2207867	Essay 1	
‘According to the teaching of the Buddha, the idea of the self is an imaginary, false belief
which has no corresponding reality, and it produces harmful thoughts’ (Walpola Rahula).
Evaluate these criticisms of the idea of the self.
[bookmark: _Hlk120054992]One of the most contentious topics for academics in the field of Philosophy and Religion is one of selfhood. What does it mean to ‘be’? What is it that constitutes an ‘I’? In what ways can we define our own existence? Some believe it to be our brain, while others point to the religious explanation of a soul. Unlike many of the main religions of the world, Buddhism rejects the notion of selfhood. Dr Walpola Rahula clarifies the Buddhist position on the self, he writes that the Buddha categorised the self as an ’imaginary, false belief which has no corresponding reality, and it produces harmful thoughts’[footnoteRef:1]. The Buddhist rejection of self, places itself in a field of heavy contention. Western Philosophical traditions can be critical of non-self. If you were to tell someone that you have no self, nothing that makes you, you. The reasonable response would be to deny such claims. However, the concept of non-self (Anatta) is more complicated than it first seems. Buddhist Monk, Ajahn Chah explained that to reach an understanding of Anatta, intellectual analysis and research will not alone give you that understanding. Instead, would come through meditation.[footnoteRef:2] He said that ‘through “intellectualizing” alone, “your head will explode”’.[footnoteRef:3] This is one Buddhist response to the Criticism of non-self. However, Sixth-century philosopher Uddyotakara criticised the Buddhist concept of non-self. He argued that Buddhists are quite flexible when it comes to the concept of self, they pick and choose what parts of the self to deny.[footnoteRef:4] However, not all philosophers must disagree with the concept of non-self, Hume’s conception of self is comparable to that of the Buddha. Both argue that there is no coherent ‘I’ in the form of a self. But that we are merely a bundle of different perceptions.[footnoteRef:5] This seems strikingly like the Buddhist view of self. I will evaluate the Buddhist critique of the self, through analysis of the idea of Anatta (Non-self). By looking at Buddhist ideas of self, we can begin to understand why the self has many negative connotations for Buddhists. An evaluation of the different ideas of self from western philosophy, and their compatibility with Buddhist doctrine. In my view it seems to me that Buddhism can reveal the assumptions we hold about the nature of existence. While western conceptions of self can sometimes be seen as convincing, and empirically grounded. There is much to be considered in the Buddhist conception of self. [1:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught. (Grove Press, 2017). p.37.]  [2:  Robert Wright, Why Buddhism Is True: The Science and Philosophy of Meditation and Enlightenment (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2018) p.58]  [3:  Wright, Why Buddhism is True, (2018), p. 58]  [4:  John Taber ‘Uddyotakara’s Defence of a Self’, in Hindu and Buddhist Ideas in Dialogue: Self and No-Self, ed. by Irina Kuznetsova, Jonardon Ganeri, and Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012) p. 124.]  [5:  David Hume, The Essential Philosophical Works (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 2011), p.222.] 

To begin, we must first identify the self, which Buddhism attempts to deny. The self can be difficult to define as there are countless understandings and explanations of what constitutes the self. In Western religions such as Christianity, the self can be described as the soul.[footnoteRef:6] This is something that is created by God, and when that person dies, the soul is sent to either heaven or hell for eternity.[footnoteRef:7] The Christian definition of a soul provides a straightforward response to the problem of self. The ‘I’ is the soul. All our thoughts and actions are committed by the soul, and all the consequences of those actions are inflicted upon the soul.[footnoteRef:8] This presents a unified definition of selfhood, the Soul and body are joined together in an everlasting unity.[footnoteRef:9] Put simply, you are your soul. The Christian view of the soul gives us something clearly in opposition to the Buddhist tradition. In Christianity, your soul is unique, it is the defining marker for your existence. When a Christian dies, they believe that the soul which enters the afterlife is them. The same ‘person’ who lived a mortal life. This presents a clear understanding of continued personal existence over time. Buddhism places itself in opposition to the western religions and argues that the ideas of the soul and God are a form of delusion and thus empty (Sunyata) of any meaning.[footnoteRef:10] To begin to understand why Buddhism criticises other religions definitions of self, we must first understand the concept of non-self (anatta). However, compared to most western religious explanations, the Buddhist concept of anatta is complex, and not easy to grasp. To begin to understand why the idea of the self is described in such a negative light. We must first begin to highlight the main factors which make up the doctrine of anatta. [6:  Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, (2017), p.37.]  [7:  Rahula, (2017), p.37.]  [8:  Rahula, (2017) p.37.]  [9:  Charlene Burns, ‘“Soul Less” Christianity and the Buddhist Empirical Self: Buddhist Christian Convergence?’, Buddhist Christian Studies, 23 (2003), 87–100 <http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/1390369> [accessed 22 November 2022] p.89]  [10:  Rahula, (2017) p.37.] 

