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The cultivation of mindfulness in early Buddhist soteriology can comprise awareness of an absence. Such absence can
be specific, in the sense of the absence of a particular mental condition. It can also take on a general sense, in that certain
meditation practices that involve mindfulness can take as their object the notion that there is nothing at all. Besides being the
standard approach for cultivating one of the immaterial spheres, a pre-Buddhist form of practice, the same notion that there
is nothing can also be related to insight. Such insight could be retrospectively applied to the attainment of the immaterial
sphere of nothingness, or else insight could be cultivated in conjunction with tranquility in a way that involves the same notion
of nothingness, testifying to the interrelatedness of these two modalities of meditation in early Buddhism. In addition, the
term nothingness can also serve as an epithet for the final goal of Nirvana, a usage that can also be related to mindfulness.
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The cultivation of mindfulness can take place with a wide
range of different objects, by way of remaining receptively
aware and open to whatever happens to occur in the present
moment. At times, however, mindfulness can also be called
for to exercise a role of inhibiting an unreserved openness
to what is happening, in particular when that involves some-
thing of an unwholesome nature.

Non-Mindfulness

The need to curtail at least to some extent the open recep-
tivity of mindfulness appears to stand behind the idea of
intentionally being “not-mindful” (asati/asmrti/~:&/dran
med). The relevant expression features in contexts where the
recommendation is not to pay attention to a particular matter
or mental condition. An example occurs in a series of rec-
ommendations on how to deal with recurrent unwholesome
thoughts. One such method, which falls into place when
another two methods have been tried and not been success-
ful, takes the following form:
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One should practice not attending to and not paying
attention to these thoughts.

(MN 20: tesam vitakkanam asati amanasikaro
apajjitabbo).

One should not attend to these thoughts.

(MA 101: TEARZIER).

The translation “not attending to” or “not attend to” is
guided by the context, in order to make sense of the instruc-
tion. A literal translation would be that one should cultivate
being “not-mindful” in regard to such unwholesome thoughts.
The idea here would be that, since a particular unwholesome
thought pattern is so strong that previous attempts to settle the
mind have been unsuccessful, the practitioner makes a con-
scious effort to ignore those thoughts. Notably, such intentional
ignoring would still be a practice involving mindfulness in its
general role of monitoring what is taking place. The function
of mindfulness here would be to alert the practitioner to the
rearising of this particular thought and then supervise the
mind’s intentional effort to forget about it.

A comparable instruction occurs in another context, where
the task is to overcome resentment in regard to a particular
person. In order to achieve that, one should make a similar
effort to forget about this person (AN 5.161: asati amanasikaro
... apajjitabbo), presumably in the sense of no longer paying
attention to that person’s particular quality or behavior which
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tends to trigger one’s resentment. As in the case of recurrent
unwholesome thoughts, resentment can captivate the mind and
lead to endless inner tirades against the person experienced as
irritating. Hence, the same mindful strategy of setting things
aside, of intentionally forgetting and ignoring, can be helpful to
escape from the vortex of such an obsessive mental condition.
The two passages surveyed above provide to some extent
precedents to a concern with ‘non-mentation’ (amanasikara)
in later Buddhist traditions. Other precedents, already noted
by Higgins (2006/2008, p. 255 n. 2) and Mathes (2009, p.
4), are the standard description of the meditative entry into
the sphere of boundless space, which requires non-atten-
tion to perceptions of variety (MN 137: nanattasaiifianam
amanasikara and its parallel MA 163: 783548, Analayo
2020), and the meditative progression described in the
Culasufiiata-sutta and its parallels, to be examined below.

Absence of Mental States

Having successfully emerged from an obsessive unwhole-
some mental condition can in turn lead over to being mind-
ful of its absence. Such mindfulness of a specific type of
absence finds explicit inclusion in the instructions on con-
templation of mental states, the third establishment of mind-
fulness (satipatthana, smrtyupasthana, ;. dran pa nye
bar gzhag pa). The relevant instructions mention not only
mindful recognition of the presence of the root defilements
but also of their absence. This can best be illustrated by
extracting the parts relevant to the theme of absence from the
instructions in the Satipatthana-sutta and its two parallels:

One knows a mind without lust to be ‘a mind with-
out lust’ ... [one knows a mind without anger to be ‘a
mind] without anger’ ... [one knows a mind without
delusion to be ‘a mind] without delusion.’

