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1. Learning Outcomes 
 

 
This module is design to make you familiar with the topic called ‘Chandrakirti’s refutation of the 
self’. After reading this module, the learner will able to learn:- 

a) Meaning of self. 
b) The Buddhist’s view on Self.  
c) The development of selflessness theory or no-self theory. 
d) Chandrakirti views on self. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

 
Buddhism is a philosophical school which was founded by Gautama Buddha around 6th century B.C. 
Real name of Gautama Buddha was Siddhartha who was a prince of Shankya kingdom. But at the age 
of 29 he kicked all the material luxuries in order to find the truth and reason behind all the sufferings 
in human life. Finally he found enlightenment after six years under Bo tree near Gaya and he got 
converted from mortal prince Siddhartha into immortal Buddha ‘Awaked one’. After getting 
enlightenment Buddha decided to teach others also about this truth so that he can help them too to 
come out of ocean of suffering. Buddha taught Buddhism throughout his life to everyone including 
rich, poor, high and low. The teaching of Buddha includes- the four noble truth- there is dukkha, the 
arising of dukkha, the cessation of dukkha and the way leading to the cessation of dukkha; the eight 
fold path, doctrine of depended origination, and theory of no-self. Buddhist theory of selflessness is 
also known as Buddhist theory of no-self: ANATTA. 
After the death of Buddha his teaching continued and they were more explored and elaborated by his 
followers. Around 7th century A.D. came a famous buddhist philosopher named Chandrakirti. He was 
the chief disciple of Nagarjuna (who was a founder of Madhyamika school). Chandrakirti wrote 
various commentaries on the work of Nagarjuna. So in order to understand his view on self, let’s first 
understand the meaning of self and buddha’s view on self. 
 Generally the term Soul, Self or which is used in sanskrit as Atman suggest that  there is permanent, 
everlasting and absolute entity in an individual. This absolute entity is also the unchanging substance 
at the back of the changing phenomenal world. Some religion holds that, such soul is present in each 
individual. And every individual has its own separate soul. This soul or self which is found in each 
living being is said to be created by god, and which, after death of the body lives forever either in hell 
or heaven and its future depends upon their karmas and judgment made by its creator.  On the other 
hand according to some other religion or philosophical schools like Advaita Vedanta, soul or self goes 
through countless births till it gets absolutely purified and then it finally gets one or united with God 
or Brahman from which it initially originated. This soul or self in an individual is said to the thinker 
of thought or ideas, feeler of feelings and receiver of various awards and punishment for all its good 
and bad karmas or actions.  
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3. BUDDHIST VIEW ON SELF 
 
The teaching of Buddha in no way gives any importance to such kind of ignorance, fear and 
desire which is present in man because such qualities weakens him from inside. Buddha had 
always tried to make a man enlightened by eliminating and destroying such impure concept from 
its very roots.  
 According to Buddha, the concepts of God and souls are merely false and empty concepts. Such 
concepts are very deeply rooted in man, because of which other philosophical schools developed 
a variety of high level metaphysical and psychological theories on such concepts. These theories 
made almost each and every individual very close and dear to the notion of God and soul or self. 
As a result human beings started to not to hear, or not to understand, any teaching against them. 
Buddha always said that his teaching was ‘against the current’, against man’s selfish desires, 
because he always knew this very well.  
Buddha realized just after few weeks of his enlightenment that only wise man can understand the 
truth which is deep and; those who are completely surrounded by darkness and lives under the 
shadow of passions and desire cannot understand this truth and find very difficult to see them 
also. In the beginning Buddha hesitated to teach others the truth which he had realized, because 
his teaching was against the man’s selfish desires. But he decided to teach others about his 
experience when he compared the world with a pond. In a pond there are lotus, some lotus stays 
under the water while some lotus stays above the water and always remain untouched; similarly 
in this world every human beings have different levels of developments. Some individuals are 
qualified or eligible to understand the truth, while some are not qualified. 
The concept of Soul, Self or Atman (in sanskrit) the is permanent, everlasting and absolute entity 
which is found in an individual. This absolute entity is permanent substance at the backside of 
the impermanent phenomenal world. Each and every individual in this world has its own soul 
and is said to be created by god, which lives eternally even after death of the body. Buddhism 
completely denies the presence of such atman or self or soul which makes its stand unique in the 
history of mankind. According to the Buddha’s teaching, such concept of self is an imaginary, 
false idea which has absolutely no matching with the reality. Further such idea of self is 
responsible for producing harmful and destructive ideas of ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘mine’. And such idea 
gives birth to hatred, selfish desire, craving, attachment, pride, egoism and other contamination, 
impurities and other problems in our lives. It becomes the root-cause of all troubles in the world 
from small individual conflicts to nig conflicts between countries.  
According to Buddha there are two psychological ideas which are innate in man. These innate 
ideas are: ideas of self-protection and ideas of self-preservation. Human beings created the 
concept of God for their self-protection on which they completely rely for their own safeguard, 
wellbeing and security. And they created the concept of an immortal, permanent self or atman 
for their self-preservation. Because of ignorance, fear and craving in man he needs these two 
concepts for his comfort. Hence he depends upon them intensely.  
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   4.   DEVELOPMENT OF THEORY OF SELFLESSNESS 

