


BUDDHISM, KNOWLEDGE AND LIBERATION

Buddhism is essentially a teaching about liberation – from suffering,
ignorance, selfishness and continued rebirth. Knowledge of ‘the way things
really are’ is thought by many Buddhists to be vital in bringing about this
emancipation. This book is a philosophical study of the notion of liberating
knowledge as it occurs in a range of Buddhist sources.

Buddhism, Knowledge and Liberation assesses the common Buddhist idea
that knowledge of the three characteristics of existence (impermanence,
not-self and suffering) is the key to liberation. It argues that this claim must
be seen in the context of the Buddhist path and training as a whole. Detailed
attention is also given to anti-realist, sceptical and mystical strands within
the Buddhist tradition, all of which make distinctive claims about liberating
knowledge and the nature of reality. David Burton seeks to uncover various
problematic assumptions which underpin the Buddhist worldview.

Sensitive to the wide diversity of philosophical perspectives and
interpretations that Buddhism has engendered, this book makes a serious
contribution to critical and philosophically aware engagement with Buddhist
thought. Written in an accessible style, it will be of value to those interested in
Buddhist Studies and broader issues in comparative philosophy and religion.
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CHAPTER ONE

First Thoughts on
Knowledge and Liberation

Religious traditions commonly offer an account of what they consider to
be the human spiritual predicament. Buddhism is no exception. It generally
says that the root difficulty faced by human beings is suffering (duþkha)
which is caused by the appropriative, selfish desire of craving (tçùõâ). And
Buddhists often say that craving is itself rooted in ignorance (avidyâ). Our
craving is fuelled by lack of understanding. This is not any ignorance,
however. Craving is not caused by unawareness that Little Rock is the capital
city of Arkansas or of how to make soufflés, for instance. On the contrary, it is
ignorance of ‘how things really are’ that is thought to produce craving and
hence suffering.

Like many other religions, Buddhism not only gives an analysis of the
human spiritual predicament but also offers a solution. Indeed, the principal
concern of Buddhism is to provide an answer to the problem of suffering.
Buddhist texts often describe the Buddha metaphorically as the ‘Great
Physician’. Buddhism is fundamentally about providing a cure for a disease.
However, the disease of suffering is not an ordinary, physical sickness and the
cure is not potions or ointments. As suffering is thought to be caused by
ignorance of ‘how things really are’, the cure for suffering is said to be the
removal of this cause. Buddhism is thus intensely engaged with eradicating
this ignorance which, it thinks, lies at the heart of our spiritual malady.

The opposite of ignorance is knowledge or understanding. Ignorance is not
knowing or not understanding. For instance, if I do not know or understand
that Julius Caesar was a Roman emperor then I am ignorant about this fact.
My ignorance is dispelled when I achieve knowledge or understanding that
Julius Caesar was a Roman emperor. Similarly, the ignorance of ‘how things
really are’ is eradicated by knowledge or understanding of the true nature of
things.

Buddhism often maintains, therefore, that the cessation of suffering
requires knowledge (jñâna) or understanding (prajñâ, sometimes translated
as ‘insight’ or even ‘wisdom’) of ‘how things really are’. The Buddhist claim
is that liberating knowledge has the true nature of things as its special content.
This knowledge is considered to be the cure that will cut off suffering.
Hence, the people who have transcended craving and suffering are said to
have achieved Awakening (bodhi) and are Awakened (buddha), indicating
that they have ‘woken up’ to the true nature of reality. Buddhism is thus, in
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many of its forms, a gnostic soteriology in so far as it identifies knowledge, or
gnosis, as a necessary condition for liberation.

This is a characteristic which it shares with a variety of other Indian
philosophical and religious traditions, such as Advaita Vedânta, Sâükhya,
Nyâya-Vaiúeùika, Jainism and others. However, there is an important
difference. These non-Buddhist systems claim that liberation (mokùa) results
from insight into an eternal essence, soul or abiding self, variously called
the âtman, puruùa or jîva. For instance, Advaita Vedânta says that people
attain liberation when they achieve the understanding that the essential,
eternal self (âtman) is identical with the one, non-dual Absolute reality
(brahman). Sâükhya describes liberation as occurring when individual,
eternal consciousnesses (puruùa) achieve isolation or separation (kaivalya)
from the material world (prakçti) by means of insight into their real nature.
Nyâya-Vaiúeùika agrees that the individual souls or essential selves (âtman)
can break free from the material world by means of such knowledge. Jains
also speak of the need to understand that the individual and eternal soul (jîva)
is distinct from the material world, including the body, by which it is trapped.
The belief in such an eternal, spiritual essence of the person has been a feature
of much popular Indian religiosity.

