
Nibbæna 

Etymologically, Nibbæna derives from the prefix ni- (‘out’, ‘without’, 

‘finished’ or ‘ended’), and væna, (‘to blow’, ‘to go’, ‘to move’, or in another 

sense a ‘restraint’). It can be used in relation to fire or burning, meaning 

extinguishing, quenching, cooling, or coolness – but not extinction. In 

reference to the mind, it means peaceful, refreshed, and happy: an absence 

of agitation and anxiety. Similarly, it refers to the end of defilements: of 

greed, hatred and delusion. The commentaries and sub-commentaries 

usually define Nibbæna as the end of or escape from craving, which binds 

people to repeated existence. 

When the round of rebirth (saµsærava¥¥a) ends, freedom from rebirth 

(viva¥¥a) immediately takes over; it is intrinsically set to do this. One does 

not travel from a place of saµsærava¥¥a to a place of viva¥¥a, unless 

speaking figuratively or comparatively. Ignorance, craving and clinging 

cease and Nibbæna appears simultaneously in their place. We can say that 

the cessation of ignorance, craving and clinging is Nibbæna. 

Ignorance, craving and clinging disturb the minds of unenlightened 

people (puthujjana) and conceal wisdom; they entangle the mind with 

defilements (kilesa) and distort vision. When ignorance, craving and 

clinging cease, luminous wisdom (vijjæ) arises. With such wisdom one sees 

all things accurately and without obstruction, not through the lens of one’s 

desires. A person’s perception, attitudes and personality change. A new 

knowledge and vision arises; things appear that one has never known, 

seen or conceived of because they were concealed in the shadows or 

because one was obsessed with other objects. The mind unfolds and 

expands immeasurably; it is clear, free, resplendent, peaceful, and 

profound. When the state of Nibbæna is reached a person knows this 

clearly for himself: 

Nibbæna is to be seen for oneself, timeless, inviting to come and 

see, to be brought near and realized, to be experienced individually 

by the wise. 



Nibbæna is beyond everything known by ordinary people, surpassing 

cognition influenced by ignorance, craving and clinging. It is a state arrived 

at immediately with the abandonment of defilements, like sliding back a 

screen and seeing the sky. Nibbæna has no properties similar to things 

known by ordinary people. 

Consider the distinct experience and perception arising from each of 

the senses. Sensations differ absolutely from each other and are not 

comparable: sights cannot be compared with sounds, nor can sounds with 

smells. A person blind from birth cannot understand the nature of green, 

red, orange, pink or other characteristics of sight, using perceptual 

knowledge from other sense bases. Words such as ‘loud’, ‘faint’, ‘bass’, 

‘treble’, ‘malodorous’, ‘fragrant’, ‘sour’ or ‘sweet’ would all be inadequate. 

No one can accurately explain to a person born without the sense of smell 

the quality of fetid, fragrant, the smell of roses, citrus or jasmine. Words 

such as ‘green’, ‘yellow’, ‘red’, ‘blue’, ‘heavy’, ‘light’, ‘fat’, ‘thin’, ‘loud’, 

‘faint’, ‘bitter’ and ‘salty’ would all be unsuitable. Human beings have five 

sense organs for cognizing the world’s properties, the sense objects 

(æramma¼a). Knowledge surpassing the domain of mundane objects will 

generally remain hidden. Even the five recognized sense objects are known 

according to disparate qualities. Lack of familiarity or an inability to 

conceive of something is therefore not a guarantee of its non-existence. 

Soon after the Buddha’s enlightenment, before proclaiming the 

Dhamma, he had this thought: 

The Dhamma which I have attained is profound, difficult to see, 

difficult to realize, peaceful, excellent, not accessible by reasoning, 

subtle, to be known by the wise. 

This is followed by the verse: I should not now teach what I 

have attained with such tribulation; this Dhamma cannot be easily 

realized by those overcome with greed and hatred. Beings dyed in 

lust, enveloped in darkness (ignorance), will not discern that which 

goes against the current, is subtle, profound, difficult to see, refined. 

Despite its complexity the Buddha made great effort to teach and 

explain the Dhamma. As verified in the above quote, however, Nibbæna 

cannot be penetrated by mere thought. No words or perceptions exist to 



accurately describe or define it. Conceptualizing and disputing the subject 

of Nibbæna only leads to misunderstanding. The correct way is to apply the 

teachings so as to arrive at Nibbæna and see it clearly for oneself. With 

proper determination, rather than being ‘inconceivable’ or ‘indescribable’, 

Nibbæna is ‘difficult to see, difficult to realize’, as quoted by the Buddha 

above.  

Examples of the four kinds of definition of Nibbæna are listed below, 

in Pali alphabetical order.  

Aka¼ha-asukka: not black, not white (not confined to social class or 

caste; neither good nor bad; neither puñña nor pæpa). 

Akata: not made; not built. 

Akiñcana: nothing lingering in the mind; free from anxiety. 

Akuto-bhaya: fearlessness. 

Accuta: immovable; undeparting. 

Acchariya: marvellous. 

Ajara, Ajajjara: ageless; undecaying. 

Ajæta: not born. 

Anata: not swayed; absence of craving. 

Ananta: limitless. 

Anædæna: no grasping.  

Anæpara: unsuperseded; sublime; foremost.  

Anælaya: without longing; absence of clinging.  

Anæsava: without æsava (effluents/taints). 

Anidassana: not seen with the eye; signless. 

Anøtika: without calamity.  

Anuttara: unsurpassed; supreme. 

