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Anattalakkhaõa Sutta

(The Discourse on the Characteristics of Non-self)

This is the second sutta the Buddha taught to human beings after His enlightenment. It was taught five days after the full-moon day of the first rains retreat, that is, the fifth day after the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta had been expounded.

You should understand that at that time the five bhikkhus had already attained Sotāpatti-magga and phala. They could totally understand the Four Noble Truths with their sotāpatti-magga insight-knowledge. The five aggregates subject to clinging are realities pertaining to the First Noble Truth, dukkha-sacca-dhammas. The five bhikkhus totally understood these dukkha-sacca-dhammas.

the five aggregates subject to clinging

What are the five aggregates subject to 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, 11 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, 11 types of feeling, 11 types of perception, 11 types of formations and 11 types of consciousness are respectively called the clinging aggregates of feeling, perception, formations and consciousness. These 11 types of five clinging aggregates are dukkha-sacca-dhammas. The five bhikkhus totally understood these 11 types of five clinging aggregates with their insight-knowledge and Path-knowledge.

the Samudaya-Sacca-dhammas

Furthermore, they fully understood the samudaya-sacca-dhammas, especially dependent origination, with their insight-knowledge. These dukkha-sacca-dhammas and samudaya-sacca-dhammas are called Saïkhāra-dhammas, formations. They easily understood these formations as anicca, dukkha and anatta. Because of this, they would attain Arahantship after listening to this sutta.

proximate cause and latent cause

They possessed both the proximate cause and the latent cause for quick attainment: They had practised vipassanā up to the sotāpatti-magga stage in that life. This is the proximate cause. In previous Buddhas’ Dispensations, they had discerned dukkha-sacca-dhammas and samudaya-sacca-dhammas as anicca, dukkha and anatta to attain to the saïkhāråpekkhā-ñāõa stage. This is the latent cause. Both these were supporting causes for their attaining Arahantship quickly. Besides, they would attain the Four Types of Analytical Knowledge, pañisambhidā-ñāõa when they attained Arahantship. This was their nature.

Impersonal nature

Let’s see the Sutta:

The occasion (for this discourse) was in the deer park at Benares.

At that time the Blessed 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 illness, 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 illness, and one cannot control materiality: “Let materiality be thus. Let materiality not be thus.”’

This impersonal nature of materiality is ‘avasavattanaka’, which means materiality will not arise according to one’s own desire or the desire of one’s self. It arises due to causes and passes away when causes cease. 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 illness, and one could control feeling: “Let feeling be thus. Let feeling not be thus.”

Perception is not self…

Formations are not self…

Consciousness is not self. Bhikkhus, if consciousness were self, then consciousness would not be liable to illness, 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 illness; one cannot control consciousness: “Let consciousness be thus. Let consciousness not be thus.”

Therefore, all the five aggregates are ‘avasavattanaka.’ They are beyond one’s control. This is their impersonal nature.

Questions and Answers

Then the Buddha taught the Dhamma by way of questions and answers. This way of teaching is called ‘veyyākaraõa’ in Pāëi.

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

‘Impermanent, Venerable Sir.’

In this question and answer, you should know that these five bhikkhus fully understood materiality and clearly saw its impermanent nature with their insight-knowledge. So when the Buddha asked them, ‘Is materiality permanent or impermanent?’ they could easily answer, ‘Impermanent.’ Without seeing the impermanent nature of materiality they would not have answered in this way. So if you want to attain Sotāpanna stage or Arahanta stage, you should also try to understand 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. When you practise the four-elements meditation systematically, you will see small particles. You will also see that as soon as they arise they perish. at that time, you should not pay attention to these small particles as anicca, because you have not yet broken down their compactness. You must analyse every type of small particle. You will find that there are at least eight types of materiality in a small particle: earth-element, water-element, fire-element, wind-element, colour, odour, flavour, and nutritive essence. Some contain nine types of materiality, including life-faculty (jãvita). Some contain ten types of materiality, including one of the transparent-element (pasāda-råpa) or sex-determining materiality (bhāva-råpa) or heart-base materiality (hadaya-råpa). Only when you are able to analyse these small particles can you easily understand the ultimate materialities. Then you should discern them as anicca by seeing their momentary arising and passing away. By this stage you will easily see this impermanent nature.

