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An insightful examination of the final goal of Buddhist practice that draws much-needed attention to two central dimensions of Nirvana: signlessness and deathlessness.

“Venerable Anālayo skillfully illuminates how some of the earliest Buddhist texts provide a systematic path for engaging with and experiencing the world in its pure essence, free from the defilements that cause so much suffering. He then takes us one step further to show how this clear perception, once applied and stable, recognizes Nirvana for what it truly is: empty and deathless. An essential read for students of the Buddhadharma.”

—Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche

“The Signless and the Deathless is a new approach to a deeper understanding of the central goal of Early Buddhist practice: the breakthrough to Nirvana. Bhikkhu Anālayo investigates in detail signless (animitta) concentration—that is, a state of mind free from distraction achieved by way of letting go all characteristic marks of things—and the deathless (amata/amṛta)—that is, Nirvana as the complete transcendence of mental affliction by mortality, experienced while still alive. Ven. Anālayo’s in-depth treatment of these crucial issues is most impressive and convincing because he is thoroughly familiar with early Buddhism both as a scholar and as a practitioner. His exposition is based on an exhaustive and thorough scholarly analysis of the relevant textual sources not only of the Pali canon but also of all other reciter traditions as far as they are still available in the original or in Chinese and Tibetan translation. To read this extraordinary book is a must not only for specialists but for anybody interested in a deeper understanding of the central issues of Buddhist teaching.”

—Lambert Schmithausen









Whose pasture is emptiness

And signless concentration—

Their track is hard to trace,

Like that of birds in the sky. (Uv 29.31)
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Foreword by Bhante Gunaratana
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THE BUDDHA’S TEACHINGS on Nirvana, the ultimate goal of the Buddhist path, are subtle, and understanding them can be quite challenging. The meaning of Nirvana is often completely misunderstood and misinterpreted, particularly in the West, where it has become a cliché for something ultimately desirable and pleasant in the mundane realm. In the East, on the other hand, while synonymous with liberation from saṃsāra, it remains connected in people’s minds with the notion of the immortality of a permanent soul or self. Therefore, a clear exposition on this profound subject is of utmost importance.

In this book, renowned scholar and teacher Venerable Anālayo sheds welcome light on this topic by offering a new perspective: that the descriptions of Nirvana in the early Buddhist texts convey a complete “stepping out,” as Venerable Anālayo puts it, of our usual modes of the construction of experience. In doing so, he skillfully corrects a tendency in the West to view Nirvana in terms of the extremes of eternalism and nihilism. In addition, Venerable Anālayo shares valuable insights into the concept of deathlessness as laid out in the scriptures—and presents it as a state of total freedom from suffering that can be attained in this very life. 

Venerable Anālayo is a brilliant scholar whose works exhibit a profound precision and clarity. His extensive knowledge of early Buddhist literature and logical exposition of the Buddha’s teaching make this book an invaluable asset for all Dhamma seekers. 
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IN THE FOLLOWING PAGES I survey selected passages from the early Buddhist texts in order to provide a perspective on the significance of the realization of Nirvana.1 My attempt to do justice to this topic is based on what—to the best of my knowledge—is a new approach. Said simply, this approach considers descriptions of the breakthrough to Nirvana to convey a complete stepping out of the way the mind usually constructs experience.2

The first part of this book serves as a preparation for the type of perspective I intend to present, by way of examining indications offered in the early discourses on the topic of the construction of experience.3 In order to approach this matter from a practice-related viewpoint, a central concern in my exploration is the notion of the signless (animitta), in particular its meditative development as a form of concentration, which appears to have a counterpart in some later traditions in the cultivation of nonattention (amanasikāra).

The second part of my exploration then turns to the deathless. As an epithet of Nirvana, the idea of the deathless in its early Buddhist use can be understood to involve a departure from notions of immortality held in the ancient Indian setting, instead offering the promise of complete freedom from being afflicted by mortality while still alive.

The two main parts of my study fall into twelve subsections each, with a summary of the basic points at their respective ends. In the conclusion that follows these two main parts I apply the idea of a transcendence of the construction of experience to a textual description of the awakening of the Buddha’s son, Rāhula.

