Essay Question:

If the Buddhist concept of anattā can be understood as challenging the Brahmanical notion of a continuous substantial self, to what extent is this challenge a successful one, in your opinion?
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‘I have walked through many lives,
some of them my own, 
and I am not who I was,
though some principle of being 
abides, from which I struggle
 not to stray.’

(‘The Layers’ – Stanley Kunitz)


The Buddhist concept of anattā for many scholars refutes the Brahmanical notion of an enduring innermost principle in people which could be described as a self. This essay investigates the successfulness of the Buddhists’ claim with regard to plausibility of the concept on an experiential level in comparison to the Brahmanical one. Further it will engage with soteriological aspects and how far the Buddhist view of the non-self can be regarded as achieving its claim to reduce suffering. The essay ends with some brief thoughts on the similarities between the two concepts and how their success depends on the person interpreting the involved imagery and subtle notions of the self or non-self.

The anattā doctrine is based on the assumption that nothing in this world is permanent and everything is in a constant flux of creation and disintegration. No substance is forever stable, everything is a stream of occurrences, held together for a while because of causal dependency resting on unchanging causal laws. Therefore we only find ‘sequences and clusters of momentary events’ (Bartley, 2015, p. 24). This is also true for the notion of self in people. Experiences, thoughts, feelings and memories, like strands of existence, come together for a limited time-period and then fall away again. Gowans for this reason described this notion of self as a process-self, in contrast to the substance-self, and likened the process-self to a rope:

‘Just as a hundred-foot rope may consist only of overlapping strands none of which is longer than ten feet, so a process-self may consist of overlapping and ever-changing aggregates. In each case, there is no common element at the beginning and the end. But there is enough continuity to make identity statements intelligible.’ (Gowans, 2003, p. 81)

Process-selves are no-selves in that they have no fixed core. The proposal is that we believe in a self because there is enough continuity of inner evocative events that we arrive at the conclusion of being an ‘I’ with a separate, lasting entity. This might be reinforced through linguistic conventions. The overlapping quality of the strands of existence then upholds this illusion. Bartley suggests that this impression is deepened also because of our awareness of thoughts, feelings and perceptions. Because we are self-aware of these states, ‘the self-awareness of each is readily confused with that of the subsequent event’ (Bartley, 2015, p. 36). The continuity and stability of inner existence thus rests on a subjective feeling-tone of ourselves which in fact undergoes a constant shuffle of components, so that we are, in this model, not the same people anymore after some time has passed. This, so is assumed, can for example be observed in the obvious dissimilarity of a grown-up person with his or her former existence as a child. 

Contrarily the Brahmanical concept of self seems to acknowledge a stable, unchanging inner essence of a person. Brian Black explains the word ‘atman’ for ‘self’ is likely to be derived from the Sanskrit word ‘an’ for ‘to breathe’ and came to include meanings like ‘life-force, consciousness, essence, nature, or even ultimate reality’ (Black, 2012, p. 12). Nevertheless, Brian Black points out that the word ‘atman’ ‘does not have one consistent meaning across all of its textual appearances’ (Black, 2012, p. 12), but is for example invested with different meanings across the Upanishads, also depending on the teacher whose words are depicted. In some parts we find descriptions of where to find the atman in the body, for example in the Chandogya Upanishad is a passage (Ch.8, 3.3) which says ‘The Self is hidden in the lotus of the heart’ (Easwaran, 2007). This evokes an essence with a specific dwelling place. Permanence and immortality of the self can also be exemplified by a passage from the Chandogya Upanishad, ‘It is true this body is perishable, but within it dwells the imperishable self’ (Easwaran, 2007, p. 150). However, other depictions are more elusive and use negative statements for capturing the self. In the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad the sage Yajñavalkya for example states that 

‘The Imperishable is the seer,…, though unseen; the hearer, though unheard; the thinker, though unthought; the knower though unknown’ (Ch3, 8. 11) (Easwaran, 2007, p. 106).