Apalokita (-na): not disintegrating; not dissolving. 

Abhaya: free of danger. 

Abbhþta: ‘has not been before’; wonderful.  

Abyædhi: without disease. 

Abyæpajjha: without oppression. 

Abhþta: not coming to be. 

Amata: deathless. 

Amosa-dhamma: imperishable. 

Asa³kili¥¥ha: undefiled. 



Asa³kuppa: unshakeable. 

Asa³khata: not constructed. 

Asa³høra: unshifting. 

Asoka: sorrowless. 

Ærogya: without sickness; perfect health. 

Issariya: freedom; mastership. 

Khema: security; safety. 

Ta¼hakkhaya: the end of craving. 

Tæ¼a: defender; protection. 

Døpa: island; refuge. 

Dukkhakkhaya: the end of suffering. 

Duddasa: difficult to see. 

Dhuva: enduring. 

Nipu¼a: subtle. 

Nippapañca: without obstructive defilements; without papañca.  

Nibbæna: the cessation of defilements and all suffering. 

Nibbuti: cooling; the allayment of affliction. 

Nirodha: cessation of suffering. 

Pa¼øta: excellent. 

Paramattha: the supreme benefit. 

Parama-sacca: the supreme truth. 

Pæra: the other shore; safe destination. 

Mutti: release; emancipation. 

Mokkha: salvation. 

Yogakkhema: freedom from bondage. 

Lena: sanctuary; shelter from danger. 

Vimutti: liberation; freedom. 

Vimokkha: liberation. 

Viraja: stainless. 

Viræga: the fading, cooling off, and expiration of lust. 

Visuddhi: purity; impeccable. 

Sacca: truth. 

Santa: peaceful; still. 

Santi: peace. 

Sara¼a: refuge. 

Siva: highest bliss. 



Suddhi: purity. 

Sududdasa: exceedingly difficult to see. 

Although we may have considered these descriptions of Nibbæna, as 

long as we have not practised and arrived at this state, clearly seeing for 

ourselves, we should be reminded that all concepts of Nibbæna are 

comparable to the image the blind men formed after touching the elephant. 

The story from the Pali, in brief, is as follows: 

At one time in the city of Sævatthø, a large number of religious 

ascetics, wanderers, and brahmins, of various creeds, adhered to their 

own beliefs and doctrines as the only truth, while repudiating those of 

others. This gave rise to quarrelling: ‘The truth is this way, not that 

way; the truth is not that way, it is this way.’ The bhikkhus told this 

matter to the Buddha, who recounted: 

In former times a king of Sævatthø ordered his advisors to gather 

all those men in the city who were blind from birth and present them 

with an elephant. The advisors showed one group of blind men the 

elephant’s head; to another they showed the elephant’s ear. They 

showed the tusks to another group, the trunk, the abdomen, the legs, 

the back, the tail, the tip of the tail, to each separate group, saying 

each time that this is an elephant. They then informed the king that 

the blind men had become familiar with the elephant. The king went 

to the gathering of the blind and asked them, ‘Have you seen the 

elephant?’ They replied, ‘We have seen it, Your Majesty.’ The king 

inquired further: ‘As you say you have seen an elephant, what is it 

like?’ 

Those blind men who had touched the head said that an 

elephant is like a water-pot. Those who felt the ears said an elephant 

is like a winnowing basket. Those who touched the tusks – a 

ploughshare. Those who touched the trunk – a plough shaft. Those 

who touched the abdomen said an elephant is like a granary. Those 

who touched the legs, like a pillar. Those who touched the back, like 

a mortar. Those who touched the tail, like a pestle. Those who 

touched the tip of the tail said an elephant is like a broom. When this 

was finished, the blind men began to argue – an elephant is this way, 



not that way; an elephant is not that way, it’s this way – to the point of 

brawling. 

At the end the Buddha uttered this verse: 

Indeed, some ascetics and brahmins cling to such views and 

doctrines; people who see only one part, being contentious, argue and 

quarrel. 

Anattæ and Nibbæna 

A misunderstanding exists concerning Nibbæna and the principle of non-

self (anattæ). It is common for contemporary Buddhists to use expressions 

relating to the self (attæ) and non-self in an ethical context. For example: 

‘this person has a strong ego’, ‘deflate (or annihilate) your ego’, ‘he acts to 

boost his ego’. In fact, these colloquial expressions simply refer to a fixed 

belief in self or adherence to a self image. They are not meant to imply an 

actual existing self. The common and wide-spread use of these 

expressions, however, leads some people to confuse or distort the meaning 

of anattæ, to the extent that it strays entirely from its original Buddhist 

connotation. 

For example, anattæ becomes linked with beliefs from other religious 

traditions. There are two such beliefs in particular: First, the theory of union 

with a supreme reality or being, for example with Brahma, God, or a higher 

consciousness. This theory propounds the inseparable dissolving into or 

joining of the self with a supreme reality. This state of union is then called 

non-self. Second, a resolute conviction to be of service to a divinity with no 

concern for oneself, with no selfish desire. A person practising this way is 

said to be ‘selfless’, and such practice is seen as identical to the anattæ of 

Buddhism. 

In truth, these two beliefs have nothing to do with the Buddhist 

teaching of non-self. Comparing them with the Buddhist understanding of 

non-self is as futile as comparing mountaineering with rivers – there are 

almost no common features. Anattæ in Buddhism is a characteristic of all 

things, a truth pertaining to all existence. This principle is to be investigated 

with wisdom and understood, that essentially all things are insubstantial 

and without a core that can be clung to as self. A lucid understanding 



(ñæ¼a or vijjæ) of this leads to a liberated heart; it is not encumbered or 

enslaved by anything. This is liberation by way of wisdom (paññæ-

vimutti). In this sense, anattæ is not a matter of an existent self dissolving 

or unifying with something. 