Whereas the topic of signlessness does not seem to have garnered much scholarly attention so far, the realization of Nirvana and passages related to this topic have been taken up in a vast number of publications, both scholarly and popular. Although I have tried my best to take into account a fair range of these, I have not been able to do that in a fully comprehensive manner. To do so properly would require a book in itself.4 Moreover, any attempt at comprehensive coverage would need to take up not only relevant scholarly assessments but also the different positions and perspectives on Nirvana that have emerged in the course of time in the various Buddhist traditions, which would require another book in itself.5

Rather than attempting such broad coverage, the present book has the much humbler purpose of formulating my current understanding of selected early Buddhist passages in the hope of offering a meaningful perspective. For the time being, I have minimized critical observations, except for a few remarks in my notes.6 As a result, what I propose here comes with no claim of superseding previous discussions and presenting the final word on the matter. Instead, what I present is simply a new way of approaching the topic of Nirvana, based on the viewpoint of the construction of experience as recognized in early Buddhist thought. The resultant perspective is therefore just one out of many, although hopefully being at least internally coherent and relevant to actual meditation practice.

In order to make my exploration as accessible as possible to readers from various backgrounds, I have tried to refrain from referring to texts by their Indic names and instead provide references to reliable translations of the relevant Pāli versions in inline quotation for passages that I do not translate myself.7 Although the main text of my exploration is geared toward a general audience, my annotations in turn are meant to cater to readers with a more scholarly inclination; hence, I provide quotations of the relevant originals and some further discussions. When translating from any of these originals, although in general I attempt to be fairly literal, I tend to change singular verb forms to plural in order to maintain a gender-inclusive writing style.






I. The Signless
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THIS FIRST PART of my exploration is dedicated to a detailed study of the “sign” and its absence. I begin by exploring the function of the sign in perception and its relation to the construction of experience. Then I turn to the practice of bare awareness as a way of forestalling the arising of defilements due to grasping at signs, and to the potential of a similar type of practice in relation to the experience of pain. Another related topic is the role of the sign in relation to overcoming unwholesome mental states, in particular conceit. This leads me to the topic of signless concentration, which takes the absence of signs as its object and involves an approach to mental composure based on a form of attention that can be called “nonattention.” In the final part of my exploration, I turn to the role of signless concentration in relation to meditation on emptiness.

1. THE SIGN

The word “sign” renders the Pāli and Sanskrit term nimitta,8 which stands for the characteristic mark of things: that which in a way “sign”-als to the perceiver what that thing is, thereby enabling its recognition. Due to this function, the sign has a causal nuance: taking up a sign causes the process of making sense of experiences through the operation of perception. In other words, the sign stands right at the center of the network of causal factors leading to the arising of perception and is responsible for the type of associations and evaluations that usually come intertwined with the perceptual process.

The basic idea of the nimitta that emerges in this way could be related to an analysis of sense perception by the nineteenth-century philosopher Hermann von Helmholtz. He notes that a sign, representative of external influences on what we experience, need not be a completely accurate reproduction of that which it signifies. It suffices if the same object under the same circumstances produces the same sign, and not a different one.9 The potential inaccuracy of signs is also a central concern in the early Buddhist analysis, where their role in facilitating recognition can be strongly influenced by defilements. As a result of that, their impact can at times be rather misleading.

Helmholtz also reasons that, even though sensory experiences are based on mere signs, these should nevertheless not be dismissed as just illusory, as they are the sign of something, be it something existing or happening.10 This position also resonates with early Buddhist thought, where a keen awareness of the fabricated nature of experience and the pervasive influence of the mind does not lead to taking an idealist position.

Exploring the function of signs in a practical way, so as to make their role more easily intelligible, could be done, for example, with the type of optical illusions that lead to some form of delayed recognition. A so-called hybrid image—an image that can be perceived in two different ways, depending on the viewing distance—would be particularly apt. Bringing such an image slowly closer or moving it slowly further away until the second perception suddenly springs to mind can offer a good opportunity for noticing the working mechanism of taking up a sign.