One of the essential teachings in Buddhism is the three marks of existence. These are as follows: anicca, everything is impermanent, and subject to change. dukkha- Everything is suffering or unsatisfactory. anatta the belief that there is no self.[footnoteRef:11] All three of these marks of existence are essential to understanding why Buddhism denies the existence of a self. While it might seem, illogical to suggest that we can understand Anatta, by looking at the three marks of existence, however, I do not think so. The three marks of existence demonstrate the ‘change, degeneration, and non-essentialism are fundamental features of everything’.[footnoteRef:12] The reasons and justifications for the belief that self is a delusion can be found in these three teachings. [11:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). p.50.]  [12:  Black, Brian, ‘Senses of Self and Not-Self in the Upaniṣads and Nikāyas’, in Hindu and Buddhist Ideas in Dialogue: Self and No-Self, ed. by Irina Kuznetsova, Jonardon Ganeri, and Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p.19
] 

The teaching of dukkha is arguably one of the most significant and prominent teachings throughout Buddhism. One reason for this is that it is the topic of the four noble truths. According to Dr Rahula, an analysis of the Four Noble Truths allows us to develop an account of the main teachings of the Buddha. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Rahula, (2017) p.12.] 

The four noble truths are as follows:
1. Everything in the world is Suffering 
2. The cause of that suffering 
3. There is a way to escape the suffering (Nirvana)
4. There is a path to ending suffering, which is the eightfold path.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Bukkyō Dendō Kyōkai, The Teaching of Buddha 和英対照仏教聖典, One thousand & seventy-fourth revised edition (Tokyo, Japan: Kosaido printing Company Ltd, 2001). pp.74-82.] 

We have identified the four Noble Truths, but what does it mean to say that everything in the world is suffering? The Buddha suggested that everything will eventually turn to suffering. For example, Birth, sickness, age, joy, death and separation are all forms of suffering.[footnoteRef:15] This is because all these states will eventually cause you to suffer. For example, Birth is the beginning of your journey in suffering, ageing will create more suffering. These stages throughout life will cause frustration and dissatisfaction with your life.[footnoteRef:16] As we develop throughout this world, we experience all these feelings, as a child, you may feel joy towards someone, or something, but eventually those feelings will fade due to various circumstances, a physical possession may break, a person may leave your life. These will all turn to dissatisfaction, or suffering. The Buddha argues that the origin of suffering is found in the ‘thirsts of the physical body and in the illusions of worldly passion’.[footnoteRef:17] The human desire for physical and bodily pleasures are responsible for the suffering of the world. The Buddha wrote: [15:  Bukkyō Dendō Kyōkai, The Teaching of Buddha (Tokyo, Japan: Kosaido printing Company Ltd, 2001). p.74.]  [16:  Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). p.50.]  [17:  Bukkyō Dendō Kyōkai, (2001) p.74.] 

Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the origin of suffering: it
is this craving which leads to renewed existence, accompanied by
delight and lust, seeking delight here and there; that is, craving for
sensual pleasures, craving for existence, craving for extermination.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  C.W. Gowans, Philosophy of the Buddha (London, New York: Routledge, 2003). p.127] 

The cause of dukkha is our attachment to existence and the pleasures of the material world. This can be seen through all the factors we have just mentioned, it is because we cling to existence in the material world.
Dukkha is intricately linked with the second mark of existence, anicca or impermanence. Why will happiness and Joy bring you suffering? This is because we fail to acknowledge that life is impermanent. Harvey uses a flower to explain impermanence, he suggests that like a flower, who is beautiful, it will eventually die.[footnoteRef:19] The same can be said for happiness and joy, it will eventually fade, and we will desire more happiness, which creates a cycle of dukkha. Our attachment and desire for material existence, in all the forms we mentioned that will maintain our suffering. Dukkha is the main argument for what Dr Rahula called “Harmful thoughts”.[footnoteRef:20]  As we have shown, Buddhism suggests that our attachment to the material world will cause us to suffer. This criticises western materialism by showing us that things we may enjoy, are only making us suffer. The purpose for Buddhism is to let go of this form of attachment, then we will be able to reach Nirvana. [19:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism Teachings, History and Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p.222]  [20:  Rahula, (2017), p.37] 

One of the many ‘sayings’[footnoteRef:21] of the Dhammapada reflects on the importance of attachment in Buddhism. [21:  Ajahn Munindo, A Dhammapada for Contemplation (Belsay: Aruna Publications, 2006). p. V] 

Seeing this body to be fragile
As a clay vessel
And fortifying the heart like a city wall,
One can confront Mara
With the weapon of insight.
Having the advantage of non-attachment,
One protects what has already been gained.[footnoteRef:22] [22: Munindo, Dhammapada. p.19.] 

This section perfectly summarises the problems of attachment. The Dhammapada is suggesting that by maintaining the delusion of selfhood, that there is a material self, you are weak. To me, it appears to be suggesting that maintaining a belief in the concept of self, suggesting a fragility to your life, will only cause you to suffer. The linguistic choices prompt a negative image, ‘clay vessel’, and ‘fortifying the heart like a city wall’, share negative connotations. Clay is being used in the context of being hard, much like the city wall. They are defence mechanisms, the Buddha may be suggesting that attachment to the concept of self, and physical form leads us to deny reality. This is the embodiment of the third noble truth, the cessation of Dukkha.[footnoteRef:23]  It is only through the acceptance of dukkha and the renouncement of attachment that one can begin the journey to nirvana.[footnoteRef:24] This makes the analogy of the city wall even more apt, the wall represents dukkha, and that attachment to the suffering. To reach the end of Buddhism, Nibbana can be defined as the extinction or quenching of a fire.[footnoteRef:25] To reach the end, we must burn down the wall. That is, ‘penetration of the origin of suffering’.[footnoteRef:26] This is the ‘advantage’ that the Dhammapada speaks of. Letting go enables us to reach enlightenment. The passage also mentions of the failure to quench the fire of suffering. ‘One can confront Mara’, Mara was the Demon god who tempted the Gautama buddha before his enlightenment, by attacking him will all forms of attachment, for example, greed, pain, anger, and doubt.[footnoteRef:27] This shows that it is not an easy task, but it is the way to reach enlightenment.  [23:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) p.60.]  [24:  Harvey, An introduction to Buddhism, 2008. p.61.]  [25:  Harvey, 2008, p.61.]  [26:  Bhadantācariya Buddhaghosa, The Path of Purification, trans. by Bhikkhu ñānamoli (Singapore, Taiwan: Singapore Buddhist meditation Centre (reprinted and distributed by the corporate Body of the Buddha Educational Foundation)., 1997).]  [27: Tara Brach, ‘Inviting Mara to Tea | Psychology Today United Kingdom’, Www.psychologytoday.com, 2015 <https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/finding-true-refuge/201508/inviting-mara-tea?amp>] 