Nor is the principle of selfless or altruistic conduct the same as anattæ. 

There is a similarity, in that a clear discernment of anattæ brings about an 

end of selfishness. Indeed, selfishness is only truly uprooted with insight 

into the nature of non-self. Both understanding selflessness and humble 

submission to a deity lead to selfless conduct. The similarity extends this 

far. The first is a wise investigation of truth leading to liberation. The 

second is an application of faith, leading to intense devotion to the object 

of that faith, not distracted by personal concerns. We can then ask the 

question: Which of these practices is a temporary self-abandonment, and 

which an utter and complete removal of self obsession?  

Some people follow the above line of reasoning by equating a union 

with a Supreme Being or consciousness with Nibbæna. Leaving these claims 

aside, even some idiomatic phrases in Buddhist circles can cause confusion 

and lead to misunderstanding, for example: ‘attaining final Nibbæna’ and 

‘reaching the great deathless citadel of Nibbæna’. Why introduce abstruse 

and ambiguous theories from other sources to make one’s understanding 

even more muddled? Normally, the Buddhist teachings use simple, easy to 

understand expressions when explaining Nibbæna, for example: ‘the end of 

impurity’, ‘the end of agitation’, ‘a heart that is free, unrestricted, griefless, 

bright, and joyous’. These descriptions are sufficient – one need not go 

merge or unify with anything. An arahant’s heart is spacious, limitless, and 

perfectly free; no thought arises about becoming one with anything. On the 

contrary, it is unenlightened people who conjecture on an arahant’s state of 

mind, which more likely reveals their longing for certainty, fear of 

extinction, and doubt. Of prime importance is to repudiate the equation of 

Nibbæna with losing oneself into a supreme entity that involves the mind 

ceasing to consciously engage and entering a trance-like state. For even in 

the correct practice of jhæna, in which the mind is concentrated and one-

pointed, mindfulness is still clearly established and promotes mental agility; 

it is not a trance. The fourth jhæna, in particular, has the attribute: 

‘equanimity that purifies mindfulness’ (upekkhæ-sati-pærisuddhiµ), and 

when applied to penetrative knowledge is followed by the phrase:  



With mind concentrated, purified and cleansed, unblemished, 

free from impurities, malleable, workable, established, and having 

gained imperturbability one directs and inclines one’s mind towards 

knowing and seeing. 

There is a general criterion one can use in light of this discussion. 

Regardless of how deeply absorbed the mind is in an exalted state, or to 

what level it has merged with a supreme truth, as long as the mental 

impurities have not been eradicated by wisdom, which discerns 

conditionality and the true nature of the world, that is, as long as one has 

not reached ‘deliverance by wisdom’ (paññæ-vimutti), one can not yet 

claim to have attained Nibbæna. Without this deliverance, the exalted states 

remain confined to psychic or concentrative achievements, and the release 

from defilements’ clutches is merely a temporary suppression or abeyance, 

lasting only so long as the force or stability of mind can be maintained.  

The term anattæ can be applied in a practical context regarding 

selfless behaviour. Here, the term refers to the possession of mindfulness 

and clear comprehension, leading to thorough self understanding. The 

mind is fully aware of the activity in which it is engaged, to the extent that 

no opportunity arises for concepts of a fixed identity to impinge and hijack 

the process of awareness. In this context, anattæ means ‘knowing the 

insubstantiality of all things’.  

Value and Unique Attributes of Nibbæna 

1. Nibbæna is Attainable in this Lifetime 

Nibbæna, which is the highest goal of Buddhism, can be realized by people 

in this present life, when they apply effort and are endowed with the 

necessary qualities. One need not wait until the next life, as revealed by 

Nibbæna’s attributes sandi¥¥hikaµ (seen clearly by oneself, realizable in this 

life) and akælikaµ (not subject to time, immediate). The Buddha offered 

ways of practice for realizing Nibbæna in this present life, as confirmed in 

this passage: 

I tell you this: Let a wise person come to me who is sincere, 

honest and straightforward, and I will instruct him, I will teach him 



Dhamma. If he practises what he is taught, then within seven years 

by realizing for himself here and now through direct knowledge he 

will enter upon and abide in that supreme goal of the holy life for the 

sake of which clansmen rightly go forth from the home life into 

homelessness. Let alone seven years – in six years, five years… half a 

month, in seven days he can achieve that goal. 

2. Nibbæna Is Attainable By All 

Every person with determination and spiritual aptitude can realize Nibbæna. 

No restrictions exist concerning race, class, caste, wealth, gender, or 

whether one is a householder or monastic, as verified by the Buddha’s 

verses: 

‘The straight way’ that path is called, 

And ‘fearless’ is its destination. 

The chariot is called ‘silent’, 

Fitted with wheels of righteousness. 

 

A sense of shame is its rear-guard, 

Mindfulness its armour; 

I say this Dhamma vehicle, 

Has right view guiding as charioteer. 

 

One who has such a vehicle, 

Whether a woman or a man, 

Has, by means of this vehicle, 

Arrived at the abode of Nibbæna. 

The Buddha permitted women to be ordained as bhikkhu¼is despite 

the opposition by elements of Indian society at that time; he claimed that 

women who follow the Dhamma-vinaya are capable of realizing 

supermundane states, from stream-entry to arahantship, equally as men. 