The function of the sign, as understood in the early Buddhist analysis of perception, can also be exemplified with a narrative episode in an early discourse. After a long absence, a monastic had reportedly come to beg at the house of his former family and was recognized by a female servant. The Pāli version, in agreement with parallels extant in Chinese, Sanskrit, and Tibetan, indicates that her act of recognition was based on taking up the “sign” of his hands and feet, as well as of his voice (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005, 682).11

This example conveniently reflects key aspects of the operation of the sign. The preceding narrative reports that this monastic had gone forth against much opposition from his family. After a long time, he had come to his former home for a first visit in his role as a monastic. This means that, on following the narrative setting, his outer appearance would have changed drastically, as he was now shaven headed and wearing robes, to which the impact of aging should probably be added. For this reason, the servant’s ability to recognize him would have to rely on features that are less amenable to change. If during previous contacts with the son of the household she would have paid much attention to his hair, which in the ancient Indian setting males usually wore long, and to the type of adornment and clothes he wore, based on such features she would not have been able to recognize him now. Someone’s voice is a more reliable guide in this respect, although that can also change through aging. But in conjunction with the hands and feet, sufficient characteristic features would have been available for her to take up the sign and recognize that this was the son of her masters. The features of the face, mentioned in some versions, would be an additional aid, although the shift from long hair to bald, perhaps even combined with his having previously had a beard and now being clean shaven, can make it more difficult to recognize these.

This episode conveys that the basic working mechanism of recognition trains the mind to be on the lookout for what is relatively permanent, simply because features less amenable to change work better for purposes of identification. Ñāṇananda (2015, 257–58) explains: “To perceive is to grasp a sign of permanence in something . . . That is to say, a sign stands for permanence. A sign has to remain unchanged until one returns to it to recognize it.”

In this way, a tendency to ignore or overlook the fact of impermanence is in a way built into the very way perception appraises the world. An illustrative example would be the so-called change blindness, when observers do not notice that an actual change in a visual object has occurred. The propensity of perception to latch on to unchanging signs is so ingrained that it can even impair the very ability to perceive—that is, to note that something has changed in the meantime.

Due to the tendency of overlooking the impact of impermanence, every successful act of recognition can strengthen the mistaken impression that there is something permanent in things. Hence, there is a need for intentionally directing attention to the aspect of change to counterbalance this tendency. Countering the tendency to perceive as permanent what is changing must be a central reason why contemplation of impermanence features so often in the early discourses as a particularly commendable form of cultivating liberating insight.

According to Theravāda exegesis, sustained meditative attention to impermanence can lead to gaining the signless liberation (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1982, 259).12 This correlation can be appreciated in the light of the tendency of signs to reinforce the mistaken impression of permanence. When viewed from this perspective, contemplation of impermanence has indeed an important role as a corrective to the potentially misleading input resulting from taking up signs. The way perception operates is to a considerable degree a result of past conditioning, wherefore mental training can change those operational mechanisms.13 If the taking up of signs has inculcated a tendency to presume things to be permanent, intentionally directing perception to what is impermanent can counter that tendency. Ñāṇananda (2015, 187) reasons that through “the dispelling of the perception of permanence, the tendency to grasp a sign or catch a theme is removed.” The point here is of course not to render recognition dysfunctional but only to counter the tendency of the mind to be carried away by signs.

Regarding the above commentarial correlation, this would not imply that a signless form of meditation is in itself a way of contemplating change. The reason is simply that, in order to attend to impermanence, one would have to be aware of signs.14 In other words, signless concentration, a term to be explored in more detail below, is not about contemplating impermanence, precisely because it involves not paying any attention to signs.

In the above episode of the monastic visiting his former home after a long absence, the signs taken up by the servant were physical features of the person she recognized. In addition to these, however, his present appearance also involved signs chosen by him to “sign”-al, if I am allowed to continue with the wordplay, his status to the world. Wearing robes and having a shaven head are signs to mark the condition of being a monastic, employed deliberately to set a contrast with being a layperson.

This leads me to another instance that involves the signs of a layperson. The relevant Pāli discourse and a Chinese parallel report that the Buddha was once visited by a person holding a parasol and wearing sandals, which in the ancient Indian setting was typical for laity. The Buddha consequently addressed him in the way a monastic speaks to a householder (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005, 467). Yet, his visitor was upset at being addressed in this way, as he had given up his wealth and responsibilities and for this reason felt he should no longer be reckoned a householder. In reply to this reaction, the Buddha clarified that his form of address simply reflected the fact that his visitor had the marks and signs of a householder.15

The Buddha’s visitor in this episode had failed to convey appropriately through his outer appearance who he internally believed he was and how he wanted to be regarded by others. This example illustrates how the choice of hairstyle, clothing, and particular modes of behaving are ways in which signs are set up for others so that they form a certain type of impression (and thereby confirm the construction of one’s own self-image). Continuing with my wordplay, such signs serve to “sign”-al what people believe to be “sign”-ificant about themselves. Needless to say, signs set up for such purposes are not always understood in the way they are intended; that is, signs can be misunderstood or misinterpreted by others.