(MN 10: vitaragam va cittam: vitaragam cittan ti
pajanati ... vitadosam ... vitamohamy).

The mind being without sensual desire, one knows, as
it really is, that the mind is without sensual desire ...
[the mind being without anger, one knows, as it really
is, that the mind is] without anger ... [the mind being
without delusion, one knows, as it really is, that the
mind is] without delusion.

(MA 98: fEAUL, HIEACLAE . &% ... FEED.
The mind being without sensual craving, one also
knows of oneself that the mind is without sensual crav-
ing ... the mind being without anger, one also knows
of oneself that the mind is without anger ... the mind
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being without delusion, one in turn knows of oneself
that the mind is without delusion.

(EA 12.1: EZ 0L, I8 ERAEE AL, ... fEiE
20, MEHBEESL . SERL, FEEH
fEBHLL).

In this way, a specific type of absence can become
an object of mindfulness practice. Such instruction is
probably best understood within its context. Of particu-
lar relevance here is the preceding mention of having
recognized with mindfulness that sensual desire, anger,
or delusion was present. Such earlier recognition presum-
ably forms the basis for then noticing whenever these det-
rimental qualities have gone into abeyance. Understood
in this way, it is based on having familiarized oneself
with the repercussions these three root defilements have
on the condition of the mind that it becomes possible to
notice when these repercussions no longer manifest. At
such a time, the task of mindfulness is to be aware of an
absence.

The same basic pattern applies to contemplation
of the hindrances and of the awakening factors in the
Satipatthana-sutta and its Madhyama-agama parallel (and
to some extent even to a contemplation of the fetters aris-
ing at a sense door), where the meditator’s task comprises
being aware of the absence of the respective mental quali-
ties. Here are the relevant passages for the first hindrance
and the first awakening factor respectively:

If sensual desire is not present within, one knows:
‘sensual desire is not present within me.’

(MN 10: asantam va ajjhattam kamacchandam: n’
atthi me ajjhattam kamacchando ti pajanati).

There actually being no sensual desire within, one
knows, as it really is, that there is no sensual desire.

(MA 98: NE K, HIIEALIE).

If the mindfulness awakening factor is not present
within, one knows: ‘the mindfulness awakening fac-
tor is not present within me.’

(MN 10: asantam va ajjhattam satisambojjhangam:
n’atthi me ajjhattam satisambojjhango ti pajanati).

There actually being no mindfulness awakening fac-

tor within, one knows, as it really is, that there is no

mindfulness awakening factor.

(MA 98: Bl 58 57, M8 ST HD).

The last is particularly intriguing, as here it becomes a
task of cultivating an establishment of mindfulness to notice
when mindfulness, in its role as an awakening factor, is
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absent. This could be understood to refer to those moments
when one suddenly realizes to have completely lost mindful-
ness for quite some time. In terms of recollecting oneself,
this recognition is already an instance of mindfulness. Nev-
ertheless, due to having just arisen after a period of being
lost in distraction, such mindfulness is probably not yet
strong enough to serve as an awakening factor.

The examples surveyed above show how specific types of
absence can become objects of the cultivation of the estab-
lishments of mindfulness. Understood in this way, what is
absent becomes present through its absence. The task of
mindfulness is then precisely to be aware of the “presence”
of such absence.

The Sphere of Nothingness

The notion of being mindful of an absence can be taken fur-
ther. In the above examples, the absence was a specific one,
namely of a particular mental state. However, absence can
also take on a broader and more general scope, in the sense
of there not being anything, leading to the notion of “noth-
ing” (=not anything). Such total absence comes to the fore
with the third of four deep tranquility attainments known
as the immaterial spheres: the sphere of nothingness. Since
mindfulness in its early Buddhist usage plays an impor-
tant role in the achievement of states of mental tranquility
(Analayo 2019), a meditative cultivation of the sphere of
nothingness does require mindfulness and would hardly be
possible without it. In other words, such successfully attend-
ing to total absence (in the sense that there is nothing at all)
still requires that mindfulness itself is not absent.

The early discourses present the sphere of nothingness
as a pre-Buddhist practice. According to the traditional
account, the Buddha-to-be cultivated this attainment
under the guidance of a teacher by the name of Alara
Kalama (MN 26 and MA 204). The relevant Pali dis-
course and its Chinese Agama parallel do not provide
further details about the kind of philosophy that inspired
the mode of practice taught by Alara Kalama. Neverthe-
less, indications found in other discourses make it prob-
able that such practice involved the notion of realizing a
subtle type of self, corresponding to the type of percep-
tion that is experienced by those who have mastered this
attainment (Analayo 2021).