The self here appears as something extremely subtle which can not easily described in affirmative, graspable characterisation. At the same time though the self is tangibly distinct from the processes described, seeing, thinking and knowing. Furthermore it is supreme, it is the perceiver beyond all perceptions as well the interpreter and knower of all perceptions. This sense of supreme authority, of course, is further developed in those parts of the Upanishads when it is shown that the atman is in fact Brahman. Here the self is seen as an expression of the absolute and independent reality underlying everything, ‘This self of mine within the heart is Brahman’ (Chandogya Upanishad, Ch 3,14.4) (Black, 2012, p. 15). There is an inner core which is wise, as demonstrated in the description above of  ‘the thinker’, ‘the knower’, ‘the seer’. People are essentially perfect and good if they are able to connect with this inner source of wisdom and rid themselves of ignorance, avidya. Avidya can include the notion of a self which is in fact not the self, but a notion emerging out of and being tied to impermanent, material existence, under the spell of sensual input. As has been brought to the fore in some Vedantic schools this misleading sense of self is not connected to the absolute reality underlying everything, which is pure and permanent. ‘Ignorance (Avidya)…is responsible for experiencing …ourselves as individual experiencers and agents’ Bartley formulates for example for the Advaitins (Bartley, 2015, p. 183). Both traditions, the Buddhist’s and the Hindu’s, therefore acknowledge the existence of a false sense of self, with the difference that the Hindus refer to a true self hidden behind the false self, whereas the Buddhists deny this possibility. In the early Brahmanical context therefore the self is, in contrast to Buddhist notions, figuratively locatable and permanent, recognisable as a specific within the person and relates to an absolute underlying principle in the world.

I would argue that both concepts, the concept of non-self and the notion of an enduring self, as a specific outlook on understanding one’s existence in the world, hold aspects which could make them plausible to a person. The Brahmanical notion of a self which is separate from the body but guides all our actions seems to be in tune with our daily experience in which we not only make countless decisions which are uniquely our own but we also have an awareness of ourselves over time. We seem to have an inner voice which compares, judges and evaluates but essentially remains the same. The notion of myself when I was two years old to me is still recognisable the same over fifty years later, despite the fact that I physically might have changed beyond recognition. I would also contend that people who have known me as a child might still be able to distinguish my way of interacting with the world or detect my personality. Furthermore, if we think of the Brahmanical notion of avidya which can cover our real self, one can note that we also sometimes feel not ourselves. The notion of having a wrong sense of self is not completely alien to us. For example in English we use descriptions like ‘I was not really myself’, usually because we are in a state of confusion.

On the other hand, I can not exclude that this notion of an inner stable self is a construct of my mind, which would support the Buddhist notion of non-self. Christopher Bartley for example points towards William James’ intriguing proposition of a ‘no-self theory’ in which continuity of consciousness is a consequence of a thought remembering its predecessor but is not owned by some independent instance, ‘Each Thought is thus born an owner, and dies unowned, transmitting whatever it realized as its Self to its own later proprietor’ (Bartley, 2015, p. 35). William Jones’ model has some similarity with the idea of the rope of consciousness presented by Gowans (see above). Parts or thoughts assemble and then disintegrate and it is this momentary cluster which transmits the experience of self but there is no owner of self behind it. Similarity between my self in the past, now and later is enough to uphold the impression of continuity (see also (Gowans, 2003, p. 108)). These models seem corroborated by the feature of impermanence visible in everything around us. If one looks towards nature the feature of constant change, of becoming, ageing, declining and dying clearly is all pervasive. So, as we are made of organic matter, it seems to suggest itself to extend this aspect of life to our consciousness and perception of the self. However, certain elements in nature appear to us as having substantial longevity by being unchanging in their essence over long periods of time, if one thinks of trees for example. In the same way, one could argue people have a continuous, apparently stable essence from birth to death. For the Buddhist model to be true it demands at least a certain ability of detachment and skill of abstraction to explain existence to oneself on these uncertain foundations.