By contrast, we will see that the Buddhist liberating knowledge does not
involve insight into the true nature of the eternal soul or self, but rather the
understanding that no such entity exists. The insight into not-self (anâtman) is
basic to Buddhist soteriology. A prevalent Buddhist formulation of ‘how
things really are’ declares that all conditioned things are (1) impermanent, (2)
suffering and (3) devoid of self. These are called the ‘three characteristics of
existence’. The Awakened Buddhists are those who stop craving because they
understand that everything is impermanent, that no thing has an eternal
essence, and that suffering occurs because we crave for and get attached to
such impermanent, essenceless phenomena. This book is a philosophical
exploration of this Buddhist liberating knowledge of ‘how things really are’.

A brief synopsis

Chapter 2 examines in detail these three characteristics of existence. In
addition, the chapter explores the nature of craving and why it is thought
to cause suffering. Also, it discusses the Buddhist idea that one’s craving
is rooted in ignorance of the three characteristics and that the solution
to the problem of craving, and hence suffering, involves knowledge of
impermanence, suffering and not-self. The chapter also uncovers a number of
debatable philosophical claims that underlie the Buddhist analysis.

Chapter 3 discusses the apparent conundrum that many people seem to
understand the three characteristics and yet still crave and suffer. If this

2 Buddhism, Knowledge and Liberation



knowledge is supposed to be liberating, how is it that such people have not
put an end to their craving and suffering? Various solutions to this problem are
critically examined, all of which distinguish Unawakened people’s deficient
understanding of the three characteristics from the Awakened people’s
thorough knowledge of them. According to Buddhism, only the thorough
knowledge is sufficient to remove craving and suffering.

For instance, the Awakened people’s knowledge might be depicted as
knowledge by acquaintance, whereas Unawakened people have a merely
propositional knowledge or knowledge by description. Or else Unawakened
people, though in some cases apparently believing that things are
impermanent, selfless and cause suffering when craved, might be said to have
an unconscious belief to the contrary. Finally, the Awakened people’s
knowledge of the three characteristics might be characterized by meditative
reflection and constant attentiveness, which is absent from the Unawakened
people’s more distracted and reflectively shallow understanding.

Chapter 4 evaluates two ideas that seem to underpin the Buddhist account
of liberating knowledge. First, there is the moral belief that suffering ought
to be overcome. Buddhism appears to claim that thorough knowledge of the
three characteristics entails the moral judgement that one should not crave
impermanent, selfless things because this craving will cause suffering. The
way the world is has implications for how we should act. In short, Buddhism
seems to derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’ in a way that is problematic from
the perspective of a moral relativist. That is, Buddhism seems not to make a
fact-value distinction, regarding ‘the way things really are’ as including what
might be called ‘moral facts’. Second, the Buddhist account of liberating
knowledge appears sometimes to imply that knowledge alone can compel one
to change one’s behaviour. If one has the thorough knowledge that one ought
not to crave, then one gives up craving once and for all. Is it really the case,
however, that knowledge alone, even thorough knowledge, will necessarily
stop one from doing what one knows one ought not to do and not doing what
one knows one should do?

In reply to this question, I argue that for many Buddhists it is not in fact
the case that knowledge by itself brings about liberation. While Buddhists
do contend that craving is rooted in ignorance they also say that ignorance
is sustained by craving. They are mutually supporting phenomena. It is thus
inaccurate to see Buddhism as only concerned with replacing ignorance
with knowledge. On the contrary, liberating knowledge needs to be viewed
in the context of the Buddhist path as a whole, which emphasizes the
cultivation of one’s entire character, which includes correct behavioural
habits and emotional attitudes as much as the intellect. The cognitive and
non-cognitive aspects of the practitioner’s personality are to be developed
in tandem. Liberating knowledge is the outcome of a comprehensive
training that stresses not only development of one’s understanding but also
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diligence in moral observance. One stops craving and becomes unselfish
and non-appropriative because of ethical endeavour in conjunction with
knowledge.