From an early Buddhist perspective, however, the sphere
of nothingness, together with its cosmological counterpart in
the form of rebirth in the corresponding celestial realm, are
simply modalities of creating a reified sense of identity (MN
106, MA 75, and Up 4058; Analayo 2011, p. 617). For this
reason, the Buddha-to-be was reportedly dissatisfied with

the attainment he had reached under the tutelage of Alara
Kalama:

Monastics, it occurred to me: ‘This Dharma does not
lead to disenchantment, nor to dispassion, nor to ces-
sation, nor to appeasement, nor to penetrative knowl-
edge, nor to full awakening, nor to Nirvana, but just
to reappearance in [the realm of] the sphere of noth-
ingness. Monastics, I was thus dissatisfied with this
Dharma and, turning away, I left this Dharma.

(MN 26: tassa mayham, bhikkhave, etad ahosi: nayam
dhammo nibbidaya na viragaya na nirodhdaya na
upasamaya na abhififiaya na sambodhaya na nibbandaya
samvattati, yavad eva akificanfidyataniipapattiya ti. so kho
aham, bhikkhave, tam dhammam analankaritva tasma
dhamma nibbijja pakkamim,).

I further had this thought: ‘This Dharma does not lead

to knowledge, does not lead to awakening, does not

lead to Nirvana. I would now rather leave this Dharma

and continue searching for the supreme peace of Nir-
vana that is free from disease [etc.].’

(MA 204: FAE(FRS: BIAA IR, e,

JRER. IS B AFRILE, BRI L2 RIER).

A minor difference is that the Chinese Agama ver-
sion does not explicitly refer to the topic of rebirth in
the corresponding realm. In the main, however, the
parallels agree in depicting the Buddha’s disenchant-
ment with the attainment of the sphere of nothingness.
Another Pali discourse indicates that cultivating the
attainment of nothingness can lead to a form of rebirth
that endures for the exceedingly long time of 60,000
eons (AN 3.114). Yet, the Buddha’s quest was for a
thorough and radical transcendence of the human pre-
dicament of being subject to old age, disease, and death.
Hence, a mere postponement of being again subject to
these, even though such adjournment would have lasted
for an incredibly long time period, left him dissatisfied.

Insight Perspectives on the Sphere
of Nothingness

Although the Buddha reportedly found that the attain-
ment of nothingness did not lead him to the fulfillment
of his quest for total freedom, its meditative cultivation is
a recurrent topic in the early discourses. The attainment
of the sphere of nothingness features as the last in list-
ings of seven stations of consciousness (AN 7.41 and EA
39.5) and as the sixth in listings of eight liberations (AN
8.66). Together with rebirth in the corresponding realm,
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its attainment is reckoned to be supreme among modes of
perception (AN 5.170 and SA 484). It constitutes a way of
blindfolding Mara (MN 25 and MA 178), who stands rep-
resentative of sensual temptation. The sphere of nothing-
ness is a form of equanimity that is based on unity rather
than on diversity (MN 137 and MA 163). Even though
being a state of deep equanimity, it can be reckoned a
form of happiness, and as such it is even subtler than the
happiness of the immaterial spheres of infinite space or
infinite consciousness (MN 59; SN 36.19; SHT II 51R,
Waldschmidt et al. 1968, p. 10; and SA 485).

Alongside these positive evaluations, however, the
early discourses also display a keen awareness of potential
drawbacks of the attainment of the sphere of nothingness.
For one, its experience can lead to misguided conceptual
imaginations (MN 1; MA 106; T 56; EA 44.6). In fact,
mastery of the attainment of the sphere of nothingness can
become outright problematic if this becomes an occasion
for the arousal of conceit:

By completely passing beyond the sphere of infinite
consciousness, [aware that] ‘there is nothing,” an
unworthy person dwells having attained the sphere
of nothingness. They think: ‘I am a gainer of the
attainment of the sphere of nothingness; these other
monastics are instead not gainers of the attainment of
the sphere of nothingness.” They praise themselves
because of that attainment of the sphere of nothing-
ness and disparage others. Monastics, this is also the
nature of an unworthy person.

