatam ananuvejjo ti vadami.

108 On the first four questions, and the textual tradition regarding the unan-
swered questions, see Collins 1982: 131, n. 1.

109 Collins 1982: 131-133.
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Collins these questions are not answered since they are “linguisti-
cally ill-formed,” the problem being that they use

personal referring terms, which according to Buddhist thinking have
no real referrent; hence, any answer given directly to them would con-
firm the misleading presupposition that such terms do refer to some
real individual.!

In explaining that the problem posed by these questions is that
there is “no real referrent” to terms such as “soul” and “Tathagata,”
Collins reads the classical “No Self” doctrine into the Buddha’s
failure to answer them. On the other hand, however, he indicates
that the failure to answer questions about the ontology of the world
is based on a different reason, i.e. that they are pragmatically
pointless."! This explanation thus assumes the classical ontology
in which the term “world” refers to a reality independent of con-
sciousness, whereas personal terms have no ultimate referent in
this world. This is problematic not only because such an ontology
is not made clear in the early texts, but also because a common set
of questions is explained differently. A single explanation should be
found for all the questions: if there is a “linguistic problem” with
the questions, as maintained by Collins, this should similarly apply
to all the points they cover.

A single, coherent explanation for the linguistic problem is pro-
vided, however, by the Brahmajala Sutta’s philosophy of epistemo-
logical conditioning. According to this philosophy, all linguistic
formulation — even basic concepts such as “space-time” and “exist-
ence” — have no reality beyond a person’s dependently originated
state of consciousness. According to this perspective, the problem
with questions about the ontology of the world and the human be-
ing is they that assume the mind-independent reality of ‘“‘space-
time” and “existence,”’ and to answer them would be to subscribe
to such notions. But as Hamilton has pointed out, the unanswered
questions are based on false premises:

10 Collins 1982: 133.
"I Collins 1982: 132 describes these questions as “a standard type of

ERT]

‘pointless speculation’.
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If, however, ... space and time are part of the structural characteristics
of the experiential world, and that this is cognitively dependent, then
one can see that the presupposition of the transcendental reality of
time and space is false, and that the fundamental premises on which
the questions rest are therefore also false. What this means is that
though the questions are meaningful within a conceptual framework
which assumes that space and time are transcendentally real, if space
and time are not transcendentally real the questions are in effect unan-
swerable if one wishes to be truthful. Any formulation of a response
within the same conceptual framework as the questions would not
truthfully reflect a reality which does not conform to that conceptual
framework.''?

The unanswering of these questions thus indicates the Buddha’s
transcendence of dependently originated states of consciousness,
such that notions of “space-time” and “existence” have no ulti-
mate reality to him. It would seem, then, that the philosophy of
the Brahmajala Sutta thus provides a coherent explanation for all
of the unanswered questions. Indeed this understanding of the un-
answered questions is articulated in at least two canonical texts. In
the Avyakata Vagga of the Anguttara-Nikaya (Sattaka Nipata 51),
the Buddha explains that each of the final four of these questions is
a view endowed with thirst (ranhdagata), apperception (or ideation:
safifiagata), conceptualisation (maiifiita), conceptual diffuseness
(papaiicita), attachment (upadanagata) and regret (vippatisara).'>
In other words the unanswered questions are conceptualisations
that have no correspondence with reality. A similar explanation
is found in the Mahanidana Sutta. After describing the liberation
of the bhikkhu who understands its teachings on personal identity
(those studied in section four above),'* it states that it is unsuitable
(akalla) to consider this bhikkhu “thus liberated in mind” (evam
vimuttacittam) in terms of questions about his existence, non-exis-
tence, existence and non-existence, and neither existence nor non-

12 Hamilton 2000: 174.
13 AN TV.68.33ff.
14 DN I1.68.4ff.
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existence, i.e. the final four of the ten unanswered questions.'”® The
reason for this is given as follows:

The extent of articulation and its range, of utterance and its range, of
designation and its range, of understanding and its scope, of existence
and its ‘movement’ — the bhikkhu is released from all this through
higher understanding.''®

This account of transcendence is in agreement with the Brahmajala
Sutta’s philosophy of epistemological conditioning outlined above:
questions about the ontological state of the liberated bhikkhu can-
not be answered because he has transcended the cognitive condi-
tions on which they are founded. In other words, the problem here
is with conceptuality per se: the liberated bhikkhu transcends the
“path of articulation” (adhivacanapatha), “‘the path of designation”
(parnifiattipatha), “the scope of understanding” (pafiiiavacaram) and
even the notion of “existence” (vatta) and its “movement” (vattam
vattati), i.e. time. Indeed, the equating of the two latter concepts
(“existence” and “time”’) with those of “articulation,” “designation”
and “understanding” indicates the understanding that space-time is
only conceptually real.

