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The history of Buddhist thought is marked by one of the most striking philosophical transformations in the Indian intellectual landscape: the movement from the Upaniṣadic concept of ātman to the Buddhist teaching of anatta (anātman in Sanskrit), and later to the Mahāyāna vision of śūnyatā. Each step in this development reshapes not only the metaphysical status of the ‘self’ but also the very conditions under which identity, continuity, and liberation are understood. This essay examines this transformation as an internal evolution within the Buddhist tradition: one that gradually redefines what it means for anything, including the self, to ‘be’.
The Upaniṣads present ātman often as an indivisible[footnoteRef:1], unchanging, and universal essence, the inner self identical with brahman[footnoteRef:2], the ground of all reality.[footnoteRef:3] Early Buddhism introduces a radical departure from this metaphysical framework. Rather than understanding liberation as the discovery of an eternal essence self, the Buddha denies that any of the five aggregates, form, feeling, perception, formations, and consciousness, can be taken as the self.[footnoteRef:4] Early Buddhist texts articulate a dynamic process account of existence grounded in dependent origination. Continuity is explained in terms of causal relations and not in terms of metaphysical identity.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Adhy-ātma Upaniṣad 7 (trans. Van de Laar, 2015, p. 316).]  [2:  Adhy-ātma Upaniṣad 10 (trans. Van de Laar, 2015, p. 316).]  [3:  Black (2012), pp. 124-127.]  [4:  Gowans (2003), pp. 65-67.]  [5:  Gowans (2003), p. 98; Bartley (2015), p.25.] 

This early insight becomes the basis for a profound conceptual expansion in Mahāyāna Buddhism. Prajñāpāramitā literature deepens the implications of anattā by extending non-self from persons (pudgala-nairātmya) to all phenomena (dharma-nairātmya). Here, the doctrine of śūnyatā does not function as a metaphysical negation but as a soteriological and epistemological tool: because all dharmas arise dependently, none possesses inherent essence.[footnoteRef:6] Recognising this relational emptiness becomes the key to wisdom and compassion. [6:  Harvey (2013) pp. 116-117; Burton (2013), pp. 152-153.] 

A later development, Yogācāra, reinterprets this framework without returning to substantialism. Its theories of vijñaptimātra, ālaya-vijñāna, and tathāgatagarbha provide alternative models for explaining continuity and transformation in the absence of an inherent self.[footnoteRef:7] These concepts are not proposed as metaphysical substances, but as functional accounts of experience and its potential for awakening.  [7:  Brown (1991), pp. 210-211.] 

This essay follows the internal development through which Buddhist thought reconfigures the notion of self. Before the Buddhist critique of self can be assessed, the Upaniṣadic conception of ātman that shaped its philosophical context must first be clarified.
˜
The Upaniṣads articulate a highly influential conception of self within Indian philosophy. In these texts, ātman is often depicted as the innermost core of a person: unchanging, indivisible, and ultimately identical with brahman, the absolute ground of reality. This identification serves as the central axis of Upaniṣadic thought, rather than remaining a speculative assertion.[footnoteRef:8] The true self is not the body, emotions, or thoughts, but the silent witness that underlies all experience and remains unaffected by change. [8:  Black (2012), p.11.] 

This conception of ātman serves both philosophical and soteriological purposes. The Upaniṣads address the instability of a world characterised by impermanence and plurality by grounding stability in an inner principle that ensures continuity across time and rebirth. Knowledge (vidyā) of the self is thus transformative: liberation (mokṣa) is attained through the realisation that true identity is always identical with ultimate reality. This framework shifts religious practice from ritual action toward insight, establishing self-knowledge as the essential foundation for liberation.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Black (2018), pp.123-126.] 

However, the Upaniṣadic model introduces a persistent philosophical problem: how can identity be maintained across individual lives and the cosmic order? If ātman is entirely identical with brahman, sustaining distinctions between individual selves becomes problematic without reintroducing differentiation elsewhere. The Upaniṣads oscillate between affirming radical unity and preserving meaningful individuality. Subsequent Vedānta traditions address this tension through various interpretive strategies.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Hirst (2018), pp. 131–132; 140–141.] 