(MN 113: asappuriso sabbaso vifiianaiicayatanam
samatikkamma n’ atthi kifict ti akificafifiayatanam
upasampajja viharati. so iti patisaiicikkhati: aham
kho 'mhi akificafinayatanasamapattiya labht, ime
pan’ afifie bhikkhii akificaifiayatanasamapattiya
na labhino ti. so taya akificanfiayatanasamapattiya
attanukkamseti, param vambheti. ayam pi, bhik-
khave, asappurisadhammo).

Suppose one person attains the sphere of nothingness.
Because of having attained the sphere of nothingness,
they praise themselves and disparage others. This is
reckoned to be the nature of an unworthy person.
(MA 85: 5 — \fSRATHE. IRGIATA R,
H &, B, 225~ & AJ%:; the original abbreviates
and gives the full treatment only for the first absorp-
tion and the fourth immaterial sphere, from which
text has been supplemented here. The corresponding
presentation in another parallel, T 48, seems to have
suffered from a textual error; see Analayo 2011, p.
643 n. 35. Yet another parallel, EA 17.9, just men-
tions accomplishment in concentration in general,
without listing the different immaterial spheres).
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Alongside some differences in wording, the above
two parallels agree in depicting the arising of conceit based
on having mastered the attainment of the sphere of noth-
ingness. To avoid such a pitfall, the same attainment could
become an object of insight meditation:

By completely passing beyond the sphere of infinite con-
sciousness, [aware that] ‘there is nothing,” one dwells hav-
ing attained the sphere of nothingness. Whatever there
actually is pertaining to feeling tone, pertaining to percep-
tion, pertaining to volitional formations, and pertaining to
consciousness, one contemplates these states as imperma-
nent, dukkha, a disease, a boil, a dart, a misery, an afflic-
tion, alien, disintegrating, empty, and not self.

(AN 9.36: sabbaso viffianaiicayatanam samatikkamma
n’ atthi kifici ti akificanifidyatanam upasampa-
jja viharati. so yad eva tattha hoti vedandgatam
sanfidagatam sankharagatam vinnanagatam, te
dhamme aniccato dukkhato rogato gandato sallato
aghato abadhato parato palokato sufifiato anattato
samanupassati).

By in this way turning the mind away from the attainment,
the practitioner instead inclines it toward Nirvana. Such a reor-
ientation in a way follows in the footsteps of the Buddha at the
end of his period of apprenticeship under Alara Kalama. The
above discourse predicts that this mode of practice will lead to
non-return or full awakening. Another mode of contemplation
with the same potential takes the following form:

One understands: “This attainment of the sphere of noth-
ingness is also conditioned and produced by volition. Yet,
whatever is conditioned and produced by volition, that is
impermanent and of a nature to cease.’

(AN 11.17: ayam pi kho akificarinayatanasamapatti
abhisarnkhata abhisaficetayita. yam kho pana kifici
abhisankhatam abhisaficetayitam, tad aniccam
nirodhadhamman ti pajanati; see also Analayo 2011, p. 311).

A shared feature in both types of instruction is directing
attention to impermanence. The key here appears to be the
realization that even such a profoundly tranquil and stable expe-
rience, not to speak of the incredibly long lifespan in the cor-
responding realm of existence, is subject to the law of change.

A Convergence of Tranquility and Insight

In addition to the possibility of cultivating insight (into
impermanence and other perspectives) in relation to the
deep level of tranquility gained with the sphere of nothing-
ness, the early discourses also position the same attainment
at a convergence point between tranquility and insight. The
perspective afforded in this way is significant, as it shows
that tranquility and insight are interrelated qualities in early
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Buddhism rather than being two incommensurable modes of
meditation practice (Analayo 2017, p. 173).

One modality for achieving such convergence can be
seen in the Anefijasappaya-sutta and its parallels, whose
descriptions cover different meditative approaches to
gaining the sphere of nothingness (Analayo 2009). One
of these approaches is based on insight into emptiness:

This is empty of a self and what belongs to a self.
(MN 106: susifiam idam attena va attaniyena va ti).

This world is empty: empty of a self and what belongs
to a self, empty of being permanent, empty of being
everlasting, empty of existing continuously, and empty
of being unchanging.

(MA 75: btitze, 22 1, (HFTA, Z2HE, Z2H1E,
ZERAT, ZEAE).