Altogether there are 28 types of materiality. Among them, 18 types are real materialities. They are the objects of vipassanā insight-knowledge. The other ten types are artificial 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 (ākāsa), you cannot see small particles. So you should try to see space, which is artificial materiality, it is 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 saïkhāra-dukkha, for materiality is always subject to arising and passing away. If something is always subject to arising and passing away, can we say that it is pleasant, sukha? No, we cannot. 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 am I; this is my self?”‘

‘Surely not, Venerable Sir.’

As soon as these materialities arise they perish, so they are anicca. They are always subject to arising and passing away, so they are dukkha. There is not a stable self, which controls or governs these materialities, so they are anatta, non-self. Because they are anicca, dukkha and anatta, we cannot say, ‘this is mine; this am I; this is my self.’ If there were a self in them, they would be stable. But in fact, as soon as these materialities arise they perish, therefore there is no permanent self. That is why they replied, ‘Surely not, Venerable Sir.’ This answer means that these materialities are not self, anatta.

The Explanation of the Commentary

According to the explanation of the commentary, ‘this is mine’ is the grasping by attachment, taõhaggāha. ‘This am I’ is the grasping by conceit, mānaggāha. ‘This is my self’ is the grasping by the perception of self, attaggāha.

The grasping of materiality by attachment usually occurs through the wrong idea that materiality brings happiness. If you see that materiality is always subject to arising and passing away, which is by nature suffering, you will not say, ‘this is mine.’ So if you discern these materialities as ‘dukkha, dukkha, dukkha,’ grasping by attachment will disappear in due course. Discerning the materiality as dukkha is called dukkhānupassanā, which is opposite to the grasping by attachment, taõhaggāha.

The grasping by conceit towards materiality usually occurs through the wrong idea that materiality is permanent and worthy of pride. If you see materiality as impermanent, then you will not say, ‘This am I,’ because it is always changing. You cannot see any ‘I’ in materiality. Your pride finds no foothold. So if you discern the materiality as impermanent, grasping by conceit will gradually disappear. This is aniccānupassanā, which is opposite to the grasping by conceit.

The grasping of materiality by the perception of self usually occurs through the wrong idea that there is a self in materiality. If you see materiality as impermanent and painful, you will not say ‘This is my self,’ since there is not a permanent and unchangeable self in it. By seeing its impermanent and painful nature, you discern it as non-self, anatta. Then the grasping by perception of self will gradually disappear. This is anattānupassanā, which is opposite to the grasping by the perception of self.

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 materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta because, before and after the attainment of Sotāpatti-magga and phala they contemplated materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta many times and they clearly understood these three characteristics of materiality. The sutta continues:
‘Now what do you think bhikkhus, is feeling permanent or impermanent?

Is perception …
Are formations …

Is consciousness permanent or impermanent?

The Five Aggregates Method of Vipassanā

The five bhikkhus fully 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 vipassanā 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 I am not; this is not myself.”

‘This is not mine; this I am not; this is not myself’ are the three characteristics. According to the commentary of Channovāda Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya, (M-com 4.232) it is explained that ‘This is not mine; this I am not; this is not my self’ are the three characteristics. So if you discern these 11 types of materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta, you are discerning ‘This is not mine; this I am not; this is not my self.’ These two sets of characteristics are the same.

While the Buddha was teaching this Sutta, the five bhikkhus practically applied 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 11 types of materiality as anicca, dukkha and anatta alternately. They could easily see these three kinds of nature while listening to the Dhamma. They practised vipassanā continuously 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 …

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 I am not; this is not my self.’

The five bhikkhus could discern the three characteristics of the 11 types of five clinging aggregates while listening to the teaching of the Buddha.

