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Does Christianity believe in reincarnation? Of course it
does not. Yet, students of the Wisdom Tradition may seek to
find evidence that early Christians did accept reincarnation.
Similarly in Buddhism. Does Buddhism believe in the åtman,
the permanent self? Certainly the Buddhist religion does not.
Yet, there is evidence that the Buddha when teaching his basic
doctrine of anåtman, no-self, only denied the abiding reality
of the personal or empirical åtman, but not the universal or
authentic åtman.

The Wisdom Tradition known as Theosophy teaches the
existence of “An Omnipresent, Eternal, Boundless, and Immu-
table PRINCIPLE,”1 often compared to the Hindu åtman, the
universal “self,” while Buddhism with its doctrine of anåtman,
“no-self,” is normally understood to deny any such universal
principle. In regard to Buddhism, however, there have been
several attempts to show that the Buddha did not deny the exist-
ence of the authentic åtman, the self.2 Only one of these
attempts seems to have been taken seriously by scholars3; namely,
the work of Kamaleswar Bhattacharya. His book on this subject,
written in French, L’Åtman-Brahman dans le Bouddhisme ancien ,
was published in Paris in 1973; and an English translation of this
work, The Åtman-Brahman in Ancient Buddhism , was published in
2015.4 It is here that he set forth his arguments for the existence
of the Upanißadic åtman in early Buddhism. This is the work
that we will discuss.

How must we understand the Sanskrit term åtman, or in
Påli, attå ? The word åtman has been translated into English a
number of different ways by writers; sometimes as soul, or self,
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or ego.5 The consensus among scholars for some time now has
been to translate åtman as “self,” which we will do here.6 And
likewise, we will translate Sanskrit anåtman, or Påli anattå, as
“no-self.” Translating åtman as “self” also avoids confusion be-
tween “soul” and “self” when it distinguishes åtman, the eternal
and unchanging self, from the reincarnating and evolving soul.

One of the basic teachings of Buddhism is that all exist-
ence has three defining characteristics (tri-lakßaña): suffering
(du˙kha), impermanence (anitya), and no-self (anåtman).7 If
these are the Buddha’s basic teachings, then why question his
teaching of anåtman (no-self)?

In the case of Kamaleswar Bhattacharya, while he was do-
ing research in the Sanskrit inscriptions of ancient Cambodia,
he came across an inscription that caused him to question the
teaching of anåtman.8 The inscription that caught his attention
began with the following stanza. Note that nairåtmya  (non-self,
absence of self) is a synonym of anåtman (no-self). It reads:

Buddho bodhiµ vidadhyåd vo yena nairåtmyadar≈anam |
viruddhasyåpi sådhüktaµ sådhanaµ paramåtmana˙ || 9

The concept of paramåtman [the highest self] is in contradic-
tion (viruddha) with the doctrine of nairåtmya [non-self]; never-
theless, the Buddha taught that same doctrine [of non-self] as a
means (sådhana) of attaining to paramåtman  [the highest self]!10

This may be restated as:
The Buddha taught that through the cultivation of non-

self (nairåtmya), one reaches the highest self (paramåtman). The
idea here is that by emptying yourself of your personality, your
lower self, you are able to reach or ascend to your highest self,
your spiritual essence.

Interestingly enough, Paul Brunton talks about this same
inscription in one of his notebooks. He renders it as:

Let the Buddha give you the Bodhi, by Whom has been taught
well the philosophy denying the existence of the individual soul



Åtman/Anåtman in Buddhism 3

and teaching the cult of the universal soul though [the two
teachings seem to be] contradictory.11

When George Cœdès, who was later to became Bhatta-
charya’s mentor, first saw this inscription in 1908, he thought
that it had been contaminated by Hindu influence.12 But after
Sylvain Lévi published his edition and translation of the
Mahåyåna-Sütrålaµkåra in 1907 and 1911, it became apparent
that no contamination had taken place.13

This important Buddhist text supported the idea that
paramåtma (the highest self) and nairåtmya (non-self), found
together in the inscription, were not contradictory:

In utterly pure Emptiness, the Buddhas have attained to the
summit of the åtman, which consists in Impersonality [nairåtmya,
non-self]. Since they have found, thus, the pure åtman, they have
reached the heights of åtman.

And, in this Plan Without-Outflowing, is indicated the
paramåtman of the Buddhas—How so?—Because their åtman
consists in the essential Impersonality [nairåtmya, non-self].—
Mahåyåna-Sütrålaµkåra, 9.23, with beginning of commentary.14

Note that Lévi has translated nairåtmya as “Impersonality,” in-
stead of “non-self,” which has been used here.

