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The Venerable Ananda sat next to the Blessed One and addressed 

him: "Reverend Master, I have heard it said again and again 'the 

world is empty, the world is empty.' But in what sense is it said 

that the world is empty?" "Ananda, it is because it is empty of self 

and of anything belonging to self that the world is said to be 

empty."1

The question of what exactly is the referent of the Buddhist denial of self con­
tinues to baffle the outside critical observer. The question has a long pedigree in 
Asia, where it was a fundamental and divisive issue among Buddhists. But it has 
also a long history in the West, where, closely allied to the question of "the meaning 
ofnirva:p.a," it has produced a substantial literature. The western pedigree of the "no� 
self question" carries us from the times when it was assumed that the object of the 
"Buddhist" denial was the Upani�adic self ( or Self with a capital according to one 
convention) through the times when some argued for a Buddhist Self (also capital­
ized).2 The history of the debate has taken some new twists in more recent, and by 
far more sophisticated analyses (Collins 1982 & 1994; Oetke 1988; Tillemans 
1996). 

The consensus among western scholars points in the direction of a variety of 
Buddhist positions, and questions the wisdom (and ultimately the usefulness) of 
attempting to lmow what the original teaching may have been. Collins (1994) and 
Tillemans (1996) have examined this spectrum of conclusions. 

In the present essay, I would like to add two more qualifications, exploring 
them briefly in light of selected Nikaya and Agarna texts. The hypotheses proposed 
in this paper are extensions or particular applications of the principle that was ex­
pressed by Collins with regards to the constructions of self generally. Collins (1994, 
p. 67) argues that "[ o ]ne might say that human beings are articulated conceptually as
agents, by themselves and in relation to each other, in different ways, in different
discourses." The hypotheses can also be construed as two theoretical qualifications
to the quest for the Buddhist non-self Both qualifications raise the question of what
may have been the "self' or "selves" that were the object of the Buddhist critique.



22 

First, I propose that different Buddhist voices may interact among themselves and 
with non-Buddhist voices in ways that are not necessarily linear. This would mean 
that the terms "self' and "no-self' are not univocal. Buddhists and non-Buddhists 
could interact in polemics without assuming a single notion of self. Likewis�, doc­
trinal experts and philosophers may argue for a propositional no-self, yet assume 
and propound other types of no-self-social, ethical, etc. These other notions of self 
and no-self are not necessarily linked to the ontology expressed or implied by the 
Buddhist philosophical critique.3 

Second, the contemporary scholar's view of the Buddhist no-self presupposes 
notions ( explicit or implicit) of what may have been the Buddhist notions· of the self 
that is the object of the denial. These western preconceptions cannot be separated 
easily from our own notions of what is self. And, yet, we do not have a single set of 
such notions. We have, for instance, major differences of culture, class, and individ­
ual character that affect so-called "western notions of the self" The elusiveness and 
ambiguity of English selflessness, for instance, has been mentioned repeatedly in the 
scholarly literature. As still other examples of the problem one may mention the fact 
that Romance languages, for instance, have no simple, much less a natural, set of 
grammatical categories to distinguish self from "I." Contemporary English, collo­
quial and psychological, usage of words like "self," "ego," "inner self," and "iden­
tity,"is equally problematic. The picture becomes even more confusing if we also 
consider words like "soul," "spirit," "personality," and "mind." All of these words 
have a privileged status in North American and British folk metaphysics and in the 
construction of the English-speaker's "selfimage" (if I may be allowed to incur in 
my own brand of obscurantism to make a rhetorical point). 

However, slippage and confusion is not the privileged territory of the English 
speaker. Nor is the rhetorical or polemic exploitation of this slippage a new thing. 
Consider for instance a key passage in Santideva's Bodhicarya.vata.ra (La Vallee 
Poussin; 1914) Chapter IX, stanzas 68-71). What superficially may appear to be an 
argument against "the" notion of "self," turns out to be actually, against "one" par­
ticular notion of self-and one that is clearly tied to folk usage. 

The passage in question is directed at the Nyaya- Vaise;,ika notion of the T­
a notion that is far from intuitive to a western observer. In the Nyaya-Vaise;,ika 
view, the "I" is a non-conscious, unchanging nonmaterial entity. It is under most 
circumstances "associated" with cognition (or consciousness), but it is not always 
conscious. This is, in fact, a very reasonable hypothesis. It is problematic to western 
folk notions only because it opens the door to the possibility of identity apart from 
awareness (as I would argue any theory of the self would have to assume). 
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Santideva's Buddhist critique does not bother to go into the subtleties of the 
phenomenology of self and identity. It attacks the Nyaya-Vaise,sika position with 
typical prasangika tactics: 

IX.68. Now, an unconscious [self, such as the pure "soul" you posit,] cannot
be an "I," because it is unconscious like a rag or some other [insentient ob­
ject]. If on the other hand [you propose] that [this soul] cognizes through a
close connection to consciousness, [then] it would follow that when it is not
cognizing it is dead.

This attack is directed at the problems inherent in a non-conscious self. But 
Buddhist critics also find fault in the notion of an unchanging self (in fact they may 
find fault in almost any notion of an unchanging entity). One typical way of arguing 
this point is to question the possibility of a conjunction of immutability and agency. 
In this case Santideva argues by assuming that consciousness is a form of agency, 
and hence a form of change, which is incompatible with the notion of an unchang­
ing self: 

IX.69. If on the other hand the self is something that does not change at all,
then what can consciousness do for it? [If it were as you propose,] then one
could likewise think that empty space, which is unconscious and inactive, has
what it takes to be a self.

The next two stanzas raise the issue of agency explicitly-the shift into this 
topic suggesting how close awareness and action-mutability are in the Buddhist 
view of self. The stanzas can be translated as follows: 

IX.70. If [the opponent argues that] without a self the connection between ac­
tion and its fruits would not be possible, [ we say this is not the case] because
who would possess [then] the fruit if [ the doer] dies after he has carried out the
action?