An important feature of the non-self-doctrine is the role of Karma. The role of Karma is essential in Buddhism. It is what controls the rebirths of past and future, when someone dies, their consciousness receives a rebirth.[footnoteRef:28] According to the Buddha, the form you are given is determined by your past actions. For example, if you were materialistic, you may be reborn in a form that reflects your desires of your previous life.[footnoteRef:29] The concept of anatta is dependent on this idea, rebirth is central to Buddhist thought, it is our consciousness that is transferred. But this is not a self. The Buddha suggested that there is no self because we are made up what he calls the five aggregates (khandhas) these are:  [28:  Harvey, (2008), pp.38-39.]  [29:  Harvey, (2008), p.39.] 

1. Material form
2. feelings or sensations
3. perceptions of the world 
4. mental formations 
5. consciousness.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Gowans, (2003), P.34.] 

The buddha argued that when we look at all five aggregates, we can see that none of these are permanent things. For example, our body, our feelings, what we think about the world, our desires and our awareness of the world are ever changing.[footnoteRef:31] The concept of anatta is a necessary for an understanding of rebirth. To be reborn, as different beings, our consciousness must be continually changing. Therefore, there is no personal existence, rebirth relies on non-self. [31:  Gowans, (2003), p.34.] 


We can finally evaluate the concept of anatta. It is our understanding that the world is suffering, filled with impermanence, and that our attachment to the ideas of non-self that cause us to suffer. Rahula argues that ‘the idea of the self is an imaginary, false belief which has no corresponding reality, and it produces harmful thoughts.’[footnoteRef:32] This is quite the attack on western ideas of the self, but I believe that Dr Rahula is correct here. From a Buddhist perspective, the concept of self only seems to get in the way of us reaching enlightenment. For example, the Buddha suggests it is only when we fully let go, and release attachment from self that we can reach Nirvana.[footnoteRef:33] The Buddhist explanation of attachment and dukkha are reasonable. Through our experience, we know that happiness often becomes dissatisfaction or pain. While we might not want to admit this, to me the Buddhists are making a perfectly rational claim. Rahula is arguing that Buddhism corresponds to the reality of the world more clearly than other belief systems. The ideas of attachment do match up with experience, as we have just demonstrated. However, is it fair to say that an idea of self does match up with our experience? The biggest problem for non-self is that it is not easily comprehensible. When we look at the world, it is quite difficult to find evidence for a concept of non-self. The Buddhists are asking us to accept that the material world is a delusion. This is quite serious claim. What evidence is there for this? Buddhists argue that we can only begin to develop an understanding of the true nature of the world once we fully commit to the Buddhas teachings. However, what evidence for a self is there to begin with? As we spoke of earlier, the Christians believe that there is an immortal soul, how can we prove this? We cannot. This leaves us in a neutral position if I cannot accept or deny the concept of the self. We must analyse the self through the Buddhist perspective.  [32:  Rahula, (2017), p.37.]  [33:  Harvey, (2008), p.61.] 