However, it can also be seen as a strength that Buddhism acknowledges and integrates elusiveness as a fundamental part of the concept. In the Brahmanical tradition it is curious that on the one hand they insist on a stable self but on the other hand, as we have seen above, they find it difficult to describe. Similarly to the mentioned text passage of the ‘unknown knower ‘ this is for example conveyed in the story of Śvetaketu in the Chandogya Upanishad. When Śvetaketu returns home to his father Uddalaka after twelve years of studying the Vedas to become a Brahmin he still hasn’t understood what the essence of himself is. ‘You are that, Śvetaketu; you are that,’ Uddalaka tries to explain again and again to him (Easwaran, 2007, p. 133). The journey to unveil the inner stable self is already in the Upanishads depicted as an arduous one, which for the common person is difficult to achieve. One will perhaps, in this lifetime, not exactly know what they proclaim to be a  pure and permanent self. There will always be the possibility that there is no extraordinary and good essence which is connected to an absolute underlying reality. Thus it seems in the end that from our experience alone both models, the Brahmanical and the Buddhist one, require a certain amount of faith to adopt their respective form of imagery within their philosophy - one could think of the rope versus the lotus-flower in the heart - but that the Buddhist tradition embraces uncertainty into the foundation of their reasoning.

If it is difficult to decide which of these two traditions appears more plausible and more accessible on an experiential level it might be more revealing to look at the successfulness of the Buddhist challenge to the Brahmanical notion of self with regard to their claim of bringing relief from suffering. The Buddha’s philosophy was born out of the impulse to alleviate dukkha (suffering). In his first moments of Enlightenment he was struck by the insight that the suffering which was all around him was not an unavoidable and ubiquitous feature of life but had a cause which could be addressed. Walpola Sri Rahula summarises that the ‘most palpable and immediate cause’ of suffering is tanhā, ‘thirst’ or craving (Rahula, 1997, p. 29). This craving has at its centre ‘the false idea of self arising out of ignorance’ (Rahula, 1997, p. 30). The root cause for the suffering in the world therefore can be found in our belief in a permanent self which we want to protect and enrich. This attachment then results in worry about these matters, further feeding greed, anger and delusion. If we would be able to let go of a notion of self, we would feel the pointlessness of amassing materials or overidentifying with ownership of mental conceptions. The Buddha places the concept of ānatta at the centre of a misery which engulfs us not only as a person but also has serious consequences for the world we live in, through the course of our actions. 

Adopting a position of non-attachment to an inner stable self seems to have the immediate value that there are less things to worry about as I am acknowledging a higher degree of change which determines my existence through surrounding factors. If there is a causal continuity which brought me into being and continues to affect my life there will always be aspects of existence I have no control over. Schopenhauer once evoked the determinism in life through an analogy with water. The shape and flowing of water is always exposed to atmospheric pressures, gravity, wind and currents (Janaway, 2002, p. 95). In the same way we find ourselves in life limited to certain actions, related to time and place. We might think of ourselves as a wave in the ocean. Our life is framed by particular conditions from moment to moment. Being part of a great unfolding of events my life might appear of less importance than I sometimes venture to think. Perhaps I therefore feel less under pressure to achieve anything particular for myself in the future or amass symbols of status and power around me. Instead I could regard myself more within a network of evolving existence which might, as the Buddha predicted, elicit more interest and compassion towards the people and phenomena around me. While I am preoccupied with worrying about what I did or what happened to me in the past or what I want to achieve for the future I am distracted from the moment. One can argue that it is only in the presence, within the confinement of certain conditions, those of time and place for example, that I have some freedom to act. I can see that the Buddhist model therefore can have positive consequences for someone’s well-being and, rippling out from there, for the world. 

Nevertheless, we might contend that the early Hindus’ notions of holding the possibility of a wrong sense of self is open to a similar thrust of ideas. Taking the wrong, impermanent self as the true self, a person equally would try to enrich this false concept of the stable self. The pure true stable self contrarily, in their view, would not be under the spell of a fascination with perishable values. The idea of renunciation of personal gain is often reiterated. A text passage from the Bhagavad Gita for example summarises ‘Having no expectation of result, … giving up all desire for acquisitions and acting only for the maintenance of the body, a person remains free from contamination’ (Ch.4, vs 21) (Sutton, 2016, p. 75). A person in the Brahmanical tradition thus similarly would strive to let go of features of a deluded self to avoid anguish. But they do assume a wiser owner behind all delusions.