That the problem with the unanswered questions is as much with
the notion of “existence” as it is with the notion of “personal refer-
ring terms” is similarly suggested in the Aggivacchagotta Sutta.
For this text likens the inexplicability of a Tathagata’s liberated
condition to that of an extinguished flame, the point being that the
fuel through which both can be designated — the five aggregates for
the Tathagata, grass and firewood for the flame — has ceased. The
Tathagata cannot be conceptualised, therefore, because he has gone
beyond the experiential conditions through which an individual is
normally understood (the five aggregates). And in this transcendent
condition, the notions of “arising” (or being reborn: upapajjati),
non arising, both arising and non-arising, and neither arising nor

115 DN I1.68.11ff.

16 DN 11.68.18: yavat’ Ananda adhivacanam yavata adhivacanapatho
yavata nirutti yavata niruttipatho yavata paifatti yavata pafiiiattipatho
yavata pafiiia yavata panidavacaram yavata vattam yavata vattam vattati,

tad abhififia vimutto bhikkhu.
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non-arising have no relevance. This account indicates that the con-
ceptual problem is not simply one of defining the Tathagata, but in
conceiving his individual existence.

A similar problem with applying the concept of “existence”
to the liberated person can be seen in the Buddha’s dialogue with
Upasiva in the Parayanavagga (Sn 1069-1076): in response to
Upasiva’s question about whether the liberated sage (muni) exists
eternally or does not after death (Sn 1076), the Buddha states that
he cannot be measured (na pamanam) because the means of speak-
ing about him have ceased.'” In other words the liberated sage has
gone beyond the concepts by which the existence of anything can
be known (yena nam vajju tassa natthi).

What all this means is that the apophatic strand strongly evi-
dent in early Buddhist thought can be explained by the notion that
space-time is a relative truth transcended by a Tathagata, the one
whose condition is therefore incomprehensible, i.e. “like that.”!!
The philosophy of epistemological conditioning and its transcen-
dence thus explains some of the more puzzling aspects of early
Buddhist thought: critiques of personal identity that do not commit
to any ontology, the refusal to comment on the ultimate reality of
the world, the avoidance of questions about the existential status of
the liberated sage, the simile of the extinguished flame and so on.

The Brahmajala Sutta therefore provides a coherent explana-
tion for the early Buddhist teachings on personal identity as well as
the apophatic strand in early Buddhist thought, and so underpins a
religio-philosophical understanding found consistently and exten-
sively throughout the early Buddhist texts. Although this is not a
philosophy of realism since it assumes that the reality of space-time
does not extend beyond a person’s cognitive conditioning, this does
not imply an idealist understanding. For idealism is still an ontol-
ogy of sorts, and indeed one that can only be imagined under par-
ticular cognitive conditions; the authors of the Mahanidana Sutta
would no doubt object to this by pointing out that there would be
no means of conceiving such an understanding beyond “sensation”

17 On this see Wynne 2007: 90ff.
118 Gombrich 2009: 151.
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and self-consciousness. Indeed idealism is, basically, an hypostasi-
sation of a person’s subjective awareness into a mind-independent,
ultimate reality, an idea which the Mahanidana Sutta rejects of
this system of thought is rather that the way things really are is un-
speakable and unthinkable. In other words, the Brahmajala Sutta’s
philosophy of epistemological conditioning implies that reality is
ultimately ineffable, as is the state of the person who realises it by
escaping his cognitive conditioning.