To evaluate the concept of non-self, it is important to address some of the main critiques of the position. By doing this we should be able to understand, why the concept of no-self is valid. These arguments against the Buddhist self, will test the Buddhist teachings and understandings. I will make it clear that the Buddha’s conception of self can be held.
One of the unfair claims against Buddhism is that it is too pessimistic. That Buddhism focuses on suffering too much and seems to suggest that everything in our life is a delusion. This claim is something philosophers in the study of Buddhism can easily refute.[footnoteRef:34] I will give time to this response because it is central to the question I pose to answer. Dr Rahula’s claim can be interpreted as very pessimistic, that everything we thought we knew about the world is false. If throughout I intend to defend Buddhism, I need to show that Buddhism is not negative, that the Buddhist interpretation of self has merits to its argument. Harvey argued that Buddhism’s response so the self is not pessimistic but realistic.[footnoteRef:35] Dukkha provides Buddhists a diagnosis of the state of the world. As Harvey said, ‘One must accept one is ‘ill’ if a cure is to be possible ignoring the problem only makes it worse’.[footnoteRef:36] Buddhism is not pessimistic, in a way it can be seen as optimism, the noble eightfold path shows that there is a way out of dukkha and anicca. The Buddha suggests that ignoring the attachment and suffering of the world will only cause more pain. Like the doctor who tells you that you have broken your leg, Buddhism tells you that you are suffering. But when we see that doctor, we know that by diagnosing the leg, things will get better, and eventually heal. Harvey is suggesting the same of Buddhism, ‘while calmly acknowledging them has a purifying, liberating effect’.[footnoteRef:37] The Buddhist treatment is the path to enlightenment and to enter Nirvana. I believe this clearly shows the merits of Buddhist ideas of non-self, if it is true, Buddhism gives us a guide and hope that we can extinguish dukkha. [34:  Yan Shi, ‘Mind Is Reality: Buddhism Is Not a Pessimistic Religion’, Open Journal of Social Sciences, 04.10 (2016), 28–38 10.4236/jss.2016.410003>. p.29]  [35:  Harvey, (2008), p.48]  [36:  Harvey, (2008), p.48.]  [37:  Harvey, (2008), p.48.] 

The Sixth-century philosopher Uddyotakara criticised the Buddhist concept of Anatta, they launched a defence of the self, claiming that Buddhists pick and choose which parts of the self to outright deny.[footnoteRef:38] Uddyotakara sites the Sabbāsava Sutta, ‘He who says, “There is no self,” holds a false view’.[footnoteRef:39] They argue that this confuses the Buddhist position on non-self. How can Buddhism maintain a concept of no-self, when it appears that the Buddha has on multiple occasions used language which seems to indicate evidence for a self?  However, Dr Rahula would strongly disagree with Uddyotakara. He argues that when reading the Buddhists texts, we must be aware that there exist two types of truths.[footnoteRef:40] When the buddha speaks of an ‘I’ or being, he is not implying that there is a self, or something that can be defied as a soul. It is a conventional truth, it is something that is being used for ease of access, or so people can understand what the Buddha was saying.[footnoteRef:41] The use of conventional truths is a common understanding in Mahayana Buddhism, skilful means is the idea the Buddha uses conventional truths to teach the monks his teachings. [footnoteRef:42] Dr Rahula further adds that the second type of truths are ultimate truths, these reflect the true nature of reality. For example, in the Buddha’s teachings, he does not suggest that there is a self[footnoteRef:43]. The conception of self is incompatible with the Buddhist teachings, Rahula strongly disproves of the attempts by Uddyotakara and other scholars to try to introduce the self or ‘Atman’ into Buddhism.[footnoteRef:44] He wrote, ‘But certainly it will not do for any one to try to introduce into Buddhism an idea which the Buddha never accepted’.[footnoteRef:45] This solidifies Rahula’s position, they strongly argue that Buddhism has not introduced a concept of self. While this seems like a strong rebuttal, Uddyotakara is not interested in the response of skilful means, he suggests that this is just more evidence to suggest that there is indeed a self.[footnoteRef:46] He suggests that because Buddhists must accept there are instances where the Buddha mentions self, the Buddhists are no longer denying a self.[footnoteRef:47] Instead, they are justifying that belief, through conventional truths.  [38:  Taber ‘Uddyotakara’s Defence of a Self’ (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012) p. 124.]  [39:  Taber, (2012), p.125]  [40:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [41:  Rahula (2017), p.40.]  [42:  Michael Pye, Skilful Means a Concept in Mahayana Buddhism, Second Edition (London, New York: Routledge, 2004) 10.4324/9780203503799> [accessed23 November 2022] .p.1]  [43:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [44:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [45:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [46:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [47:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.] 