You should remember that they had been practising this type of vipassanā in the previous Buddhas’ dispensations for 100,000 aeons. This is one reason for their enlightenment. The other reason is that after listening to the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, they could fully understand these 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta. After that they practised to see these characteristics again and again for five days. When their insight-knowledge was mature for the attainment of Arahantship, the Buddha taught this Anattalakkhaõa Sutta. For at that time the Buddha saw that if they could again discern the 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta, they would attain Arahantship. 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, feels repulsion for perception, feels repulsion for 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. What had to be done has been done. There will be no further existence”’ 

That Noble disciple feels repulsion for the 11 types of five aggregates because he clearly sees their impermanent nature, painful nature and impersonal nature.

Thus spoke the Blessed One, and the group of five bhikkhus were taken by the Blessed 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 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta. At that time their insight-knowledge became mature and they saw Nibbāna by Sakadāgāmã Path Knowledge, which lessens the strength of lust, hatred and ignorance. Then the Sakadāgāmã Fruition Knowledge which also saw Nibbāna successively occurred twice or thrice. Then they discerned these 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha, and anatta again and again. Then they saw Nibbāna by Anāgāmã Path Knowledge, which completely destroys hatred and sensual lust, and then the same Fruition Knowledge also occurred in the same way. Again they comprehend these 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta. And then they realised Nibbāna by Arahant Path Knowledge, which completely destroys the remaining defilements, such as conceit, ignorance, restlessness, sloth and torpor. So they became Arahants and were free from effluents without grasping. If you want to attain Arahatship you should practise like this.

So how should you practise?

I would like to explain how you should contemplate the 11 categories of the five aggregates subject to clinging as anicca, dukkha, and anatta, according to the Pheõapiõóåpama Sutta – the discourse on the simile of the lump of foam. Please listen to that sutta.

On one occasion the Blessed one was dwelling at Ayojjhā on the bank of the river Ganges. There was one monastery offered by the devotees of Ayojjhā on his first visit there where he was dwelling with the Saïgha.

One evening while dwelling in that abode, he came out from his fragrant kuti and sat down by the bank of the Ganges. He saw a great lump of foam coming down the river and thought ‘ I will give a Dhamma talk relating to the five aggregates’. Then he addressed the bhikkhus sitting around him.

‘ Bhikkhus, suppose that the river Ganges was carrying along a great lump of foam. A man with good sight would inspect it, ponder it, and carefully investigate it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in a lump of foam? So too Bhikkhus, whatever kind of materiality there is, whether past, future or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near: a bhikkhu inspects it, ponders it, and carefully investigates it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in materiality.’

So what did the Buddha mean by this simile? There are a number of points to consider. Please listen.

1. Firstly he likens the empty, insubstantial nature of foam, to that of materiality; full of holes and empty spaces. If you have practised the four elements meditation successfully, you will have seen for yourself that in reality, this body we are attached to has no solidity and substance. It is actually made up of nothing but a mass of infinitely small particles called råpa kalāpas which in turn are only the coming together and falling apart of ultimate material elements. Just as foam will disintegrate as soon as we try to catch hold of it, so too these kalāpas in our body dissolve and fall apart as soon as they arise, only to be replaced by another mass of kalāpas which likewise disintegrate. As it is impossible to mold foam according to our will, so too this materiality that makes up our bodies is beyond our willful control, and void of any permanent substance or self. Indeed this is anicca, dukkha, and anatta.

2. As the Buddha watched the foam floating down the river, he knew that it could break apart at any time, and there was no way to tell when this would happen. In the same way, upon reflection we know that this body will some day fall apart and disintegrate, although we have no control over when this will be. Like the foam we are floating in saüsāra according to our kamma, unknowing of when this life will end. If we have so little control as this over the body what could we possibly take to be permanent or self?

The clinging aggregate of materiality does not arise independently, but is dependent upon these causes as follows:

1. Kamma-produced materiality arises dependent upon the five past causes (ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional formations, and kamma)

2. Mind-produced materiality arises dependent upon the clinging mental aggregates: feeling, perception, volitional formations and consciousness which in turn are dependent upon the heart base.