At one time, Somæ Bhikkhu¼ø was sitting at the foot of a tree when 

Mæra approached, and wanting to disturb and frighten her, exclaimed in 

verse:  

That state so hard to achieve 



Which is to be attained by the seers, 

Cannot be attained by a woman 

With her two-fingered wisdom. 

Somæ Therø replied: 

What does womanhood matter at all 

When the mind is concentrated well, 

When knowledge flows on steadily, 

Seeing correctly into Dhamma. 

 

One to whom it might occur, 

‘I am a woman’ or ‘I am a man’ 

Or I am anything at all – 

Is fit for Mæra to address. 

In relation to householders and monastics the Buddha had this to say: 

I do not praise the wrong way of practice on the part either of a 

householder or one gone forth; for whether it be a householder or one 

gone forth, one who has entered on the wrong way of practice, by 

reason of his wrong way of practice, is not accomplishing the true 

way, the Dhamma that is wholesome. I praise the right way of 

practice on the part either of a householder or one gone forth; for 

whether it be a householder or one gone forth, one who has entered 

on the right way of practice, by reason of his right way of practice, is 

accomplishing the true way, the Dhamma that is wholesome. 

I say there is no difference between a lay follower who is (thus) 

liberated in mind and a bhikkhu who has been liberated in mind for 

a hundred years, that is, the one liberation is the same as the other. 

[373] Caste was a serious issue of debate and controversy in India 

about which the Buddha frequently discoursed. One example is the 

discussion between the Buddha and the brahmin Esukærø: 

‘Master Gotama, the brahmins prescribe four types of wealth:… 

they prescribe wandering for alms as the wealth of a brahmin... the 

bow and the quiver as the wealth of a noble… farming and cattle-



breeding as the wealth of a merchant… the sickle and carrying-pole 

as the wealth of a worker… What does Master Gotama say about 

this?’ 

‘Well, brahmin, has all the world authorized the brahmins to 

prescribe these four types of wealth?’ – ‘No, Master Gotama.’ – 

‘Suppose, brahmin, they were to force a cut of meat upon a poor, 

penniless, destitute man and tell him: “Good man, you must eat this 

meat and pay for it”; so too, without the consent of those [other] 

recluses and brahmins, the brahmins nevertheless prescribe these four 

types of wealth. 

‘I, brahmin, declare the noble supramundane Dhamma as a 

person’s own wealth… What do you think, brahmin? Suppose a head-

anointed noble king were to assemble here a hundred men of 

different birth and say to them: “Come, sirs, let any here who have 

been born into a noble clan or a brahmin clan or a royal clan take a 

fire-stick of teak, sal-wood, pine, sandal-wood, or pomegranate wood 

and light a fire and produce heat. And also let any who have been 

born into an outcast clan, a trapper clan, a wicker workers’ clan, a 

cartwrights’ clan, or a scavengers’ clan take a fire–stick made from a 

dog’s drinking trough, from a pig’s trough, from a dying vat, or from 

castor-oil wood and light a fire and produce heat.” 

‘What do you think, brahmin? When a fire is lit and heat is 

produced by someone in the first group, would that fire have a flame, 

a colour, and a radiance, and would it be possible to use it for the 

purposes of fire, while when a fire is lit and heat is produced by 

someone of the second group, that fire would have no flame, no 

colour, and no radiance, and it would not be possible to use it for the 

purposes of fire?’ 

‘No, Master Gotama… For all fire has a flame, a colour, and a 

radiance, and it is possible to use all fire for the purposes of fire.’ 

‘So too, brahmin, if anyone from a clan of nobles goes forth 

from the home life into homelessness, and relying on the Dhamma 

and Discipline proclaimed by the Tathægata… holds right view, he is 

one who fulfils the wholesome qualities that are the way of 

deliverance. If anyone from a clan of brahmins goes forth… from a 

clan of merchants… from a clan of workers goes forth from the home 

life into homelessness, and relying on the Dhamma and Discipline 



proclaimed by the Tathægata… holds right view, he is one who fulfils 

the wholesome qualities that are the way of deliverance.’  

Common Misunderstandings about Nibbæna 

1. Attaching To Non-attachment 

The origin of suffering can be named after its two primary agents as the 

process of ignorance (avijjæ) and craving (ta¼hæ). Likewise, the cessation 

of suffering can be named after two essential qualities as the process of 

knowledge (vijjæ) and deliverance (vimutti). The former process can 

simply be described as ‘ignorance conditioning attachment’, and the latter 

as ‘deliverance through knowledge’. In the former process, the link which 

leads to birth and becoming is upædæna, translated as ‘grasping’, ‘clinging’ 

or ‘attachment’. In the latter process, the link which leads out of or is the 

point of departure from the round of rebirth (saµsæra-vatta) is nibbidæ, 

translated as ‘disenchantment’ or ‘dispassion’, that is, the end of craving 

and attachment. As a pair upædæna and nibbidæ are polar opposites. 

Upædæna stems from not knowing the true nature of things, which opens 

the door to craving – the wish to possess and consume things. Craving 

results in getting tied up and investing in things being a certain way, which 

is upædæna. In contrast, nibbidæ springs from a thorough understanding of 

those things formerly grasped; one understands their faults and dangers 

and one sees the harm of getting obsessed with them. This gives rise to 

disenchantment; one is no longer fascinated by these things and is willing 

to relinquish them. Whereas clinging descends from ignorance, 

disenchantment stems from knowing the true nature of things, which is 

called yathæbhþta-ñæ¼adassana. 