7. The development of reductionistic realism: Abhidharma
origins

This conceptual clarification allows us to see that the metaphysi-
cal assumptions of the Brahmajala Sutta differ considerably from
those of the first attempt to systematise the Buddha’s teachings, i.e.
the reductionistic realism articulated in the various Abhidharmas.
This reductionism is based on the “No Self” doctrine: it assumes
that although a person “exists” in the mind-independent reality of
the world, he is made up of impermanent “existents” or “events”
(dharmas) which lack self. The human being and the world are re-
duced to their constitutent parts, therefore, these being thought to
lack essence but exist transiently in the objectively real domain of
space-time.

Traces of the change towards a proto-Abhidharma reduction-
ism can be found in the early texts. It is clear, for example, that the
Vajira Sutta is both reductionistic as well as realistic, for it speaks
of the aggregates “existing” (khandhesu santesu) and of the failure
to “find” an essential being in them (na yidha sattapalabbhati).
This goes beyond the Not-Self teaching and the philosophy of the
Brahmajala Sutta by assuming that ultimate truth can be spoken
of in terms of the concepts “existence” and “non-existence.” If
so, it follows that the Not-Self teaching and the Vajira Sutta are
separated by an important philosophical change: whereas the for-
mer is based on the doctrine of epistemological conditioning and
the relative truth of space-time, whereas the latter is based on the
realistic assumption that space-time exists independent of human
consciousness. This change in thought was probably complex and



158 Alexander Wynne

multi-faceted, but in principle can be simply explained. For it re-
quires only that certain Buddhist thinkers focused on the Not-Self
teaching (and related ideas) at the expense of the philosophical
framework provided by the Brahmajala Sutta. In such a scenario
the Not-Self teaching could easily have been taken in a realistic
sense, and this would have set the foundations for the emergence of
the Abhidharmic reductionism.

The beginnings of such a development can perhaps be seen in
the Khemaka Sutta. As we have seen, the bhikkhu Khemaka was of
the opinion that “I see no sort of self (attan) or its property (attani-
va) in these five aggregates of attachment, venerable sirs” (imesu
khv @ham avuso paiicasu upadanakkhandhesu na kiiici attanam va
attaniyam va samanupassami). Although this does not indicate any
departure from the philosophy of the Brahmajala Sutta, it certainly
paves the way for a new sort of enquiry, one in which the contem-
plative bhikkhu analyses the different aspects of his being in the
attempt to find a self. Such an approach leaves Buddhist thought on
the verge of an important conceptual change: through this enquiry,
factors of experience (the five aggregates) which were thought un-
suitable to be regarded as “self” begin to look like impermanent
factors of being which lack self. The change from the teaching that
“form is not self” (this being an unsuitable conceptualisation) to
the similar but subtly different idea that “no self can be found in
form” (the latter being something that exists whereas the former
does not) is easy to imagine, therefore, on the basis of the Khemaka
Sutta. Textual evidence for this change is in fact contained in the
Mahahatthipadopama Sutta. This discourse begins with the simile
of an elephants’ footprint but soon turns into an analysis of the first
aggregate — form — in terms of the four material elements (earth,
water, fire and wind). The Not-Self teaching is applied to these four
material elements in the following manner:

What, venerable sirs, is the earth element? It might be internal or ex-
ternal. And what is the internal earth element? That which is internal
and personal, i.e. that which is solid, hard and materially derivative,
namely: head-hair, bodily hair, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinew, bones,
bone-marrow, kidney, heart, liver, membrane, spleen, lungs, bowels,
intestinal tract, stomach, faeces, and whatever else is internal and
personal, i.e. that which is solid, hard and materially derivative, this,
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venerable sirs, is said to be the internal earth element. This very inter-
nal earth element and the external earth element are simply the earth
element, which should be seen with correct understanding as it really
is: “This is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self.” Once this has
been seen with correct understanding as it really is, one becomes dis-
illusioned with the earth element, one cleanses one’s mind of passion
for the earth element.'