3. Temperature-produced materiality arises dependent upon temperature, which is an element of the aggregate of materiality (tejo / fire element.)

4. Nutriment-produced materiality arises dependent upon nutriment, which is also an element of the aggregate of materiality.

So the Buddha explained the clinging aggregate of materiality.

He continued his Dhamma talk thus …

‘Suppose, bhikkhus, that in the last month autumn, when it is raining, and big rain drops are falling, a water bubble arises and bursts on the surface of the water. A man with good sight would inspect it, ponder it, and carefully investigate it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in a water bubble? So too, bhikkhus, whatever kind of feeling there is, whether, past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near; a bhikkhu inspects it, ponders it, and carefully investigates it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what of substance could there be in feeling’

So what did the Buddha mean by this?

Just as a bubble is feeble and cannot be grasped, for it breaks up as soon as it arises, so too feeling arises and passes and cannot be grasped as permanent and stable. As a bubble arises on the surface of water and does not last for long, so too with feeling, for it is said that 100 000 kotis of sensory impulses arise and cease in the body in the time of a finger snap (one koñi = 10 million). As a bubble arises dependent upon conditions, so too feeling arises in dependence on past and present causes. What are the past causes dependant on which feeling arises? They are ignorance, craving, clinging, saïkhāras (volitional formations) and kamma. And what are its present causes? They are sense base, sense object and contact. A feeling cannot arise on its own, but only together with its concomitant mental formations, dependent on a sense base and an object of contact. In the same way, the other mental aggregates, namely, perception, volitional formations and consciousness, cannot arise independently, but only in dependence on these past and present causes.

This is how the Buddha explained the clinging aggregate of feeling.

And so he continued his dhamma talk;

‘Suppose bhikkhus, that in the last month of the hot season, at high noon, a shimmering mirage appears. A man with good sight would inspect it, ponder it, and carefully investigate it and it would appear to him to be hollow, void and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in a mirage? So too bhikkhus, whatever kind of perception there is, whether past, future or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near: a bhikkhu inspects it, ponders it, and carefully investigates it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in perception?’

So what did the Buddha mean by this?

Perception is like a mirage, in that it is beyond reach and cannot be held. It is mind-made, and of no real substance, appearing to one in one way, and to another differently according to conditioning. As a mirage deceives the multitudes, so too does perception, which convinces people that things which are in fact repulsive, impermanent and conducive to suffering are beautiful, to be clung to as permanent, are conducive to pleasure.

This is how the Buddha explained the clinging aggregate of perception.

So he continued his Dhamma talk;

‘Suppose, bhikkhus, that a man needing heartwood, seeking heartwood, wandering in search of heartwood, would take a sharp axe and enter a forest. There he would see the trunk of a large plantain tree, straight, fresh, without a fruit bud core. He would cut it down at the root, cut off the crown, and unroll the coil. As he unrolls the coil he would not find even softwood, let alone heartwood. A man with good sight would inspect it, ponder it, and carefully investigate it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what of substance could there be in the trunk of a plantain tree? So too bhikkhus, whatever kind of formations there are, whether past, future or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near: a bhikkhu inspects them, ponders them and carefully investigates them. As he investigates them, they appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what could be of substance in volitional formations?’

What did the Buddha mean by this?

As a plantain trunk is an assemblage of many sheathes, each with its own characteristic, so the clinging aggregate of volitional formations is an assemblage of many mental factors, each with its own characteristic and function.

