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The Teaching of Non-self according to the Agamas

-- In terms of Cognitive Neuroscience Perspective

ABSTRACT

This paper proposes a neuro-cognitive basis for "non-self" in early Buddhism. In
terms of "non-self", scholars of Buddhist Studies have to deal with different ideas of
the self, such as the concept of the self in Brahmanism, in spirituality, or in illusion.
As the negation of self is often taken for granted, few have investigated the
mechanism of the "non-self". Recent developments in neuroscience provide a
different perspective on epistemology, consciousness, and the construction of self.
This paper compares current cognitive neuroscience theories with
Pratityasamutpada in the Agamas, the Chinese translation of the four Agama Sutras,
using Antonio Damasio's Descartes' Error, Self Comes to Mind, and Strange Order of

Affairs.

In terms of neuroscientific perspective, a permanent, single, unique, absolute
entity and controller of body and mind -- "self" does not exist. Instead, the self is an
amalgamation of the brain, the body, and the outside world. Consciousness,
emotion, thought, and desire depends on one's embodied consciousness, the
entirety of cultural and social upbringing, and are subsequently affected by our
current outside stimuli. The construct of self exists as a coping strategy for biological

beings to respond quickly to the environment and limited brain resources.

In the dependent origination (Pratityasamutpada) of early Buddhism: The
combination of six faculties (Salayatana, i.e., five physical sense-organs and mind),
image (Namaripa, name and form), and consciousness (vifinana, discernment)

triggers the cognitive function (Phassa ), which in turn produces feeling (Vedana),



craving (Tanha), clinging ( Upadana), and becoming (Bhava). From both neuroscience
and Pratityasamutpada, it can be seen that "non-self" is not just separation from the

"permanent"; there is no permanent, one, ruling "I" that exists. It is also away from

"disconnect"; it is not the feeling that there is no "I". "non-self" is a concept and a
practice to avoid the formation of self with false cognition by understanding and
realizing the limitations and deviations of cognition. Clinging to such "I" feelings and

thoughts will lead to selfish desire, craving, attachment, greed, hatred, and delusion.

Instead, by delineating the biases and limitations of the consciousness, the
"non-self" guides the construction of a less biased self. While contemporary
cognitive neuroscience provides a biological, scientific basis to the Buddha's
teachings of "non-self" 2500 years before, the suffering caused by cognitive biases

can only be solved by understanding and practicing the "non-self ".

Key words: cognitive neuroscience, Agama, non-self, dependent origination

(paticcasamuppada).
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George Northoff, Neuro-Philosophy and the Healthy Mind: Learning from the Unwell Brain,
Gildan Audio and Blackstone Audio, 2017

2 FHER « I8 -~ RENEE > LIS [CHERSEHE > BES0BEGZR) &
b BT AR - 2017 4 -

Daniel J. Siegel, Mind: A Journey to the Heart of Being Human, Seattle: Brilliance Audio, 2016.
0 ZHRIEER o TG - BUEESE - (EEgTRERmZR) - H 1415 -
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BAZ Tl G A A o p A ks AR ERER R T - SR frAd gl We ARy
BB R T RTHR S B AT R D ;{;ﬁ va EFET RJEA € AT {e T A bk TR e 2
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BHLRERRFARAY AR (USSR RIS - NI (EREIEAED) -
GEREEHE > SMEREIRAYE S E M in il ZE HEC A R E RS g 25 thE A
3o AN ERMEBERES - s - SOAYBKEBUEEN - WE N ASENERE
TEEFREIFGR - (RS A s 3 > 2 & T FAMAIRR AR -

3.5 T EAORETEER - DU S RGBS N O SR E g BRI - S
AREHIEZ ~ LA - BEEHVZERE > SRR Al e B0 Rttt & B
S #EH1 (Embodied cognition )~ EFRERI T A EHEE—(EAHE - miaE A e A
HRERITETE ©

(WS BERZ SRR E BB - B A e e EeReET AR ~ JRBRA VRS > i
FrEE PRI - SRR 2 E A A MR AT & A4S
TRORE HIEEAVEZERS - NRERE (insula) ot > PIEDRERT G (LAY EREEL T
M S ERTER AL > FERFEILE AT - B T RMIAVEAE - BB R
Ay > BRSSO B R BT - R M E N IR AR A
B -

33 E. A. Maguire, D. G. Gadian, I. S. Johnsrude, C. D. Good, J. Ashburner, R. S. J. Frackowiak, & C.
D. Frith, “Navigation-related structural change in the hippocampi of taxi drivers.”  Proceedings of
the National Academy of Science, 97, 2000, p.4398-4403.