According to Buddhism, the doctrine of Anatta or No-Self can be analyzed by two methods. These 
methods are analytic method and synthetic method. In the analytic method there is analysis of the 
‘Five-Aggregates’ and in the synthetic method there is analysis of the teaching of ‘Conditioned-
Genesis’ (paticca-samuppada). 
Analytic Method- In this method the five aggregates which forms an individual is examined. The 
concept of five aggregates was briefly explained in the First Noble Truth. In this noble truth it is said 
that an individual is composed of the Five-Aggregates, which are- Matter, Sensation, Perception, 
Mental formulation and Consciousness. While analyzing these aggregates, one will see that there is no 
substance behind them which can be named as self or soul or atman.  
Synthetic method- In this method the doctrine of dependent origination which is also known as 
Conditioned-Genesis (paticca-samuppada) is examined. According to this doctrine of Conditioned-
Genesis there is nothing in this world which is permanent or absolute. Everything in this world is 
conditioned; they are relative and dependent on other things. This theory of Dependent Origination is 
also known as Buddhist theory of relativity. This theory is considered to be central teaching of 
Buddha, which also includes the theory of karma, the theory of momentariness, theory of no-self and 
theory of causal-efficiency.  The theory of dependent origination consists of twelve factors which 
forms a circle. 
 

i) Ignorance (avidya). 
ii) Impressions of karmic forces (samsakra). 
iii) Initial consciousness of the embryo (vijnana). 
iv) Psycho-physical organism (nama-rupa). 
v) Six sense organs including mind (sadayatana). 
vi) Sense organ contact (sparsha) 
vii) Sense experience (vedana). 
viii) Thirst for sense enjoyment (trsna). 
ix) Clinging to this enjoyment (upadana). 
x) Will to be born (bhava). 
xi) Birth or rebirth (jati). 
xii) Old-age and death (jara-marana) 

 
This links is the causal wheel of dependent origination.1 
This theory shows the circle how an individual takes birth in this world, leaves and how this process 
continues. In this circle the first two are associated to our past life, the last two are associated with our 
future life and rest links are associated with our present life. Therefore everything in this world is 
relative, inter-dependent and inter-connected, and nothing in this world which is absolute or 
independent or ultimate. This wheel of dependent origination is also known as bhava-chakra, dharma-

                                                        
1 Twelve links of causal wheel of dependent origination. Pg-74,Sharma, Chandradhar. A critical 
survey of Indian philosophy. NEW DELHI: Motilal Banarsidass,1962 
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chakra, or pratiyasamutpada. Therefore according to Buddhism there is no first cause because every 
factor is depends upon some other factor. 
So by analyzing the theory Conditioned-Genesis using synthetic method the concept of no-self or 
Anatta is established. 
Therefore by analyzing the doctrine of Conditioned-Genesis, as well as by analyzing Five-Aggregates 
in an being, it is discovered that the idea atman, soul or self as an immortal substance which resides in 
a man or outside it permanently, is considered to be only a false belief. This is the doctrine of Anatta, 
No-soul or No-self in Buddhism. 
 