Bhattacharya then quoted another Mahåyåna text, the
Ratnagotravibhåga commentary, to support this idea further:

The Tathågata [Buddha], on the other hand, by virtue of his
absolute knowledge (yathåbhütaj∆ånena), has gained perfect in-
tuition of the Impersonality [nairåtmya] of all separate elements.
This Impersonality [nairåtmya] accords, from every point of view
(yathå-dar≈anam), with the characteristics of the åtman. It is thus
always regarded as åtman, because it is Impersonality [nairåtmya]
which is åtman (nairåtmyam evåtmeti k®två).15

From this we can see that the two seemingly contradictory
ideas of paramåtman (the highest self) and nairåtmya (non-self)



4 Åtman/Anåtman in Buddhism

found in the Cambodian inscription are not incompatible with
Buddhist scriptures. Bhattacharya concludes:

The idea of paramåtman is thus not contrary to the doctrine of
nairåtmya; the two terms rather designate the same thing from
two different points of view.16

Another scholar, R. Grousset, commenting on the passage
quoted above from the Mahåyåna-Sütrålaµkåra, says that the
nairåtyma idea is also found in the Upanißads, known for their
teaching of åtman. He writes:

. . . such a conception recalls, curiously enough, material from
some of the Upanißads; the åtman consisting essentially in
nairåtmya, or, if preferred, the person being resolved in its very
depths in impersonality, we there approach the impersonal
åtman of the B®hadårañyaka [Upanißad].17

It is Bhattacharya’s belief that the Buddha did not deny
this impersonal, eternal åtman of the Upanißads.

Bhattacharya distinguishes two types of åtman:
1) the authentic åtman, and 2) the empirical åtman.18

The authentic åtman is the true spiritual åtman of the
Upanißads, eternal and unchanging. The empirical åtman is the
psycho-physical individuality,19 the person, which is ephemeral
and changing. This psycho-physical individuality is made up of
five components, which are called skandhas, or aggregates.
These five skandhas are:

1. form, or body (rüpa),
2. feeling (vedanå),
3. perception and conception (saµj∆å),
4. karma formations, or karmic seeds (saµskåra),
5. consciousness (vij∆åna).

In other words, the five skandhas, or aggregates, make up
what we would call the everyday person. As we saw earlier, just
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like everything else in existence, the skandhas, too, are charac-
terized by suffering (du˙kha), impermanence (anitya), and no-
self (anåtman).

Throughout the Buddhist scriptures of the Påli canon, we
find the Buddha repeatedly denying the existence of the åtman
in the five skandhas. The following dialogue is one example,
where the Buddha says:

“Now what think you, Soña? Is body permanent or imperma-
nent?”

“Impermanent, lord.”
“And what is impermanent, is that woe or weal?”
“Woe, lord.”
“And is it fitting to hold such views as ‘this is mine,’ ‘this am I,’

or ‘this is the self of me,’ about that which is impermanent and
unstable?”

“Surely not, lord.”
“Is feeling . . . perception . . . the activities [karma formations]

. . .  is consciousness permanent or impermanent? (as before). . . .”
“Surely not, lord.”
“Wherefore, Soña, whatsoever body there be, whether past,

future or present, inward or outward, gross or subtle, low or
lofty, far or near . . . every body should thus be regarded as it
really is by right insight. Thus ‘this is not mine,’ ‘this am not I,’
‘this of me is not the self.’”

And so also with regard to feeling, perception, the activities
[karma formations] and consciousness (so should they be re-
garded). —Saµyutta-Nikåya, 22.49.20

This type of negation is meant to dispel the idea of a per-
manent, truly existing personality, the satkåya-d®ß†i.21 It is clear
that the skandhas, the ephemeral person, cannot be the eternal,
unchanging åtman.

While the Buddha clearly and repeatedly said that there
was no åtman in the skandhas, he did not directly or specifically
deny the existence of the eternal åtman of the Upanißads. As
Bhattacharya says:
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The Buddha did not say, “There is no åtman.” He simply said, in
speaking of the skandhas/khandhas, ephemeral and painful,
which constitute the psycho-physical being of a man: n’ etaµ
mama, n’ eso ’ham asmi, na m’ eso attå, “This is not mine, I am not
this, this is not my åtman.” 22

Ananda Coomaraswamy, in his book, Hinduism and Bud-
dhism, agrees: “the repeated expression ‘That is not my Self’ has
so often been misinterpreted to mean ‘There is no Self.’” 23

Bhattacharya cites another passage from the Påli canon
to illustrate that the Buddha did not deny the existence of
the authentic åtman . This passage speaks of an “unborn,” “un-
produced,” “uncreated.” This is reminiscent of the immutable
principle spoken of in The Secret Doctrine.24 The Buddha says in
this passage:

There is, monks, an unborn, unproduced, uncreated, unformed.
If there were not, monks, an unborn, unproduced, uncreated,
unformed, there would be no issue [escape] for the born, the pro-
duced, the created, the formed. (Udåna, 8.3)25

Bhattacharya elaborates on this passage from the Udåna,
with scriptural support from the Saµyutta Nikåya :