This vision of self offers a metaphysical template: an eternal inner essence grounding continuity, knowledge, and liberation. Early Buddhism directly challenges this template by questioning whether liberation necessitates an unchanging self.
Instead of positing an underlying essence, the Buddha analyses experience using a framework later formalised in the Nikāya analyses of the five khandhas: form, feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousness.[footnoteRef:11] These aggregates are not components of a concealed subject, but collectively constitute the person. Each aggregate arises dependently, changes moment by moment, and lacks the stability required to function as a metaphysical self.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Gowans (2003), pp.78-79.]  [12:  Gowans (2003), p. 79.] 

This analysis is reinforced by a recurring evaluative expression identified throughout the Nikāyas: “this is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self”.[footnoteRef:13] The Buddha does not merely deny that the aggregates are a self; he shows that appropriating them as such generates attachment and suffering.[footnoteRef:14] This formula serves both practical and philosophical functions. Collectively, these elements support a fundamentally different ontological perspective.  [13:  Gowans (2003), P. 65; P.79.]  [14:  Bartley (2015), p.28.] 

Furthermore, early Buddhism replaces the notion of a substantial core with a process-oriented view, in which the 'person' is understood as a functional bundle of interdependent activities. This is a shift from substance to causality: personal identity is explained through the continuity of conditioned processes rather than through the persistence of an entity.[footnoteRef:15] What we call a person is therefore not something over and above the aggregates, but a conventional designation for their organised interaction. [15:  Gowans (2003), p.82-83; p.86.] 

A central concern raised by the doctrine of anattā is whether continuity can be preserved once the notion of a permanent self has been abandoned. Early Buddhist thought responds to this concern by grounding continuity not in identity but in karma and causality. Actions have consequences because mental and physical events arise in patterned causal sequences, not because an enduring agent owns them.[footnoteRef:16] The continuity relevant for ethical responsibility and liberation is therefore causal rather than metaphysical. [16:  Gowans (2003), p.96; ch.9.] 

This framework allows early Buddhism to maintain a robust account of moral inheritance without reintroducing a substantial self. There is no permanent self, yet there is an inheritance of actions: intentions condition future experiences, shaping character, dispositions, and circumstances over time. This model avoids the need for a metaphysical bearer of karma by explaining agency in terms of temporally extended processes.[footnoteRef:17] Responsibility attaches to the continuity of causal patterns, not to the persistence of an entity.  [17:  Siderits (2011), p.309; Gowans (2013), p.98.] 

The concept often used to capture this form of continuity is the ‘stream’ of experience (santāna).[footnoteRef:18] This notion expresses a flow without a carrier: no enduring subject, only causality. The stream metaphor is carefully constrained: it does not imply something that flows unchanged through time, but rather a succession of momentary events linked by conditions. What continues is not a self but a causal process whose structure allows for memory, intention, and transformation. [18:  Kuznetsova, Ganeri, & Ram-Prasad (2016), p.67-68] 

By replacing metaphysical identity with causal continuity, early Buddhism reframes the problem of personal persistence. The question is no longer how the same self endures, but how patterns of experience arise, dissolve, and give rise to further patterns. This reconceptualisation dissolves the Upaniṣadic demand for an eternal ground while retaining what is soteriologically essential: the coherence of ethical action and the possibility of liberation through insight.
The early Buddhist account of non-self and causal continuity is intended to be verified through disciplined observation of experience. This is made explicit in the classical Theravāda tradition, where philosophical analysis and meditative practice are closely aligned. The Visuddhimagga offers a systematic framework in which doctrinal claims about non-self are corroborated by direct insight.
In the Visuddhimagga, Buddhaghosa develops a detailed analysis of experience that breaks down the apparent unity of the person into momentary events. Through careful examination of body (rūpa) and mind (nāma), the practitioner comes to see that what is conventionally called a ‘person’ consists only of mental and material processes, each arising and ceasing in dependence on conditions.[footnoteRef:19] There is no residual agent behind these processes, nor any core that remains unchanged through their transformation. The analysis is deliberately exhaustive: by accounting for all aspects of experience without remainder, it leaves no conceptual space for a substantial self. In this way, meditative insight confirms the doctrinal claim that personal identity is a construction grounded in misapprehension. [19:  Buddhaghosa (2010), ch. XIV; cf. ch. XVIII.] 