There are 52 types of mental factors. Among them, feeling is the clinging aggregate of feeling, perception is the clinging aggregate of perception. The remaining 50 are the clinging aggregate of formations. Some, but not all of these arise simultaneously in every consciousness moment. For example in first ānāpāna Jhāna consciousness (which is a wholesome consciousness of the fine material plane), 34 mental formations are present. Of these, feeling is the clinging aggregate of feeling, (which here is pleasure, sukha), perception is the clinging aggregate of perception (which is the perception of the ānāpāna nimitta), consciousness is the clinging aggregate of consciousness (which is the cognising of the ānāpāna nimitta). The remaining 31 mental formations are the clinging aggregate of formations. Among them, cetanā (volition) is predominant for wholesome and unwholesome volitional formations to produce result. Also present are a number of invariable mental factors (such as concentration and attention), and wholesome mental factors (such as faith, mindfulness and non-attachment). Because Jhāna consciousness is a wholesome consciousness, no unwholesome mental factors are present. All of these mental formations arise within the time span of a consciousness moment, and then pass away again without trace and so they are impermanent. They arise dependent upon the past and present causes, and not otherwise, so they too are completely void of any permanent self or controlling entity.

This is how the Buddha explained the clinging aggregate of formations.

And so he continued his Dhamma talk:

‘Suppose bhikkhus, that a magician, or a magician’s apprentice would display a magical illusion at a crossroads. A man with good sight would inspect it, ponder it, and carefully investigate it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in a magical illusion? So too bhikkhus, whatever kind of consciousness there is, whether past, future or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near: a bhikkhu inspects it, ponders it, and carefully investigates it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, and insubstantial. For what substance could there be in consciousness?’

What did the Buddha mean by this?

Consciousness is like a magical illusion in the sense that it deceives one into wrong view, just like an illusion. For example, it gives the impression that a person comes and goes, stands sits or lies down with the same body and mind, and yet the body and mind are different in each moment of each of these activities. Seeing is seeing, hearing is hearing, thinking is thinking. There is no willful control over the arising of these types of consciousness. We cannot simply decide; ‘I want to see, I want to hear’, etc. It happens automatically, dependent upon the past and present causes. Even if we decided we did not want consciousness to arise, and systematically destroyed the five sense bases of eye, ear, nose, tongue and body, objects would still appear in the mind and consciousness would arise. So consciousness, like the other clinging aggregates, dependently arises and is void of any permanent self.

I would like to give an example: Suppose a man lost his dear son because of sickness and thought, ‘Oh, my poor son has died, what suffering. Day and night my mind will has been filled with grief, sorrow, lamentation and despair for many months. I will never be happy again.’

Take another man, who is knowledgeable in physics and of strong intellectual pride. After talking with common folk about physics he might say thus; ‘Oh, how powerful my mind is, it is not like other people’s mind, I have more knowledge and understanding than others.’

Why do people think thus? Because they believe that mind is permanent and do not understand that it arises only in dependence on the past and present causes.

What if the grieving man was suddenly told he had won a million dollars in a lottery. Would then, at that moment he reflects thus ‘Oh, my mind is filled with grief, sorrow, lamentation and despair. I will never be happy again.’? I think not.

And again, what if the second man joined conversation with a wise man knowledgeable in philosophy, and they talked about philosophy. Would then he speak thus, ‘Oh, how powerful my mind is, it is not like other peoples’ mind. I have more knowledge and understanding than others?’ I think not.

Explaining thus, the Buddha systematically showed each of the five aggregates subject to clinging to be hollow, insubstantial, and void of any inherent self. And since a being is made up of these five clinging aggregates only and nothing more besides them, what possibly could there be of substance or permanent self in any being? This is the Buddha’s teaching mentioned in the Pheõapiõóūpama Sutta concerning the way to contemplate the 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta.

To confirm the aforementioned statements I would like to quote the questions of Saccaka and the answers of the Buddha from the Cåëasaccaka Sutta, a Shorter Discourse to Saccaka, of Majjhima Nikāya:

‘In what way is a disciple of the recluse Gotama one who carries out his instruction, who responds to his advice, who has crossed beyond doubt, become free from perplexity, gained intrepidity, and become independent of others in the Teacher’s Dispensation?’

‘Here, Aggivessana, any kind of material form whatever, whether past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near – a disciple of mine sees all material form as it actually is with proper wisdom thus, ‘This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.’ Any kind of feeling whatever … Any kind of perception whatever … Any kind of formations whatever … Any kind of consciousness whatever, whether past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near – a disciple of mine sees all consciousness as it actually is with proper wisdom thus, ‘This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.’ It is in this way that a disciple of mine is one who carries out my instruction, who responds to my advice, who has crossed beyond doubt, become free from perplexity, gained intrepidity, and become independent of others in the Teacher’s Dispensation.’