Note that the “unborn, unproduced, uncreated, unformed”
(ajåta, abhüta, akata, asaµkhata), in a word, the Unconditioned,
is not another world, situated beyond the “born, produced,
created, formed” (jåta, bhüta, kata, saµkhata). It is in us, is our
very selves: it is our essential nature. It must, then, be discovered
in the depths of our being, by transcending our phenomenal
existence.26

Kamaleswar Bhattacharya’s thesis is that when the Buddha
denied the åtman in the skandhas, he was indirectly affirming the
existence of the authentic, Upanißadic åtman.27

To support his position, Bhattacharya cites the Indian logi-
cian Uddyotakara of the Hindu Nyåya school, who said that this
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type of negation, “This is not mine, I am not this, this is not my
åtman,” doesn’t make sense logically unless one accepts that the
åtman exists. This is called a specific negation. Uddyotakara says:

This negation is a specific negation (vi≈eßapratißedha), not a uni-
versal negation (såmånyapratißedha). One who does not accept
the åtman must employ a universal negation: ‘I am not,’ ‘You are
not.’ A specific negation always implies a corresponding affir-
mation: when, for example, I say, ‘I do not see with my left eye,’ it is
understood that I do see with my right eye. . . .” 28

In this case, the specific negation of åtman in the skandhas
would have for its corresponding affirmation the existence of
the authentic, Upanißadic åtman.

The eminent Buddhist scholar, La Vallée Poussin, com-
menting on a passage from the Majjhima-Nikåya,29 corroborates
Bhattacharya’s thesis when he says:

In the light of this text, which really is quite straightforward, we
may understand several sermons, and notably the sermon of
Benares, not as the negation of the åtman as do the Buddhists—
but as the affirmation of an åtman distinct from the skandhas.30

This brings us back to the teaching of the stanza in the
inscription that we began with:

The Buddha taught the doctrine of nairåtmya [non-self] as the
means (sådhana) of attaining to paramåtman  [the highest self].31

Here, the stanza teaches us to cultivate the specific nega-
tion of nairåtmya [non-self], in order to attain to its correspond-
ing affirmation of paramåtman [the highest self]. The two
Mahåyåna texts we cited earlier to support these ideas (the
Mahåyåna-Sütrålaµkåra and the commentary to the Ratna-
gotravibhåga) treated nairåtmya and paramåtman as synonyms.32

In other words, once understood, they become two different
sides of the same coin. Nairåtmya, the negation of the empirical
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self, reveals paramåtman, the highest authentic self, which is
inexpressible.

This type of logic can be fruitfully employed when refer-
ring to truth or the absolute, such as åtman or paramåtman.33

Since truth is beyond discursive thought, it can be referred to in
negative terms only, such as the neti neti “not this, not that” of
the Upanißads. As Bhattacharya says:

All truths as can be formulated are, in fact, but approximations
of Truth, which is inexpressible; none of them can be identified
with Truth itself. They aid us in reaching it, they guide our
progress towards it; but they must be transcended if it is to be
reached.34

It is perhaps for this reason that when the itinerant monk
Vatsagotra (Påli: Vacchagotta) came to the Buddha and asked
him if there is an åtman or not, the Buddha remained silent.
Also, it is there explained that had the Buddha answered either
way, Vatsagotra would have misunderstood him due to his pre-
conceptions. To have given any answer would have been mis-
leading.35

What are some reasons for possible confusion concerning
the åtman in Buddhism?

1. The Buddha’s silence on pertinent questions, such as
whether the åtman exists, as we have just seen in the Vatsagotra
story, has been a long-standing source of confusion for readers
of the Buddhist scriptures. While the Buddha taught that the
skandhas are anåtman, he did not say that “There is no åtman.”36

If he had wanted to dispel the åtman itself, he could have done
so directly, to avoid confusion.37

2. Despite the fact that the Buddha repeatedly taught the
doctrine of anåtman relative to the skandhas, there are, never-
theless, numerous occurrences of the word åtman throughout
the Buddhist scriptures that may not be used only as a pronoun.
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Citing the Påli canon alone, Pérez-Remón says:

In fact the references to attå [åtman] in the five Nikåyas are as
overwhelming, as regards their numbers, as the references to
anattå [anåtman], and plenty of those references are extremely
significant.38

With all the emphasis the Buddha placed on the teaching
of anåtman, the many references to åtman can be confusing.

3. Although both positive and negative formulations of
åtman are found in the Buddhist scriptures, it is the negative
formulations that predominate. Bhattacharya says:

There certainly are positive expressions, relative to the åtman,
in the Påli Canon. . . . But these positive expressions—often
moreover wrongly interpreted—are almost drowned in the mass
of negative expressions. . . . It is this predilection for negative
expression which would seem to have been responsible for the
pernicious theory of the “negation of the åtman.”39

4. Another source of confusion in the Buddhist scriptures
is the fact that the word åtman can be used in more than one
sense. Not only can åtman have the meaning of the authentic,
Upanißadic åtman, but it can and often is used simply as a reflex-
ive personal pronoun. As Steven Collins says:

Attå [Åtman] is the regular reflexive pronoun in Pali, used in the
masculine singular for all numbers and genders.40

Thus, as a reflexive pronoun, the word attå [åtman] can be used
for “myself,” “yourself,” “himself,” “herself,” “ourselves,” etc.