This teaching does not focus on the process of conditioned ex-
perience and its conceptual appropriation, but is rather concerned
with a virtually exhaustive analysis of the physical constituents
of a human being.!” This is a considerable departure from the
Not-Self teaching. The point is no longer that the concept “self”
arises in connection with a dynamic process of experience and
is ill-suited to it, but rather that when a human being is broken
down into his constituent parts all is found to be lacking in self.
The Mahdahatthipadopama Sutta thus assumes a realist ontology
in which the four elements really “exist” but the self does not.
Furthermore, the ultimate truth of things is here captured in words,
and is not something beyond logic and the conceptual construction

119 MIN1.185.14: katama ¢’ avuso pathavidhatu? pathavidhatu siya ajjhattika
siya bahira. katama ¢’ avuso ajjhattika pathavidhatu? yam ajjhattam pacca-
ttam kakkhalam kharigatam upadinnam, seyyathidam: kesa loma nakha
danta taco mamsam nahdru attht atthimiija vakkam hadayam yakanam kilo-
makam pihakam papphasam antam antagunam udariyam karisam, yam va
pan’ aiiiiam pi kifici ajjhattam paccattam kakkhalam kharigatam upadinnam,
ayam vuccat’ avuso ajjhattika pathavidhatu. ya ¢’ eva kho pana ajjhattika
pathavidhatu, ya ca bahira pathavidhatu, pathavidhatur ev’ esa. tam: n’
etam mama, n’ eso "ham asmi, na m’ eso atta ti evam etam yathabhiitam
sammaparnfiaya datthabbam. evam atam yathabhiitam sammaparnifiaya disva
pathavidhdatuya nibbindati, pathavidhatuya cittam virdjeti.

120 Hamilton (1996: 10) is correct to point out of that this list of bodily items
in the Mahahatthipadopama Sutta is “manifestly not comprehensive,” but
this does not mean that the point is to “indicate examples of the characteris-
tics being described” in order to emphasise “the characteristics and process-
es which enable the living body of the human being to function.” (Hamilton
1996: 12—-13. The passage is entirely lacking in any words indicating that the
contemplative bhikkhu’s attention should be focused on how the human body
functions. The point is rather to go into enough detail so that the bhikkhu gets
the reductionistic point that a self is not found in the body, despite the fact
that every known part of it is not listed.
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of consciousness, as stated in the Brahmajala Sutta. Concepts thus
capture the fact that the human being really exists in the mind-
independent reality of space-time, albeit as an aggregate of various
elements in which a self cannot be found. The simile of the house,
found towards the end of the text, makes this reductionistic realism
quite clear:

Venerable sirs, just as an enclosed space is designated ‘house’ depen-
dent on logs, creepers, grass and clay, so too is an enclosed space
designated ‘form’ dependent on bones, sinew, flesh and skin.!?!

This is a statement of the ultimate truth that a person’s physi-
cal being is nothing more than an accumulation of different parts
in which, as the text goes on to state, are to be found sensation,
apperception, volitions and consciousness.'”> The reference to an
enclosed space (akaso parivarito) shows that the authors of this text
regarded the human being as a construction in space-time, albeit
one that lacks intrinsic identity, an idea that comes very close to
the chariot simile of the Vajira Sutta. The truth to be known is here
that the human being exists but is an aggregate lacking essence, a
fact that the bhikkhu should come to understand by the following
means:

He understands thus: ‘Thus indeed is the coming togther, collec-
tion and accumulation of the five aggregates of attachment.” But the
Blessed One has said this: “The one who sees Dependent Origination
sees the Dhamma, and the one who sees the Dhamma sees Dependent
Origination.” These very things are dependently originated, that is to
say the five aggregates.”'?

12l MN 1.190.15: seyyatha pi avuso katthaii ca paticca valliii ca paticca
tinaii ca paticca mattikaii ca paticca, akdaso parivarito agarant’ eva sankham
gacchati, evam eva kho avuso atthim ca paticca nahdarufi ca paticca mamsam
ca paticca cammari ca paticca, akaso parivarito riipan t’ eva sankham gac-
chati.

122 MN 1.190.28ff.

123 MIN 1.190.35: so evam pajandti: evam kira 'mesam paiicannam upada-
nakkhandhanam sangaho sannipato samavayo hoti ti. vuttam kho pan’ etam
Bhagavata: yo paticcasamuppdadam passati so dhammam passati, yo dham-
mam passati so paticcasamuppddam passati ti. paticcasamuppannad kho
pan’ ime, yadidam paiica’ upadanakkhandha.
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In this passage the five aggregates (upadana) really are “aggre-
gates,” i.e. parts out of which a person is made, these being imper-
manent (dependently originated) and so not intrinsically real. This
shows that a realistic reading of the Not-Self teaching did indeed
lead to reductionism, i.e. the notion that a person is an accumu-
lation (samavaya) of impermanent, causally-connected elements.
This understanding is entirely different from that articulated in the
Brahmajala Sutta and most of the other texts on personal identity:
there is no trace in the Mahdahatthipadopama Sutta of the notion
that the dynamic processes of conditioned experience is not to be
understood in terms of intrinsic identity. The point, rather, is that
intrinsic identity cannot be found in the different existential fac-
tors of the human being. How is this conceptual divergence to be
explained?