‘Master Gotama, in what way is a bhikkhu an Arahant with taints destroyed, one who has lived the holy life, done what had to be done, laid down the burden, reached the true goal, destroyed the fetters of being, and is completely liberated through final knowledge?’

‘Here, Aggivessana, any kind of material form whatever, whether past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near – a bhikkhu has seen all material form as it actually is with proper wisdom thus, ‘This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self,’ and through not clinging he is liberated. Any kind of feeling whatever … Any kind of perception whatever … Any kind of formations whatever … Any kind of consciousness whatever, whether past, future, or present, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near – a bhikkhu has seen all consciousness as it actually is with proper wisdom thus: “This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self,’ and through not clinging he is liberated. It is in this way that a bhikkhu is an Arahant with taints destroyed, one who has lived the holy life, done what had to be done, laid down the burden, reached the true goal, destroyed the fetters of being, and is completely liberated through final knowledge.’ (M 1.297-298)

Therefore not only to become an Arahant should one contemplate the three characteristics of the 11 types of five aggregates, to become a Sotāpanna one also should contemplate in the same way. The five bhikkhus contemplated these 11 types of five aggregates as anicca, dukkha and anatta when and after they listened to the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and became Sotāpannas. When they were listening to the Anattlakkhaõa Sutta, they again contemplated them as anicca, dukkha and anatta and became Arahants. To become a Noble One, one should emulate their examples.

Dependent Origination

One should not argue that it is not mentioned in the Anattalakkhaõa Sutta that the five bhikkhus had practised dependent origination, since they had totally understood dependent origination at the time they attained Sotāpatti. after that attainment they had practised dependent origination again and again many times. During the five days following their attainment of Sotāpatti-magga and phala they had been discerning the Dukkha-sacca-dhammas and Samudaya-sacca-dhammas as anicca, dukkha and anatta. So they had totally understood dependent origination before attaining Arahatship.

Paccaya Sutta of Nidāna Saüyutta

Without knowing dependent origination with direct insight knowledge, one cannot overcome doubt (vicikicchā). In that case, one cannot even attain the sotāpanna stage, let alone the Arahant stage. Please listen to the Paccaya Sutta of Nidāna Saüyutta:

‘And what, bhikkhus, is dependent origination? ‘With birth as condition, aging-and-death [comes to be]’: whether there is an arising of Tathāgatas or no arising of Tathāgatas, that element still persists, the stableness of the Dhamma, the fixed course of the Dhamma, specific conditionality. A Tathāgata awakens to this and breaks through to it. Having done so, he explains it, teaches it, proclaims it, establishes it, discloses it, analyses it, elucidates it. And he says, ‘See! With birth as condition, bhikkhus, aging-and-death [come to be].’

‘‘With existence as condition, birth [comes to be]’ … ‘With clinging as condition, existence’ … ‘With craving as condition, clinging’ … ‘With feeling as condition, craving’ … ‘With contact as condition, feeling’ … ‘With the six sense bases as condition, contact’ … ‘With nāma-and-råpa (mentality and materiality) as condition, the six sense bases’ … ‘With consciousness as condition, Nāma-and-råpa’ … ‘With volitional formations as condition, consciousness’ … ‘With ignorance as condition, volitional formations’: whether there is an arising of Tathāgatas or no arising of Tathāgatas, that element still persists, the stableness of the Dhamma, the fixed course of the Dhamma, specific conditionality. A Tathāgata awakens to this and breaks through to it. Having done so, he explains it, teaches it, proclaims it, establishes it, discloses it, analyses it, and elucidates it. And he says, ‘See! With ignorance as condition, bhikkhus, volitional formations [come to be].’

‘Thus, bhikkhus, the actuality is this, the inerrancy, the not-otherwiseness, specific conditionality: this is called dependent origination.