It is important to note that the arising of disenchantment, or the 

eradication of clinging, is due to knowledge. With a true understanding of 

things, nibbidæ arises and upædæna ceases on their own; it is a natural 

causal process, or a state that arises following causes and conditions. 

One sometimes encounters the admonition ‘don’t be attached’, ‘let 

go’, or ‘non-attachment is all that matters’. This teaching is laudable, but 

one should bear in mind that non-attachment needs to arise correctly in 

line with a natural process. If it does not, one’s practice may be incorrect 



and even harmful. The risk is that one attaches to non-attachment, which 

can have the same detrimental effects as clinging to anything else. 

Imagine that a beautifully wrapped bundle has been placed within a 

locked glass case. A man sees the bundle and is convinced that it contains 

something valuable. He is fixated on obtaining that object, but is unable to 

get at it. This obsession leads him to expend a lot of time and effort. Later, 

someone whom he respects tells him that there is nothing of value in that 

bundle, and that coveting it with such agitation is harmful. One part of the 

man wants to believe the advice of the person he respects and realizes the 

damaging effects of his actions, but on a deeper level he is still convinced 

the bundle contains a treasure. Believing this he is still unable to sever his 

longing, although he tries to force himself to heed his friend’s advice and 

tries to prove to others that he is following this advice. His outward 

behaviour displays a disinterest for the bundle, but even if he were to 

loudly broadcast this, his heart is still bound up. Moreover, in his attempt to 

show others he does not care, he may behave oddly and inappropriately, 

to the extent of acting deranged. 

Later the contents of the bundle are revealed to the man and he sees 

that indeed they are worthless as his respected friend claimed. Knowing 

this clearly for himself the hankering ceases immediately. Even if he tried to 

force himself to desire the object his mind would remain disinterested. His 

mind is unoccupied and prepared to engage fully with other things.  

The behaviour above can be compared to that of an unenlightened 

person whose desires and attachments are influenced by craving. He may 

have received the Dhamma teaching that his desired objects and fixations 

are essentially undesirable and that his attachment is potentially harmful. 

He may agree through reasoning that the desire and clinging are harmful, 

and wish to believe that the longed for objects are worthless, but he does 

not yet truly see it this way. Deep down the desire and attachment remains. 

Because he wants to believe or to practise accordingly, he displays a 

disinterest in those pleasurable things. This disinterest or non-attachment, 

however, is not yet genuine and natural, but is rather a form of posturing. 

He is simply conforming behaviour to his idea of non-attachment. His non-

attachment is thus a form of attachment, and his actions are dictated by this 

attachment to non-attachment. This behaviour risks being disingenuous, 

deceptive, exaggerated and eccentric.  



In contrast, when one realizes that certain conditions bring about 

ineluctable results, that is, when one understands the true nature of 

conditioned phenomena, the heart is delivered and grasping ceases of its 

own accord. One’s behaviour is then natural and uncontrived.  

One may ask then whether ordinary people without deep insight 

should practise non-attachment. It is suitable that they do since the mere 

recognition of the dangers of attachment is beneficial. They should remind 

themselves, however, that they still abide at one level of attachment. They 

should strive to act judiciously and wisely, and not be misled by attachment 

to non-attachment. The benefits of such virtuous conduct are self-

discipline, a foundation for genuine non-attachment in the future, and an 

avoidance of harmful consequences from excessive and deceptive 

behaviour. The error of prematurely believing one has attained true non-

attachment, however, is detrimental.  

Although usually done with good intentions, attaching to non-

attachment is occasionally applied by people with ill intent. For example, 

there are those who claim that all things are insubstantial and people are 

merely composed of component parts; no one exists in any real sense and 

therefore it is acceptable and blameless to kill or harm others. They use an 

aspect of truth to justify their desires. For if they were not in some way 

obsessed with the victim and had no evil intent, why would they raise their 

weapon? This behaviour is simply an extreme form of attachment. 

To return to the former example of the man who desires the bundle, 

his friend may explain the entire sequence of how the bundle and its 

worthless contents were prepared. Following this reasoning the man may 

be convinced that the contents are indeed valueless. This firm conviction 

may have a strong bearing on his thoughts and actions. Although he is not 

yet completely free of desire, only a mild longing remains, quite different 

from his initial passion. This is similar to the knowledge and state of mind 

of persons who have achieved the first three stages of enlightenment, from 

stream-enterers to non-returners, who are ranked between ordinary people 

and arahants. 

Relevant emotions from everyday life are timidity and fear. Some 

people cannot help but feel nervous, seemingly for no reason. Even 

scolding themselves for this feeling does not help. Similarly, a person may 

be in a safe place, see no cause for fear, and try to suppress his response, 



but as soon as he hears the cry of a wild animal or a siren he involuntarily 

gets startled and trembles. Rational thought alone cannot uproot these 

emotions; instead one must get to the heart of the matter. 

  2. Overestimation 

Ordinarily, people are engaged with and often besieged by material 

concerns. When they experience things that go beyond the material sphere, 

involving subtle, unfamiliar spiritual occurrences, they are easily impressed. 

However, because they lack a fundamental understanding of the workings 

of the mind, they are unable to distinguish the different experiences and 

may become muddled. Ordinary people are not alone in getting confused; 

often skilled practitioners have the same problem. Therefore, an analytical 

or reflective ability will go a long way to prevent misunderstanding, 

misguided effort, and other harmful consequences.  

