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Foreword

“WHAT ARE LITTLE BOYS MADE OFF?”, asks the nursery rhyme, and reli-
gious traditions ask the same question. Though the Buddha apparently
denied that the human being contains something called a soul, what he
meant by the denial, or by the word in his language which we translate
“soul”, has rarely been scrutinised.

In ancient India the Buddha’s teaching was commonly summed up in a
verse which says that he taught “the cause of things which arise from a
cause, and their cessation too.” He explained life as a causal process which
normally leads to suffering; salvation can only come from reversing that
process.

The Buddhist texts assert that a human being — indeed, any being living
in our world — has five constituents, one physical and four mental: feelings,
apperceptions, volitions, consciousness. The word for these constituents is
“bundles”, to show that they are plural. So it looks at first glance as if the
Buddha was offering two analyses: the static, synchronic analysis of a
person into “bundles”, and the dynamic, diachronic analysis into a causal
chain of events.

Sue Hamilton began by asking the nursery rhyme question and
analysed what the texts have to say about the “bundles”. She has found an
exciting answer: they are bundles of experiences. On close scrutiny it turns
out that the Buddha did not ask “What is a man?” but “How is man?”. For
objects he substituted processes. And his analysis of the human condition
was an integrated whole.

This book is a breakthrough in our understanding of the earliest
Buddhism and offers a firm foundation for future research.

Richard Gombrich
Oxford, March 1995
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this subject proceeded, I became only too aware of the size of the task I
had undertaken, and there is considerable scope for adding to the material
gathered together here. This reflects not just the extent of textual
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I would add that this book was already tied into publishing schedules
by the time I recently became acquainted with certain relevant issues in
the Western philosophical tradition. An earlier acquaintance with these
might well have clarified my mind and/or prompted me to write (some-
times very) differently on certain points. But the fact that I was not familiar
with them does mean that what is contained herein has not had any
Western philosophical thought projected onto the Buddhist material: I
was not ‘looking for parallels’. (That might happen later.) So while any
reader with knowledge of Western philosophy will therefore have to bear
with my ignorance, the parallels that there are can the more eloquently
speak for themselves.

It is a happy custom that writers of books have an opportunity to thank
those who have made a notable contribution, in one way or another, to its
production. In my case, thanks are owed to many. Alexis Sanderson was
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of advice, thought-provoking comments and constructive criticism. The
examiners of the thesis, Lance Cousins and Paul Williams, made useful
criticisms and suggestions, some of which have been incorporated in this
book: any omissions or errors that remain are entirely my own. During the
years of my graduate studies I was fortunate enough to be a member of



XII Identity and Experience

Wolfson College, Oxford, which provided an incomparable environment
for such an intellectual undertaking, for which I am most grateful. Whilst
there I had the benefit of so many useful and stimulating discussions and
suggestions that the people concerned are too numerous to mention, but I
nevertheless acknowledge my indebtedness.

To two people I owe more than words can say. My daughter, Tanya,
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