In addition to this function of signaling what appears significant, the sign as the basic constituent of perception stands in relation to language and concepts. A discourse extant in Chinese, with a similar presentation found in a Pāli parallel (translated by Bodhi 2012, 962), explains that verbalization is the result of perception (which in turn, as shown above, relies on signs):16 “Following on perception, one in turn verbalizes. This is said to be knowing the result of perception.”

In this way, signs stand at the root of the potential problems caused by language and concepts, be it by introducing an unwarranted evaluation or by encouraging an equally unwarranted reification. The first of these two aspects calls in particular for the practice of sense restraint, whereas the second relates to the topics of bare awareness and the cultivation of signlessness in order to become aware of, and counter, the way one tends to construct one’s own experiences.


2. GRASPING AT SIGNS

A key dimension of the act of taking up a sign by an unawakened mind is the weaving of subjective evaluations into the process of perception, which usually happens in a way that is not consciously noticed. The early discourses point to such evaluations by speaking of the “sign of attraction” and the “sign of aversion,” for example. Whereas paying unwise attention to the former can trigger sensual desire, doing the same with the latter can result in the arising of ill will (translated by Bodhi 2000, 1568).17 This presentation alerts to the predicament inherent in the basic act of taking up a sign, central to the appraisal of the world through perception. The influence of the sign can trigger an unwholesome mental condition, and this often enough happens outside of the purview of conscious recognition. From the subjective viewpoint, beauty and ugliness, etc., are regarded as features of the objects out there, rather than acknowledged for what they truly are: evaluations that originate in one’s own mind.

The problem of evaluations rooted in unwholesome mental conditions comes to the fore in another passage extant in Pāli, according to which sensual lust, anger, and delusion are makers of signs (translated by Bodhi 2000, 1326).18 The Chinese parallel conveys the same basic idea, although it does not have an explicit counterpart to the idea of a “maker” of signs. The three root defilements are makers of signs (or just signs) in the sense that they can substantially impact how the world is experienced. They do so by influencing which signs are given attention, thereby making these stand out in the overall perceptual appraisal of any object or situation. Unless kept in check by mindfulness, these three quite literally construct one’s world. That which arouses sensual lust, anger, and delusion appears to be out there, when in reality it is in here, namely in the way perception has woven those signs into its appraisal of the world. Ñāṇananda (1974/1985, 15–16) reasons that to reckon the three root defilements as makers of signs

might appear, at first sight, a not-too-happy blend of philosophy and ethics. But there are deeper implications involved. It is a fact often overlooked by the metaphysician that the reality attributed to sense-data is necessarily connected with their evocative power, that is, their ability to produce effects. The reality of a thing is usually registered in terms of its impact on the experiential side . . . Now, the “objects” of sense which we grasp . . . their significance depends on the psychological mainsprings of lust, hatred and delusion.

The role of defilements as makers of signs in turn relates to an elementary stage in the arising and gradual increase of defilements. Usually one does not consciously decide “let me now be lustful” or “be furious” or “be confused.” Instead, perception has identified something that triggers a defilement and, as the mind keeps returning to that, the defilement keeps increasing and coloring subsequent acts of perception. In this way, the three root defilements can indeed become makers of signs.

In contrast to this predicament stands the possibility of being “empty of sensual desire, anger, and delusion.”19 This is precisely the goal of early Buddhist meditative training, namely to empty the mind of defilements and thereby arrive at a way of apperceiving the world that better accords with reality and no longer is under the sway of these three signs. I will return to the relationship of such absence of defilements to liberation in the second part of my exploration (see below p. 105).