People who are fascinated with the supernatural or miraculous will 

tend to praise someone with psychic powers as having reached the highest 

spiritual goal. Similarly, the presence of someone who is keen on solitude, 

develops the mind, and has tasted the joy of seclusion will be peaceful and 

instil faith in others, even if he has not yet reached any exceptional states 

of mind. A person who has attained the fruits of serenity practice 

(samatha) – the jhænas – will appear even more impressive. That person 

himself may mistake serenity for insight, or more extremely, may 

overestimate his achievements and believe to be enlightened. Or he may 

attain the ‘joy of insight’ (vipassana-sukha), which is technically classified 

as an impurity (upakilesa), and mistake this for Nibbæna. People seeing his 

peaceful bearing will lavish praise, and he may get carried away by this 

praise. These are all matters of which to be careful, not in order to be 

suspicious or find fault since it is suitable to respect those who are worthy, 

but to know how to receive the optimum benefit from what people have to 

offer. This way the fascination of both Dhamma practitioners and their 

admirers will not lead to ill-effects, and they will avoid getting stuck in 

extreme asceticism or another form of wrong practice.  



3. Happiness and Readiness for Happiness 

Happiness is an essential ingredient for Dhamma practice. Buddhism 

encourages people to experience many different levels of happiness, in 

particular the refined happiness independent of material things, which 

provides a great benefit to practice. (Delight in sensual pleasures needs no 

encouraging as people are preoccupied enough with this.) Buddhism, 

however, does not promote attachment to any kind of happiness. 

Buddhism is more interested in cultivating a readiness in people to 

experience happiness than in the various states of happiness themselves. 

When this readiness is reached, a person can choose at will from those 

levels of happiness well established. This readiness is itself an inherent 

form of happiness, which surpasses all other happiness. For realized 

persons, who possess this readiness, no source of suffering remains, 

permitting them to fully experience all forms of happiness without causing 

harm to themselves or others. This inherent happiness is one vital feature 

of Nibbæna.  

What Happens After an Arahant’s Death? 

One unavoidable question that arises in the discussion of Nibbæna is: ‘What 

happens to an arahant after death?’ or: ‘Does a person who has realized 

Nibbæna exist after death or not?’ In fact, this question revolves around the 

concept of self, for the questioner will have a devotion to self acting as a 

catalyst in posing the question. This attachment to self or to the label of self 

(attavædupædæna) is firmly embedded in the hearts of unenlightened 

people, supported by the thirst for being (bhava-ta¼hæ) and based on 

ignorance (avijjæ). As long as one has not attended directly to the source, 

that is, one has not eliminated ignorance and craving, the Buddha did not 

encourage debating this question. He encouraged knowledge through 

application rather than conjecture. No matter how one responds in debate, 

the latent root attachment to self will inevitably lead to a biased 

understanding. The questioner will incline towards one of the wrong views 

of either seeing Nibbæna as an enduring self or seeing it as the eradication 

of self. It is easy for annihilationists to view Nibbæna as extinction, because 

Buddhism emphasizes disentangling from the widespread belief in 

eternalism. As for eternalists, when their idea of self is invalidated, they 



search for a substitute to compensate for the sense of void or bolster their 

views of self to appear more reliable. When they encounter a teaching that 

advocates uprooting the fixed belief in self, it can seem to them that the self 

vanishes. Once Nibbæna is mentioned, they grab on to Nibbæna as a haven 

for the self. Some may even fancy Nibbæna as eternal life or the Promised 

Land. Many esteemed and wise individuals, who are free from almost all 

forms of attachment, still get stuck in these views. Escaping from this net 

leads to complete liberation. The Buddhist teachings admit that such 

freedom is extremely difficult to achieve, and therefore refer to this subtle 

attachment to views as ‘the Brahma-ensnaring web’ (brahma-jæla): an 

entanglement for the virtuous and wise. To reduce people’s preoccupation 

with Nibbæna and their reliance on philosophical debate, the Buddha 

generally mentioned Nibbæna in the context of practical application or the 

related benefits for everyday life, as demonstrated in passages of the 

Tipi¥ika. To avoid falling into extremes, it must be reiterated that Nibbæna 

and the practice for Nibbæna has nothing to do with destroying the self, 

because there is no self to destroy. What must be destroyed is the 

attachment to self or to the concepts of self. Expressions like ‘boosting the 

ego’ and ‘solid sense of self’, for example, are merely idioms used for 

convenience, where the terms ‘ego’ or ‘self’ refer to the idea of or belief in 

self. Technically speaking, one must remove the attachment to self-

assertions, self-views, and self-perceptions. Nibbæna is the end of these 

misunderstandings and the suffering owing to attachment. When the 

yearning for self ceases, all theories of self automatically lose importance. 

When the grasping to self is uprooted, things will be seen as they truly are; 

one need not waste time with further speculation about self. When the 

desire which gives rise to self ceases, the matter of self vanishes of its own 

accord. Nibbæna is the cessation of suffering, not the cessation of self, since 

there is no self to cease. Reflect on the Buddha’s words: I teach only 

suffering and the end of suffering. 

Rather than offer a lengthy explanation on the subject of what 

happens to arahants after they die, here are some teachings of the Buddha 

for consideration: 

 



A) This teaching offers a basic understanding on the subject of self, 

presenting the two extreme views of eternalism and extinction. It also 

elucidates the meaning of bhava-ta¼hæ and vibhava-ta¼hæ: 

Bhikkhus, both devas and humans are possessed by two views. 

Some are bogged down, some overreach, while those with vision see. 

And how, monks, are some bogged down? 

