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Anattalakkhana Sutta

(The Discourse on the Characteristic of Non-self)

This is the second Sutta taught by the Buddha to human beings. It was taught five days after the full-moon day of the first Vassa. On the fifth day after the five bhikkhus’ attainment of Sotapanna stage, the Buddha taught this Sutta to them.

You should understand that at that time the five bhikkhus had already attained Sotapannaship. They could totally understand the Four Noble Truths with their Sotapatti-magga insight-knowledge. The five aggregates of clinging are included in the Four Noble Truths. They are Dukkha-sacca-dhammas. The five bhikkhus totally understood these Dukkha-sacca-dhammas.

What are the five aggregates of clinging? They are the clinging aggregate of materiality, the clinging aggregate of feeling, the clinging aggregate of perception, the clinging aggregate of formations and the clinging aggregate of consciousness. In the clinging aggregate of materiality eleven types of materiality are included: past, present and future, internal and external, gross and subtle, inferior and superior, far and near. These are all Dukkha-sacca-dhammas. In the same way, eleven types of feeling, eleven types of perception, eleven types of formations and eleven types of consciousness are respectively called the clinging aggregate of feeling, perception, formations and consciousness. These eleven types of five clinging aggregates are Dukkha-sacca-dhammas. The five bhikkhus totally understood these eleven types of five clinging aggregates with their insight-knowledge and Path-knowledge. 

Further, they totally understood the Samudaya-sacca- dhammas, especially the dependent origination, with their insight-knowledge. These Dukkha-sacca-dhammas and Samudaya-sacca-dhammas are called Savkhara-dhammas, formations. They could easily understand these formations as impermanent, suffering and non-self. The listeners of this Anattalakkhana Sutta are such bhikkhus. After listening to this Sutta they would attain Arahatship. Why? Because they could totally understand the Dukkha-sacca-dhammas and Samudaya-sacca-dhammas as impermanent, suffering and non-self. Why? Because they had practised up to Sotapatti-magga stage in this life. This is the proximate cause. In the previous Buddhas’ Dispensations, they had discerned these Dukkha-sacca-dhammas and Samudaya-sacca-dhammas as anicca, dukkha and anatta up to savkharupekkha-bana stage. This is the far-away cause. They would attain the Four Analytical Knowledges, patisambhida-bana, when they attained Arahatship. This is their nature. Both the proximate and far-away causes are the supporting causes for their attaining Arahatship quickly.

Let’s see the Sutta:

The occasion (for this discourse) was in the Deer Park at Benares. 

At that time the Exalted One said to the group of five bhikkhus the following:

‘Bhikkhus, materiality is not self. Bhikkhus, if materiality were self, then materiality would not be liable to sickness, and one could control materiality: “Let materiality be thus. Let materiality not be thus.” But, bhikkhus, since materiality is not self, materiality is liable to sickness, and one cannot control materiality: “Let materiality be thus. Let materiality not be thus.”’

This non-self nature of materiality is “avasavattanaka”, which means materiality cannot arise according to one’s own desire or the desire of one’s self. Then the Buddha taught the remaining aggregates as follows:

Feeling is not self. Bhikkhus, if feeling were self, then feeling would not be liable to sickness, and one could control feeling: “Let feeling be thus. Let feeling not be thus.”

Likewise perception, the formations and consciousness are not self. Bhikkhus, if consciousness were self, then consciousness would not be liable to sickness, and one could control consciousness: “Let consciousness be thus. Let consciousness not be thus.” But, bhikkhus, since consciousness is not self, consciousness is liable to sickness; one cannot control consciousness: “Let consciousness be thus. Let consciousness not be thus.”

Then the Buddha taught the Dhamma by way of questions and answers. It is called “veyyakarana”in Pali.

Now what do you think, bhikkhus. Is materiality permanent or impermanent?’

‘Impermanent, Venerable Sir.’

In this question and answer, you should try to know that these five bhikkhus understood materiality totally. Again, they understood that materiality is impermanent, anicca. So when the Buddha asked them: “Is materiality permanent or impermanent?” they could easily answer: “Impermanent.” At that time, they could clearly see the impermanent nature of materiality with their insight-knowledge. Without seeing the impermanent nature of materiality they would not answer in this way. So if you want to attain Sotapannaship or Arahatship, you should also try to understand totally that materiality is impermanent with your insight-knowledge.