The world is empty ... it is empty of permanence, of
stability, of everlastingness, of immutable states, and
it is devoid of a self and what belongs to a self.

(Up 4058: ’jig rten ni stong pa’o ... rtag pa dang, brtan
pa dang, g.yung drung dang, mi ’gyur ba’i chos can
gyis stong zhing bdag dang, bdag gi dang bral ba’o).

The Chinese and Tibetan parallels are more detailed,
drawing out various additional perspectives on emptiness,
beyond the absence of a self and what belongs to a self.
Although in all versions the instruction is indubitably an
insight contemplation, in the present setting its purpose is
to lead to the attainment of the sphere of nothingness and
thus to a tranquility attainment. This is thereby a case where
insight meditation leads to tranquility.

The reverse of tranquility leading to insight into
emptiness can be seen in the Cialasuiifiata-sutta and
its parallels (Analayo 2015). The meditative trajectory
described here appears to involve a gradual deconstruc-
tion of experience in order to lead to a realization of
emptiness in its true and ultimate sense (as understood
in early Buddhist thought), which requires emptying the
mind of all defilements.

The meditative progression described in the
Calasuiifiata-sutta and its parallels for leading to this
aim involves the perception of nothingness. The termi-
nology used here differs from the standard description
of how to gain the attainment of the sphere of nothingness,
as it just speaks of the corresponding type of perception
(akificarfayatanasaifiam, FEFTEERE, ci yang med pa’i
skye mched du ’du shes). This leaves open the possibil-
ity of cultivating this perception without having devel-
oped the full meditative mastery of the actual attainment
(which in turn requires mastery of the four absorptions).
Nevertheless, the perception itself clearly pertains to the
realm of tranquility. In order to lead to the breakthrough

to awakening, the entire series of perceptions cultivated
in this meditative progression, of which the perception of
nothingness is an integral part, needs to be contemplated
in the following manner:

One understands that this is impermanent and of a
nature to cease.
(MN 121: tad aniccam nirodhadhamman ti pajanati).

I do not delight in this, do not seek this; it is not suit-
able to be established in this.

(MA 190: FA LRz, ARG, A IEERD.

It is not suitable to delight in it, to approve of it, to
become attached to it, or to remain attached to it.
(Skilling 1994, 174: de la ni mngon par dga’ bar bya ba "am,
mngon par brjod par bya ba am, lhag par chags par bya
ba ‘am, lhag par chags shing gnas par bya bar mi rigs so).

Whereas the Pali version puts the spotlight on imper-
manence, the parallels depict the relinquishment of attach-
ment that would naturally result from a full appreciation
of impermanence. When viewed from this perspective, the
parallels can be considered to provide somewhat comple-
mentary perspectives on the cultivation of liberating insight.

Just as the Anefijjasappaya-sutta and its parallels
showcase the possibility of employing an insight percep-
tion to gain the attainment of the sphere of nothingness,
similarly the Cilasufifiata-sutta and its parallels depict
the option of relying on the perception of the sphere of
nothingness to gain liberating insight. Since all of these
modes of meditative cultivation involve mindfulness in
one way or another, in these discourses the absence of
anything as an object of mindfulness comes to be situ-
ated at a converging point of insight and tranquility.

Nothingness as an Epithet of Nirvana

The same notion of an absence of anything can also function
as an epithet of the final goal of the early Buddhist path of
practice. The rationale behind such usage can be deduced
from the following passage, notably a teaching given by an
accomplished lay meditator to a monastic audience:

Venerable sirs, lust is a something, anger is a some-
thing, delusion is a something. A monastic who has
eradicated the influxes has abandoned these, cut them
off at the root, made them like a palm stump, made to
perish, of a nature not to arise again in the future. Ven-
erable sirs, as far as there are liberations of the mind by
nothingness, the unshakeable liberation of the mind is
declared to be foremost among them. Moreover, that
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unshakeable liberation of the mind is empty of lust,
empty of anger, and empty of delusion.

(SN 41.7: rago kho, bhante, kificanam, doso
kiicanam, moho kificanam. te khindasavassa
bhikkhuno pahina ucchinnamila talavatthukata
anabhavakata ayatim anuppadadhamma. yavata
kho, bhante, akiiicaiifid cetovimuttiyo, akuppad
tasam cetovimutti aggam akkhayati. sa kho pana
akuppa cetovimutti suiiid ragena, suniiia dosena,
sunifia mohena).