Finally, Santideva introduces the argument that seems to me most insightful: 
to describe "self' accurately one must attribute to this entity a fluidity and disconti­
nuity that is, in the end, perfectly consistent with the Buddhist view of what self is 
(or is not): 

IX.71. Moreover, we both agree that action and fruit have separate locations,
and you think that the self is inactive. Is this polemic then not pointless?
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These are all specific arguments against a particular conception of the "self." 
And, as we have seen, here "self' and "I" seem to be conflated. But, are all Bud­
dhists at all times referring to this self? Can these arguments apply to any concep­
tion of self? 

I believe the answer to both questions is "no." And this is part of the problem 
with attempting to understand the notion of no-self from a limited philosophical 
analysis of particular stistric presentations.4 Before we conclude that Buddhists have 
traditionally engaged in a deceptive game of spurious arguments about an obscure 
metaphysical category we need to ask ourselves if Buddhists are not denying 
something more than the Nyaya-Vaise�ika abstraction. 

2. Empty of Self

Like Santideva's passage, "classical" or "canonical" passages (that is the ar­
guments of suttas and satras/ have a polemical context, or a set of contexts. How­
ever, these contexts are more elusive than those of the sastrie passages-in part be­
cause we lack external evidence of their contexts, in part because the Nikaya and 
Agama contexts present both redactional and situational complexity.6 Nevertheless, 
I would like to propose that we can reach a reasonable degree of understanding by 
looking at the suggested situational context as well as at the wording of various 
statements on self and no-self I also propose that we can increase the clarity of our 
understanding ( or at least of our ignorance) by examining some or our. own cultural 
and personal presuppositions about self and no-self. 

The :fragment quoted in the epigraph suggests one way in which the classical 
texts define "self' and what is not self The passage appears to be defining the ex­
tension of the term "empty" (suiiiia) as it applies to "world" (l.oka). The passage is 
part ofa short sutta titled Suiliialoka-sutta, which in fact follows immediately after 
the Palokadhamma-sutta in which the question of what is meant by "world" is ex­
plained by a pun between "world" (l.oka) and "decay" (paloca). 

But in the Suiliialoka-sutta quoted in the epigraph we are told that the world is 
empty because it is empty of self and of anything belonging to self. The sutta then 
asks, "but what is it that is empty of self and of what belongs to self?" (kiiica lin­
anda, suiiiia1t1 attena vii attaniyena vii}. The text continues, adding what is best con­
strued as its own commentary (SN, IV.54): 

• The visual organ, Ananda, is empty of self and of anything belonging to self
Visible foITDS are empty of self and of anything belonging to self. Visual con­
sciousness is empty of self and of anything belonging to self. Visual contact is
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empty of self and of anything belonging to self. And whatever arises in de­
pendence on or conditioned by visual contact (yampidan; cakkhu-samphassa­

paccaya uppajjati), whether it is experienced as pleasurable or painful, or as 
neutral, that too is empty of self and of anything belonging to self. 

Needless to say, exactly the same statements are made regarding the remain­
ing dimensions of awareness and self-awareness that constitute the list of phenom­
ena we have come to designate as the eighteen "elements" or "sense bases" (for lack 
of any reasonable English equivalent for the Indian term dhatu). 

Now, is this passage something more than a denial of the ontological proposi­
tion "there is a substantial self underneath each and every one of these facts of 
awareness"? I believe the last sentence in the paragraph should be read as the cul­
mination of the paragraph: agency and possession are misconceptions of our rela­
tionship to pleasurable, painful, and neutral feelings and sensations. If this is the 
way it should be read, then the passage is in fact something more than the denial of 
an ontological proposition. It is also stating that there is a problem in our notions of 
agency and possession. As we shall see presently, the problem is in good measure 
due to our false attribution of agency and possession to things that lack both capaci­
ties, and in the behaviors that result when we act on this false attribution. 

This interpretation is reinforced by a short text following immediately after the 
Suiiiialoka-sutta. This text is appropriately titled "Summary of Dharma" 
(Sarikhittadhamma-sutta),7 as it presents in summary or outline form the traditional 
argument for the "denial of the self." This is an outline or bare-bones version of the 
main argument of the so-called "Second Sermon," labeled Anattalakkhap.a-sutta by 
the commentarial tradition. The Sarikhittadhamma-sutta version of this classical 
argument reads (SN, IV.54): 8 

"What do you think, Ananda, is the eye permanent or impermanent?"9 

"Impermanent, Reverend Master." 
"But, that which is impermanent, is it painful or pleasurable?" 
"It is painful, Reverend Master." 
"But, that which is impermanent, painful, bound to· change 

(vipari,:zamadhamma), is it reasonable to regard it (kallan nu samanupassitun;) 

in this manner: 'this is mine, I am this, this is my self ?" (etan; mama, eso 

'ham asmi, eso me atta). 

"No, it is not so, Revered Master." 

The passage concludes by stating categorically that "that which is imperma­
nent, painful, bound to change" cannot be "self." Yet, the passage is also implying 
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( and here is where the proponents of a Buddhist self have missed-the subtlety of the 
argument) that everything that we could possibly regard as self is nothing but this 
self of suffering. 

Even if we consider this general self of suffering as an entity defined by some 
sort of philosophical argument, we see that it is established by an argument about 
human action and human expectations as much as by arguments about ontology. 
This is suggested by some of the variant pericopes that may be regarded as various 
versions of the same logion at the core of the "Second Sermon." 10 Consider for in­
stance another formulation from Sa,ziyutta Nikiiya (SN, 111.82-83): 

Bodily fonn, monks, is impermanent. That which is impermanent is painful. 
That which is painful is not self. One should regard that which is not a self for 
what it truly is (yathiibhuta,zi), with an accurate discernment (sammap­

pafifiiiya), in this manner: "this is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self' 
(neta,zi mama, neso 'ham asmi, na me 'so attii). 11 

Exactly the same formula is then, predictably, applied to the remaining four 
skandhas. 12 Although statements of this sort can be, and have been read as tanta­
mount to a reduction of the self to the skandhas, the argument is not constructed 
exclusively on the analysis of self or person into these five "aggregates."13 

The fourth volume of the Pali Text Society edition of the Sa,ziyutta Nikiiya 

(SN, IV.1) begins with a si.itra titled the Ajjhattanicca-sutta: 14 

The visual organ, monks, is impermanent. That which is impermanent is pain­
ful. That which is painful is not self. One should regard that which is not a self 
for what it truly is (yathiibhata,zi), with an accurate discernment (sammap­

paiifiiiya), in this manner: "this is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self' 
(neta,zi mama, neso 'ham asmi, na me 'so attii). 

