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What Did Buddha Mean When He Taught That There Is ‘No-Self’ Anātman? 

The Buddhist teaching of anatman comes from the Buddhist four seals of dharma which consist of: anicca, that all things are impermeant; dukkha, everything is suffering; anatta, there is no self; and nirvana which is enlightenment. These four seals reflect the Buddhas teachings all together. 
The concept and teaching of ‘no-self’ or anatman is important to Buddhism both as a religion and a philosophy. Many other religions hold the belief in a soul and there is the assumption of a ‘self’ or an ‘I’ which is that soul. Some believe the self to be a part of our psychology and to be the conscious or ego. Language which has been developed and used around the concept of the self has created a convenient use of ‘I, me, my, etc’ and has linked that to how we understand the self. But overall, Buddhism teaches us that there is no-self. Believing there is a self is a form of ignorance and would be considered a root for dukkha. The notion of self is an ‘empty one’. ‘What we call a ‘being’, or an ‘individual’ or ‘I’, according to Buddhist philosophy, is only a combination of ever-changing physical and mental forces or energies, which may be divided into five groups or skandhas.’[footnoteRef:1]
 [1:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha taught. (Gordon Fraser: Bedford, 1967)pp20
] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The Five skandhas or aggregates provide an explanation for what we perceive to be ‘I’ or what makes us a ‘person’. The first of the five skandhas is rupa, which means corporeality or material form. It is the physical basis of existence which relies on the sense organs (eyes, ears, nose, mouth, nerves/body). ‘It is said to be compromised of four basic elements or forces, and forms of subtle, sensitive matter derived from these. These four basics are solidarity (literally ‘earth’), cohesion (‘water’), energy (‘fire’) and motion (‘wind’). … body of the flesh, blood, bones, etc [are] composed.’[footnoteRef:2]
The second is vedana which is feeling or sensation, they are a by-product of the contact between the organs and external world. These are experienced through the sense organs, (eyes- sight, ears-sound, tongue-taste, nose-smell, skin-touch)
The third is sanna which is perception. It is how the mind processes the feelings that the sense organs transmit. 
The fourth is sankhara which is mental formations, ‘These comprise a number of states which initiate action or direct, mould and give shape to character. They include very active states such as determination, joy and hatred, and more passive states such as attention and sensory stimulation.’[footnoteRef:3] Karma comes under this group. ‘The Buddhas own definition of karma should be remembered here: ‘O bhikkus, it is volition that I call karma. Having willed, one acts through body, speech, and mind.’’[footnoteRef:4] And this is through the ‘only volitional actions – such as attention, will, determination, confidence, concentration, wisdom, energy, desire, repugnance, ignorance, conceit, idea of self, etc.-that can produce karmic effect.’[footnoteRef:5]
The fifth is vinnana which is consciousness, it is a ‘response which has one of the six [sense organs] as its basis, and one of the six corresponding external phenomena (visible form, sound, odour, taste, tangible things and mind-objects, an idea or thought) as its object’[footnoteRef:6] It relies on other faculties. It is an awareness which is ‘alterable, inconstant, changeable.’[footnoteRef:7]The Buddha said that ‘were a man to say: I shall show the coming , the going, the passing away, the arising, the growth, the increase or the development of consciousness apart from matter, sensation perception and mental formations, he would be speaking of something that does not exist.’[footnoteRef:8] Something about consciousness changes in death when the other skandhas are not present. But we are unsure of what exactly this change is as we can not observe it. 
The five skandhas give us an explanation to who we are but should be mistaken as a guide to detachment of the ‘self’. Alan Watts points out craving which is to be overcome is more rightly translated as clinging to in avoidance of change. Desire not to have something is a desire and aversion is to be avoided. Selfless acts are not sought but are realised, for example consider how unjudgmental your breath is, it is completely giving, and it just happens. There is complete equanimity. 
Buddha dismisses that there is conventional self as they are merely the five skandhas. One could consider the possibility that there is still an essential self in addition to the five skandhas. [2:  Peter Harvey , An introduction to Buddhism, (CUP:Cambridge, 1990)pp49
]  [3:  Peter Harvey , An introduction to Buddhism, (CUP:Cambridge, 1990)pp49
]  [4:  A (Colombo, 1929), p.590-Cetana ham bhikkhave kamman vadami. Cetayitva kammam karoti keyana vaca manasa cited in Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha taught. (Gordon Fraser: Bedford, 1967)
]  [5:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha taught. (Gordon Fraser: Bedford, 1967)]  [6:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha taught. (Gordon Fraser: Bedford, 1967)]  [7:  Thanissiro Bhikku, Consiousness - vinnana, (2004) https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn25/sn25.003.than.html]  [8:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha taught. (Gordon Fraser: Bedford, 1967)] 