A lustful one is one who has a something; an angry one
and a deluded one is one who has a something. An ara-
hant is one who has nothing. Again, an arahant is empty;
being empty of lust and empty of anger and delusion.
(SA 567: HEEFTA, &, RaEMTH. e
EEATA. B, L NEZE, NE, B
The notion that an arahant is empty in the sense of
being free from the three roots of unwholesomeness recurs

in a verse in the Dhammapada and its parallels. The rel-
evant line reads as follows:

Afflictions do not befall one who has nothing.

(Dhp 221: akificanam nanupatanti dukkha)
(Gandhari Dharmapada 274, Brough 1962/2001, p.
163: akijana nanuvadadi dukhu).

(Patna Dharmapada 238, Cone 1989, p. 165:
akimcanam nanupatanti dukkha).

The preceding lines make it clear that the reference is
to an arahant, who has transcended the fetters and is not
attached (to name-and-form). The reference to having noth-
ing in the present line of the verse can be taken to carry the
same implications as evident from the preceding passage,
in that it is the very absence of defilements that makes up
such nothingness.

Another verse, found in the Udana, eulogizes the hap-
piness that comes with such type of nothingness:

Happy indeed are those who have nothing, for sagely

people have nothing. Behold [how] afflicted are those

who have a something!

(Ud 2.6: sukhino vata ye akiiicana, vedaguno hi

Jjana akificana; sakiiicanam passa vihainiamanam;

a closely similar verse is extant in Sanskrit,

Udanavarga 30.40: sukhino hi jana hy akificana,

vedaguna hi jana hy akificanah, sakificanam pasya

vihanyamanam).

Several verses in the Suttanipata collection reflect a
similar employment of the notion of nothingness. Two rel-

evant instances concern being worthy of receiving offer-
ings and thus a source of merit:
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[One should make an offering to] those who fare in
the world without attachment, having nothing.
(Sn 490: ye ve asatta vicaranti loke, akificana).

[One should make an offering to] those who fare in the
world as islands to themselves, having nothing, being
freed in every respect.

(Sn 501: ye attadipa vicaranti loke, akificana sabbadhi
vippamuttd).

A similar usage occurs in a verse that eulogizes the Bud-
dha, spoken after he had given profound answers to several
penetrative questions:

Behold the one of deep wisdom, who sees the subtle
meaning, who has nothing, is not attached to sensuality
and existence, and is freed in every respect.

(Sn 176: gambhirapafiiam nipunatthadassim,
akificanam kamabhave asattam, tam passatha sabba-
dhi vippamuttam,).

Another such verse occurs in the Parayana-vagga, the
last chapter of the Suttanipata collection.

One who has nothing, and is not attached to sensuality
and existence, has certainly crossed this flood.

(Sn 1059: akificanam kamabhave asattam, addha hi
so ogham imam atari).

The other qualifications make it clear that here, once
again, the notion of nothingness functions as an epithet of
having reached the final goal.

Being Mindful That There is Nothing

Another verse in the same Parayana-vagga, spoken by the Bud-
dha in reply to a question asked by the young brahmin Upasiva,
explicitly brings in mindfulness:

Being endowed with mindfulness and observing noth-
ingness, in dependence on ‘there being nothing’ you
will cross over the flood.
(Sn 1070: akiiicaiiriam pekkhamano satima, n’ atthi ti
nissaya tarassu ogham,).

Early and later Theravada commentaries consider this line
to intend the attainment of the sphere of nothingness, offering
the following gloss of the supposed import of the instruction:

Having mindfully attained the attainment of the sphere
of nothingness and having emerged from it, observing
the states of mind and mental factors arisen therein as
impermanent, as unsatisfactory ...

(Nidd II 101: akificafifiayatanasamapattim [sato
samapajjitva tato vutthahitva] tattha jate citta-cetasike
dhamme aniccato pekkhamano dukkhato ...).
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Having mindfully attained and emerged from the
attainment of the sphere of nothingness, looking at it
by way of impermanence and so on.

(Pj IT 593: akificafifiayatanasamapattim sato
samapajjitva vutthahitva ca aniccadivasena
passamano).