Whereas the philosophy of epistemological conditioning can
be generalised to a great number of early texts, the same cannot
be said of the reductionistic realism espoused in the Vajira and
Mahdahatthipadopama Suttas. This indicates that the ideas of the
latter texts were marginal in the early period, which can only be
explained in two possible ways: either these ideas circulated among
a small sub-section of the early sarigha, and so were not recorded
in most of the early texts, or they belong to a later stage of spec-
ulation than that recorded in most of the early texts. In support
of the latter hypothesis, we can note that the Arthakavagga and
Parayanavagga, which are certainly among the earliest Buddhist
texts, are generally in agreement with the philosophy of epistemo-
logical conditioning.'”* In the Kalahavivada Sutta, for example, the
Buddha states (Sn 870) that existence and non-existence depend
upon sense contact:

The pleasant and unpleasant originate in sense-contact, but do not

arise when there is no sense-contact. I say to you that the fact of non-
existence and existence also originates in this.'?

124 On the antiquity of these texts see Wynne 2007: 73.

125 Sn 870: phassanidanam satam asatam, phasse asante na bhavanti h’
ete. vibhavam bhavaii capi yam etam attham, etam te pabriimi itonidanam.
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Later on in the same dialogue (Sn 874) the Buddha explains that
“form” (riipa) is a conceptual proliferation that depends on concep-
tualisation (or apperception, safifia) and can thus disappear for the
religious adept:

Not cognisant of conceptualisation, not cognisant of misconceptu-
alisation, not uncognisant but not cognisant of what is untrue: form
disappears for the one who has reached this state, for the discernment
of manifoldness (papaiicasarnkha) originates in conceptualisation
(safnanidana)."*
According to this enigmatic statement of the Buddha, a person’s
physical being is not ultimately real, but depends on the tendency
to conceptualise reality in terms of a manifold world of diversity.
Elsewhere in the Atthakavagga, the seeds of the Buddha’s teachings
on personal identity can be seen at the beginning of the Tuvataka
Sutta (Sn 915-916), when the Buddha responds to a question about
the attainment of Nirvana:

‘I ask you, kinsman of the sun, great sage, about detachment and the
state of peace: with what sort of vision is a bhikkhu quenched, so that
he grasps at nothing in the world?’ (915)

The Blessed One said: “The contemplative (manta) should put a com-
plete stop to the notion ‘I am’ (asmf ti), which is the root cause of
discerning manifoldness (milam papaiicasarnkhaya). He should ward
off whatever inner thirst he has, training himself to be ever mindful.’
(916)127

The notion of individual existence is here said to be the root cause
of a person’s diverse perceptions (papaiicasarnkha), which is simply
a more emphatic way of stating the teaching of the Vepacitti Sutta,
i.e. that the notion “I am” is a conceptual proliferation (papaiica).

126 Sn 874: na saiiiasaiiit na visaiiasaiiii, no pi asaiiii na vibhiitasannr:
evamsametassa vibhoti rilpam, saiifianidana hi papaiicasankha. This state-
ment reminds one of the similar statement in the Aggivacchagotta Sutta
that the Buddha has “annihilated” form (riapam ... anabhavakatam, MN
1.487.33). On this passage see n. 134 below and Wynne 2007: 95-96.

127 Sn 915-916: pucchami tam Adiccabandhum, vivekam santipadaii ca
Mahesim: katham disva nibbati bhikkhu, anupadiyano lokasmim kifici?
(915). mitlam papariicasankhaya ti Bhagava, manta asmi ti sabbam uparund-
he. ya ka ci tanha ajjhattam, tasam vinaya sada sato sikkhe. (916).
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Besides these Atthakavagga teachings on existential matters, in the
Purabhada Sutta the Buddha explains (Sn 849) that the liberated
sage is released from the very notion of time:

‘Devoid of thirst even before death,” said the Blessed One, ‘not depen-
dent upon the past, immeasurable in the middle, for him nothing is
fashioned with regard to the future.’'?