As we have seen, the word åtman can be used to indicate
either the empirical self designated by the personal pronoun,
or the authentic, Upanißadic self. Hence the possible confusion
that can arise in translation in certain contexts. Bhattacharya
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cites a verse from the Dhammapada illustrating the different
usages of the word åtman within a single verse (emphasis added):

attå hi attano nåtho ko hi nåtho paro siyå |
attanå hi sudantena nåthaµ labhati dullabhaµ ||

The åtman is the refuge of the self.
What other refuge can there be?
When the (phenomenal) åtman is properly subdued,
a refuge, difficult to find, is obtained.
(Dhammapada, 160)41

Walpola Rahula, the distinguished Sinhalese monk and
Buddhist scholar, interprets this verse differently. Here is his
translation (emphasis added):

Oneself is one’s own protector (refuge);
what other protector (refuge) can there be?
With oneself fully controlled,
one obtains a protection (refuge) which is hard to gain.
(Dhammapada, 160)42

Note that Rahula translates each occurrence of “åtman”
as the reflexive pronoun (“oneself”), while Bhattacharya trans-
lates the first occurrence of “åtman” as the authentic åtman,
followed by the empirical åtman.

Bhattacharya also cited some verses from the Bhagavadgîtå
(6.5-7) to show a precedent for this alternating translation of
“åtman” as the empirical and the authentic åtman. Here is verse
6.5 (emphasis added):

uddhared åtmanåtmånaµ nåtmånam avasådayet |
åtmaiva hy åtmano bandhur åtmaiva ripur åtmana˙ ||
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May one be saved by himself,
may one not let himself perish.
The (phenomenal) åtman is the friend of the (true) åtman,
and it is also its enemy.
(Bhagavadgîtå, 6.5)43

This example from the Bhagavadgîtå clearly shows the juxta-
position of åtman in its two meanings within a single verse. Some
of the confusion in interpreting the åtman in Buddhism could be
avoided by distinguishing between the two. As Bhattacharya says:

The Buddha certainly denied the åtman. That åtman, how-
ever, is not the Upanißadic åtman.44

And elsewhere:

Before stating that Buddhism has denied the åtman, modern
authors should, therefore, have been precise as to which åtman
is meant.45

Bhattacharya cites a statement from the great Buddhist
master Vasubandhu, “which perfectly elucidates the so-called
‘negation of åtman’ in Buddhism”:46

It is by virtue of that nature of things, consisting in subject and
object, which the ignorant imagine, that the things are devoid of
self, not by virtue of that ineffable Self which is the domain of the
Enlightened Ones. (Viµ≈atikå-v®tti, verse 10)

Kamaleswar Bhattacharya has a panoramic view of Buddhism
within the larger Indian context. He believes that it didn’t come
out of a vacuum, but that in fact the Buddha “was continuing
the Upanißadic tradition.” 47 Comparing the teachings of the
Påli canon with those of the Upanißads, Bhattacharya writes:



12 Åtman/Anåtman in Buddhism

The existence of similarities between two traditions does not
imply total identity. But the difference between the teachings of
the Pali Canon and those of the Upanißad[s] has too often been
exaggerated. The Buddha’s Absolute appears to be the same as
that of the Upanißads.48

And in another place he repeats this same statement, con-
cluding in an even stronger manner:

. . . The Buddha’s Absolute is the same as that of [the] Upanißads;
the gulf was created later, by the scholastic interpretations.49

Bhattacharya sees the difference between the Upanißads
and Buddhism as “simply a difference in emphasis.”50 He says that
“Buddhism is, first and foremost, a doctrine of salvation.”51

Whereas the authors of the Upanißads were more philosophers
than saviors, the Buddha was more a savior than a philosopher.
While the Upanißadic authors spoke “much more of the Infinite
than of the finite, much more of the Goal than of the Way,” the
Buddha spoke “more of the finite than of the Infinite, more
of the Way than of the Goal.” But he says that the goal of the
philosopher and the savior are the same, and that goal is
“Knowledge which is Deliverance.”52

Bhattacharya has said that deliverance, or liberation, is
“rediscovering our true being by transcending our phenomenal
existence.”53 But he notes that deliverance isn’t complete for a
Bodhisattva until the entire world is delivered, “since he and
the world are identical.” 54 The Buddha shows “the way which
leads from the ephemeral to the Eternal, from the mortal to
the Immortal, from the sorrow of the finite to the Bliss of the
Infinite.” 55