According to the Buddha’s teaching, materiality arises as small particles. These small particles may be smaller than atoms. You should practise the four-element meditation systematically. If you do so you may see small particles. If you see these small particles, you can easily see that as soon as they arise they perish away. But at that time, you should not pay attention to these small particles as impermanent, because you have not yet broken down the compactness. You must analyze each small particle. There are at least eight types of materiality in each small particle: earth-element, water-element, fire-element, wind-element, colour, smell, taste, and nutriment. Some contain nine types of materiality, including life-faculty (jivita). Some contain ten types of materiality, including transparent-element (pasada-rupa) or sex-determining- materiality (bhava-rupa) etc. Only when you can analyze these small particles you can easily understand the ultimate materialities. When you see ultimate materialities, you can discern them as impermanent. You can easily see their impermanent nature.

Altogether there are twenty-eight types of materiality. Among them, eighteen types are real materialities (unproduced materialities). They are the objects of vipassanâ insight-knowledge. The other ten types are artificial materialities (produced materialities). They are not the objects of insight-knowledge. But while you are discerning materiality, you should try to discern both real and artificial materialities. Since, for example, without seeing space (akasa), you cannot see small particles. So you should try to see space. That space is artificial materiality, not real materiality. In the same way you should understand the remaining artificial materialities.

When the Buddha asked the five bhikkhus this 
question they clearly saw that materiality is impermanent, so they replied: “Impermanent, Venerable Sir.” Then the Buddha asked the following questions:

‘And what is impermanent, is that pleasant or painful?’

‘Painful, Venerable Sir.’

They also saw materiality as painful, dukkha. What type of dukkha? It is savkhara-dukkha, for materiality is always oppressed by arising and passing away. If something is always oppressed by arising and passing away, can we say that it is pleasant, sukha? No, we cannot. It is always oppressed by arising and passing away, so it is dukkha. These five bhikkhus could easily see this dukkha nature.

Again, the Buddha continues his Dhamma talk as follows:

‘Then what is impermanent, painful, and unstable by nature, is it proper to regard it like this: “this is mine; this is I; this is my self?”’

‘Surely not, Venerable Sir.’

As soon as these materialities arise they perish away, so they are anicca. They are always oppressed by arising and passing away, so they are dukkha. There is not a stable self in these materialities, so they are anatta, non-self. Because they are anicca, dukkha and anatta, we cannot say: “this is mine; this is I; this is my self.” If there were a self in them, they would be stable for a long time. But in a fact, as soon as these materialities arise they perish away, therefore there is no permanent self. That is why they replied: “Surely not, Venerable Sir.” This answer means that these materialities are not self, atta.

According to the explanation of the commentary, “this is mine” is the grasping by attachment, tanhaggaha. “This am I” is the grasping by conceit, managgaha. “This is my self” is the grasping by self, attaggaha. 

If you see the materiality is always oppressed by arising and passing away, which is the dukkha nature, you will not say: “this is mine.” So if you discern these materialities as “dukkha, dukkha, dukkha,” then grasping by attachment will disappear. Discerning the materiality as dukkha is called dukkhanupassana, which is opposite to the grasping by attachment, tanhaggaha.

If you see the materiality as impermanent, then you will not say: “this is I,” because there is not a permanent “I”. You cannot see “I” in these materialities. So if you discern the materiality as impermanent, then the grasping by conceit will disappear.

If you see the materiality as impermanent and painful, then you will not say that there is a permanent self in these materialities. By seeing their impermanent nature and painful nature you discern that they are non-self, anatta, then the grasping by self will disappear.

In this Sutta, the Buddha first explains the characteristic of anicca. Then he explains the characteristic of dukkha. At last, he teaches the characteristic of anatta. That is because the characteristic of anatta is difficult to understand. In other Suttas, sometimes the Buddha teaches the characteristic of anicca first, and then the characteristic of anatta. Sometimes he teaches the characteristic of dukkha first, and then the characteristic of anatta. In this Sutta, the Buddha first teaches the characteristics of anicca and dukkha, and then the characteristic of anatta. 