The need to be wary of the impact of subjective evaluations and to keep the mind increasingly empty of defilements informs a foundational mindfulness-related practice known as sense restraint. Such practice needs to be differentiated from the idea that sense objects should just be avoided. The idea of merely curtailing sense experience comes up for criticism in a Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel, which feature a young brahmin reporting his teacher’s injunctions in this respect (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005, 1147). According to this teacher, one should just refrain from seeing forms with the eye and hearing sounds with the ear.20 Yet, the critical reply to this proposal clarifies that the solution is not to pretend to be blind or deaf. Instead, anything happening at a sense door needs to be monitored with mindfulness to avoid any grasping at signs that may cause unwholesome mental repercussions. How this can be achieved can be seen in actual instructions on sense restraint, taken from a discourse preserved in Chinese, which proceed as follows for the sense door of the eye:21

If seeing a form with the eye, however, do not grasp the sign and also do not savor the form . . . guard the eye faculty so that no greed or sorrow, bad and unwholesome states, arise in the mind.

The Pāli parallel (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005, 875), after similarly warning against grasping the sign, continues by extending this warning also to grasping any “secondary characteristic” (anuvyañjana). Such secondary characteristics tend to elaborate further the first impression created by the sign. Their function can conveniently be illustrated with the help of the phrase employed instead in the above-quoted Chinese counterpart, which speaks of “savoring” the object. In other words, the task is to avoid savoring what is being experienced, not keeping it on the tongue of the mind, so to say, comparable to delicious food.

The use of the term “grasping” in both versions can best be taken to convey the sense of latching on to the sign, by way of clinging to whatever associations it calls up. Someone who successfully practices sense restraint still sees, hears, etc. The information seen, heard, etc., is still processed by the mind in order to be understood, which requires reliance on signs. But mindfulness is sufficiently well established at that point to notice when such processing of the sensory data takes up biased signs and veers off into unwholesome territory.

Both versions explicitly highlight that the main purpose of sense restraint is precisely to avoid the arising of bad and unwholesome states. Noticing as soon as possible that a particular sign is triggering such unwholesome reactions would enable the exercise of restraint right there and then, by way of letting go of that type of sign and intentionally directing attention in a way that avoids savoring the corresponding secondary characteristics.

Such sense restraint can enable becoming increasingly conscious of the operation of those signs that potentially trigger an unwholesome reaction, thereby offering a foundational practice for learning to work with signs. A central implication of cultivating sense restraint in this respect would be an encouragement to realize when something causes strong repercussions within. This can then lead to investigating whether the evaluation underpinning those strong reactions realistically reflects the actual situation or whether it is, at least in part, due to projections and biases. Such projections and biases would be due to grasping at signs and savoring their secondary characteristics. The practice of sense restraint would thus help the practitioner to become increasingly aware of the way the mind is processing things under the impact of unwholesome projections and biases, thereby enabling a stepping out of such habitual patterns of reactivity and their detrimental consequences.

As an illustration of this first and foundational type of practice in relation to signs, lack of sense restraint could be compared to someone aimlessly surfing around on the internet, clicking here and there, at the mercy of whatever happens to appear on the screen. Establishing sense restraint could then be related to the case of someone who uses the web just to find a particular type of information, without getting sidetracked by whatever other things may be popping up here and there. Needless to say, the same contrast between aimless surfing and not getting sidetracked can also take place just in the mind, without any need to go online.

Building on the groundwork laid through sense restraint and standing in continuity with it, meditative training in relation to signs can then proceed to increasing levels of profundity with the practice of bare awareness, to be discussed below, and eventually with signless concentration. These mutually supportive practices can be seen to form part of a continuum of mental cultivation aimed at understanding and working with the way perception appraises the world. Before getting into those practices, however, first a closer look at the construction of experience is required.

3. THE CONSTRUCTION OF EXPERIENCE

The basic operation of the sign relates closely to how perception makes sense of, and thereby to a considerable degree constructs, the world of experience. In this respect, early Buddhist thought can be understood to take a middle position between realism and idealism. In short, the existence of things outside of the purview of subjective apperception is not denied, but the way they are actually perceived is considered to be largely influenced by the mind.

A Pāli discourse, with parallels extant in Chinese and Sanskrit, reports the Buddha stating that the end of the world cannot be reached by walking, yet there is no making an end of dukkha/duḥkha without reaching the end of the world (translated by Bodhi 2000, 1188).22

The parallel versions agree in showing the monastics in the audience to be at first unable to grasp the meaning of the Buddha’s succinct statement, presumably because they were taking the term “world” in its ordinary meaning. They reportedly approached the Buddha’s attendant Ānanda for clarification. Below is the central part from the Pāli version of his clarification.23

Friends, that by which in the world one becomes a perceiver of the world and a conceiver of the world, that is called “the world” in the noble one’s discipline.