In Chapter 5, the focus is on a variety of ‘anti-realist’ Buddhist under-
standings of the not-self idea, according to which having no self means not
just that entities are dependently originating and have no permanent essence
but also that these entities are unreal or fabricated. Particular attention is given
to the Madhyamaka notion of emptiness (úûnyatâ), which can be interpreted
to mean that all things are conceptual constructions. Other forms of Buddhist
anti-realism, found in the Sautrântika, Sarvâstivâda and Yogâcâra traditions,
are also discussed. I consider the Buddhist anti-realists’ claim that liberating
knowledge includes the perception of the merely fabricated nature of things.
However, I argue that there are some serious philosophical problems with
Buddhist anti-realism, especially in its Madhyamaka form where it seems
particularly extreme.

Chapter 6 considers the very different interpretation that Buddhism is a
form of scepticism, and that, far from seeking knowledge of ‘how things
really are’, some Buddhist texts seem to encourage the practitioner to realize
that such knowledge is impossible, and that hankering after it is a form of
craving. The unfabricated ‘things in themselves’ are always hidden from
view. They are unknowable, being veiled by the interpretive activity of the
mind. Entities as experienced are fabricated by the mind, which always
construes them in terms of its own concepts of space, time, causality and so
forth.

Special consideration is given to a reading of Madhyamaka Buddhism –
different from the anti-realist interpretation presented in Chapter 5 –
according to which the Mâdhyamikas are advocating such a sceptical variety
of Buddhism. It is also possible, I suggest, to construe the early Buddhism of
the Theravâda scriptures as promoting a sceptical soteriology. I argue that it is
a debatable point whether these Buddhists, understood as sceptics, are right to
be so pessimistic about the prospects for knowledge. I propose an alternative
and more optimistic Buddhist theory of knowledge that is a type of moderate
epistemological realism.

Buddhist sources not uncommonly refer to the true nature of things as
ineffable. Chapter 7 is a critical study of this idea and identifies a variety of
ways in which it might be understood. I focus particularly on the idea of the
inexpressible knowledge of an ineffable reality as it occurs in some Yogâcâra
and Madhyamaka sources. I consider the possibility that these philosophies
might be best construed as forms of ‘mystical scepticism’, where the ineffable
‘things in themselves’ are unknowable only for Unawakened people. By
contrast, the Awakened people can strip away the veil of fabrications which
conceals reality and attain an inexpressible insight into these ‘things in
themselves’. The common Buddhist notion that nirvâõa and the Awakened
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person’s knowledge of it are ineffable is also explored. I suggest that for
many Buddhists liberating knowledge is not only of the three characteristics
of existence, but also of a sacred reality which transcends words and the
spatio-temporal world of impermanent, dependently originating things. In
addition, some important philosophical objections to the Buddhist idea of
such a mystical gnosis are considered.

In the conclusion, Chapter 8, I discuss the relationship between liberating
knowledge and two other key Buddhist virtues, namely, compassion and faith.
Furthermore, I consider the possibility that most human beings are unlikely,
even with considerable effort, to transcend completely their moral and
cognitive imperfections. They are not able entirely to cut off behavioural
and intellectual faults and I argue that Buddhism has often accepted this to
be the case. Buddhist liberation or spiritual awakening, understood as the
transcendence of all craving and ignorance about ‘how things really are’,
might thus be considered a virtually unattainable ‘regulative ideal’ that
teaches and reminds Buddhists that values such as wisdom, compassion and
non-attachment are to be cherished and cultivated even if they cannot usually
be perfected.

The diversity of Buddhism

Buddhism is a vast and multi-faceted phenomenon. Damien Keown (1996,
pp. 1–3) uses the famous Indian story, related by the Buddha at Udâna 69 f., of
the elephant and the blind men to explain the dangers of partial understanding
of Buddhism. According to this tale, a king divides his blind subjects into
groups and they are taken to an elephant and asked to feel it. Each group of
blind men grasps only one part of the animal – the trunk, the tail, the head,
the foot and so on – and take this to be the character of the entire elephant.
Similarly, Keown says, there has been a tendency to grasp one aspect of
Buddhism and incorrectly take it to be the whole. Thus, one needs to be aware
not only of misapprehensions but also of partial characterizations.

In addition, it should not be assumed that there is one fundamental
‘Buddhism’ that underlies all of the manifestations. Instead, some scholars
have suggested that we might take Buddhism to be an ‘umbrella concept’ that
refers to a family of distinct though interrelated religious phenomena.
Buddhism might not be simply one animal after all. It might be argued that
to seek to identify some essence shared by all or, at least, most forms of
Buddhism is thus misguided.