The statement that the liberated sage is “immeasurable” in the pres-
ent is but a poetic way of describing the complete transcendence of
time. Indeed in the Atthakavagga the notion of being “indepen-
dent” or “unnattached” (anissita) can refer not just to having no
inclination or fondness for something, but also to being completely
devoid of the notion of something. When the Paramatthaka Sutta
states that the bhikkhu should have no dependency on knowledge
(Sn 800: Aiane pi so nissayam no karoti), for example, the point is
that he should transcend it. Indeed the Kalahavivada Sutta claims
that those who have different opinions about liberation are “depen-
dent” (Sn 877: upanissita), whereas the Buddha is released, the im-
plication being that he is completely beyond such views. It seems,
then, that when the Purabheda Sutta states that the sage is not at-
tached (anissito) to the past, it means that he is free from the very
notion of it. Indeed this text goes on to state (Sn 851) that the sage’s
freedom from the past and future is connected to his transformed
cognitive state and lack of views:

He is without attachment for the future and does not grieve over the
past. Perceiving detachment, he is not led into sense-contacts and
views.!?

All of this evidence is in agreement with the Brahmajala Sutta’s
philosophy of epistemological conditioning: notions of existence,
non-existence and time are said to be dependent on a person’s
cognitive functioning, the release from which implies the cessa-
tion of a person’s awareness of individual existence in space-time.
There are reasons for believing that such teachings go back to

128 Sn 849: vitatanho pura bheda ti Bhagava, pubbam antam anissito,
vemajjhe niipasamkheyyo tassa n’ atthi purekkhatam.

129.Sn 851: nirasatti andgate atitam nanusocati, vivekadasst phassesu
ditthisu ca na niyyati.
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the Buddha himself, not only because of the Atthakavagga’s an-
tiquity and originality,'*° but also because related teachings in the
Parayanavagga correspond very closely to the few historical facts
about the Buddha that can be deduced from the early literature.!!
Similar observations suggest that the Not-Self teaching is also to be
ascribed to the Buddha, for it is hard to explain this highly original
teaching — especially its occurrence in Alagaddiipama Sutta — as
an abstract formulation of later Buddhist teachers.!*> A similar an-
tiquity cannot be assumed of the Vajira and Mahahatthipadopama
Suttas, however. It is surely important that the Buddha does not fea-
ture in either text, and that the orator in the Mahahatthipadopama
Sutta is Sariputta, the patron saint of the Abhidharma. Furthermore,
in its statement that “... the Blessed One has said this: The one
who sees Dependent Origination sees the Dhamma ...,” the
Mahahatthipadopama Sutta even seems to speculate on the mean-
ing of the Buddha’s teaching of Dependent Origination. This text’s
highly complex and artificial style of analysis also suggests that it
is a proto-Abhidharmic work, a text composed as Buddhist thought
progressed towards a fully developed philosophy of reductionistic
realism.

Further evidence in support of this chronological stratification
is found in the various Vinayas accounts of the beginning of the
Buddha’s ministry. These texts state that the Buddha’s teaching to
the five disciples concluded with the Not-Self teaching, the under-
standing of which triggered their instantaneous liberation. But it
can be shown that the account as a whole draws upon and adapts
the earlier account of the Ariyapariyesana Sutta.® The doctri-
nal understanding that underpins this adaptation can be seen at
the conclusion of the Second Sermon, when it is stated that the
minds of the five disciples of the Buddha were “released from the
corruptions without grasping” (Vin 1.14.34: paficavaggiyanam

130 Gémez 1976: 139: “When 1 first read the Mahaviyiha Sutta of the
Suttanipata 1 was impressed not only by its freshness and directness, but
also by its originality.”

Bl See Wynne 2007: 127 for a summary of the evidence.