This emphasis on experiential verification is even more pronounced in contemporary meditative lineages that draw explicitly on these classical frameworks. In the Pa Auk tradition, insight meditation is directed toward the direct perception of dependent origination as lived experience.[footnoteRef:20] Practitioners are trained to observe how intentions, perceptions, and sensations arise in conditioned sequences, revealing continuity without ownership. The realisation of non-self here is a phenomenological event: as causal relations become evident, the sense of a controlling subject gradually dissolves. [20:  Pa Auk Tawya Sayadaw (1996), ch. 8; cf. chs. 6–7.] 

What these meditative approaches share is a refusal to treat non-self as a purely negative doctrine. Instead, anattā is understood as something to be seen rather than asserted. The absence of a self is disclosed through the clarity with which conditional processes are observed. Meditation thus functions as a bridge between philosophical analysis and liberation, grounding the early Buddhist critique of ātman in direct insight.
Overall, the early Buddhist analysis replaces the metaphysical self with an empirically grounded account of experience as a dynamic process. Identity is no longer anchored in an enduring essence, but understood as a contingent pattern arising through conditions. This shift preserves ethical continuity while dissolving the assumption that liberation requires a permanent inner subject. Once the self has been understood as a contingent process rather than an underlying entity, the question naturally arises whether the phenomena that constitute persons can themselves possess an inherent nature.
˜
The doctrine of anattā is directed primarily at persons. The analysis of non-self focuses on the five aggregates and aims to dissolve identification with body and mind. This early teaching establishes that persons exist only conventionally and lack any enduring essence, while still operating within a pragmatic framework that treats the aggregates themselves as analytically useful components of experience.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Gowans (2003), p.65.] 

Mahāyāna Buddhism radicalises this insight by questioning an implicit assumption left intact by earlier analyses: if persons are constituted by aggregates that arise dependently, then the dharmas composing those aggregates cannot possess inherent nature either. This is not an abandonment of early Buddhist insight but its logical extension.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Burton (2013), p.152.] 

It shifts the scope of non-self from the level of personal identity to the level of ontology. Non-self (nairātmya) is no longer confined to persons (pudgala-nairātmya), but extended to all phenomena (dharma-nairātmya). In this way, Mahāyāna reframes anattā as a universal claim about the nature of existence itself: whatever arises through conditions lacks its own-being (svabhāva).
The expansion of non-self beyond persons finds its earliest and most influential articulation in the Prajñāpāramitā literature, particularly in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. These texts consistently maintain that no phenomenon possesses svabhāva, or intrinsic nature. Emptiness here is not an additional metaphysical property but a way of describing the contingent mode of existence shared by all phenomena.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Drawing on early Prajñāpāramitā discussions of emptiness as the absence of svabhāva: Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, ch. 1, vv. 15–18 (E. Conze, Trans.); cf. Burton (2013); Harvey (2013).] 

This insight is closely linked to the soteriological structure of the Prajñāpāramitā tradition, which articulates “the three doors to deliverance”: “the Empty, the Signless, and the Wishless”.[footnoteRef:24] These are not separate doctrines but complementary aspects of a single insight. Emptiness undermines the belief in inherent existence, the signless dissolves fixation on conceptual marks, and the wishless releases attachment to outcomes. These doors function as practices of deconstruction: they loosen cognitive and affective grasping. They do not propose an alternative ontological foundation.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Prajñāpāramitā (Aṣṭasāhasrikā), (1973), ch. XIX. ]  [25:  Drawing on the Prajñāpāramitā account of the three doors to deliverance as complementary meditative approaches: Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, Introduction; ch. XX (E. Conze, Trans.).] 