Devas and humans delight in becoming (bhava), rejoice in 

becoming, take pleasure in becoming. When the Dhamma is being 

taught for the cessation of becoming (bhava-nirodha), the hearts of 

those devas and humans do not leap forward, do not gain 

confidence, do not become settled, do not yield. Thus are some 

bogged down. 

And how, monks, do some overreach? 

Some devas and humans are afflicted, depressed, and disgusted 

by becoming. They delight in non-becoming (vibhava: extinction), 

saying: ‘My good sir, with the breaking up of the body at death, this 

self is annihilated, destroyed, and no longer exists. This state is 

supreme, excellent and true.’ Thus do some overreach. 

And how, monks, do those with vision see? 

In this case, a monk sees becoming as becoming. When he sees 

becoming as becoming, he practises for disenchantment (nibbidæ), 

dispassion (viræga), and cessation (nirodha) in regard to becoming. 

Thus do those with vision see. 

Whoever sees becoming as becoming, 

And sees the state beyond becoming, 

Surrenders to the Truth, 

Through the exhaustion of lust for existence. 

With full understanding of becoming, 

One is free from craving, 

For both existence and extinction (abhava). 

With the end of what has come to be, 

A monk comes not to further birth. 

B) The Buddha’s repudiation of the view that consciousness departs 

the body and takes a new birth is of particular interest in the study of 

rebirth. Although the subject of rebirth is not directly linked to Nibbæna, 



examining the teachings on rebirth may add to an understanding of 

Nibbæna.    

On that occasion a wrong view had arisen in a bhikkhu named 

Sæti, son of a fisherman, thus: ‘As I understand the Dhamma taught 

by the Blessed One, it is this same consciousness that runs and 

wanders through the round of rebirths, not another.’… 

The bhikkhus were unable to detach him from that pernicious 

view, so they went to the Buddha and told him all that had 

occurred… 

(The Buddha then called the bhikkhu Sæti) and asked him: ‘Sæti, 

is it true that the following pernicious view has arisen in you: “As I 

understand the Dhamma taught by the Blessed One, it is this same 

consciousness that runs and wanders through the round of rebirths, 

not another?”  

‘Exactly so, venerable sir…’ 

‘What is that consciousness, Sæti?’ 

‘Venerable sir, it is that which speaks and feels and experiences 

here and there the result of good and bad actions.’ 

‘Misguided man, to whom have you ever known me to teach the 

Dhamma in that way? In many discourses have I not stated 

consciousness to be dependently arisen, since without a condition 

there is no origination of consciousness?  But you, misguided man, 

have misrepresented us by your wrong grasp and injured yourself 

and stored up much demerit; for this will lead to your harm and 

suffering for a long time.’  

Then the Blessed One addressed the bhikkhus thus: ‘Bhikkhus, 

consciousness is reckoned by the particular condition dependent 

upon which it arises. When consciousness arises dependent on the eye 

and forms, it is reckoned as eye-consciousness; when consciousness 

arises dependent on the ear and sounds, it is reckoned as ear-

consciousness; when consciousness arises dependent on the nose and 

odours, it is reckoned as nose-consciousness; when consciousness 

arises dependent on the tongue and flavours, it is reckoned as 

tongue-consciousness; when consciousness arises dependent on the 

body and tangibles, it is reckoned as body-consciousness; when 

consciousness arises dependent on the mind an mind-objects, it is 



reckoned as mind-consciousness. Just as fire is reckoned by the 

particular condition dependent on which it burns… it is reckoned as 

a log fire… a woodchip fire… a grass fire… a cowdung fire… a chaff 

fire… a rubbish fire… 

C) This teaching corrects the misguided view that arahants are 

annihilated after death: 

On one occasion the following wrong view had arisen in a 

bhikkhu named Yamaka: ‘As I understand the Dhamma taught by 

the Blessed One, a bhikkhu whose taints are destroyed is annihilated 

and perishes with the breakup of the body and does not exist after 

death.’ 

A number of bhikkhus unsuccessfully tried to rid him of this 

wrong view. They therefore asked the Venerable Særiputta for 

assistance. Venerable Særiputta approached Yamaka and conducted 

the following conversation: 

‘Is it true, friend Yamaka, that such a pernicious view as this 

has arisen in you: “As I understand the Dhamma taught by the 

Blessed One, a bhikkhu whose taints are destroyed is annihilated and 

perishes with the breakup of the body and does not exist after death”?’ 

‘Exactly so, friend.’ 

‘What do you think, friend Yamaka, is form permanent or 

impermanent?’ 

‘Impermanent, friend.’ 

‘…Is feeling… perception… volitional formations… 

consciousness permanent or impermanent?’ 

‘Impermanent, friend.’ 

‘Therefore, any kind of form… feeling… perception… volitional 

formations… consciousness whatsoever, whether past, future, or 

present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far 

or near… should be seen as it really is with correct wisdom thus: “This 

is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.” Seeing thus, [one’s 

mind] is liberated… 

‘What do you think, friend Yamaka, do you regard form as the 

Tathægata1?’ ‘No, friend.’ 

                                                
1 The Buddha. 



‘Do you regard feeling… perception… volitional formations… 

consciousness as the Tathægata?’ ‘No, friend.’ 

‘What do you think, friend Yamaka, do you regard the 

Tathægata as in form?’ ‘No, friend.’ 

‘Do you regard the Tathægata as apart from form?’ ‘No, friend.’ 

‘Do you regard the Tathægata as in feeling… apart from 

feeling… as in perception… apart from perception… as in volitional 

formations… as apart from volitional formations… as in 

consciousness… as apart from consciousness?’ ‘No, friend.’ 