132 See Wynne 2010.

133 For this analysis see Wynne 2009a.
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bhikkhiinam anupadaya asavehi cittani vimuccimsu). Although
this formulation of liberating insight occurs throughout the early
Buddhist literature, it deviates from the Ariyapariyesana Sutta’s
account of how the five bhikkhus “realised Nirvana” (MN 1.173.7ff..
paiicavaggiya bhikkhii ... asankilittham anuttaram yogakkhemam
nibbanam ajjhagamamsu). The authors of the Second Sermon thus
drew upon the Ariyapariyesana Sutta but replaced its apophatic ac-
count of the five bhikkhus’ liberation with an apparently reduction-
istic one, the subject of liberation being the minds of the bhikkhus
rather than the bhikkhus themselves. This deviation from an older,
apophatic description, one that sees no problem in speaking of the
human being as a whole realising Nirvana, and its replacement with
a reductionistic formulation — which in Buddhist literature past and
present complements the “No Self”” doctrine — implies that the au-
thors of the Second Sermon believed in the non-existence of the
self. It would even seem that in this case the authors of this Vinaya
account read the No Self doctrine into the Not-Self teaching. This
is strong evidence for a doctrinal change from a philosophy of inef-
fability to that of reductionistic realism.

Regardless of the strength or weakness of this theory of doctri-
nal change, a couple of facts can hardly be denied. First, a doctrine
of ineffability is certainly contained in the early Buddhist texts,
and attempts to deny this are implausible.** And second, this phi-

134 Siderits (2007: 70-73) has argued that the Aggivacchagotta Sutta as-
sumes a doctrine of realistic reductionism rather than ineffability. But this
understanding cannot be derived from the Pali text. Most importantly, when
the Buddha claims that he, the Tathagata, has “annihilated” the five aggre-
gates (MN 1.487.31), and so cannot be defined, instead of reading tathagata
Siderits reads the term arhat (2007: 71), and understands that it refers to a
dead Buddhist saint. Thus he translates the Pali yena ripena Tathagatam
paiiiapayamano paitiiapeyya tam riipam Tathagatassa pahinam as follows:
“all riapa by which one could predicate the existence of the arhat, all that
riipa has been abandoned.” By shifting the focus from the living Tathagata
—i.e. the Buddha himself — to the dead arhat, the meaning of the passage is
substantially changed. For it would now seem to be saying that nothing can
truly be said about the dead saint because the five aggregates of which he
was formerly constituted no longer exist. Thus Siderits notes that “[t]he word
‘arhat is a convenient designator,” just like ‘fire.” So nothing we say about the
arhat can ultimately be true. The only ultimately true statement about the
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losophy is incompatible with the philosophy of reductionistic real-
ism later outlined in the various Abhidharmas, and anticipated in
the Vajira and Mahahatthipadopama Suttas. It can hardly be the
case that both philosophies were devised by a single thinker or the
same group of thinkers. One must have developed from the other,
and if the philosophy of epistemological conditioning and its tran-
scendence can be ascribed to the very beginnings of Buddhism and
perhaps to the Buddha himself reductionistic realism must belong
to a later period. This is in fact the most logical explanation of
the evidence. The philosophy of epistemological conditioning radi-
cally subverts all our most basic presuppositions about life: it is dif-
ficult to believe that space-time is merely conceptual rather than an
objective, mind-independent reality. It is not hard to imagine that
this challenging philosophy was misunderstood and replaced by
a sophisticated but simpler realistic philosophy. Indeed teachings
based on the philosophy of epistemological conditioning, such as
the Mahanidana Sutta’s three critiques of personal identity, could
easily be misunderstood in a realistic manner unless the underlying
philosophy is made clear. But it is hard to see how the philosophy
of epistemological conditioning could have emerged from that of
reductionistic realism.