The question therefore is, can we forego suffering as a person in this world more successfully without the concept of a stable inner core. As established above we regard ourselves often as a unified structure of body, mind and feelings which despite its changes over time is owned by the same person. Even if we are not interested in enrichening ourselves we will take measures to keep this inner owner safe, which makes sense not only for ourselves but also for the people around us who expect us to shoulder this responsibility. Similarly, on an emotional level for example, we will always love and grieve for particular people which we experience as having selves. It seems we can not function in this world without on a very practical level assuming ourselves and others as stable selves. Rupert Gethin therefore, in a discussion about no-self, reasoned that there is a deep psychological and emotional aspect within our efforts of being ‘a particular kind of person’ (Gethin, 1998, p. 147).

So although we might to a degree feel intrigued by the idea of experiencing less suffering by letting go of a notion of self we also perhaps need to accept that part of being an ordinary human person involves assuming one. The Mādhyamika school of Buddhism upholds that the Buddha therefore lectured with two truths in mind: conventional and ultimate truth. Conventional truth is delusional, tied to the language we use, where words bring things into existence. On the other hand ultimate truth encompasses that all things are empty, even of ultimate realities. It is this insight which allows us to see behind conventional truths and not attach to it but rather ‘skilfully work with them’ (Harvey, 2013, p. 119). It seems as if the Buddha foresaw the human dilemma. A stable inner self can be provisionally envisaged but one should not get attached to it, as this opens the door to suffering. For the average person then freedom from suffering will depend on how well this person is able to distinguish between conventional and ultimate truth, to what degree one can as a whole person, physically, emotionally, mentally, step back and detach from what appears to present itself. The Buddha taught in the forth noble truth that there is a path to non-suffering and that this path, the Eightfold path, is open to everyone who makes the effort to cultivate the tools towards this crucial insight. However, it is clear, for example Burton points out, that this path is deeply rooted in practice, involving a broader ‘path of ethical Buddhist training and meditation’ (Burton, 2013, p. 152).

Similarly to Buddhism, liberation from suffering in the Brahmanical tradition, rests on the ability to realise the true self or Brahman in the ātman, as was demonstrated in the story of Śvetaketu from the Chandogya Upanishad. In the Upanishads it is shown that the true self can not suffer. Liberation therefore depends on breaking through the veil of ignorance, avidya, which leads us astray. As we have seen in both traditions it requires unrelenting commitment and the ability to pursue spiritual matters to achieve liberation. Nevertheless, it can be pointed out, that in early Hinduism this opportunity was not available to everyone. In a deeply stratified society this was foremost accessible only to the Brahmins. The Buddha’s rejection of a privileged access to liberation, opening it to everyone, can therefore be seen as a successful step towards equality and humanity. Both outlooks place an emphasis on continuous effort and discipline to find the alleviation from suffering but Buddhism seems to have a less hierarchically structured and more egalitarian view.

However, to explore the conclusiveness of the respective models further, what appears confounding in the Buddhist tradition is that despite their insistence of no-self the concepts of karma and reincarnation can still be applied. Bartley summarises karma as ‘a recognition that one’s intentional, deliberate actions generate a sort of residue that awaits fruition in this life or in a subsequent life’ (Bartley, 2015, p. 2). These ‘residues’ then somehow stick to the true self in the Brahmanical notion but also to the non-self, the cluster of events which forms a process-self, to use Gowans’ terminology. However, the Brahmanical notion of a true self which is somehow locatable and permanent, and recognisable as a specific within the person, bends more easily to the notion that this unit of self accumulates karma which then is carried over into the next life, if one at all wants to consider the possibility of rebirth. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad for example offers the image of the caterpillar:

‘As a caterpillar, having come to the end of one blade of grass, draws itself together and reaches out for the next, so the self having come to the end of one life and dispelled all ignorance, gathers in his faculties and reaches out from the old body to the new.’ (Easwaran, 2007, p. 114)
 
Even if I find it difficult to understand the idea of migration of a self or soul from one body to the next, the more condensed imagery of the Brahmanical notions at least makes the concept more graspable. However, the Buddhist model of anattā in which streams of occurrences continuously converge and diverge evades imagination to a higher degree. The causal connectedness which evokes the cluster of events that is me, must hold enough  continuity and connectivity to bring a new cluster into another life, which is not really me but carries some of my accumulated karma. Bartley formulates that the next person is ‘neither the same nor different’ (Bartley, 2015, p. 26).

