Self and non-self
Sabbe sankhara anicca



All fabrications are inconstant
Sabbe sankhara dukkha



All fabrications are unsatisfactory
Sabbe dhammā anattā




All phenomena are not-self

Dhammapada 277-279
Udakaṃ hi nayanti nettikā



Farmers channel the water

usukārā namayanti tejanaṃ



Fletchers bend the arrow

dāruṃ namayanti tacchakā



Carpenters shape a log of wood

attānaṃ damayanti paṇḍitā



Wise people fashion themselves

Dhammapada 80
The Ego Trick by Julian Baggini

Pearl theories of the self - try to locate some essential core to the self

· body

· brain

· memories

· immaterial soul
· character

Body: Baggini interviews transgender people and people struck by sudden disability and generally finds that the body is important to our sense of self but that a strong sense of being a connected self persists through major bodily changes.

Brain: Finds the brain to be of crucial importance in constructing our sense of self. Strokes, tumours, surgery and brain stimulation all affect our sense of self or can destroy strangely selective parts of it, such as our identification with all or parts of our body. We can also see parts of our brain working as it processes certain aspects of the self. However, there is no single part of the brain where ‘it all comes together’ or that is responsible for consciousness. A sense of being a self is also remarkably robust, even in ‘split brain’ patients whose brains have effectively been severed into two parts.
Memories: Again, memories are an important building block of the self and most people would regard our self to have been lost if all our memories were lost. However, memories are much more malleable and unreliable than we usually realise and it is clear that our mind constructs our sense of self from our memories rather than it simply being composed of them.
Soul: The idea of an immaterial self is a ‘category mistake’. We see that we are more than just dead matter: the mistake is to assume that the difference must consist of another kind of substance that is different from matter, rather than lying in the arrangement of our matter.

Character: Finds character to be much more dependent on circumstance than we like to think. Notes that character can be consistent and integrated or variable and contradictory and that it can be inborn or self-made. Suggests that we think of people as having a stronger character when they are consistent, integrated and self-made.
( concludes that there is no ‘pearl of the self’.

Bundle theory of the self – the self is constructed from a ‘bundle’ of qualities
· describes the Buddha as ‘the first bundle theorist’

Three main conclusions:
1. ‘The unity of the self is psychological’
The sense of unity in our self is created by the mind, not inherent in its parts. This does not mean that it is entirely an illusion: our minds create this unified sense of self because it helps us to function.

2. ‘We are no more than, but more than just, matter’
The evidence is now overwhelming that mind is what matter does when it is arranged in complex enough ways, not something separate from matter.

3. ‘Identity is not what matters’
Philosophers often get extremely confused talking about the self because they take it as a logical question concerning what stays the same (identical) over time, whereas what people are usually interested in are the existential questions of what we can base our identity on and what survives.
Selves & Not-self by Thanissaro Bhikkhu

The Buddha did not treat the self as a philosophical question; indeed he refused to answer philosophical questions about the self. His focus was on the construction of self – ‘I-making’ (ahaṅkāra) and ‘my-making’ (mamaṅkāra) – as an action. This action can be performed skilfully or unskilfully, with positive or negative consequences.
Unskilful self-making

· inaccurate or disempowering ideas about the self

· clinging to fixed ideas about the self

Skilful self-making
· confidence (that it is within our ability to change)

· compassion for ourselves

· right view of happiness

· self-esteem (based on ethical actions and developing competence)

· shame (Sanskrit hri – the sense that some actions are not worthy of us)

· integrity

Unskilful not-self practices

· ‘nothing is self, so I won’t make any attempt to build a healthy self’

· ‘nothing is self, so I will give up my will to someone else’

Skilful not-self practices
· letting go of things that we cannot control
· not depending on outside sources of happiness
· identifying with others