Yet, if the import of the Buddha’s instruction had been to
encourage contemplation of impermanence (and related insight
perspectives), it would be difficult to understand why these are
not explicitly taken up in the verse. The actual formulation of the
instruction instead presents mindfulness of nothingness itself as the
main means for crossing the flood. Nothingness is in fact mentioned
twice: “‘observing nothingness, in dependence on ‘there being noth-
ing’” (akificaiifiam pekkhamano ... n’ atthi ti nissaya). Forgoing
such repetition would have left ample space to offer at least a short
pointer at impermanence, had this been the intention. In other
words, the verse in question does not provide support for assuming
that its purpose is to commend contemplation of transience.

After the line translated above, the stanza continues with
more general recommendations, namely the need to abandon
sensuality, to avoid (excessive) talking, and to be devoted
continuously to reaching the destruction of craving. As far
as the actual meditation instructions are concerned, however,
these are found in the verse translated above and revolve
around the notion of nothingness, without offering even a
passing reference to other insight perspectives.

In a detailed study of the exchange between the Buddha
and Upasiva, which in the context of the present explora-
tion cannot be done full justice to, Wynne (2007, 90) sug-
gested that Upasiva would “have believed that the Bud-
dha, speaking about someone maintaining awareness of
‘nothingness,” was talking about the meditative ‘anticipa-
tion,” in life, of liberation that he believed — according to
the standard view — was attained at death” by those who
had mastered the attainment of the sphere of nothingness.

Such a perspective would indeed help make sense of
the verse exchange between Upasiva and the Buddha as a
whole. However, pace Wynne (2007, 106), this need not
be taken to imply that “the Buddha teaches an adapted
form of the meditative exercise of Alara Kalama.”
Instead, it seems more convincing to assume that the
Buddha’s first reply involved an employment of the term
“nothingness” in line with the other occurrences in the
Suttanipata, surveyed above. Perhaps an early version
of the commentary on this exchange recognized that the
ensuing verses show that Upasiva had misunderstood this
reference to intend the attainment of the sphere of noth-
ingness. In the course of transmission, the commentators
may then have mistakenly extended this explanation also

to the Buddha’s initial statement. As a result, they had
to bring in the topic of insight in some other way. In line
with the passages surveyed above that depict insight into
the impermanent (etc.) nature of such attainment (AN
9.36 and AN 11.17), it would have been natural for the
idea to arise that the recommendation given to Upasiva
must have been meant to encourage such insight contem-
plation, to be undertaken after having arisen from the
actual attainment of the sphere of nothingness.

The impression that the recommendation to be
mindful of nothingness in the verse translated above
probably did not intend the attainment of the sphere of
nothingness finds support on consulting the preceding
question (Sn 1069). Upasiva had asked how to cross
the flood and requested the Buddha to point out a sup-
port with the help of which this can be accomplished.
It would be strange for the Buddha to be depicted as
replying to such a clear-cut request for the path to lib-
eration by recommending just the attainment of the
sphere of nothingness. According to the account of
his own quest for awakening, he knew that the sphere
of nothingness does not lead beyond the flood. For
this reason, it would be difficult to understand why he
should present the same here as the support required
for crossing over the flood.

The impression that the Buddha’s reply is more con-
vincingly read as intending Nirvana finds further support
in another verse exchange in the Parayana-vagga. In this
case, the Buddha was asked to point out an island amidst the
fearful flood. The relevant part of the reply takes this form:

Having nothing, taking up nothing, this is the unsur-
passable island. I call it Nirvana, the destruction of old
age and death.

(Sn 1094: akificanam andadanam, etam dipam
anaparam,; nibbanam iti nam briami, jaramaccu-
parikkhayam).

In this case, the stanza itself clarifies that the reference
to nothingness intends Nirvana. The same sense appears
to be also appropriate to the exchange with Upasiva. On
this understanding, the verse spoken to Upasiva presents
the practice of mindfulness directed to an observation
of the notion of nothingness as a key element in support
of one possible modality for progressing to awakening.

Abbreviations AN: Anguttara-nikaya; Dhp: Dhammapada;
EA: Ekottarika-agama (T 125); MA: Madhyama-agama (T 26);
MN: Majjhima-nikaya; Nidd: Niddesa; Pj: Paramatthajotika;
SA: Samyukta-agama (T 99); SHT: Sanskrithandschriften aus den
Turfanfunden; SN: Samyutta-nikaya; Sn: Suttanipata; T: Taisho edi-
tion; Ud: Udana; Up: AbhidharmakoSopayika-titka
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