 
 
5. VIEW ON FREE WILL 
 
 Free will had always occupied very important and special position in the history of philosophy 
especially in the western philosophy. In Buddhist philosophy the concept of free will is denied, it is 
because according to pratiyasamutpada (dependent oringination) everything in this world id 
dependent, relative and conditioned; so there cannot be any ‘will’ which can be absolutely free. It is 
because the concept of free-will is like the other concept which is relative and conditioned. Similarly 
the notion of freedom is also conditioned and dependent. 
Buddhism never denies the existence of free-will but according to them each and everything in this 
world is relative, conditioned and dependent on other things, there is nothing in this world which is 
physically or psychologically completely free. Everything has cause and effect which also includes 
the notion of free-will. There cannot be existence of anything in this world which is independent of 
cause and effect. Therefore the very concept of free-will is not really free but conditioned. 
 
 
 
 6. CONVENTIONAL TRUTH AND ULTIMATE TRUTH  
 
There are two kinds of truth- conventional truth and ultimate truth. 
The difference between these two kinds of truth is made in order to remove confusion which is 
created while using words like ‘I’ or ‘You’. 
Conventional truth- We use expression such as ‘Being’, ’I’, ‘You’, ’Individual’ in our daily language, 
this is conventional truth. It is because the usage of such words depends upon convention made by us 
in our daily life. 
Ultimate truth- But according to the ultimate truth in Buddhism, there is no such word ‘Being’, ’I’,  or 
‘You’ in reality. 
This difference is important and essential in Buddhism because it helps one not to get confused 
between the usages of such expression in daily life with its real meaning in reality. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Buddhist Studies BuddST_P12: Philosophy of Buddhism 9 M_39: Chandrakirti’s refutation of the self. 
 

 
 
 
 7. DHARMA-NAIRATMAYA AND PUDGALA-NAIRATMAYA 
 
Individual (5 aggregates) without self is known as pudgala-naitratmaya. And dharma without any self 
or soul is known as Dharma-naitratmaya. According to Buddha, a human being is made-up of five 
aggregates- Matter, Sensation, Perception, Mental formulation and Consciousness; and there is 
nothing more or beyond this aggregates. There is no-self in man or outside anywhere in this world. To 
support this view Buddha gave three quotes- 

A) All things in this world are conditioned and impermanent. 
B) These conditioned things dukkha, suffering or misery. 
C) And all Dharmas are also without any soul/self. 

Dharmas is the most important concept in Buddhism, there is no wider concept than dharma and there 
is nothing beyond this. Dharma includes everything from conditions, relative things to the 
unconditional things like absolute and ultimate things like nirvana. And this Dharma also doesn’t 
contain anything like self or soul. 
This view on dharma is also maintained by two major buddhist tradition  Theravada (Hinayana) and 
Mahayana without any change. 
 
  
 
 8. SOME MISINTERPRETATION  
 
In order to find the concept of self in Buddhism some scholars misinterpreted few quotes of buddha’s 
teaching.  
The first example is- “ Atta hi Attano Natho”2 

This quotes is generally translated as ‘self is the lord of the self.’ But this translation is incorrect. Here 
the term Atta is translated erroneously as soul or self, but the word Atta is a pali word which is a 
reflexive pronoun which means myself, yourself, oneself etc and not self or soul.  
Further the word Natho means protection, support or help, but here it is misinterpreted as lord. 
Therefore the correct meaning of the Atta hi Attano Natho is ‘one is one’s own help or support’, 
which means that one has to rely on himself only and not on others, this quote has no other 
metaphysical meaning which is related to self. 
Another example comes from Mahaparinibbha-sutta, “Attadipa viharatha, attasarana anannasarana”3. 
This teaching of Buddha is erroneously interpreted as ‘taking self as a lamp’. In the above quote the 
word Dipa doesn’t mean lamp but it mean island. Therefore the correct interpretation of this line is ‘to 
reside yourself in your island, making yourself refugee and not anyone else.’  
 