Transcending our phenomenal existence to realize the
authentic åtman leads us from the ephemeral to the eternal.
Realizing the anåtman (or nairåtmya), the no-self of the person,
leads us to the realization of the åtman (or paramåtman), the
true spiritual self. When understood correctly, we can see that
there is no contradiction between them. As Bhattacharya says:
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There is no contradiction between åtman and anåtman. The
åtman, which is denied, and that which is affirmed, through that
negation itself, pertains to two different levels. It is only when we
have not succeeded in distinguishing between them, that the
terms åtman and anåtman seem to us to be opposed.56

When Kamaleswar Bhattacharya found the Cambodian
inscription that spoke of nairåtmya and paramåtman, it led him
to make a thorough investigation of the question of åtman in
Buddhism. He concluded:

Does not Buddhism deny the åtman ? . . . I have but one answer
which I have tried to formulate in various ways in this book,
on the basis, invariably, of a study of the Påli canon and of
the Nikåyas in particular,57 that is: the Buddha does not deny
the Upanißadic åtman; on the contrary, he indirectly affirms it,
in denying that which is falsely believed to be the åtman.58

The implication of this for the Wisdom Tradition is clear.
Bhattacharya in his book has provided substantial evidence,
from exoteric Buddhist sources, that the Buddha did not deny
the Upanißadic åtman or self, a universal principle comparable
to that taught in the Wisdom Tradition. Blavatsky has provided
us with an esoteric Buddhist source that states this outright. She
calls this “An Unpublished Discourse of Buddha.” It says:

Said the All-Merciful: Blessed are ye, O Bhikshus, happy are
ye who have understood the mystery of Being and Non-Being
explained in Bas-pa [(secret)59 Dharma, Doctrine], and have
given preference to the latter, for ye are verily my Arhats. . . . The
elephant, who sees his form mirrored in the lake, looks at it, and
then goes away, taking it for the real body of another elephant,
is wiser than the man who beholds his face in the stream, and
looking at it, says, “Here am I . . . I am I”—for the “I,” his Self, is
not in the world of the twelve Nidånas and mutability, but in that
of Non-Being, the only world beyond the snares of Måyå. . . .
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That alone, which has neither cause nor author, which is self-
existing, eternal, far beyond the reach of mutability, is the true
“I” [Ego], the Self of the Universe. . . . He who listens to my
secret law, preached to my select Arhats, will arrive with its help
at the knowledge of Self, and thence at perfection.60

Thus, esoteric Buddhism does accept the true spiritual
self or åtman, as shown in this unpublished discourse of the
Buddha. This is the position of the Wisdom Tradition. In a
similar way, Bhattacharya describes the Upanißadic åtman (the
self) that is not denied by the Buddha, even using the same
terms, being and non-being:

It is the Being in itself, one, all-encompassing, absolute. From
the objective standpoint, as we have seen, it is a non-being. But it
is this non-being which is the authentic Being, the ground of all
beings.61

The great value of Bhattacharya’s work for students of the
Wisdom Tradition is that it shows the acceptance of the true
spiritual self or åtman from extant exoteric Buddhist sources.
The Buddha’s fundamental doctrine of anåtman or no-self is a
denial of only the personal self, thereby leading one to the real-
ization of the universal self. This universal åtman is a principle
that is in full agreement with the omnipresent, eternal, bound-
less, and immutable principle of The Secret Doctrine, described
in the words of the Måñ∂ükya Upanißad as inconceivable and
inexpressible.62 It is no wonder that the Buddha couldn’t speak
about the true, spiritual åtman .
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Notes

1. “An Omnipresent, Eternal, Boundless, and Immutable PRINCIPLE

on which all speculation is impossible, since it transcends the power of
human conception and could only be dwarfed by any human expres-
sion or similitude. It is beyond the range and reach of thought—in the
words of Måñ∂ükya Upanishad, ‘unthinkable and unspeakable.’” In
H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine , ed. Boris de Zirkoff (pagination un-
changed), 1st ed., 1888 (Adyar, Madras: Theosophical Publishing
House, 1978), vol. 1, p. 14.

2. There are quite a number of scholars over the years who have
been more or less sympathetic to this idea, including: A. Coomaraswamy,
Erich Frauwallner, Sue Hamilton, I. B. Horner, Christmas Hum-
phries, Joaquín Pérez-Remón, S. Radhakrishnan, and Carolyn Rhys
Davids.

3. See for example: J. W. de Jong, “Lamotte and the Doctrine of
Non-Self,” p. 152; and A Brief History of Buddhist Studies in Europe and
America (Tokyo: Kôsei Publishing Co., 1997), p. 98.

David Seyfort Ruegg, Buddha-nature, Mind and the Problem of Gradu-
alism in a Comparative Perspective: On the Transmission and Reception of
Buddhism in India and Tibet, Jordan Lectures in Comparative Religion,
13 (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London, 1989), p. 54.