At the same time, emptiness need not be treated as a doctrine in its own right, but as a means of preventing insight from solidifying into another object of attachment. It is neither a hidden essence behind appearances nor a new absolute replacing what has been negated. 
Through these developments, the Prajñāpāramitā literature prepares the conceptual ground for a universalised account of non-self. This groundwork is systematically articulated by Nāgārjuna, for whom the analysis of personal identity is extended into a comprehensive view of reality in which neither persons nor phenomena can claim inherent existence.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Based on Nāgārjuna’s reflexive account of emptiness as denying intrinsic status even to emptiness itself: Nāgārjuna, Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, ch. 13, v. 7 (trans. Garfield).] 

It is essential to clarify that emptiness does not amount to nihilism.[footnoteRef:27] To say that phenomena are empty is not to deny their appearance, efficacy, or practical significance. What is rejected is intrinsic being, not lived reality. Emptiness, instead, can be characterised as a relational principle: the realisation of the interdependence of all forms.[footnoteRef:28] Phenomena arise only through conditions and relations; their identity is inseparable from the networks in which they occur. Emptiness thus functions as a safeguard against reification, not as a claim that nothing exists. It articulates how things exist, dependently and contingently, rather than whether they exist at all. [27:  Irons (2008), p. 476.]  [28:  Harvey (2013), p. 125.] 

By framing śūnyatā in this way, it reinforces the Mahāyāna move from personal non-self to a general account of existence. Emptiness becomes neither a metaphysical thesis nor a negation of the world, but an insight into the relational structure that underlies all experience. This interpretation preserves the soteriological intent of the doctrine while preventing it from collapsing into either substantialism or denial.
The ethical implications of śūnyatā follow directly from its insight into non-self and interdependence. When phenomena are no longer grasped as possessing inherent identity, reduced attachment can lead to increased compassion. The loosening of fixation on self, views, and outcomes diminishes the boundaries that sustain self-interest. Ethical responsiveness thus emerges not from moral obligation imposed from outside, but from a transformed way of perceiving experience itself.
This ethical orientation finds its paradigmatic expression in the bodhisattva ideal, which acts from insight into the non-duality of self and other. Because the distinction between one’s own suffering and that of others is no longer grounded in an enduring self, compassionate action becomes the natural response to conditions as they arise. This is not altruism grounded in self-sacrifice, but action informed by the recognition that clinging to personal identity is itself a source of suffering.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Harvey (2013), p. 126; p.137.] 

In this sense, the ethics of emptiness does not add a moral layer to metaphysical insight; it unfolds from it. Compassion is not commanded but disclosed as the practical consequence of seeing that no being stands apart from the conditions that sustain all others.
This extension of non-self, radicalised within Mahāyāna, brings into focus an unresolved philosophical problem: how to coherently account for continuity and transformation within Buddhist thought.
˜
If all phenomena are empty of inherent nature, how can continuity, memory, and karmic efficacy be coherently explained? The universal application of śūnyatā threatens to destabilise precisely those features of experience that Buddhist soteriology presupposes: moral responsibility, experiential coherence, and the philosophical coherence of the path to liberation.
This problem does not arise from nihilism, but from the internal logic of emptiness itself. Once both persons and dharmas are denied intrinsic existence, continuity cannot be grounded even in momentary events. Mahāyāna thinkers recognised this tension early on: without some account of how experience persists and transforms, emptiness risks undermining the very conditions for awakening it is meant to support.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Harvey (2013), p. 129.] 