Whether or not there is a common core to the various forms of Buddhism
is a moot point and a debate which I do not wish to explore further here.
However, it seems fair to say that these diverse Buddhisms, with or without
a shared essence, often have strong conceptual connections with and
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resemblances to one another. They are not utterly distinct and often have
overlapping terminology, values and assumptions.

One basic assumption shared by many, though certainly not all, forms of
Buddhism is that knowledge of the true nature of things is vital for achieving
liberation from suffering. However, as this study will show, it is not
necessarily the case that the various forms of Buddhism which make this
assumption agree about the precise content or nature of this knowledge.
Many Buddhists would contend that knowledge of ‘how things really are’ is
required for liberation, but there is considerable divergence about how this
knowledge is to be characterized. One of the tasks of this book will be to
demonstrate some of this diversity.

I will not endeavour to investigate Buddhism as a whole, which is surely
a nearly impossible task. On the contrary, I will be highly selective. This is
due in part to the limitations of my knowledge and partly a result of my
specific interests. My hope is that the ideas expressed in this volume will
provide some basis for further creative philosophizing by thinkers whose
understanding of Buddhism and philosophical acumen complement and/or
exceed my own. My ideas rely heavily on early Buddhism, as recorded in the
Theravâda scriptures, on certain philosophical developments within Indian
non-Mahâyâna and Mahâyâna Buddhism as well as on some Tibetan
Buddhist notions. My emphasis is on Indian, Tibetan and Theravâda
Buddhism, with only occasional references to the East Asian traditions and
some developments in contemporary Buddhism.

Admittedly, there are types of Buddhism – for example, its Pure Land and
Vajrayâna forms – in which devotion to a salvific Buddha or Bodhisattva,
rather than liberating knowledge, has a primary role. My concern here,
however, is with types of Buddhism that stress knowledge and liberation
rather than devotion and salvation in the quest to transcend suffering. This is
certainly not to imply that the forms of Buddhism that stress salvific devotion
are less authentic, inferior or less worthy of study than the gnostic Buddhism
on which I concentrate.

Nor is it to suggest that the gnostic Buddhist’s liberating strategy is
exclusively concerned with knowledge. Far from it, the Buddhist liberating
knowledge is often presented as an outcome of a ‘path’ that includes ethical
conduct, faith and meditation as essential components. It will be one of my
contentions in the present study, especially in Chapter 4, that the liberating
knowledge that eradicates suffering cannot be understood in isolation from
the entire Buddhist training which is its context and of which it is the fruition.
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The philosophical study of Buddhism

The approach taken in this book will perhaps be frustrating to the historically
or anthropologically minded reader, interested mainly in the detailed social
and intellectual context of Buddhist ideas to which I refer, and to the
philologist intent on unravelling the linguistic complexities of ancient
Buddhist texts. Though I make substantial use of such texts, and am not
oblivious to their historical and social context, my primary aim is to engage
in philosophical reflection upon the Buddhist soteriology. Buddhist ideas
as expressed in the various traditions thus function as a touchstone for
philosophizing. By ‘philosophizing’ here I mean thinking in a critically aware
manner about fundamental issues and concepts in Buddhist thought such as
the nature of reality and the knowledge of it, why knowledge of reality is
thought to lead to liberation, how one ought to conduct one’s life and so forth.
My intention is not to stick slavishly to the reports of Buddhists writings
about these matters but rather to offer a creative continuation of Buddhist
philosophy, exploring possible meanings and implications of the texts. And
one of the principal themes of this study will be that Buddhist written sources
often contain a measure – sometimes a considerable amount – of ambiguity,
so that a range of interpretations is often possible.

I am not here functioning as a mere expositor of traditional Buddhism,
still less as an apologist. My intention in part is to uncover apparently
questionable assumptions underlying the Buddhist worldview. However, my
statement that they are ‘questionable’ is not meant to imply that they are
necessarily wrong. Rather, my claim, somewhat more modest and less
contentious, is that they are not necessarily right. There are various ways in
which these Buddhist ideas can be reasonably challenged and their veracity
doubted.

My assessment of Buddhist thoughts about knowledge and liberation does
not, of course, take place from a neutral standpoint. One must take seriously
the insight of thinkers such as Hans Georg Gadamer (1975) that there is no
completely objective, detached observer and that all thinking takes place
within a tradition and from a cultural and historical vantage point. There are
thus no definitive interpretations. Perhaps the best one can do is to become as
self-conscious as possible about the prejudices and biases that inform one’s
understandings and readings, recognizing that human beings cannot have a
‘view from nowhere’ or a God’s-eye view.