34 p. Bermudez, J. P. Lerch, A. C. Evans, & R. J. Zatorre, “ Neuroanatomical correlates of
musicianship as revealed by cortical thickness and voxel-based morphometry.” Cerebral Cortex,
19(7), 2009, p.1583—-1596.

35 Lawrence E. Williams and John A. Bargh, “Experiencing Physical Warmth Promotes
Interpersonal Warmth,” Science, 2008, 322(5901), p.606—607.

36 Tristen K. Inagaki, Naomi |. Eisenberger, “Shared neural mechanisms underlying social
warmth and physical warmth, ” Psychol Sci. 2013, 24(11), p.2272-80, doi:
10.1177/0956797613492773. Epub 2013 Sep 18.
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TR TR -

37 s, séderkvist, K. Ohlén, & U. Dimberg, “How the Experience of Emotion is Modulated by
Facial Feedback.” J Nonverbal Behav 42, 2018, p.129-151. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-017-
0264-1
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B et o FRDINETEE b EGHAS SRR AL - R T IB R R S BRI
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43 CIEEE » feEE AL E  EEE RS https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxVvaGgS1kM >
54 43 (2022/07/07)

“RICER ¢ ERHEE - BRnEEE o (HREER) - BIUES NERIRTHIEE -
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AR R EHEED - & Ll S EIZ B s > AMIBR 7 RGIE LBk ~ MR A
8 FAVAeS - mES(BIN > g LUE N IEAELREAVESL - Bl EREE L
b~ KERFTI RS IR RIS (B - fBE B ) BESHNE - |
FEREAR R - R M (MR G 4B S84 > BARZ HUASER - ERIEERE
wory El CIEAESE R 48 - S R IREL VR RAREE BRI A T - Ny
SERFHYREA ~ EEA A B R HIEERE » SR RAR o B E AR ARH I 22
& flan - AT TR —BiltnEReia AR EHIIREENE - R A G iRREE -
fiesE Lt R ARG 4E SR - I H PR B ERaR nl se & — 2R - SR R E O

® ZHEER « EEETEEE - o (BREMEER) » H 147 -

®NBLEREERTH "F 8" (System 1) B Ko "ZE&E " (System 2) f”*ﬁﬂﬁﬂfﬂﬂmu
A - FHER - BRAVSE AR - (PREEE) > &40 RSk 2018 4
Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013.

O TE R EEE L e (A) 50 A4 0 - kA F B psE R (IR) »3©p F o p
FEE (pAGE) " AHERFPE s Te s () - Tehgfagifrde g5
Fofie® e RiEmk o | ZHEE « EESEE - KoBE > (HRENSER) > H 133
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R EROREE 2 1% 0 PR T G HEAMAULEE o BB RUASR @ S &
G EGRNIENRIEZ4

2 LHIEE » BEHECE - BERE - (BT Mms) - H 133 -
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B TE o FEF B SRk e
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SHER) > H 131