Another rebuttal for Uddyotakara is that his challenge in relation to the five skandhas can be disproven.[footnoteRef:48] For example, Uddyotakara suggests that selfhood may exist within the Five Skandhas, this may constitute a self. However, Buddhism can indeed refute the existence of a self through various denials. [footnoteRef:49] The argument that the skandhas can provide an idea of self is refuted by The Milindapañha. ‘In that text the Buddhist teacher Nāgasena makes it clear that he, Nāgasena, is none of the skandhas individually, nor all of them collectively, nor anything besides the skandhas.’[footnoteRef:50]This shows that there seems to be no way that a self could exist. In what form could a self-exist outside this definition? This further challenges Uddyotakara’s suggestion that there is a self. To summarise, Uddyotakara’s challenge raises some valid questions, about why the Buddha has shown to possibly indicate a self, however we must also be wary that, it is very hard to achieve one hundred percent certainty on what the Buddha meant because of the Buddhist traditions ancient beginnings. For example, the teachings were not physically recorded until 300 years after the Buddha’s death.[footnoteRef:51] It would be fair to question whether the Buddha’s message might have been misunderstood by the monks, though a system of Chinese whispers. This may provide a reason for the inconsistencies in the Buddha’s teachings. [48:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [49:  Rahula, (2017), p.40.]  [50:  Rahula, (2017), p.41.]  [51:  Harvey, (2008), pp.1-3.] 

The philosophical works of David Hume, echoes similar messages on the idea of non-self. Hume argued that:
I am certain there is no such principle as me. But setting aside such some metaphysicians of the kind, I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of perceptions, which succeed each other with an unconceivable rapidity, and are in perpetual flux and movement.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Hume, The Essential Philosophical Works (2011), p.222.] 

This seems remarkably similar to Buddhism, the main point Hume is suggesting is that because our thoughts, sensations, physical material body, are in constant subject to change, it becomes hard to locate a self. For example, our thoughts and feelings are vastly different now, from when we were five years old. This should remind us of the Buddhist concept of impermanence, which we have mentioned previously. Buddhism denies the idea that there is a substance to self or consciousness, instead that it can be explained in terms of a stream of occurrences.[footnoteRef:53] The Buddha taught that everything is subject to change, nothing will last. This echoes Hume’s ideas, he describes the nature of self like a theatre, where different perceptions enter our mind, then as quickly fade from it.[footnoteRef:54] This is impermanence. While, Hume comes to slightly different conclusions to Buddhism, they both share the inherent theme of impermanence of the mind.  [53:  Christopher Bartley, ‘The Buddhist Ethos’, in An Introduction to Indian Philosophy (London & New York: Bloomsbury, 2015). p.25]  [54:  Hume, (2011), p.222.] 

The work of Surya Kant Maharana has enlightened me to the similarities to the Buddhist concept of non-self with that of the German philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. Maharana focuses on Mahayana Buddhism, for their comparison. They argue that ‘For Wittgenstein, the ‘Self’ comes into being through one’s own world. The Self or the metaphysical subject does not belong to the world; rather it is the limit of the world.’[footnoteRef:55] Wittgenstein suggests that there is no physical concept of self, or something that ‘belongs to the world’, he prescribes to a form of subjective idealism, that is one who believes that the world which I perceive is dependent on my experience.[footnoteRef:56] For example, the way I think and act within the world is on the basis of my perception and experience of that world throughout my life.  Buddhism shares similarities with this view, they both seem to deny the existence of the self which is seated in the material world. For example, a soul. The Buddhist concept of non-self, echoes Wittgenstein’s understanding of self, the self is neither in the body or in the mind.[footnoteRef:57] They both seem to argue that there is something transcendental in relation to the self. With Wittgenstein calling it ‘mystical’, and the Buddha relating it to Nirvana.[footnoteRef:58] [55:  Surya Kant Maharana, ‘Buddha and Wittgenstein on the Notion of Self’, Journal of Indian Council of Philosophical Research, (2022), p.43.]  [56:  Surya Kant Maharana, ‘Buddha and Wittgenstein on the Notion of Self’, (2022), p.50.]  [57:  Maharana, (2017), p.53.]  [58:  Maharana, (2017), p.53.] 