In this Sutta, the five bhikkhus could easily see the materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta. The Sutta continues: 

‘The same applies to feeling, perception, the formations and consciousness.
 The five bhikkhus totally understood the five aggregates, and they understood that the five aggregates are anicca, dukkha and anatta. At that time the Buddha taught them the five aggregates method of vipassana as follows:

Therefore, bhikkhus, whatever materiality there may be, be it past, future or present, be it internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near -- every materiality should be thus regarded, as it really is, by proper wisdom -- “this is not mine; this is not I; this is not my self.”

“This is not mine; this is not I; this is not my self” are the three characteristics. According to the commentary of Channovada Sutta in Majjhima Nikaya, it is explained that “This is not mine; this is not I; this is not my self” are the three characteristics. So if you discern these eleven types of materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta, you are discerning “This is not mine; this is not I; this is not my self.” These two sets of characteristics are the same.

While the Buddha was teaching this Sutta, the five bhikkhus could follow the teaching. While listening to the Dhamma talk they discerned the materialities of the past, present and future, internal and external, gross and subtle, inferior and superior, far and near. They discerned these eleven types of materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta. They could easily see these three kinds of nature while listening to the Dhamma. They could practise vipassanâ totally at that time.

The same applies to the feeling, perception, formations and consciousness. So the Buddha says: 

Whatever feeling there may be, whatever perception there may be, whatever formations there may be (they must be so regarded).

Whatever consciousness there may be, be it past, future or present, be it internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near -- every consciousness, I say, must be thus regarded, as it really is, by proper wisdom -- “this is not mine; this is not I; this is not my self.”

The five could discern the three characteristics of the eleven types of five aggregates while listening to the teaching of the Buddha.

You should remember that they had been practising this type of vipassanâ in the previous Buddhas’ Dispensations for one hundred thousand aeons. This is one reason for their enlightenment. The other reason is that after listening to the Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta, they could totally understand these eleven types of five aggregates as impermanent, suffering and non-self. After that they practised to see these characteristics again and again for five days. When their insight-knowledge was mature for the attainment of Arahatship, the Buddha taught this Anattalakkhana Sutta. Because at that time if they could again discern the eleven types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta, they would attain Arahatship. That is why the Buddha taught this Sutta to them. 

The Buddha continues:

Having this insight, bhikkhus, the well-instructed Noble disciple feels repulsion for materiality, feels repulsion for feeling, for perception, for the formations, feels repulsion for consciousness. So feeling repulsion, he becomes dispassionate. Being dispassionate, he is liberated. Being liberated, the knowledge arises: “I am liberated.” He understands: “Birth is destroyed. The holy life has been fulfilled. The task is done. There will be no further existence”’

That Noble disciple feels repelled for eleven types of five aggregates because he clearly sees the impermanent nature, painful nature and non-self nature of them.

Thus spoke the Exalted One, and the group of five bhikkhus were taken by the Exalted One’s words and delighted in them. When this teaching was given, the minds of those five bhikkhus were freed from the effluents without grasping.

While they were listening to the Dhamma talk of the Buddha, they were discerning these eleven types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta. At that time their insight-knowledge became mature. When their insight-knowledge became mature, they realized Nibbana by Sakadagami insight-knowledge, then by Anagami insight-knowledge and then by Arahat insight-knowledge. When they attained Arahatship, that Arahat-path-knowledge destroyed all defilements. So they were free from effluents without grasping. If you want to attain Arahatship you should immediately practise like this.

But you should not ask that it is not mentioned in this Sutta that they had practised dependent origination. Since they had totally understood the dependent origination at the time they attained Sotapannaship. And after that attainment they had practised dependent origination again and again for many times. During the five days following their attainment of Sotapannaship they had been discerning the Dukkha-sacca- dhammas and Samudaya-sacca-dhammas as anicca, dukkha and anatta. So they had totally understood the dependent origination before attaining Arahatship. 
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