Thus, it is not just the skandhas, but the whole field of what we experience as 
self and through self. The formulaic argument is applied to other categories of phe­
nomena in a Sal1Jkhya like enumeration. Such enumerations, however, are not the 

only way in which the close connection between self and suffering is established. 
One of several suttas titled "Samiddhi-sutta" in the Sa,ziyutta Nikiiya presents 

a passage that is reminiscent of the passage in the epigraph, and seems to belong to a 
similar subgenre (SN, IV.39): 15 
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He sat next to the Blessed One and addressed him: "Reverend Master, I have 
heard it said again and again, 'sentient beings, sentient beings.' But, what sort 
of thing is a sentient being, or what is meant by this concept 'sentient being'?" 

Samiddhi where you find a visual organ, where you find visual form, 
visual consciousness, and phenomena to be cognized by visual con�ciousness 
(cakkhuvifiiiilnaviiiiiiltabba dhammil}, there you will find a sentient being or 
the conception of a sentient being (sattapaiiiiatti).

But the text continues: 

And, furthermore, Sarniddhi, where you find no visual organ, where you 
find no visual form, no visual consciousness, and no phenomena to be cog­
nized by visual consciousness, there you will find no sentient being nor the 
concept of a sentient being. 

This is all followed by a long passage (IV.39-40) defining in similar fashion 
suffering (dukkha) and world (loka). The proximity of these passages and the simi­
larity in structure suggests that "self," "sentient being," "world," and "suffering" are 
near synonyms. Similarly, the notion of no-self must then involve a critique of cer­
tain constructions of the world and its connection to personal awareness, and to con­
structions of felicity and infelicity, as well. 

The self that is being denied is something more than an ontological or meta­
physical "self." It is, of course, a vague notion of "I," or "what I am," and it is the 
vague sense in which we all, since childhood, experience ourselves as "a sentient 
thing," and hence begin to experience "our self' as a separate, sentient being. But 
this self is also specifically the "I" of suffering and being in the world, the "I" of 
certain forms of sentience: pleasure and desire, pain and revulsion. The sastric cri­
tiques only scratch the surface of this much more· complex notion of self. 

3. Suspicions of a Self

The following text contains further variations of the two common logia I have 
been discussing so far. As already noted, these are traditionally identified as part of 
the Second Sermon delivered by the Buddha after his enlightenment, presumably 
after the Sermon on the Four Noble Truths and also at the Deer Park in Benares. 
This version raises interesting issues regarding what some Buddhists may have con­
sidered to be the characteristics of"self." 16 
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The setting was in Benares, at the Deer Park. 17 At that time, the Blessed
One addressed the group of the five monks. He said this: 18 "The body, monks,
is not self. 19 If the body, monks, were self, it would not bring pain, and one
would be able to will, with respect to the body, 'let my body be like this, let 
my body not be like this.' But since the body, monks, is not self, therefore, it 
brings pain, and one is not able to will, with respect to the body, 'let my body 
be like this, let my body not be like this."20 

As can be easily predicted, the text then proceeds to make exactly the same 
claims regarding the other four aggregates (skandhas): sensations, thoughts and con­
ceptions, habitual tendencies, and consciousness.2 1 All of these are not self.

The passage implies a close connection between self on the one hand, and will 
and absence of pain on the other. By implication there is also a necessary connection 
between that which is not self, and pain and lack of control. Thus, one can say that 
anything that one could identify as self or part of self "is not self," and this is why 
''it brings pain, and one is not able to will, with respect to [it], 'let [it] be like this, let 
[it] not be like this.' " 

The text continues with the chain of arguments mentioned above in the outline 
or summary presentations of the Second Sermon: 

''Now, what do you think, monks? Is the body permanent or imperma-
nent?"22 

"It is impermanent, Venerable one.". 
"And what is impermanent, is that happiness or is it suffering?" 
"Suffering, Venerable One." 
"What is impermanent, suffering, unstable by nature, is it fitting to re-

gard it thus: 'this is mine, I am this, this is my self?'23 

"Surely it is not, Venerable One." 
"So also it is with sensations, thoughts and conceptions, habitual tenden­

cies, and consciousness. 24 

"Therefore, monks, whatever is body, be it past, future or pres\!nt, inter­
nal or external, obvious or subtle, base or refined, far or near, it all should be 
perceived with right discernment, as it really is: namely, 'this is not mine, this 
I am not, this is not my self."25 

Again predictably, the text then applies the same argument to "sensations,, 
thoughts and conceptions, habitual tendencies, and consciousness."26 For all of the
skandhas, absence of control is tantamount to absence of self. But control is not 
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achieved by restoring some notion of self, rather it is established by the practice of 
the Path (miirga): 

"Seeing in this manner, monks, the learned noble disciple � away 
from body, turns away from sensations, turns away from thoughts and con­
ceptions, turns away from habitual tendencies, turns away from conscious­
ness. As he turns away he becomes dispassionate; when he becomes dispas­
sionate, he becomes free; and when he is free, he knows 'I am free.' And thus 
he discerns clearly: destroyed is birth, the holy life has been lived fully, the 
task has been accomplished, in this state there is no hereafter."27 

In this manner did the Blessed One speak. The five monks were elated,28 

and they applauded the words of the Blessed One. 
And, as this sermon was being delivered the minds of the five monks 

grasped no more at existence and became free from any growth in future 
karma.29 

Unless this passage hides a subtle notion of self, we must assume that control 
and agency are therefore possible even ifthere is no self to be found anywhere. We 
must also assume that complete control is only possible in the Path. One can easily 
see why some may have been led to assume a Buddhist belief in a higher self: the 
Path and its practice bring about everything that has been declared to be absent from 
that which is not self. The similarities between a self and the Path and its goal are in 
a few simple claims: that the Path is agency and control, that it is the only sphere of 
existence in which the will corresponds.to a realistic goal, and that it leads to felicity 
and freedom from suffering. 