4. Kamaleswar Bhattacharya, L’Åtman-Brahman dans le Bouddhisme
ancien, Publications de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient, vol. 90
(Paris: École française d’Extrême-Orient, 1973); The Åtman-Brahman
in Ancient Buddhism  (Cotopaxi, Colo.: Canon Publications, 2015).

5. Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, Second and Enlarged
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National de la Recherche Scientifique in Paris as Director of Research
in 1996, was one of the leading experts in the field of the Khmer civili-
zation of ancient Cambodia, specializing in Sanskrit epigraphy.

9. Inscription B from Bàt C≥µ during the reign of Råjendra-
varman, 944-968 A.D. In K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, p. 1.

10. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, p. 1 (brackets mine).
11. Paul Brunton, The Notebooks of Paul Brunton, vol. 10, The Orient:

Its Legacy to the West (Burdett, NY: Larson Publications, 1987), p. 206.
12. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, p. 1.
13. Ibid. Mahåyåna-Sütrålaµkåra, 2 vols., Sylvain Lévi, ed. and trans.,

Bibliothèque de l’École des Hautes Études, Sciences historiques et
philologiques (Paris: Librairie Honoré Champion, 1907 and 1911),
fascs. 159 and 190.

14. S. Lévi’s translation, slightly modified by K. Bhattacharya in
Åtman-Brahman, p. 2. The text has been quoted on p. 1:

≈ünyatåyåµ vi≈uddhåyåµ nairåtmyåtmågralåbhata˙ |
buddhå˙ suddhåtmalåbhitvåd gatå åtmamahåtmatåm ||
tatra cånåsrave dhåtau buddhånåµ paramåtmå nirdi≈yate.—kiµ

kårañam?—agranairåtmyåtmakatvåt.—Mahåyåna-Sütrålaµkåra , 9.23,
with beginning of vyåkhyå.

15. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, pp. 4-5. The Ratnagotravibhåga
Mahåyånottaratantra≈åstra, E. H.  Johnston, ed.  (Patna: Bihar Research
Society, 1950), p. 31:

Tathågata˙ punar yathåbhütaj∆ånena sarvadharmanairåtmyaparapårami-
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pråpta˙. tac cåsya nairåtmyam anåtmalakßañena yathå-dar≈anam avisaµ-
våditatvåt sarvakålam åtmåbhipreta˙, nairåtmyam evåtmeti k®två. (1.36)
Bhattacharya notes corrections to the text on p. 40, nn. 8, 9, and 10.

16. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, p. 5.
17. René Grousset, Les philosophies indiennes, vol. 2 (Paris: Desclée de

Brouwer, 1931), p. 28. Cited in K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, p. 5.
18. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 207.
19. Ibid., p. 6.
20. The Book of the Kindred Sayings (Saµyutta -Nikåya) or Grouped Suttas,

Part 3, trans. F. L. Woodward (London: Pali Text Society, 1925), p. 43.
21. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 31.
22. Ibid., p. 6. This teaching occurs many times in the Påli scriptures.

See, for example, The Book of the Kindred Sayings (Saµyutta-Nikåya) or
Grouped Suttas , Part 3, trans. F. L. Woodward, 22.76 (pp. 68-69):

“ . . . What is impermanent, that is suffering. What is suffering, that
is not the Self.

“What is not the Self, ‘that is not mine, that am not I, that is not the
Self of me.’ This is the way one should regard things as they really are,
by right insight.”

(Saµyutta-Nikåya, Pali Text Society edition, vol. 3, p. 76):      
yad aniccaµ taµ dukkhaµ; yaµ dukkhaµ tad anattå; yad anattå taµ
n’ etaµ mama, n’ eso ’ham asmi, na m’ eso attå ti evam etaµ yathåbhütaµ
sammappa∆∆åya da††habbaµ.

23. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, Hinduism and Buddhism (New York:
Philosophical Library, [n.d.]), p. 72.

24. The Secret Doctrine , vol. 1, p. 14: “An Omnipresent, Eternal,
Boundless, and Immutable PRINCIPLE on which all speculation is im-
possible, since it transcends the power of human conception.”

25. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 33. I have modified the
translation slightly: “non-born” has been changed to “unborn,” “non-
produced” has been changed to “unproduced,” etc.

The full quotation from the Påli reads:
atthi, bhikkhave, ajåtaµ abhütaµ akataµ asa∆khataµ | no cetaµ,

bhikkhave, abhavissa ajåtaµ abhütaµ akataµ asa∫khataµ, nayidha jåtassa
bhütassa katassa sa∫khatassa nissarañaµ pa∆∆åyetha | yasmå ca kho,
bhikkhave, atthi ajåtaµ abhütaµ akataµ asa∫khataµ, tasmå jåtassa bhütas-
sa katassa sa∫khatassa nissarañaµ pa∆∆åyati.—Udåna, 8.3.
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Cited from: The Khuddakapå†ha-Dhammapada-Udåna-Itivuttaka-Sutta-
nipåta (Khuddakanikåya, vol. 1), ed. Bhikkhu J. Kashyap, Nålandå-Deva-
någarî-Påli-Series ([N.p.]: Påli Publication Board, 1959), p. 163.

26. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, pp. 47-48, n. 38. See The Book of
the Kindred Sayings (Saµyutta-Nikåya) or Grouped Suttas, Part 1, trans.
Mrs. Rhys Davids (London: Pali Text Society, 1917), 2.3.6 (p. 86):

“. . . It is in this fathom-long carcase, friend, with its impressions
and its ideas that, I declare, lies the world, and the cause of the world,
and the cessation of the world, and the course of action that leads to
the cessation of the world.”

(Saµyutta-Nikåya, Pali Text Society editions, 1884: vol. i, p. 62; 1998:
vol. 1, pp. 144-145): api ca khvåhaµ åvuso imasmi∆∆ eva vyåmamatte
ka¬evare [sa]sa∆∆imhi samanake loka∆ ca pa∆∆åpemi lokasamudaya∆ ca
lokanirodha∆ ca lokanirodhagåmini∆ ca pa†ipadaµ.

27. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. ix.
28. Ibid., p. 32. Uddyotakara is cited from the Tattva-saµgraha-

pa∆jikå of Kamala≈îla (Embar Krishnamacharya ed., 1926), pp. 130-
131 (cf. Nyåyavårttika, 3.1.1). Bhattacharya adds that although he
agrees with Uddyotakara’s logic “to prove that the Buddha did not
deny all åtman,” he disagrees with Uddyotakara’s view when he sees
in the words of the Buddha “an affirmation of the åtman as conceived
by the Naiyåyikas, that is: as the individual ego, distinct from the
aggregates (pp. 32-33).”

29. “Monks, if someone came into this copse of Jeta where we are,
and took for burning, the grass, wood, branches, leaves, could you say
that he took you and burned you?—No, Lord, for all that is not us, none
of that belongs to us.—In the same way, monks, reject what is not of
yourselves. . . .” (Majjhima-Nikåya, 1, p. 141, cited in K. Bhattacharya,
Åtman-Brahman , p. 34.)

30. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 109, n. 243, from: Louis de
La Vallée Poussin, Le Dogme et la Philosophie du Bouddhisme , 2nd ed.
(Paris, 1930), p. 101. For a similar statement, see Louis de La Vallée
Poussin, “The Åtman in the Påli Canon,” p. 823: “Body and mind
are not the åtman, not because the åtman does not exist (as the later
doctors maintain), but because body and mind being transitory and
painful, cannot be, cannot have any intimate connection with, the
åtman: for the åtman is by definition eternal and happy. Our text
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perhaps postulates a transcendent åtman, an individual one. Such
an åtman is well known in the old Indian speculation: the Purußa of
the Såµkhya school who remains untouched by the biological and
psychological activities, who neither acts nor feels.”

31. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 207 (brackets mine); see
also p. 1.

32. Ibid., p. 34.
33. It should be here noted, however, that the Gelugpa school

of Tibetan Buddhism, following Tsong-khapa, uses a different type
of logic regarding the ultimate. While they teach that everything
in the universe is empty (≈ünya), that is, empty of inherent existence
(svabhåva), this does not imply the existence of some transcendent
absolute. They call this a non-affirming negation.

In India, the well-known example of the affirming negation is that
of Devadatta: The fat Devadatta doesn’t eat in the day. This implies
that he eats during the night. It is therefore an affirming negation.

So what we have here with the Gelugpas regarding the teaching of
emptiness (≈ünyatå) is a non-affirming negation: in denying one thing
it does not affirm another.

34. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman, p. 9.
35. Ibid., p. 25, cited from Abhidharmako≈a, Chapter 9. See Vasu-

bandhu’s Abhidharmako≈abhåßyam, vol. 4, translated into English by Leo
M. Pruden from the French of Louis de La Vallée Poussin (Berkeley,
Calif.: Asian Humanities Press, 1990), pp. 1333-34.

36. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 6. Other scholars, too, have
noted that the Buddha did not specifically deny the existence of attå/
åtman in the Påli canon. Karel Werner says: “But there is no statement
in the Sutta Pi†aka about the ultimate existence or non-existence of
atta.” (Karel Werner, “Indian Concepts of Human Personality in Rela-
tion to the Doctrine of the Soul,” pp. 94-95.)

K. R. Norman: “It may be true to say that the Buddha does not
specifically deny the existence of the attå anywhere in the Påli canon,
in the sense that he does not state explicitly ‘The attå does not exist’.”
(K. R. Norman, “A Note on Attå in the Alagaddüpama-sutta,” p. 28.)

This, of course, does not mean that these scholars necessarily hold
that the Påli canon accepts the existence of the attå/åtman.