If it is to be considered that there is an essential self which is in addition to the five skandhas than we must investigate as to what this would look like. The argument of an essential self means there is some continuing self. But this search for ‘I’ constantly returns us back to ‘what is ‘I’? and where can ‘I’ be found? 
In The Questions of King Milinda, King Milinda asks Nagasena many questions and some of which relate to identity and no-self. Upon first meeting one another Nagasena claimed that ‘Nagasena’ was only his name. This amused the king who further inquired that if that was the case then who is it that wears the robes and who eats? Who is the one causing karma? And that if a man were to murder him, then would it be that he had not murdered anyone and that ‘Nagasena’ is but a sound? Nagasena responds to this by asking the king about his chariot. Nagasena asks King Milinda how he had come to his hermitage, on foot or by horseback? The king replies that he came by chariot. Nagasena asks the king, but what is a chariot? Is it the wheels, or the axles, or the reigns, or the frame, or the seat, or the draught pole? Is it a combination of those elements? Or is it found outside those elements? The king response to these questions is no and so Nagasena says there is no chariot. But upon evaluating further, the king concludes that the chariot is a concept, merely a word assigned to it all. Nagasena explains this is how I also with himself and the name ‘Nagasena’ 
This simile of the chariot to the self, shows us no matter what urges us to think that we have self, that it can not be found.
How can there be a continuing essential self, when what is even considered to be the ‘self’ is constantly changing, growing, decaying? If you are not the same then how do you obtain karma? To further illustrate this consider Nagasena discussing that milk turns to curds which turns to butter and that turns to ghee. The end result of the ghee was achieved because of the milk. Reincarnation does not rely on the same consciousness but on the constant lineage of successive actions. At each stage we perceive ourselves to be different, we are not in fact differing from sort of ‘self’ but we have never had any of those exist, and yet all of these stages of person have all existed within that body.



‘Person’ the self and identity is a broad philosophical issue. Buddhism states that there is no-self, but if this is the case then how can anyone be held accountable? How can there be no-self when all we experience is our self? Using the correspondence meaning of truth, if I were to say ‘book’ it is quite simple to envision and understand what a ‘book’ is. But what about ‘I’? ‘I’ have body, ‘I’ have a mind. To what does the ‘I’ refer to. ‘I’ and the self are all about identity, and to be person. But how is that determined? What makes a person a person is their right to life. Common ethical examples to raise to further support this are cases of euthanasia and abortion. But this can be debated from advocates and scholars supporting the welfare of animals that animals deserve the right to life too. So are they then also a ‘person’? 
Referring back to the chariot example from The Questions Of King Milinda, similarly the book The Ghost In The Machine which explores the topic of where is ‘I’. You can look at the vehicle and take it apart and look for the thing that makes it a vehicle, but what would it be that you are looking for and where would it be? We do this to ‘I’. But a response to this would be that the ‘I’ is just all the parts. Just as is the case with a vehicle. 
Using a varied example of Theseus’ ship if we were to change a few parts of the vehicle then would it be the same vehicle, what if we changed every single piece of the vehicle? We as people and as a planet are constantly changing. Are we ever the same ‘self’? Yet despite us constantly changing, we are still able to identify one another and ourselves even after every cell has died. A possibility for this could be due to our psychological and bodily continuity. To say that there is a self is to say that there is a condition that is both necessary and sufficient which accounts for the identity of that individual. But while we do change we do not change to a dramatic degree. Consider Metamorphosis by Kafka, is the character still the same person despite a complete physical change. Most would say yes as there is a psychological continuity. In response to psychological continuity, what about memory? Would you be the same person if you had no memories at all or if you a completely different set of memories? Biologically we would consider the person to be the same due to DNA, but mentally it is unclear.
 The condition is then what the ‘I’ refers to and this is what could enable us to identify an individual as the same individual despite changes to other conditions that are present in that individual. 
What do we mean by same and identical? Leibniz’s law, the principle of Indiscernibility of identity states that: if A is B (A = B) than whatever is true of A is true of B. Does anything then in this world fit Leibniz’s law? If everything is constantly changing and vibrating then it would appear not. So the argument for self then could be that there is a concept of self but not a continuing identical one.
Investigation in to identity and what the self could be shows us how hard it is to understand what a ‘person’ is. 



When Buddha taught that there is no self, he meant it as that. 
The use of the word ‘I’ and other ‘self’ orientated language is not something Buddhism is against. In order to get by in day to day life one recognises that this pattern of speech must be adopted. It could be pointed that by using ‘self’ orientated language, one would not be practising the ways of the eight fold path and would not be exercising right speech, but as response to that, by using ‘self’ orientated speech you are practising the middle way by adapting to the societal language around you and not taking the no-self view to the extreme and adopting arguably isolating ways. 
Buddhists do believe in rebirth and the question in response to that is, what is being reborn, if there is no-self? 
Buddhism is not against having a ‘self’, it is just that upon searching for it, it can not be found. So to those who insist there is a self then the Buddha would simply ask to prove it. The Buddha recognised that the delusion of the ego or self was one of the most powerful human instincts and at the same time, one of the most potent sources of ignorance and clinging action. 


This belief in a self and ‘I’ is very convenient to believe in and has often been taught to us here in the west, from a young age. We understand that we experience phenomena and having a ‘me’ as an owner of these experiences is a false belief we fall in to. There is an inescapable celebration and manipulation of ‘I’ at every turning point of a capitalist society. We are sold a lifestyle to live unique experiences which are exclusive to only ‘I’. The clinging to this concept is not healthy for individuals or for a society. Yet it is one we are so in tune with which comes to us like breathing. And so understanding the Buddhas teachings of anatta from this background can seem strange, as it feels as though identity is being thrown away. But this is not the case. Anatta is no self to begin with. It is empty. Early Buddhism states that there is no self and that anatta and the notion is an empty one. Similarly, Wittgenstein explains that ‘emptiness, then, neither exists nor doesn’t’[footnoteRef:9]
The famous painting The Treachery of Images by Rene Magritte shows a painting of a pipe, with the words c’est nes pas une pipe underneath. It is a painting that has been met with laughs and thoughts, ‘but of course it’s a pipe’. Maybe it is worth thinking more deeply about the parallels of that piece of art, and what we think of ‘self’. [9:  Chris Gudmunsen, Wittgenstein and Buddhis (The Macmillan Press LTD, London, 1977) pp52
] 
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