                                                        
2 “Atta hi Attano Natho”. pg-59, Rahula, Walpola. What the Buddha taught. Revised edition, Grove press, New 
York .1959 
3 “Attadipa viharatha, attasarana anannasarana”. Pg-60, Rahula, Walpola. What the Buddha taught. Revised 
edition, Grove press, New York .1959 
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 9.  BUDDHA’S SILENCE 
 
Once a wanderer named Vacchagotta asked few question on Atman to Buddha. The questions were is 
there is an atman? to this question Buddha replied nothing. The wanderer asked this question again 
and again but lord Buddha maintained silence. Later when his close disciple Ananda asked what was 
the reason behind his silence, to this Buddha replied that if he would had answered to the question 
either yes or no would had either created contradiction to his teaching that all Dharmas are without 
self or it would have made the wanderer more confused. Therefore he decided not to reply the 
wanderer’s question. Buddha believed that there four ways of answering any question- 

a) By directly answering to the question 
b) By analyzing the question 
c) Using counter-question method for answering 
d) And finally by simply not answering questions. 

Buddha always used the last method when metaphysical questioned were asked from him. According 
to Buddha human life is full of suffering and pains, therefore an individual’s immediate aim should be 
to get rid from all such miseries but instead of that he only bothers about metaphysical assumptions. 
 
 

10. CHANDRAKIRTI REFUTATION ON SELF 
 
Chandrakirti’s proof of selflessness is an elaborate version of nagarjuna’s argument of self. This 
argument comes up in the first verse of the eighteenth chapter of his treatise. In this argument 
Nagarjuna says that, if a person exists independent then he is either different from the aggregates of 
mind and body or it exists exactly the same with it. But both the cases are not true. It is neither same 
nor it is different from this aggregate. Hence that person doesn’t independently exist. 
Chandrakirti also try to show that self is neither different from these aggregates nor it is same. 
According to him if self and mind-body aggregates are different then one can perceive it without 
depending upon the aggregates or vice-versa. And if they are same then one will perceive that they 
share all the same qualities. But both the cases are not possible. Therefore self cannot be real entity. 
As it doesn’t possess any qualities nor it has any real relationship with others. He further also says that 
if self exists outside these aggregates which is taught by other philosophical schools like Samkhya and 
Vaishahika which is an unchanging phenomenon then it would either completely doesn’t exists like 
child of a barren woman, or it can be unchanging phenomenon like space and cessation of suffering, 
but this unchanging phenomenon cannot exists without undergoing suffering which takes place in this 
world. 
According to Chandrakirti, self is not the ultimate reality. So realization of the self is not necessary to 
gain liberation. He says that it is not possible for one to find self as an independent existent thing, 
because it doesn’t exist and this is the ultimate truth. Existence of self doesn’t dependent upon the 
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conventional truth.   Conventional truth indicates the existence of a person as a separate self when 
expression such as ‘Being’, ’I’, ‘You’, ’Individual’ is used in our daily language, this is conventional 
truth. It is because this usage of such words depends upon convention or custom made by us in our 
daily life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11. FURTHER ANALYSIS ON SELF 
 
People sometimes take the meaning of the self as mind or consciousness. But this is wrong. 
According to Buddha one should limit the meaning of self to the physical body only, and not make it 
equivalent to mind or consciousness. It is because mind or consciousness of a person changes very 
fast every day and night as compared to changes which happens in the body. Further the feeling of I 
which creates the idea of self has no correspondence with reality. The only reality in this world is 
nirvana and one must realize this truth. Teaching of Buddha holds that it is incorrect to hold any 
opinion on self like I have self or I have no self, because such feelings are born out of  fake idea of ‘I 
am’ which leads man to eternalist and annihilationist theory. Therefore one must make efforts to view 
the objects neutrally because every object in this world is only compounds of physical and psychical 
aggregates which are always in flux and are governed by law of cause and effect and dependent upon 
other objects. Hence one must not be dependent on any mental projection like self or soul. Further one 
must not keep any opinion regarding the topic of self Anatta. 
One must not take the teaching of Buddha on no-self or Anatta as negative or annihillistic theory 
because it is truth, reality just like nirvana which is equally true. And reality can never be negative. 
The doctrine helps to remove all false beliefs which create darkness in one’s life and it helps to 
generate the light of true knowledge in our life. 
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SUMMARY 
 