4. Agency and Freedom

The last paragraphs of the above sutta can be ignored as so much filling, or 
they can be read as witnesses to an important context of the no-self debate. Al­
though it is possible (and arguably legitimate) to separate the skeleton argument 
from its religious context, it is also true that it usually occurs embedded in a par­
ticular form of religious discourse. It is not the rhetoric of selflessness (in the con­
temporary English sense), but the rhetoric of self-cultivation. Hence the paradox: 
no-self ( absence of the presumed unchanging agent) is very much about self 
(agency, freedom, felicity). 

We have already seen that no-self is about self control. But it is also about 
awareness, knowledge, and purity. This is seen in numerous passages, but is espe-
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cially clear in the use of stock phrases in a classical formulation of the so-called 
three signs of the Buddha Dharma (they happen to be four in many of the variant 
versions). These occur (as four) in 1;he Udanavarga, for instance. One Central Asian 
manuscript of this text presents an interconnected argument that is reminisc·ent of 
the canonical account of the Second Sermon. '30 This variant reads as follows:3 1 

XII.5.

XII.6.

XII.7.
XII.8.

When one sees with discernment-
that all compounded things are impermanent; 
then one becomes free from suffering. 32 

This is the path to purification. 
When one sees with discernment 
that everything impermanent leads to suffering, 
then one becomes free from suffering. 
This is the path to purification. 

33 

When one sees with discernment 
that everything that is suffering is without a self, 
then one becomes free from suffering. 
This is the path to purification. 

The passage parallels the reasoning expressed in the Second Sermon. But it 
also reinforces the doctrinal frames seen elsewhere by using stock phrases from 
other contexts. For instance, "sees with discernment" may be construed as a metrical 
variant of ''by means of true discernment" Toe phrase "then one becomes free from 
suffering" is a variant of "when he becomes dispassionate, he becomes free"--espe­
cially given the ambiguity of the Sanskrit expression. "This the path to purification" 
reminds us not only of the centrality of path, but also of the fact that no-self and self 
have m1,1ch to do with ascetic self-cultivation, renunciation, and sainthood. 

But one should note that in this passage two things change in the location and 
structuring of the argument. First, the argument is not exactly the same as the argu­
ment presented earlier,34 and second the frame tends to be more repetitive than in 
other locations. It is as if self, suffering, and impermanence ( and, of course, empti­
ness), were direct links to impurity, and the opposite of right awareness. The pas­
sage suggests an interconnection between impermanence, suffering, and self, and 
their close links within a network that includes purity/impurity, freedom/bondage, 
and knowledge/ignorance (or unawareness). This is a net of meanings that can be 
instantiated in almost any canonical passage. This is done masterfully in the fol­
lowing passage from the Chinese version of the Sar,:zyukta Agama [Taisho, ii, 
#99(262), 66b-c]. This s{itra represents a different version or transmission of the 



31 

doctrine expressed in the preceding selections; it corresponds to the Channa-sutta of 
San:zy;_tta Nikaya, IiI,_ 132-135.35 Like its Pali parallel, this sutra represents several 
voices. First, there is Channa, the seeker. Second, we meet the monks who first in­
struct him (presented as if they represent the surface meaning of the Second Ser­
mon). Third are the two intermediaries: Ananda (who would be the spokesperson 
for the Buddha himself), and Katyayana (who appears both as intermediary, and 
perhaps as pretext to introduce the logion that is being used here as scriptural com­
mentary). 36 Finally, the sutta refers to, or is in part directed at a non-Buddhist world 
that grasps at systems and views of existence. 37 

Thus have I heard. At one time a large congregation of elder monks 
were staying in the Deer Park at :Rsivadana in the kingdom of Benares. The 
Buddha had already attained his parinirviilla. At that time the elder Channa 
early in the morning dressed himself in his robe, picked up his bowl, and went 
begging for alms food in the city of Benares. After he had his meal, he re­
turned, put away his [upper] robe and his bowl, and washed his feet. Then he 
took h

i

s door key and went from hermitage to hermitage, and from cell to cell, 
and to every place where monks were doing their aftermeal walking medita­
tion. And to every monk [he encountered] he pleaded and asked: "Please in­
struct me. Please teach me the Dharma. Please let me know and see the 
Dharma, that I may know according to the Dharma, that I may perceive ac­
cording to the Dharma." 

Then every monk told Channa: "The body is impermanent. Sensations, 
thoughts and conceptions, habitual tendencies, and consciousness are imper­
manent. All compounded things are impermanent. All dharmas are without a 
self Nirvana is peace. "38 

Channa replied to each one of these monks: "I already know this, that 
the body is impermanent, that sensations, thoughts and conceptions, habitual 
tendencies, and consciousness are impermanent, that all compounded things 
are impermanent, that all dharmas are without a self, that nirvana is peace." 
But Channa also said, "Still I find no joy in hearing this, that all compounded 
things are empty, and at peace. I am unable to attain the extinction of craving, 
the abandonment of desire, nirvana. In this state, how will I know or see so 
that I can say 'In this way I know, in this way I see'?" 

This statement is crucial. Channa is not satisfied with a pat answer. He is not 
satisfied by a repetition of a doctrine he has heard before, because this doctrine has 
not had the expected transforming effect. He therefore challenges the authority of 
his teachers and asks for a competent teacher: 
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A second and a third time he asked this question. Channa then asked, 
"Who has the capacity here to teach me the Dharrna so that I may know the 
Dharrna and see the Dharrna?" 

And he then thought, "The venerable Ananda is now staying in the 
Kingdom of KausambI, in the park at Gho.silara[ma].39 He venerated the 
World Honored one and loved him faithfully. He was one praised by the Bud­
dha and respected by all those who lead the holy life. He most certainly will 
be able to teach me the Dharma, so that I may know the Dharrna, so that I may 
see the Dharrna." 