The Yogācāra tradition takes this challenge seriously. Rather than retreating from emptiness, it reframes the analysis by shifting attention to cognition and experience, seeking to explain continuity and karmic transmission without reintroducing a substantial self. 
Yogācāra introduces vijñaptimātra as a way of clarifying experience without appealing to metaphysical entities. Instead of proposing an idealist ontology, it treats mind-only as a phenomenological account. Vijñaptimātra addresses how phenomena are given in experience: what appears as an external world is always mediated by cognitive processes and interpretive structures.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Brown (1991), ch. IX; cf. ch. IX.] 

Within this framework, the sense of self is understood as a construction of experience as opposed to an underlying subject. The apparent unity and persistence of the self arise from habitual patterns of cognition, not from a substantial core. By analysing how experience is structured and misinterpreted, Yogācāra preserves the non-substantialist commitments of Mahāyāna while offering a coherent account of personal continuity and transformation.
To address the problem of continuity without reintroducing a self, Yogācāra develops the concept of ālaya-vijñāna. It is characterised as a storehouse consciousness that functions as the carrier of karmic seeds, accounting for the persistence of dispositions, memories, and karmic effects across moments and lifetimes.[footnoteRef:32] It is not presented as a hidden subject, but as a structural feature of experience that explains how causal patterns endure. [32:  Brown (1991), ch. VIII] 

Crucially, ālaya-vijñāna does not undermine the doctrine of non-self. It represents continuity without substance, consistent with anattā.[footnoteRef:33] The storehouse consciousness is itself conditioned, impermanent, and ultimately empty; it does not operate as an ontological ground. In this way, Yogācāra offers a model in which karmic continuity and transformation remain explanatorily coherent without positing an enduring self. [33:  Brown (1991), p. 210-211.] 

Within Mahāyāna, the doctrine of tathāgatagarbha introduces a distinctive way of articulating continuity without reifying the self. Buddha-nature is described as empty of defilements yet full of potential. What is negated are contingent defilements, not the capacity for awakening itself. Emptiness here functions as a condition of possibility, not as a mere absence.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Brown (1991), p. 136.] 

Importantly, tathāgatagarbha does not reintroduce a metaphysical subject.[footnoteRef:35] It affirms no self, but a potential for awakening inherent in all beings. This discourse is soteriological: it aims to counter despair or nihilistic interpretations of emptiness by emphasising that liberation remains possible precisely because phenomena are not fixed.[footnoteRef:36] Buddha-nature thus reframes emptiness as a dynamic openness, preserving non-self while accounting for transformation and awakening.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Brown (1991), p. 141.]  [36:  Harvey (2013), p. 139-140.]  [37:  Brown (1991), ch. VI] 

The Yogācāra account is further refined by its analysis of ownership as a constructed feature of consciousness. Instead of asking who owns actions or experiences, Yogācāra explains how the very sense of ownership arises through the self-referential activity of consciousness. Mental events occur, intentions arise, and actions unfold within a structured continuum, without presupposing a substantial owner beyond these processes. On this basis, Yogācāra reconstructs agency and moral responsibility without invoking an enduring self. 
Yogācāra does not mark a departure from Madhyamaka, nor does it weaken the Mahāyāna rejection of essentialism. Rather, it offers a complementary articulation of the same non-substantialist commitments within the domain of consciousness and experiential continuity. Yogācāra confirms the broader Mahāyāna position: continuity is secured through the dynamic organisation of consciousness itself, most notably through the ālayavijñāna, without recourse to an enduring self. In this way, Yogācāra articulates emptiness as a functional account of continuity that preserves ethical agency and the possibility of awakening while remaining fully consistent with non-self and dependent origination. The following section brings the discussion together by tracing how Buddhist thought repeatedly reshapes the concept of self across different doctrinal contexts.