Buddhist theory of selflessness is one of the most important teachings of Buddha. The teaching of 
Buddha includes- the four noble truth- there is dukkha, the arising of dukkha, the cessation of dukkha 
and the way leading to the cessation of dukkha; the eight fold path, doctrine of depended origination, 
and theory of no-self. Buddhist theory of selflessness is also known as Buddhist theory of no-self: 
ANATTA. After the death of Buddha his teaching continued and they were more explored and 
elaborated by his followers. Around 7th century A.D. came a famous buddhist philosopher named 
Chandrakirti. So in order to understand his view on self, let’s first understand the meaning of self and 
buddha’s view on self. 
 Generally the term Soul, Self or which is used in sanskrit as Atman suggest that  there is permanent, 
everlasting and absolute entity in an individual. This absolute entity is also the unchanging substance 
at the back of the changing phenomenal world. This soul or self is said to there in each living being is 
said to be created by god, and which, after death of the body lives forever either in hell or heaven and 
its future depends upon their karmas and judgment made by its creator. But according to Buddhism, 
the concepts of God and souls are merely false and empty concepts. Such concepts are very deeply 
rooted in man, because of which other philosophical schools developed a variety of high level 
metaphysical and psychological theories on such concepts. These theories made almost each and 
every individual very close and dear to the notion of God and soul or self. As a result human beings 
started to not to hear, or not to understand, any teaching against them. Buddha always said that his 
teaching was ‘against the current’, against man’s selfish desires, because he always knew this very 
well. The teaching of Buddha in no way gives any importance to such kind of ignorance, fear and 
desire which is present in man because such qualities weakens him from inside. Buddha had always 
tried to make a man enlightened by eliminating and destroying such impure concept from its very 
roots. According to the Buddha’s teaching, concept of self is an imaginary, false idea which has 
absolutely no matching with the reality. Further such idea of self is responsible for producing harmful 
and destructive ideas of ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘mine’. And such idea gives birth to hatred, selfish desire, 
craving, attachment, pride, egoism and other contamination, impurities and other problems in our 
lives. It becomes the root-cause of all troubles in the world from small individual conflicts to nig 
conflicts between countries.  
According to Buddha the idea of self is the result of two psychological ideas which are innate in man. 
These innate ideas are: ideas of self-protection and ideas of self-preservation. 
According to Buddhism, the doctrine of Anatta or No-Self can be analyzed by two methods. These 
methods are analytic method and synthetic method. In the analytic method there is analysis of the 
‘Five-Aggregates’ and in the synthetic method there is analysis of the teaching of ‘Conditioned-
Genesis’ (paticca-samuppada). Therefore by analyzing the doctrine of Conditioned-Genesis, as well 
as by analyzing Five-Aggregates in an being, it is discovered that the idea atman, soul or self as an 
immortal substance which resides in a man or outside it permanently, is considered to be only a false 
belief. This is the doctrine of Anatta, No-soul or No-self in Buddhism. Chandrakirti’s proof of 
selflessness is an elaborate version of nagarjuna’s argument of self. This argument comes up in the 
first verse of the eighteenth chapter of his treatise. In this argument Nagarjuna says that, if a person 
exists independent then he is either different from the aggregates of mind and body or it exists exactly 
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the same with it. But both the cases are not true. It is neither same nor it is different from this 
aggregate. Hence that person doesn’t independently exist. Chandrakirti also try to show that self is 
neither different from these aggregates nor it is same. According to him if self and mind-body 
aggregates are different then one can perceive it without depending upon the aggregates or vice-versa. 
And if they are same then one will perceive that they share all the same qualities. But both the cases 
are not possible. Therefore self cannot be real entity.   
People sometimes take the meaning of the self as mind or consciousness. But this is wrong. 
According to Buddha one should limit the meaning of self to the physical body only, and not make it 
equivalent to mind or consciousness. It is because mind or consciousness of a person changes very 
fast every day and night as compared to changes which happens in the body. Further the feeling of I 
which creates the idea of self has no correspondence with reality. The only reality in this world is 
nirvana and one must realize this truth. 
 
 
 

 

 

 