In this manner Channa decides to seek Ananda. He gathers his things and 
travels to KausambI. There he meets Ananda and tells him of his quest and his dis­
appointment. 

"[E]very monk told me, ' ... All compounded things are impermanent. 
All dharrnas are without a self. Nirvana is peace.' And to each one of them I 
replied, 'I already know this, ... ' But I also said, 'Still I find no joy in hearing 
this, that all compounded things are empty, and at peace. I am unable to attain 
the extinction of craving, the abandonment of desire, nirvana. In this state, 
how will I know or see so that I can say 'In this way I know, in this way I 
see'? ... Indeed it would be good, venerable Ananda, if you instructed me and 
taught me the Dharma so that I may know the Dharrna and see the Dharrna." 

And then the venerable Ananda said to Channa: "Wonderful, Channa. I 
am greatly pleased. I rejoice that a man of benevolence [speaks] so frankly in 
front of those who lead the holy life of the monk, [thus] defeating falsehood 
and deceit. Channa, it is the foolish common man who is not able to under­
stand that the body is impermanent, that sensations, thoughts and conceptions, 
habitual tendencies, and consciousness are impermanent, that all compounded 
things are impermanent, that all dharrnas are without a self, that nirvana is 
peace. You are now fit to grasp the supreme and subtle Dhanna. Now listen 
attentively. I will explain it to you." 

Then it occurred to Channa, "I am now overjoyed that I will obtain the 
supreme and subtle Dharrna. My heart leaps with joy for I am now fit to grasp 
the supreme and subtle Dharrna." 

Then Ananda spoke thus to Channa: "This I heard directly from the 
Buddha, as he explained it to Maha-Katyayana:40 'People of the world are 
confused and upset because they rely on two extremes-being and nonbeing. 
People of the world grasp at all the sense fields, and their mind hankers after 
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them, becomes attached to them. Katyayana, if one does not hold on to an 'I,' 
does not grasp at an 'I,' does not dwell in it, and does not hanker after it, then 
[one knows] ihs [only] sorrow that arises when [sorrow] arises .and ceases 
when it ceases. Katyayana, [one who knows this] has no doubt or hesitation 
about this; relying on no one else, this person is able to know by himself. This 
is called seeing correctly what the Tathagata has taught." 

In first parts of the sfitra the text weaves many of the themes already noted 
elsewhere in the Pali San;yutta Nikaya. The last paragraph weaves in a new theme: 
not grasping at any idea of an "I." Now one last loose end remains: the connection 
between "self' and world. This is explained with another classical formula: 

"Why is this so? Katyayana, if one sees correctly, as things truly are, the 
coming to be of the world, then one does not give rise to the view of the non­
existence of the world. If one sees correctly, as things truly are, the coming to 
be of the world, then one does not give rise to the view of the existence of the 
world. Katyayana, the Tathagata, abandoning both extremes, teaches a Middle 
Way, nameiy, 'When that cause exists, this arises; when that is born, this is 
born. That is to say, by depending on [the arising of] ignorance karmic condi­
tioning arises, and so forth down to the arising of birth, old age, illness, and 
death-of the whole mass of grasping, affliction, and sorrow. And also, that 
when that cause does not exist, this does not arise; when that ceases, this 
ceases. That is to say, if ignorance ceases, karmic conditioning ceases, and so 
forth down to the cessation of birth, old age, illness, and death-of the whole 
mass of grasping, affliction, and sorrow.' " 

This is, in a nutshell, the "ontological Middle Way": neither being nor non­
being, but causal connection. This classical statement does not need much com­
mentary, except to note that here it is supposed to expand or complete two other 
canonical formulae. It completes first canonical statements encapsulated in the three 
( or four) marks: impermanent, painful, no-self, at peace in nirvana. And it completes 
the canonical statements about not holding on to any idea of an "I". 

5. Towards a Conclusion

The narrative context of the passage should not be taken lightly. It is no mere 
pre-text-rather, it is a statement of the religious motivations or meanings of the 
elusive self-less-ness that seems to confuse us so much. The typical "stock phrases" 
that conclude the story are also, in my opinion, central to the way in which this text 
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locates "being without a self." It is therefore worthwhile ending-with the final sec­
tions of the sutra, the part that one is most likely to ignore if one assumes that such 
statements are merely ornaments. 

First we are told that Channa has "attained the Dharma": 
When the venerable Ananda had explained the Dharma in this manner, 

Channa the monk left behind the impurity of the world and abandoned the 
dust of the world, and he was able to purify the eye ofDharma. 

Then at that time Channa the monk saw the Dharma, attained the 
Dharma, knew the Dharma, gave rise to the Dharma. He surpassed all doubts. 
Without relying on another, he gained the fearlessness of a great teacher who 
teaches the Dharma. 

Naturally, this is not simply an internal event, a philosophical understanding, 
but a personal transformation that prompts both a deep gratitude towards the 
teacher, and a sense of personal joy in which both teacher and disciple share: 

And he paid his respects to the Venerable Ananda with joined palms, 
and addressed him, saying, "Indeed it is as you say. Such is [your] wisdom 
and [your] practice of the holy life. [You are] a benevolent virtuous friend 
teaching, imparting instruction, and preaching the Dharma. I have now heard 
from the venerable Ananda the Dharma with respect to all compounded 
things-that they are all empty, at rest and unattainable. Grasping has been 
extinguished, passion has been abandoned, brought to rest and extinguished in 
nirvana. [My] mind rejoices, and dwells correctly in liberation. There is [for 
me] no more returning to the cycle [ of rebirth]. I no longer see an 'I.' I only 
see the true Dharma." 

Then Ananda said to Channa: "You now have obtained the greatest 
good. With respect to the most profound Dharma of the Buddha you have ob­
tained the holy wisdom eye." 

Then the two masters displayed great joy. They arose from their seats 
and each returned to his dwelling place. 