‘And what, bhikkhus, are the dependently arisen phenomena? Aging-and-death, bhikkhus, is impermanent, conditioned, dependently arisen, subject to destruction, vanishing, fading away, and cessation. Birth is impermanent … Existence is impermanent … Clinging is impermanent … Craving is impermanent … Feeling is impermanent … Contact is impermanent … The six sense bases are impermanent … Nāma-and-råpa is impermanent … Consciousness is impermanent … Volitional formations are impermanent … Ignorance is impermanent, conditioned, dependently arisen, subject to destruction, vanishing, fading away, and cessation. These, bhikkhus, are called the dependently arisen phenomena.

‘When, bhikkhus, a noble disciple has clearly seen with correct wisdom as it really is this dependent origination and these dependently arisen phenomena, it is impossible that he will run back into the past, thinking, ‘Did I exist in the past? Did I not exist in the past? What was I in the past? How was I in the past? Having been what, what did I become in the past? Or that he will run forward into the future, thinking, ‘Will I exist in the future? Will I not exist in the future? What will I be in the future? How will I be in the future? Having been what, what will I become in the future?’ Or that he will now be inwardly confused about the present thus, ‘Do I exist? Do I not exist? What am I? How am I? This being – where has it come from, and where will it go?’

‘For what reason [is this impossible]? Because, bhikkhus, the noble disciple has clearly seen with correct wisdom as it really is this dependent origination and these dependently arisen phenomena.’ (S 1.264-265)

The Samaõa-brāhmaõa Sutta of the Nidāna Saüyutta

Without knowing the dependent origination one cannot become a real samaõa or brāhmaõa. Here ‘samaõa’ means the Noble One who suppresses or calms defilements. There are two types of brāhmaõas – jāti-brāhmaõa and visuddhi-brāhmaõa. Jāti-brāhmaõa means one who becomes a brāhmaõa by birth. Visuddhi-brāhmaõa means one who becomes a brāhmaõa because one’s mind is purified through the eradication of all defilements. Arahants are called visuddhi-brāhmaõas because they have already destroyed all defilements completely without remainder with their Path Knowledge. The following sutta refers to visuddhi-brāhmaõas. Please listen to the Samaõa-brāhmaõa Sutta of Nidāna Saüyutta:

‘Bhikkhus, those samaõas or brāhmaõas who do not understand aging-and-death, its origin, its cessation, and the way leading to its cessation; who do not understand birth … existence … clinging … craving … feeling … contact … the six sense bases … nāma-and-råpa … consciousness … volitional formations, their origin, their cessation, and the way leading to their cessation: these I do not consider to be samaõas among samaõas or brāhmaõas among brāhmaõas, and these Venerable ones do not, by realising it for themselves with direct knowledge, in this very life enter and dwell in the goal of samaõahood or the goal of brāhmaõahood.

‘But, bhikkhus, those samaõas and brāhmaõas who understand aging-and-death, its origin, its cessation, and the way leading to its cessation; who understand birth … volitional formations, their origin, their cessation, and the way leading to their cessation: these I consider to be samaõas among samaõas and brāhmaõas among brāhmaõas, and these Venerable ones, by realising it for themselves with direct knowledge, in this very life enter and dwell in the goal of samaõahood and the goal of brāhmaõahood.’

From these Suttas, we easily see that the five bhikkhus should have clearly seen with correct wisdom as it really is the dependent origination and those dependently arisen phenomena while listening to the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and the Anattalakkhaõa Sutta. Without understanding dependent origination and contemplating its factors as anicca, dukkha and anatta, they could not have become Sotāpannas and Arahants. Therefore, contemplating the 11 types of five aggregates (dukkha-sacca dhammas) and dependent origination (samudaya-sacca dhammas) is indispensable for attaining any Noble stage. This is the right way leading to the penetration of the Four Noble Truths and the realization of Nibbāna. Meditators should always remember it and practise it correctly until they are completely liberated through final knowledge and become Arahants.
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