In the Pāli and Chinese versions, Ānanda continues by taking up each of the six senses individually—the five physical senses and the mind as the sixth—making clear how they all contribute to the construction of “the world.” The parallels report that his elucidation received the Buddha’s approval.

This reappraisal of the significance of the term “world” offers a key to understanding the meaning behind the succinct dictum that the end of the world cannot be reached by walking. It reflects a substantial shift of perspective from the assumption, presumably prevalent among the members of the audience of this discourse, that the world is as it appears to be out there. The teaching clearly draws attention to the degree to which the genesis of the world takes place in the mind, without going so far as to assert that there is nothing at all out there. The existence of something out there is in fact implicitly affirmed with the expression “that by which in the world one becomes a perceiver of the world.” The end of the world, when understood in this manner, will indeed not be reached by travelling to some external location. Instead, it is to be found within, namely by stepping out of the construction of the world.

Another Pāli discourse and one of its two Chinese parallels present what appears to be basically the same perspective by succinctly stating that “the world has arisen in the six.”24 This conveys that any experience of the external world arises through the activity of the six senses. It is precisely because what appears to be out there much rather originates right here that it can also be transcended right here. Tilakaratne (1993, 71) sums up: “The subject is nothing other than a complex of reactions to the world (object); the world is nothing other than what is perceived by the subject.”

The same principle holds for the term “all,” in that such an expression simply covers the whole gamut of experience that is possible through the six sense spheres (translated by Bodhi 2000, 1140);25 in other words, “all” stays within the confines of subjective experience.

Yet another Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel confirm that the term “world” stands for what is encountered through the six senses (translated by Bodhi 2000, 1153).26 Ñāṇananda (1971/1986, 84) offers the following comment on this notion of the world:

Thus the world is what our senses present it [to] us to be. However, the world is not purely a projection of the mind in the sense of a thoroughgoing idealism; only, it is a phenomenon which the empirical consciousness cannot get behind, as it is itself committed to it. One might, of course, transcend the empirical consciousness and see the world objectively in the light of paññā [wisdom] only to find that it is void (suñña) of the very characteristics which made it a “world” for oneself. To those who are complacently perched on their cosy conceptual superstructures regarding the world, there is no more staggering a revelation than to be told that the world is a void. They might recoil from the thought of being plunged into the abysmal depths of a void where concepts are no more. But one need not panic, for the descent to those depths is gradual and collateral with rewarding personal experience.


According to two different Pāli discourses and their parallels, the world is in fact led by the mind (translated by Bodhi 2000, 130 and Bodhi 2012, 554).27 The leading role taken by the mind in this way also comes up in a verse in the Dharmapada collections, whose Pāli version begins by stating that “the mind precedes phenomena,” dharmas, a proposition similarly found in several parallels.28 In fact, the Pāli version goes further by also qualifying phenomena to be “made by the mind.”29 The context shows that this is not meant to convey an idealistic sense. The statement in question occurs in two twin verses, which point out that doing evil leads to affliction just as doing good leads to happiness. In other words, the verses in question express in a poetical manner the basic teaching on karma and its fruit that is such a pervasive concern in the early texts.

This basic principle of karma is not confined to rebirth, as it can have repercussions visible in the same lifetime in which a particular deed was done. In fact, to some extent it can be considered to produce some effects immediately. The type of intention with which one approaches a particular situation will influence not only the way one acts but also the way one perceives (and inevitably evaluates) the actions and attitudes of others who are playing a part in the given situation. In this sense, then, the mind can indeed be considered the source of phenomena, and these are mind-made to a higher degree than one would normally be ready to admit.

Another relevant statement, found in a Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel, presents the diversity observable among animals as a reflection of the diversity of the mind (translated by Bodhi 2000, 958).30 The Pāli commentary explains this to refer to karma and its fruit,31 in the sense that the diversity observable among animals reflects the diversity of their deeds done intentionally in former lives. An alternative interpretation, presented by Ñāṇananda (2015, 107–8), proposes that this passage can be taken to refer to the constructing activity by those who perceive such diversity among animals:

Generally, we may agree that beings in the animal realm are the most picturesque. We sometimes say that the butterfly is beautiful. But we might hesitate to call a blue fly beautiful. The tiger is fierce, but the cat is not. Here one’s personal attitude accounts much for the concepts of beauty, ugliness, fierceness, and innocence of animals.