I write as a Western academic who has familiarity with both Eastern and
Western religious and philosophical traditions. My position is that cross-
cultural understanding is possible, and that attempts at such understanding are
not simply a belligerent imposition of one’s own cultural norms and standards
of rationality. Understanding of other cultures is no doubt difficult and fraught
with pitfalls, but they are not hermetically sealed monads.
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This is, of course, a debatable point, and no doubt my attempts to assess
philosophically, sometimes with fairly critical results, Buddhist ideas about
knowledge and liberation might be taken as a ‘colonial’ attempt to impose
Western values and ideas of reason on a tradition that has different but equally
valid standards. Is not such an endeavour yet another arrogant Eurocentric
attempt to subjugate another culture by claiming that its religions and
philosophies are inferior and that its deficient rationality needs to be corrected
by the superior Western mind?

Perhaps this is a valid criticism. However, my intention is not to be
destructive, condescending or dismissive. On the contrary, I have the utmost
admiration for, and often sympathy with, Buddhism and its attempts to find
solutions to the problem of suffering. Indeed, I consider my attempts to
engage in a critically reflective manner with Buddhist ideas as a sign of
respect. A very good way to take such ideas seriously, I suggest, is to probe
them, considering their strengths and weaknesses as best one can. That such
an assessment will itself inevitably involve a degree of interpretation and also
misunderstanding seems to be no reason to stop making the effort.

Such a project must, of course, be undertaken with a spirit of humility,
acknowledging that one’s assessments will have their own weaknesses, some
of them no doubt serious. But this book is, I trust, a contribution to an ongoing
cross-cultural philosophical conversation. Hopefully readers can take the
conversation further, perhaps showing, among other things, where I have
gone wrong and how my cultural bias has led to confusions. My assessments
and criticisms undoubtedly often display my lack of comprehension. But such
errors are perhaps not to be feared. They can provide a starting point for
fruitful discussion and clarification. Any criticisms I make are not, I hope,
displays of arrogance but rather attempts, successful or unsuccessful, to
understand more clearly.

I also have a background as a ‘Western’ Buddhist practitioner, but one who
has endeavoured to be critically aware of the philosophical assumptions
undergirding his religious or spiritual tradition. I suppose, then, that to some
extent I am an ‘insider’ but I do not think that this necessarily invalidates my
attempts to offer a rigorous assessment of the religious tradition to which I
have been aligned. A collection of essays by a variety of Buddhist practitioners
has called this sort of critical endeavour by those who have or have had some
form of religious commitment to Buddhism ‘Buddhist theology’ (Jackson and
Makransky, 2000). The application of the term ‘theology’ in this context is
possibly problematic, given that theology literally means ‘study of God or the
gods’ and is widely associated with the confessional reflection on Christian
doctrines about the divine. However, whatever the nomenclature, I believe
that the project of critical reflection on Buddhist thought by those who are or
have been practising Buddhists can only be an enriching contribution both
to academic discussion and the tradition’s self-awareness.
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I readily admit that my approach here has the limitations that a historian,
anthropologist or philologist might find irksome. However, I also think that
it has a significant strength, in that I attempt to do some serious critical
thinking about key issues of meaning in Buddhist thought. Historians,
anthropologists and philologists have, of course, enormous amounts to offer
in understanding the nature of Buddhism. If I am an apologist, it is as a
defender of the legitimacy of this sort of philosophical reflection about
Buddhism. Such ruminations, I contend, have a place in academic discourse
alongside historical, anthropological and philological methods.

Though this book is an academic study, it deals with issues that are, I would
suggest, of significance to any individual who reflects on the human situation
and the purpose or meaning of life. The topics of suffering, its transcendence,
the nature of reality, and whether and how we can know it are paramount
human concerns and Buddhism has extremely interesting things to say
about them. Etymologically, of course, philosophy is ‘love of wisdom’ and
philosophers of this type, in search of wisdom about the human condition, will
surely find Buddhism a rich vein of ideas and insights to mine. Whether one
agrees or disagrees with what Buddhism says – and I suggest various possible
points of disagreement – the study of Buddhism’s treatment of suffering and
liberation is bound to be fruitful. It is a complex and intelligent attempt to
understand and offer solutions to human suffering and to comprehend the
nature of reality. A serious consideration of what Buddhism has to say is
bound, I think, to stimulate serious reflections of one’s own, whether one
finds oneself concurring with or diverging from the Buddhist analysis.