A further similarity is the language that Both the Buddha and Wittgenstein use to understand the self. In Buddhism, nirvana can be only described by using negative explanations.[footnoteRef:59] When we speak of Nirvana, we can only say what it lacks, or is not, for example: [59:  Maharana, (2022), p.53.] 

'Here the four elements of solidity, fluidity, heat and motion have no place; the notions of length and breadth, the subtle and the gross, good and evil, name and form are altogether destroyed’[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Rahula, (2017), p.26.] 

The Buddha is not listing properties of nirvana. Dr Rahula argues that this is simply impossible, words cannot begin to describe what it means to have the experience of nirvana.[footnoteRef:61] The Buddha considered language an issue for enlightenment because it can lead to logical contradictions and can limit people’s opportunities to understand the ultimate truth.[footnoteRef:62] This was one of the reasons that the Buddha preferred ‘silence’ on the matter of Nirvana, it is not to be spoken, but experienced.[footnoteRef:63] The practice of meditation is one of the best ways to reach enlightenment. Wittgenstein suggests that ‘the mystical ‘which is really important in human life’ has to be contemplated in ‘silence’.’[footnoteRef:64] This is similar to the Buddha because both express the importance that deep thought or meditation provides on our understanding of the self. [61:  Rahula, (2017), p.25.]  [62:  Rahula, (2017), p.25.]  [63:  Wittgenstein, (2022), p.51.]  [64:  Maharana, (2022), p.53.] 

My intention for these last two sections of comparisons is to show that non-self is not unheard of in western philosophy. The influence of Hume and Wittgenstein cannot be underestimated. When we look at the concept of non-self, it is easy to regard it as a something that is seen in Buddhism. I argue that the belief in non-self can be somewhat justified. Both Hume and Wittgenstein give us good reason to, at the minimum question the traditional idea of the self. While Buddhism is not completely compatible with these thinkers, they share the inherent doubts about the physical nature of the self. Analysis of these two philosophers asks us to be critical of the traditional understanding of the self. The question we must ask is “do these explanations produce harmful thoughts?” I would argue that all three approaches have consequences for our understanding of self. Hume, like Buddhism focuses on the problematic attachment to a material self, however Wittgenstein suggests that the language we use to describe ourselves is problematic.
In conclusion, as I have shown, the Buddhist concept of non-self is complex. To even begin to evaluate the Buddhist response to the self, we must explain what self is, I used the example of the Christian understanding of the immortal soul, this gives us a generic, but effective comparison to the non-self-approach of the Buddhists. The stark difference between the approaches gives us a good groundwork to say what non-self is not. The concept of anatta is complex, and Buddhists have suggested that analysis and deep thinking will not give us the understanding we seek. Throughout this essay, I have charted a path to create a picture of what Anatta is, by looking at the three marks of existence. Dukkha allows us to understand that one of the defining features of reality is that we will suffer and that the concept of self will only exacerbate this pain. The doctrine of anicca provides us with the reason that we are stuck in the circle of dukkha. Finally, the understanding of our attachment to the world, links all three of these marks of existence. We suffer because we fail to understand the world is impermanent, but we cling to the concept of self because we fear the alternative. However, the main message of Buddhism is that the extinguishing of dukkha will provide peace and end the cycle of suffering. With this understanding we can begin to address the main issue of this essay, by looking at the various arguments against Buddhist non-self, for example, that it is too pessimistic, and that the Buddha’s teaching is inconsistent, I concluded that Buddhism could overcome these critiques, and Dr Rahula makes a genuine argument for the benefits of non-self. The issue of self is hard because it is difficult to know, but Buddhism provides a pragmatic response to the issue of personal identity. Buddhist ideas on anicca, give reason to suggest that non-self is reasonable. This is further supported by the work of David Hume, who shares many similarities with the Buddha. Both argue for a form of non-self, in similar ways. The western similarity with Buddhism provides evidence that the concept of non-self is worth exploring. Overall, I believe that Buddhism has a valid argument for criticism of the existence of self.
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