Both Bartley and Gowans in their respective investigations of the repercussions of the notions of non-self, seem to believe that enough similarity and consistency exists between streams of clustered occurrences to warrant the idea of karma as well as of rebirth. Gowans for example argues that ‘as long as there is sufficient causal continuity and similarity between my process-self now and later, the idea of karma is coherent’ (Gowans, 2003, p. 107). He believes that we do not need to assume an independent instance behind these occurrences which we take as our self, as in the Brahmanical notion, to validate that certain actions stick with our stream of existence, even beyond death. If we think of our actions as accompanied by an inner physical, mental and emotional reality which is constantly challenged and formed by an outer reality, I can see how residues of these actions begin to stick, dispositions are reinforced through memory, intentions evolve into our consciousness and actions have lasting effects on my environment, even beyond my death. But it is more challenging to see that these particular clusters of karmic load are reborn in another being.

However, karma in both traditions is intimately linked to liberation from suffering and so the theory of karma and rebirth again, instead of being investigated in their comprehensibility alone, can be perceived as an approach to guide people towards a more meaningful and happier life. In Hinduism karma prevents liberation and the aim is to avoid the accumulation of further karma. So for example the Bhagavad-Gita advocates selfless actions which do not produce more karma, ‘…sages…who renounce the fruit of action, are released from the bondage of birth and attain to the state which is free from all ills’ (BG 2:51) (Gandhi, 2019, p. 50). Selfless actions therefore are believed to help reducing karma and suffering and ultimately to bring liberation. Contrarily, however, in Buddhism one can not escape karma (Bartley, 2015, p. 32). Karma is intrinsically inherent in the non-self which consists of a cluster of events. Liberation here is found by understanding that morality is an aim in itself. By complete realisation of moral responsibility, which does not depend on an inner self, but only on our intentions moment by moment, enlightenment can be achieved within one’s lifetime, ‘Morality and meditation are not understood instrumentally as a means to something different. Their complete realisation is what enlightenment means’, Bartley summarises (Bartley, 2015, p. 33). It seems to me that the Buddha’s highlighting of morality for morality’s sake more successfully reinforces the idea of letting go of egoistic ballast or personal benefits. Caring for someone, for example, without expecting anything for myself, now or in a future life, seems to lift the activity of caring itself to a higher level, which ultimately seems to bring more happiness into the world. Additionally, as enlightenment can be achieved within one’s lifetime, joy and liberation seem to be more within reach in the Buddhist tradition, which appears more encouraging with regard to following this path.

Still, the above discussion has brought to the fore that between these both concepts, the Brahmanical and the Buddhist one, a number of interesting similarities prevail, despite the Buddhist negation of self. So both accept that a delusional sense of self can exist in people, which needs to be overcome. Both suggest a model of what we really are that is to a degree elusive and its complete realisation demands effort, discipline and faith. Both ways of thought seek to emphasise the necessity of a righteous way and the assumption of moral responsibility, believing that our actions contribute to our happiness. The Buddhist approach is more radical in that it asks us to forego any clinging to the idea of self, as well as to an inner connection to something bigger than ourselves. It thus promotes a more radical version of selfless action. But it is also more generous when it promises that enlightenment can be achieved in this lifetime and by everyone. Nevertheless, it is the amount of similarities which struck me when comparing these two big world religions. Their differences sometimes seem to hinge on subtle interpretations what the self (lotus-flower in the heart) or non-self (rope of events) is. For instance, to me, if we think of the self more like a quality, like the quality of light, in the sense of enlightening, or the quality of love, which motivates us to build meaningful relationships and seek out beauty, it seems both models can incorporate this interpretation. The ātman could be a source of this prevailing quality as well as it seems conceivable that causal dependencies of the universe evoke temporary clusters of the same quality. 

To conclude, if we want to settle to what extent the Buddhist challenge of the Brahmanical notion of a constant self is successful, the answer can’t be given in a straightforward, universally applicably way. For a person to decide between these ways of thinking a lot will depend on what sort of stability and promise they need and to what extent imagery and comprehensibility resonate with that person. 
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