In conclusion, the evidence studied here suggests that the dif-
ference between the Not-Self teaching and the Vajira Sutta is
philosophical rather than terminological. It follows from this that
although the early Buddhist teachings were not presented in the
form of a philosophical system, they are at least philosophically
grounded. This is not to say that the Buddha should be regarded

situation will be one that describes the skandhas in a causal series ... Does
this mean that the arhat is annihilated — that nirvana means the utter extinc-
tion of the enlightened person? No. There is no such thing as the arhat, so it
lacks meaning to say that the arhat is annihilated. And for exactly the same
reason, it lacks meaning to say that the arhat attains an ineffable state after
death” (2007: 73). But since the passage is concerned with the living Buddha
(Tathagata) rather than the dead saint (arhar), it therefore is attempting to de-
scribe the state of being alive and yet liberated. Its negations, and the simile
of the extinguished flame, indicate a completely apophatic understanding of
religious experience that points towards a doctrine of ineffability.
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as a philosopher, however."*> For although the evidence suggests
he had worked out a coherent world-view, it also indicates that he
applied it as and when he saw fit, i.e. according to the pragmatic
demands of the situation.*® Such an interpretation seems to fit with
one of the Buddha’s most famous statements on his approach to
teaching: in the fifth book of the Samyutta-Nikaya (Saccasamyutta
1V: Simsapavanavagga, no. 1), the Buddha states that although his
knowledge is as vast as the numbers of leaves in a forest grove, the
teachings he had revealed were comparable to just a few leaves.'?’
According to the texts studied above, this statement would seem to
mean that although the Buddha had worked out a coherent philoso-
phy, he did not teach it directly because of his pragmatic interest in
helping others attain the cessation of suffering.

This explains why the most important teachings studied above,
such as the “Not-Self” teaching and the Mahanidana Sutta’s cri-
tiques of personal identity, are philosophical in their method and
argumentation but ultimately avoid a direct statement of philosoph-
ical truth. The same is true of the Brahmajala Sutta: it is philo-
sophical without stating a philosophy directly. All this seems to be
the work not of a philosopher interested in abstract ideas for their
own sake, but rather of a religious teacher keen to apply a philo-
sophical understanding in order to help his followers achieve the
best possible spiritual result.

Early Buddhist thinkers were less philosophically parsimonious,
however. In contemplating the Not-Self teaching, they came to be-
lieve in the non-existence of the self — against the explicit warnings
of the Buddha. For in the Alagaddiapama Sutta, perhaps the single
most important canonical exploration of the Not-Self teaching, the

135 For a recent discussion of the philosophical value of early Buddhist
thought, see Bronkhorst 2009: 1-7.

136 Richard Gombrich has recently argued something along these lines
(2009: 164): “I do not feel that Buddha was interested in presenting a philo-
sophically coherent doctrine: the evidence that his concern was pragmatic, to
guide his audience’s actions, is overwhelming. On the other hand, I have also
concluded that the evidence that he had evolved such a structure of thought
and that it underpinned his pragmatic advice is no less compelling.”

137 SN V.437ff.
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Buddha describes how others responded to his teachings by weep-
ing, beating their breasts and thinking ‘I will be annihilated!.!*
Such people concluded that the Buddha had taught the non-exis-
tence of the self, although the Buddha rejected this charge.”® It
is ironic that within probably a few generations of his death, the
Buddha’s followers had drawn exactly the same conclusion, even if
they did so with a little more composure and meditative calm.

Abbreviations

All Pali citations are from Pali Text Society editions.

AN Anguttara-Nikaya

AV Atharva Veda

BCA Bodhicaryavatara (see Tripathi)

BU Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (see Olivelle)

CSCD Chattha Sangayana: CD-ROM version of the Burmese Tipitika,
Rangoon 1954. Dhammagiri: Vipassana Research Institute, ver-

sion 3.
CPS Catusparisatsitra (see Waldschmidt)
DN Digha-Nikaya
MN Majjhima-Nikaya

MMW A Sanskrit-English  Dictionary, Monier Monier-Williams.
Oxford: Clarendon Press (1899).

Mvu Mahavastu (see Senart)

OED Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition, prepared by J. A.
Simpson and E. S. C Weiner. Oxford: Clarendon Press (1989).

PTS Pali Text Society

RV Rg Veda

SN Samyutta-Nikaya

SbhV Sanghabhedavastu (see Gnoli)

138 MIN L.137.1ff: tassa evam hoti: ucchijjissami namassu, vinassissami
nama 'ssu,n’ assunama bhavissamiti. so socati kilamati paridevati urattalim
kandati sammoham apajjati.

139 See the section at the beginning of MN 1.140, where the Buddha rejects
that he is a nihilist (venayika).
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Ud Udana

Vin Vinaya

Vism Visuddhimagga (see Warren and Kosambi)
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