This all-too-common frame is easily missed precisely because it is so com­
mon. But it is an integral part of the wider context of no-self notions and practices 
upon which the philosophical debates are often (although admittedly not always) 
projected. This.:broader context includes parallel and opposing themes of selfhood 
and non-selfhood, and of selfhood defined as the absence of certain sp·ecific notions 
of self. Such themes include ascetic motifs of renunciation and self-effacement, ab-
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stention and self-sacrifice, affective modele: or ideals that result in paradigms for 
human attitudes and public manifestations of emotion, and ways of viewing the 
world and the self. These dimensions of self and no-self are spread along a broad 
range of issues that may be termed the contextual semiotics of self: what self signi­
fies in specific contexts. 

What each of these dimensions of no-self might mean, and the many variants 
they may have, are topics in need of further explorations. Also in need of further 
reflection is the question of whether or not any of these models can be realized in 
practice. These are all issues that intertwine with the philosophical question of what 
the self or no-self might be, or with the philosophical question of what it would 
mean to "have no self." However, the latter questions cannot be answered satisfacto­
rily without a better understanding than the one we now possess of the contextual 
semiotics of no-self. 

Appendix 

Anatta-suttas 

1. Anatta-sutta. SN, III.196. In the definitional geme illustrated above (''No-self,
no-self," it is said. What sort of thing is "no-self?). Preceded by three other
short suttas on, respectively, impermanent, by nature impermanent, and suf­
fering.

2. Anatta-sutta. SN, III.199. This is in fact two short suttas: that which is not self
must be abandoned, and that which is by nature not self (anatta-dhamma)

must be abandoned. Preceded by two pairs of similar short suttas on, respec-
tively, impermanent, and suffering.

3. Anatta-sutta. SN, III.201. The same as number 2.

4. Anatta-sutta. SN, V.133. On the cultivation of the mental representation ofno­
self (anattasafi.fi.a.). [In some redactions this sutta is known as Dukkhe anatta­
sutta. In the Sinhala BIT it is presented in six variant versions.]

5. Anatta-sutta. SN, III.78. One should abandon desire for that which is not self
(which is no-self). Preceded by two similar short suttas on, respectively, im­
permanent, and suffering. [Number 5 is not recognized by Malalasekera.]



36 

6. Anattaniya-sutta. SN, III.78. One should abandon desire for that which "does
not belong to self."41 

7a. Anattalakkha:µa-sutta. Vin, I.13-14. This is the sutta recognized by _the com­
mentaries as "the Second Sermon," and the Anattalakkha:µa-sutta proper. 
[Malalasekera counts this and the following as a single text, although they are 
not identical.] 

7b. Pafica-sutta. SN, III.66-67. A variant of7a, with a different frame, and lacking 
part of the argument of7a. 

7. Anatta-sutta. SN, III.21. As in the Udanavarga, no-self is seen as implying
something that must be avoided or something that must cause revulsion lead­
ing to dispassion, and by dispassion to liberation. Preceded by two · similar
short suttas on, respectively, impermanent, and suffering. In all three, the topic
is the five skandhas.

8. Anatta-sutta. SN, III.77. Similar to number 5 above.

9. Anatta-sutta. SN, N.2,4,6. Actually four separate suttas representing three
variants of two stock phrases: the syllogistic chain of the Second Sermon and
the formula of dispassion. The three variants consist in the application of these
formulas to the sense organs, the sense objects, the sense organs in the past
and the future, and the sense objects in the past and the future.

10. Anatta-sutta. SN, IV.28. "All" is no-self, and "all" means all the dhatus.

11. Anattena-sutta. SN, III.I 78. Actually three short variants of a single stock
phrase recommending the abandonment of desire, passion, and both desire and
passion towards that which is no-self. Preceded by two sets of similar short
suttas on, respectively, that which is impermanent, and that which is painful
(suffering).

Notes 

1. Sarpyutta Nikaya (henceforth SN), IV.54. All references within the main body
of the text and in the notes are to the standard title of classical works or, in the 
case of contemporary works of scholarship, to the last name of the author fol-
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lowed by the publication date as listed in the Bibliography at the end of this 
article. Abbreviations are noted on their first occurrence and are also listed at 
the end of the article. All translations of Pali texts are from the Pali Text Soci­
ety edition. In this passage, and in similarly structured passages below, con­
structions of the type "Reverend Master, I have heard it said again and again 
'the world is empty, the world is empty.'" are free renderings of the Indian 
structure: "Reverend Master, it is said, 'the world is empty, the world is 
empty."' 

2. Much of this literature has been reviewed and justly criticized by Collins
(1982). The most recent advocates of the Buddhist self ( or qualified self) have
been Bhattacharya (1973) and Perez Remon (1980). The problem may be
more complicated than a simple choice between self and no-self. The question
is of course what sort of self? And this question needs to be answered in a
manner that is something more than a consideration of metaphysical proposi­
tions. For a movement in this direction, see Collins (1994), and the papers in
Carrithers, Collins, & Lukes (1985). Of course, we still don't lmow for sure
whether or not at least some of the early Buddhist critiques of atrnan were di­
rected at the advocates ofUpani_sadic doctrines.

3. In spite of its focus on one body of literature, the reader will detect the insta­
bility of the concepts of self and no-self. As philosophical extensions of a pro­
noun with a wide range of discourse functions, "self' and "no-self' are fluid
concepts. Their fluidity will become obvious from their changing position in
the passages that follow, as well as from the uncertainty of the English trans­
lations ("myself," "my self," "no-self," "non-self," "not self," etc.).

4. The word "sastric" is my neologism for that category of Indian Buddhist
writings and arguments that were traditionally classified under the rubric of
Sanslait siistra. It is meant to avoid the limitations of "philosophical" and
"scholastic."

5. Pali and Sanslait words are only italicized on their first occurrence.
6. A rough sense of the redactional issues can be had by comparing the passages

considered in the present article with a list of San;yutta Nikilya suttas whose
titles begin with the words anatta and anattii. Such a list is presented in the
Appendix and is in part based on Malalasekera's (1937) Dictionary of proper

names. Although the list is somewhat arbitrary (the present article already
demonstrates that a list of titles is no guide to the thematic content of the
texts), it serves to illustrate the ways in which the pericopes analyzed here
were used by the redactors of this Nikaya.