TR AR 2 ’E/Wﬂ‘m;\ HAEZR 2286 BREFE wuge o
Frog WREROME SR I F PR Pk o Bed AP EAH 2 FH 0 BRAR ©
Ao e o B E S R —— X e o 2 F - HIEGR 0 (R ESGRg 4R
(d7) ) > H 194 - CBETA 2021.Q4, Y31, no. 30, p. 194a2-5 -
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SRAITRACRIER 5 > [ JE BT (AnilSeth) SRR BSAYIESE » shGE—(E R Er
TN ~ BIEAVIRES - A EEIRPIPTE 2SR EIRY - A A D
BRI EIEM, o INRHEAER S T BIRANRIRE A & B - 2
[EPEHIE R E - B ThRE A IRAV RS BN R 12 - ATDAREZ ZIRVERE - H g
SNPGRS SCRERLAYERE - T HA TRV E YRS RF A it A > RIS
i > FEREHAVENEIEE A > BV EIRAIR - REE R EEE
FITERIT > BT DA BT A {82 B Dt st H e B B 2R R HUE. - Wl — R Y > 2
AR - BB FEREE X EERENE - TEMERTHIEIE Bk
S RERYSEE - A - B AV BN AYIFER - flan - RATEE B E
8> WMER LR > WHIRET 2N > 2E% - B - piieE - g8 umi
BB HEEERLLS - BRHEE Ry 7 REAE AR AR - e
R [BIESNT > Bt B PREY T AT - BB GRS VRIS B
DIERREBREARIEE - St me FERY TN - 25 W] F HERHE (Bayesian brainidea ) Y2
TR ZURERAR © & BB SR HE ABSERTR - 7 a il &g REERUE Bl A AR
W2 1% > REAEE ARERE GHRFAEIEEETEN  Z R AR MERYEERS -
EMEREDERIE . eI ER -

56 Link R. Swanson, “The Predictive Processing Paradigm Has Roots in Kant,”
Front. Syst. Neurosci., 2016 | https://doi.org/10.3389/fnsys.2016.00079 (2022/07/07)

57 “ that the brain is a ‘prediction machine’, and that what we see, hear, and feel is nothing more
than the brain’s ‘best guess’ of the causes of its sensory inputs.” Anil Seth, Being You: A New Science

of Consciousness, 4 : Perceiving from the inside out.
*8 B BRI S (AL B o (5 P L BERT VA AR AT RN ~ DRSO B 2R A A ARl -
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METED T FEOHD ) RIS LR EP R o R (EAE R S R - —
HRGIERE R TR SRR - L R HR™ - 22— T L2 A
Ml ) (top-down prediction) US| - IEAFRE T HHE, A 2RVHFESHRE
A RAEIR AT - BRYHIR AT RER A R - N AT 11 R T A R E
RPEFINEY) L GREEEHETHRMIZERR - RARHIPITEE > "R
HERIE R AIEIE 7" BB -

DR AR RSB0 B FECHI AL B S AR DATE R RIERR ~ &l tH3RAY > PR g — Ty
WHIERHH - 2R PP E 2R 20 - SIS hiEfl &
AIRES » BMIA BRI > WA S ERVEM - M LR E - BRI

A HEEE /42 T A Bayesian approach can contribute to an understanding of the brain on
multiple levels, by giving normative predictions about how an ideal sensory system should combine
prior knowledge and observation, by providing mechanistic interpretation of the dynamic functioning
of the brain circuit, and by suggesting optimal ways of deciphering experimental data. Bayesian Brain
brings together contributions from both experimental and theoretical neuroscientists that examine
the brain mechanisms of perception, decision making, and motor control according to the concepts of
Bayesian estimation ; Edited by Kenji Doya, Shin Ishii, Alexandre Pouget and Rajesh P.N. Rao,
Bayesian Brain : Probabilistic Approaches to Neural Coding, Cambridge : MIT Press, 2006.
https://direct.mit.edu/books/book/2884/Bayesian-BrainProbabilistic-Approaches-to-Neural
(2022/07/07)

5% Yair Pinto; Simon van Gaal; Floris P. de Lange; Victor A. F. Lamme; Anil K. Seth,
“Expectations accelerate entry of visual stimuli into awareness” Journal of Vision, 2015, Vol.15,
p.13. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1167/15.8.13 (2022/07/07)
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BRARBHILEN N2 EE - B LR B E R EP R B EERVEIE L - HEZR
TEI—F0F - A ANFZRIEIER - EEG R HE§HEE - S AIREERAYENE - A &E
HHREE - RAZFENGSURDSE o G55 SO%HY il BN ABRINIEE - ERZ L T NEEEE |

(inattentional blindness ) : 72 /2 iy \FIHE BT E T REAE 57 52 Ay (8 R 2 @ i s (4
E o DIECG A FERITEHE . AMNNYEEY) - http://www.theinvisiblegorilla.com/videos.html
(2022/07/07)

Daniel J Simons, “Gorillas in Our Midst: Sustained Inattentional Blindness for Dynamic Events,”

Perception, 28(9),1999, p.1059-74, DOI: 10.1068/p2952
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