The nature of perception also comes up in the context of a set of similes, found similarly in a Pāli discourse and a range of parallels, which illustrate each of the five aggregates (translated by Bodhi 2000, 951). Here, perception is comparable to a mirage (of the type that can appear in the Indian hot season).32 It projects something else on top of what is actually there. The same discourse also takes up the potentially deluding nature of consciousness, which is similar to a magical illusion (created by an illusionist). A mirage and an illusion turn out on close inspection to be void and without any essence. The same holds for these two aggregates, and even more so for their ability to mislead the mind into mistaken conclusions and evaluations.

A Pāli verse with several parallels even goes so far as to commend the understanding, in relation to the world, that “all this is unreal.”33 The indication given in this way needs to be handled with care in order to avoid reading too much into it. It is probably best read in line with the material surveyed so far, in the sense of drawing attention to the lack of reality of what has been constructed by the mirage of perception and the magical illusion of consciousness. Such an understanding can serve as a path to liberation, here expressed as a transcendence of both this shore and the other shore (a topic to which I will come back subsequently, see p. 62). The ensuing four verses in this Pāli collection keep returning to the significance of understanding that “all this is unreal,” relating such insight to freedom from greed, sensual lust, anger, and delusion, respectively.34 The context suggests that this serves as a strategy to wean the mind from taking things too seriously, something that is particularly prone to happen when defilements manifest. A brief reminder of the lack of reality of what has been conjured up by the mirage of perception and the magical illusion of consciousness can offer substantial help to sap the power of the forces of greed, sensual desire, anger, and delusion.

The construction of experience appears to be the main theme of a passage that puts a spotlight on the role of the fourth aggregate (saṅkhāras or saṃskāras) in this respect. According to the relevant Pāli version, whose presentation in this respect finds confirmation in counterparts extant in Chinese and Tibetan, the fourth aggregate performs the following role in relation to each of the five aggregates:35

Monastics, “they construct the constructed,” therefore they are called volitional constructions. And what is the constructed which they construct? Bodily form, which is constructed, they construct into bodily form; feeling tone, which is constructed, they construct into feeling tone; perception, which is constructed, they construct into perception; volitional constructions, which are constructed, they construct into volitional constructions; consciousness, which is constructed, they construct into consciousness. Monastics, “they construct the constructed,” therefore they are called volitional constructions.

The key term here is Pāli saṅkhāra or Sanskrit saṃskāra, which can be rendered in a range of different ways.36 For the purpose of my present exploration, I have chosen the rendering “volitional constructions,” without thereby intending to present this as the one and only choice. The Indic term is too multivalent for a single English counterpart to be able to convey all of its nuances, and in other contexts the more commonly used “volitional activities,” “volitional formations,” or even just “formations” can indeed be the preferable option.

As regards the role saṅkhāras/saṃskāras play in the above passage, one relevant dimension would again be the perspective of karma and its fruit. However, the passage occurs in the context of a survey of characteristic functions of each of the five aggregates, and the operation of the fourth aggregate is not confined to the effect of what has been done in the past. From this perspective, then, it seems meaningful to interpret this passage as pointing to the role of saṅkhāras/saṃskāras in the construction of experience in the present. On this understanding, these saṅkhāras/saṃskāras can be seen to perform their role continuously, that is, in every moment of experience. As long as their constructing activity is based on ignorance (the first link in the standard presentation of dependent arising that leads on to saṅkhāras/saṃskāras as its second link), such construction is inevitably bound to result in the manifestation of dukkha/duḥkha.

The need to become aware of the construction of experience, which seems to emerge as a common theme in the selected passages surveyed above, has a counterpart in the findings of modern psychology. Feldman Barret (2017, 130) explains that “we humans are architects of our own experiences . . . We actively participate in constructing our experiences even though we are mostly unaware of that fact.” Although this may at first sight seem counterintuitive, the truth of the matter is that the world of experience is to a considerable degree a construct of the mind (86):

Your perceptions are so vivid and immediate that they compel you to believe that you experience the world as it is, when you actually experience a world of your own construction. Much of what you experience as the outside world begins inside your head.