7. Literally: "Sutra on the Summarized Dharma."
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8. The text, which recurs repeatedly, especially in San:zyutta Nikliya, reads: Tarµ
kiip. mafiiiasi ananda, cakkhurµ niccarµ va aniccarµ vati? Aniccarµ bhante.
Yarµ pananiccarµ dukkharµ va tarµ sukharµ vati? Dukkharµ bhante. Y arµ pan­
aniccarµ dukkharµ vip�amadhammarµ kallan nu tarµ samanupassiturµ:
"etarµ mama, eso 'ham asmi, eso me atta" ti? No hetarµ bhante. (SN, IV.54)

9. The established translation for the term anicca (anUya) is misleading. The
issue is not permanence, if by "permanent" one understands that which is
"never ending." Rather, the question is whether that which we call "I" is
something that abides or endures without change, hence, whether or not it is
immutable. Furthermore, the notion of mutability is connected to the notion of
rootedness (ni-tya), and by extension to metaphors of centeredness and foun­
dationalism.

10. The terms "pericope" and "logion" (logia) are borrowed, naturally, from Bib­
lical criticism. However, they are not meant to imply that I believe the logia
are actual words of the Buddha. This is not an enterprise of the type pursued
by scholars like those of "The Jesus Seminar." Rather, the words are borrowed
to describe formal and contextual characteristics that suggest something about
the materials used by the transmitters and redactors of Nikaya and Agama
material. FragmeI\tS and formulae that are used in a cut-and-paste fashion are
called pericopes. Segments of discourse that are treated as self-contained units
and as utterances of the Buddha are called logia. The distinction, of course, is
often impossible to make.

11. The last clause like the rest of the passage matches the "standard" formula of
the "Second Sermon" in the Mahavagga, Vinaya, I.13-14: netarp mama, neso
'him asmi, na me so atta. In this section of the Mahavagga, a number of the
pericopes that appear scattered and repeated in the San:zyutta Nikaya are
woven into a single sermon that is similar to, but not identical with the Pafica­
sutta of SN, III.66-67.

12. As already noted, Pali and Sanskrit words are only italicized on their first oc­
currence.

13. On should note, parenthetically, that the accusation of "reductionism" is not an
argument against theories of no-self, unless one assumes there is a self. Since
the self is not an empirical fact, the very notion of "reduction" is problematic
in this context. Needless to say, reduction and reductionism are not synony­
mous. The classical canonical passage suggesting that the self can be "re­
duced" to the skandhas is SN, III.46: "Monk, those samanas and brahmanas
who thoroughly examine and reflect on the self in all its many forms every
one of them [only] examines and reflects on the five groups of grasping or one
of the components of these [ five groups]." Ye hi keci bhikkhave, sama-µa va
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brabma:p.a va anekavihitarµ attanar:p. sarnamipassamana samanupassanti, sabbe 
te paficupadariakk:handhe samanupapassanti, etesar:p. va afifiatarar:p.. Cp. SN, 
III.42, and DN, II.66-68.

14. The term ajjhatta (Sanslait adhyatman) means here "internal," that. is, refer­
ring to human consciousness, not to the external or bodily behavior that can be
observed by other persons.

15. The subgeme I would describe as a type of catechetic or abhidharmic recita­
tion of questions and answers. This particular form is concentrated in the
Fourth Book of the San_zyutta Niko.ya.

16. The translation is from the Pali version in the San_zyutta Niko.ya, III, 66-68
(i.2.1. 7). The sermon appears with some variants in a number of other loca­
tions in the canonical collections, for instance in the Pali Vinaya (Mahavagga,
Vinaya, 1, 12-13) and in the Catu�pari�at-satra of the Miila-Sarvastivadins.
The common title for the second sermon, Anattalakkha-t:,.a-sutta ("The Sutra on
the Signs of No-self), is not found in the Pali Text Society versions of the lo­

gia, but it occurs in the Nalanda edition, where its presence may be due to
editorial license. The title in the Sri Lanka Buddha Jayanti Tripitaka Series
electronic version (BIT) and in the Pali Text Society edition is Paficavaggiya

andPafica, "The Group of Five," and "The Five," referring to the five ascetics
who were Buddha's first companions and disciples.

17. • The present translation is from the Pali Text Society edition, which may have
taken this fascinating lead sentence from its base manuscript - the Burmese
manuscript at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris. The Nalanda edition, which 
prefers Singhalese recensions, has the more conventional opening found in the 
Sri Lanka Buddha Jayanti edition (BIT): "At one time the Blessed One was 
staying in Benares, in the Deer Park at Isipatana." 

18. Instead of"He said this," the Nalanda and Sri Lanka Buddha Jayanti editions
have the following exchange: "Monks," he said. "Venerable one," replied the
monks to the Blessed One. The Blessed One said: "The body, monks, ... "

19. Naturally, the word rupa is more than just the body. It is all perceivable form
or material phenomena.

20. This pericope presents a variant on the syllogistic argument discussed in the
previous section. Self is that over which we have perfect control.

21. Manuscripts, redactions, and editions adopt different conventions to abbrevi­
ate the stock phrases that are often repeated within a single sutra (repetition or
duplication occurring outside the boundaries of a single sutra is seldom ac­
knowledged). Modem editions frequently follow these conventions. But the
Pali Text Society edition is generally inconsistent (as perhaps are some of its
sources), and sometimes abbreviates with sentence :fragments or single words.
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The Nalanda edition sometimes omits important phrases that appear in the Pali 
Text Society edition. In the present case, the expansion of the argument to in­
clude all of the skandhas is abbreviated in all extant redactions. 

22. This sentence begins a dialogue that appears as an independent pericope in a
variety of contexts - e.g., Sarr:iyutta Nikaya, 2, 244-246.

23. The expression in quotation marks in the English rendering is "eso me atta"
can be rendered as "this is my self," but may have been a shorter way'of say­
ing "this I am myself" See the note to the negative form of the expression
below note 25.