‘What do you think, friend Yamaka, do you regard form, 

feeling, perception, volitional formations and consciousness [taken 

together] as the Tathægata?’ ‘No, friend.’ 

‘What do you think, friend Yamaka, do you regard the 

Tathægata as one who is without form, without feeling, without 

perception, without volitional formations, without consciousness?’ 

‘No, friend.’ 

‘But friend, when the Tathægata is not apprehended by you as 

real and actual here in this very life, is it fitting for you to declare: 

“As I understand the Dhamma taught by the Blessed One, a bhikkhu 

whose taints are destroyed is annihilated and perishes with the 

breakup of the body and does not exist after death”?’ 

‘Formerly, friend Særiputta ,when I was ignorant, I did hold that 

pernicious view, but now that I have heard this Dhamma teaching of 

the Venerable Særiputta I have abandoned that pernicious view and 

have made the breakthrough to the Dhamma.’ 

‘If, friend Yamaka, people were to ask you: “Friend Yamaka, 

when a bhikkhu is an arahant, one whose taints are destroyed, what 

happens to him with the breakup of the body, after death?” – being 

asked thus, what would you answer?’ 

‘If they were to ask me this, friend, I would answer thus: 

“Friends, form is impermanent; what is impermanent is dukkha; what 

is dukkha has ceased and passed away. Feeling… perception… 

volitional formations… consciousness is impermanent; what is 

impermanent is dukkha; what is dukkha has ceased and passed 

away.” Being asked thus, friend, I would answer in such a way.’ 

‘Good, good, friend Yamaka…’  



D) In this teaching the Buddha, while conversing with the wanderer 

Vacchagotta, compares the death of an arahant with the extinguishing of a 

fire: 

‘When a bhikkhu’s mind is liberated thus, Master Gotama, 

where does he reappear [after death]?’ 

‘The term “reappears” does not apply, Vaccha.’ 

‘Then he does not reappear, Master Gotama?’ 

‘The term “does not reappear” does not apply, Vaccha.’ 

‘Then he both reappears and does not reappear, Master 

Gotama?’ 

‘The term “both reappears and does not reappear” does not apply, 

Vaccha.’ 

‘Then he neither reappears nor does not reappear, Master 

Gotama?’ 

‘The term “neither reappears nor does not reappear” does not 

apply, Vaccha.’ 

‘… Here I have fallen into bewilderment, Master Gotama, here I 

have fallen into confusion, and the measure of confidence I had 

gained through previous conversation with Master Gotama has now 

disappeared.’ 

‘It is enough to cause you bewilderment, Vaccha, enough to 

cause you confusion. For this Dhamma, Vaccha, is profound, hard to 

see and hard to understand, peaceful and sublime, unattainable by 

mere reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise. It is hard for 

you to understand it when you hold another view, accept another 

teaching, approve of another teaching, pursue a different training, 

and follow a different teacher. So I shall question you about this in 

return, Vaccha. Answer as you choose. 

‘What do you think, Vaccha? Suppose a fire were burning before 

you. Would you know: “This fire is burning before me?’” 

‘I would, Master Gotama.’ 

If someone were to ask you, Vaccha: “What does this fire burning 

before you burn in dependence on?” – being asked thus, what would 

you answer?’ 

‘Being asked thus, Master Gotama, I would answer: “This fire 

burning before me burns in dependence on grass and sticks.”’ 



‘If that fire before you were to be extinguished, would you know: 

“This fire before me has been extinguished?”’ 

‘I would, Master Gotama.’ 

If someone were to ask you, Vaccha: “When that fire before you 

was extinguished, to which direction did it go: to the east, the west, 

the north, or the south?” – being asked thus, what would you answer? 

‘That does not apply, Master Gotama. The fire burned in 

dependence on its fuel of grass and sticks. When that is used up, if it 

does not get any more fuel, being without fuel, it is reckoned as 

extinguished. 

‘So too, Vaccha, the Tathægata has abandoned that material 

form… feeling… perception… volitional formations… consciousness 

by which one describing the Tathægata might describe him; he has 

cut it off at the root, made it like a palm stump, done away with it so 

that it is no longer subject to future arising. The Tathægata is 

liberated from reckoning in terms of material form… feelings… 

perception… volitional formations… consciousness, Vaccha, he is 

profound, immeasurable, unfathomable like the ocean. The term 

“reappears” does not apply, the term “does not reappear” does not 

apply, the term “both reappears and does not reappear” does not 

apply, the term “neither reappears nor does not reappear” does not 

apply.  

Following this conversation faith arose in the wanderer 

Vacchagotta and he declared himself a lay follower. 

The Ratana-Sutta describes arahants as follows: 

With previous birth exhausted, and no new birth arising, the 

mind disengaged from future birth – the seeds of existence destroyed, 

with no impulse to grow again. Those wise ones are extinguished even 

as this lamp. 

At the final passing away (parinibbæna) of Venerable Dabba-

Mallaputta, the Buddha uttered this verse: 

Broken is the body, all perception has ceased, 

Feelings are stilled, volitional formations calmed, 

And consciousness has reached its end. 



The Buddha recounted the events of this passing away to the monks 

and uttered this verse: 

Just as the destination of a blazing spark of fire 

Struck from the anvil, gradually fading, 

Cannot be known – so in the case of those 

Who have rightly won release and crossed the flood 

Of binding lusts, and reached unshakeable bliss, 

Their destination cannot be defined. 

 