37. Sue Hamilton has remarked: “I have argued elsewhere that
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interpreting the Buddha’s doctrine of anattå as simply stating ‘there is
no self,’ misses the point. I will not rehearse my arguments here
(though it is tempting to ask rhetorically why, if this were his meaning,
he did not just say so in reply to all the questions he did not answer
about the nature of the soul) . . .” In: Sue Hamilton, “The Dependent
Nature of the Phenomenal World,” p. 282.

38. Joaquín Pérez-Remón, Self and Non-Self in Early Buddhism, Reli-
gion and Reason, 22 (The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1980), p. 4.

39. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 38.
40. Steven Collins, Selfless persons: Imagery and thought in Theravåda

Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 71.
41. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 31. Dhammapada, 160 (or

Dhamma-pada, 12.4).
42. Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, p. 130.
43. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 30.
44. Ibid., p. 207.
45. Ibid., p. 34.
46. Kamaleswar Bhattacharya, “The Anåtman Concept in Bud-

dhism,” p. 224:
yo bålair dharmåñåµ svabhåvo gråhyagråhakådi˙ parikalpitas tena kal-

pitenåtmanå teßåµ nairåtmyaµ na tv anabhilåpyenåtmanå yo buddhånåµ
vißaya˙ (Vasubandhu’s auto-commentary on Viµ≈atikå, verse 10). This
statement of Vasubandhu is cited in K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman,
p. 33, but in the somewhat different translation by Sylvain Lévi.

47. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 190.
48. Kamaleswar Bhattacharya, “Some Thoughts on Åtman-Brahman

in Early Buddhism,” p. 72.
49. Kamaleswar Bhattacharya, “Brahman in the Pali Canon and in

the Pali Commentaries,” p. 23.
50. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. 209.
51. Ibid., p. 37.
52. Ibid., pp. 209-210.
53. Ibid., p. 145.
54. Ibid., p. 16.
55. Ibid., p. 6. Here Bhattacharya has used descriptions from the

Upanißads to describe the state of deliverance.
56. Ibid., p. 207.
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57. Bhattacharya here follows what has been acknowledged by
Buddhist scholars to be the correct methodology since 1911, namely
to rely on the old Påli Nikåyas, i.e., the Sutta Pi†aka texts, rather than
on the later Theravåda interpretations. As Karel Werner writes while
commenting on Steven Collins’s book (Selfless persons):

“In the context of the Sutta Pi†aka texts by themselves, whose
analysis Collins neglects, constantly projecting into them later Thera-
våda interpretations, . . . Collins’s interpretations do, of course, reflect
quite correctly the Theravåda position from whose point of view he
wrote his thesis as expressed by its subtitle. Where he is wrong is when
he reads the Sutta Pi†aka in the light of Theravåda orthodoxy as inter-
preted in the Abhidhamma and commentaries, regarding even the
late Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, the main compendium of Thera-
våda orthodoxy, as spelling out explicitly what is contained implicitly
in the original Sutta Pi†aka (p. 22), a stance fully embraced in Thera-
våda circles of learned monks, but untenable on the level of academic
scholarship, at least since Karl Seidenstücker published his Pali-
Buddhismus in Übersetzungen (Breslau 1911) in which he ‘allowed the
texts of the Canon themselves to speak without the rather dubious
help of later commentaries’ and maintained that ‘we have to tackle
the oldest sources’ with our own understanding as best we can, thus
‘avoiding the risk of adopting the position of a particular school by
trusting later exegetical interpretations’ (p. X). Which does not, of
course, rule out careful consideration and evaluation of later views.
Seidenstücker’s stance has since been adopted by most scholars
of Buddhism as well as Buddhist thinkers.” (Karel Werner, “Indian
Concepts of Human Personality in Relation to the Doctrine of the
Soul,” p. 90, n. 9.)

This methodology, Werner notes, was followed by Joaquín Pérez-
Remón (Self and Non-Self in Early Buddhism): “. . . the whole platform
from which he undertook his investigations, namely the Sutta Pi†aka with
only a limited use of the Vinaya Pi†aka and almost complete rejection
of Theravåda interpretations.” (Karel Werner, “Indian Concepts of
Human Personality in Relation to the Doctrine of the Soul,” p. 94, n. 14.)

58. K. Bhattacharya, Åtman-Brahman , p. ix.
59. The word “secret” is not found in the original quote. It has

been added to define “Bas-pa” (Tibetan: sbas-pa).
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60. “An Unpublished Discourse of Buddha,” H. P. Blavatsky Collected
Writings , vol. 14 (Wheaton, Ill.: Theosophical Publishing House,
1985), pp. 408-409.

61. Kamaleswar Bhattacharya, “The Anåtman Concept in Bud-
dhism,” p. 223.

62. The Secret Doctrine , vol. 1, p. 14; Måñ∂ükya Upanißad , v. 7.
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