4. BARE AWARENESS

A major tool for becoming aware of the construction of experience is mindfulness, especially in a role that could perhaps best be conveyed with the English expression “bare awareness” (which is not based on a specific Pāli or Sanskrit term).37 This role of mindfulness can be illustrated with a cryptic instruction that occurs in two Pāli discourses. The first instance, which has no parallel, is addressed to a non-Buddhist wanderer by the name of Bāhiya (translated by Ireland 1990, 18–21). According to the narrative frame of the instruction, Bāhiya lived in a part of India corresponding roughly to the area of modern Mumbai, where he was much respected and well supported by the local people. He believed himself to be an arahant/arhat or at least on the path to becoming one. A former relative, reborn as a celestial being, out of compassion informed him that he was not even on the path to becoming an arahant/arhat, let alone being one himself. Asked if anyone else in the world was an arahant/arhat or on the path to becoming one, the former relative directed Bāhiya to the Buddha, who at that time was staying at Jeta’s Grove.


Bāhiya left right away and walked across half of the Indian subcontinent until he reached Jeta’s Grove, located in northern India, southeast of modern New Delhi. Finding out that the Buddha had just gone out to collect alms food, Bāhiya followed him into town. Meeting the Buddha on the streets of Sāvatthī/Śrāvastī, he begged for an instruction. The Buddha pointed out that this was not the proper time for him to give instructions, as he was walking for alms. Bāhiya insisted, stating that he could not be sure of the length of their respective lives. Being requested thrice, the Buddha gave Bāhiya a brief instruction, which led to Bāhiya becoming an arahant/arhat on the spot.

His apprehension of the uncertainty of life turned out to be well founded, as soon after his encounter with the Buddha he reportedly had an accident and passed away. The Buddha told his disciples that they should take care of Bāhiya’s remains as one of their fellow practitioners and informed them that Bāhiya had passed away as a fully awakened one.

The instruction with the remarkable potential of enabling someone up to that point unacquainted with Buddhist teachings to become an arahant/arhat on the spot proceeds as follows:38


Therefore, Bāhiya, you should train yourself like this: In what is seen there will be just what is seen, in what is heard there will be just what is heard, in what is sensed there will be just what is sensed,39 in what is cognized there will be just what is cognized. Bāhiya, you should train yourself like this.

Bāhiya, when for you in what is seen there will be just what is seen, in what is heard there will be just what is heard, in what is sensed there will be just what is sensed, in what is cognized there will be just what is cognized, then, Bāhiya, you will not be thereby (na tena). Bāhiya, when you will not be thereby, then, Bāhiya, you will not be therein (na tattha). Bāhiya, when you will not be therein, then, Bāhiya, you will be neither here, nor beyond, nor between the two. Just this is the end of dukkha/duḥkha.



This cryptic instruction can conveniently be related to the construction of experience. In terms of different meditative approaches related to the sign, it takes sense restraint a step further. The task is not only to avoid clinging to any evaluative sign that could trigger unwholesome mental reactions but also to remain with bare experience as such. Just seeing what is actually being seen, without adding any further elaborations to that. This points to a bare noting of what is being perceived, leaving a sustained pause before taking any other step in the mental realm, in particular avoiding any reification of what is experienced. Ñāṇananda (2016, 146) explains:

The implication is that at whatever time one stops short at the seen and takes it only as a seen and not something seen, and likewise in the case of heard, only as a heard and not something heard, in the sensed only as a sensed and not something sensed, and in the cognized only as a cognized and not as something cognized, that is to say, there is no imagining a “thinghood,” then one would not be thinking in terms of it. One would not imagine “by it” (tena) in the instrumental sense or “in it” (tattha) in the locative sense.

To achieve that requires stepping back from the ingrained tendency to participate fully in whatever is taking place at any sense door, instead of which one adopts the attitude of an uninvolved observer. Ñāṇananda (2015, 319 and 537) explains the implications of putting into practice this instruction as follows:


The basic principle in this training seems to be the discipline to stop short at bare awareness . . . The latter half of the discourse seems to indicate what happens when one goes through that training . . . 

That is to say, when, Bāhiya, you have gone through that training of stopping at just the seen, the heard, the sensed and the cognized, then you would not be imagining in terms of them. The algebraic-like expressions na tena
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