˜
Across Buddhist thought, the concept of self is not simply rejected but progressively reconfigured through a sustained internal development. This trajectory begins with the Upaniṣadic conception of the self as an absolute core, in which ātman serves as the metaphysical ground of identity, continuity, and liberation. Selfhood here guarantees permanence and meaning by anchoring individual existence in an unchanging reality.
Early Buddhism decisively breaks with this model. Through the doctrine of anattā, the self is dismantled and replaced by a process-oriented account of persons. Identity is no longer grounded in an essence but explained in terms of conditioned aggregates and causal continuity. This move preserves ethical viability while abandoning metaphysical selfhood.
The Prajñāpāramitā literature extends this insight further. What begins as non-self at the level of persons becomes a universalised account of emptiness, applying equally to all dharmas. No phenomenon can claim intrinsic nature; all existence is exhausted by dependent arising. The scope of non-self thus shifts from anthropology to ontology.
Yogācāra responds to the conceptual pressure this universalisation creates. Without retreating from emptiness, it offers continuity without substance, rearticulating persistence, agency, and karmic efficacy through models of cognition and causal storage. Continuity is preserved functionally, not metaphysically.
Finally, tathāgatagarbha discourse reframes emptiness itself. Potential replaces essence: Buddha-nature names neither a self nor a hidden substrate, but the open possibility of awakening grounded in the absence of fixation. Emptiness is not read merely as negation, but as the condition that allows transformation.
Viewed collectively, these stages reveal not a series of contradictions, but a continuous internal development in which each phase responds to tensions generated by the previous one.
Philosophically, this trajectory marks a progressive reconfiguration of identity. Identity shifts from entity to causality, from causality to relationality, and finally to potentiality. At no point is a new essence introduced; instead, each framework refines how continuity and agency can be understood without essentialisation. Buddhist thought thus offers a sustained alternative to substance-based metaphysics: identity is not what endures unchanged, but what arises, functions, and transforms within networks of conditions.
Soteriologically, the implications are equally consistent. Freedom is not achieved by discovering a true self, but by seeing through the illusion of a fixed core altogether. As attachment to identity loosens, suffering diminishes. From this non-grasping orientation, compassion emerges not as a moral add-on, but as the natural response to a world no longer divided by rigid self–other boundaries. Liberation, across these developments, is grounded in insight into contingency without reliance on the affirmation of essence.
˜
To conclude, Buddhist thought develops a progressively more demanding account of the self that remains internally consistent across its historical unfolding. Instead of preserving a metaphysical subject, it redirects attention to the conditions under which personal identity functions, ultimately abandoning any claim to intrinsic selfhood. From early analyses of the person as a contingent configuration of processes to Mahāyāna explorations of universal emptiness, the tradition persistently rejects the reification of self while maintaining the practical coherence of ethical life.
The analysis advanced in this essay shows that this development is best understood as a cumulative reconfiguration rather than a sequence of theoretical breaks. Early Buddhist models replace substance with psychological and causal functionality; the doctrine of śūnyatā then extends this insight by denying inherent existence at every level of analysis. Yogācāra addresses the resulting challenge by reconceiving continuity and agency in explicitly functional terms, without reintroducing a persisting subject. The outcome is neither a metaphysical remainder nor a conceptual retreat, but an account of continuity grounded entirely in conditioned processes instead of ontological foundations.
This developmental arc invites a broader philosophical reflection. The Buddhist tradition does not merely deny the self; it systematically decenters the ‘I’. Liberation is not achieved by discovering a deeper essence, but by loosening the grip of self-reference that structures experience itself.
This, nevertheless, raises important questions. Does the gradual decentring of selfhood ultimately dissolve the standpoint from which liberation is sought? Or does it instead reveal that the path itself presupposes no fixed subject, but only a reconfiguration of experience? And to what extent can ethical responsibility remain compelling when agency is distributed across impersonal processes? The challenge, therefore, lies not in the risk of substantialisation but in the capacity to continue to construe functional continuity in a consistently non-ontological manner.
Rather than resolving these tensions once and for all, Buddhist thought appears to embrace them as philosophically productive. Its account of the self is not static but developmental, shaped by an ongoing negotiation between analysis and practice. In this sense, the Buddhist path to liberation is neither a rejection of personhood nor its metaphysical vindication, but an invitation to rethink what it means to act, respond, and awaken once the centre of experience is no longer anchored in an enduring ‘I’.
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