A critic might object that the highly philosophical and idealized Buddhism
I describe and investigate here has a rather weak relationship to Buddhism
as it occurs ‘on the ground’, so to speak. Indeed, my study gives primary
attention to Buddhism as found in the textual tradition, which was accessible
only to privileged intellectuals and probably practised meticulously by
relatively few. Though it is true that Buddhism, as expressed ‘doctrinally’ in
many texts, is fundamentally focused on liberation by means of knowledge of
‘things as they really are’, it would be a serious misconception to think that
the majority of Buddhists are primarily concerned with developing such
liberating knowledge.

In a sense this criticism is quite fair. The quest for liberating knowledge is
and has been a dominant interest for only a small minority of Buddhists.
Traditionally they have usually been members of the monastic elite, whose
established function is, by contrast with the laity, to strive to achieve
liberation. The laity generally has practised a form of Buddhism that aims
mainly at materially supporting the monastic community and leading a
virtuous life, thereby gaining good future rebirths. Indeed, it seems clear that
in actuality even most monks and nuns have had and have this more modest
aim, regarding the goal of liberation as a lofty aim achievable only by a
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spiritually advanced few and only under very supportive conditions. In this
study, I am thus not purporting to represent the social and historical reality of
Buddhism as it would be found to exist by the anthropologist or historian.

Nevertheless, the rather rarefied Buddhism that I am concentrating on is
not entirely divorced from what actually happens on the ground. There are,
after all, Buddhists who do strive, and there have been Buddhists in past times
who have strived, for the liberating knowledge that is purported to eradicate
suffering. And, I contend, even if no Buddhists were in fact trying, or ever
have tried or will try, to achieve the liberating knowledge described in this
book and referred to in many Buddhist texts, it would nevertheless be a
worthy object of philosophical enquiry and scrutiny. The Buddhist texts
contain many remarkable ideas about liberating knowledge that I want to
examine. The number or percentage of Buddhists who have tried, are trying,
and will try to embody them is not my main concern. Let us begin, then, this
philosophical study of Buddhism, knowledge and liberation.

10 Buddhism, Knowledge and Liberation



CHAPTER TWO

Impermanence, Not-self and Suffering

As we have seen, Buddhist sources claim that Awakened people achieve
knowledge of the three characteristics (Sanskrit: trilakùaõa, Pâli: tilakkhaõa)
of existence and thus put an end to their craving and suffering. These three
characteristics are impermanence (Sanskrit: anityâ, Pâli: anicca), suffering
(Sanskrit: duþkha, Pâli: dukkha), and not-self (Sanskrit: anâtman, Pâli:
anattâ). Awakened individuals have woken up to or fully understood these
truths. As the Aïguttara Nikâya 3, 134 (trans. Nyanaponika and Bodhi, 1999,
p. 77) declares, a tathâgata – that is, a Buddha – ‘fully awakens’ to and
‘penetrates’ the facts of impermanence, suffering and not-self. And the
Dhammapada 20, 5–7 says that discerning the three characteristics is ‘the
path to purity’. Thera Nârada’s commentary (1978, p. 224) on these verses
explains that ‘impermanence (anicca), sorrow (dukkha) and no-soul (anattâ)
are the three characteristics of all things conditioned by causes. It is by
contemplating them that one realizes Nibbâna.’

This brief account raises some important questions. First, what exactly
and in more detail are these three characteristics? Second, what precisely is
craving and why do Buddhists think that it causes suffering? Third, why is
it thought that knowledge of the three characteristics will eradicate craving
and hence suffering? It is these three questions that the present chapter will
address. I will then make some observations and critical remarks concerning
the Buddhist analysis.

What are the three characteristics?

For the sake of explanatory convenience, I will treat impermanence and
not-self, often listed as the first and third characteristics, together. This
will be followed by an examination of the second characteristic, that is,
suffering.

Impermanence and not-self

Buddhism envisages the world to be a vast complex of transient events. It can
thus be viewed as a form of process philosophy which depicts the universe
in terms of becoming and transformation rather than stasis. The truth about
entities is that they do not stay the same and they must eventually cease
to exist. Things come into being, undergo many alterations and inevitably
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