24. This abbreviated repetition is not found in the Nalanda edition. The.Pali Text
Society edition repeats the whole set of stock phrases only with respect to con­
sciousness.

25. The expression "na me so atta" (found in all versions of this sutta) can be ren­
dered with a literal English equivalent ("this is not my self'), but bolder and
more free renderings are possible ( e.g., "I don't have this self').

26. Again, the abbreviated repetition is not found in the same form in the various
redactions. The Nalanda edition omits the abbreviated text altogether. The Pali
Text Society edition repeats the whole set of stock phrases only with respect to
consciousness. The Sri Lanka Buddha Jayanti electronic version repeats the
passage for each one of the other four skandhas.

27. The phrase "holy life" is a free rendering of brahmacarya. Here, as in a few
other, but crucial contexts, associations with the concepts of brahrnan and
Brahman are vague references to that which is holy, very much like the use of
terms of class and ethnic nobility { e.g., arya) are metaphors for moral nobility.
The term brahmacarya, as one of the stages in the life of a brahmin, refers to
stage of spiritual discipleship, before marriage, and hence to a life of celibacy.
In Buddhist contexts the term retains these connotations, so that the brah­

mq._carya is usually the life of the celibate ascetic - monk or wanderer.
28. Literally: "group of five was elated."
29. A free rendering for the technical term asrava (Pali: asava), which is espe­

cially problematic. Etymologically, it appears to be from the root a-su- (San­
skrit a-sru-), "to flow toward," most likely, "to flow in," as would be the case
of water lead through a canal to a reservoir. In Jain usage it refers to the flow
of karma ( conceived as some sort of fluid) into the acting agent. The flow adds
karmic weight to the person's soul. In Buddhism, the term has lost almost all
connection to its metaphoric origins, and is used abstractly as a technical term

• for the factors contributing to an increase or a maintenance of the flow of
karma - traditionally these are the thirst for sense pleasures, thirst for rebirth,
and thirst for extinction. The noun asava (asrava) has been understood tradi-
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tionally to mean an "outflow," and the older metaphor has been replaced by 
that of an open sore or "canker" from which oozes some sort of polluting sub­
stance. With such a complicated history, the term defies translation. My 
translation is a poor compromise, but a compromise that reflects the fact that 
by the time the term was used in canonical works it was probably already an 
abstract technical term. See Furnia Enomoto (1979). 

30. This manuscript, collated by Chakravarti (1930) is unique in its presentation
of the passages. All other versions, including the Chinese (see, e.g., Taisho iv,

212, 682b-682a), present these four "signs" as a list, either predicating each
"sign" of all the conditioned dharmas (samskii.ra) or predicating the first three
of conditioned dharmas, and the last sign (no-self) of all dharmas. These, more
standard readings are analyzed thoroughly by Bernhard (1965).

31. The germ of the argument here is clearly the pericope at SN, IV. 1, which was
discussed above.

32. Here, as I would also do inDhammapada 277-279, I translate the verb nir-vid­
in its Vedic sense of "getting rid of," and not in.the Classical sense of "being
disgusted by." The latter translation is a common contemporary reading in
Theravada settings. I follow Fausbi:ill's interpretation. Like virii.ga and nir­
Vii.l)a, with which the word is often paired as a near synonym, nirveda refers to
a state of perfect detachment and freedom

33. In Chakravarti's manuscript, the variant portion of stanza 7 is seriously dam­
aged. A conjectural reading would be "that everything that is suffering is
empty."

34. This would be especially true if we compared the Udanavarga variants with
the readings of other Dharmapadas. For this, consult Bernhard (1965) and
Roth (1980).

35. The Samyuktii.gama has other short sutras on this same topic. Some of these
sutras, with their correspondences, in Pali or elsewhere in the canonical col­
lections, are: (a) Taisho ii, #99(80), 20a25-b27 = as an independent text titled
Aryadharmamudra-sutra (Taisho ii, #103, 500ab) or Dharmamudra-siitra (Tai­

sho ii, #104, 500bc): (b) Taisho ii, #99(81), 20b28-21a24 = Mahali, San;zyutta

Nikii.ya, 3, 68-72; and (c) Taisho ii, #99(82), 20a25-b13 = no known parallels.
36. Perhaps this is the same Katyayana appearing elsewhere in the San;zyutta Ni­

kaya as the disciple who explains the Middle Way as a doctrine that neither af­
firms nor denies existence. He appears later in this anthology. The story of
Katyayana receiving the teaching on the Middle Way is perhaps only second
to the story of the First and Second Sermons in canonical importance for all of
"background" Buddhism.
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37. Several persons with the name of Channa appear in the canon, including the
faithful charioteer who drove the young prince Siddhartha when the latter
came face to face with disease, old age; and death. If the Channa of the present
sutra is the same who appears later in a second Channa Sutta (at San:zyutta Ni­
kaya, 4, 55-59), the desperation in Channa's behavior and language in the pre­
sent selection may be a reflection of the author's knowledge of Channa's ill­
ness and death by suicide in the second siitra. The story of the suicide also oc­
curs in the Channovada Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya, 3, 263-266.

38. This paragraph, the first major pericope in the siitra, is possibly a logion. Note
that the statement "nirvana is peace" is a definition, and hence almost tauto­
logical, unless one assumes that it refers to a specific formulation of what is
nirvana and how it is attained. In these selections I have left the word nirvana
untranslated, precisely because it can have so many different meanings in
various Indian contexts, within Buddhist literature, and even within a single
Buddhist text.

39. This refers to the cloister and gardens donated by Ghosila (Pali: Ghosita), a lay
supporter from KausarnbI (Pali: KosarnbI). Many important sermons and inci­
dents in the history of the order took place in this locality - the most tragic of
which was the first schism in the Sangha.

40. The pericope corresponds almost verbatim to San:zyutta Nikilya, 2, 15-17
(xii.2.15).

41. This usage illustrates well the fragility or linguistic opaqueness of the concepts
of self and no-self. What does not belong to myself is not synonymous with
that which does not belong to the self, or with that which does not belong to
self.
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