
 

Study and Discussion Questions for Early Buddhist Discourses 

 

 

Chapter Twelve: Discourse to Po��hapāda (Po��hapāda Sutta) 
 

Study Questions 

 

1) What are the various views held by recluses and Brahmins about the cessation of higher 

consciousness recounted by Po��hapāda to the Buddha? 

2) Why does the Buddha reject outright the first of the views recounted by Po��hapāda? 

3) What are the key attributes of a Tathāgata? 

4) Why does a householder go forth from home into homelessness (and so become a bhikkhu)?  

How does such a person train oneself? 

5) How is a bhikkhu perfected in moral conduct (sīla)?  (Make a list of the more important 

aspects of the bhikkhu’s moral activities.) 

6) How does a bhikkhu guard his sense faculties?  Why does he do so?  What does he achieve as 

a result? 

7) How does a bhikkhu practice mindfulness? 

8) With what is a bhikkhu satisfied? 

9) What unvirtuous psychological factors (called the “five hindrances”) does the bhikkhu 

abandon? 

10) What is the result of eliminating the five hindrances?  (Include a summary of the four jhānas 

and the planes of infinite space, infinite consciousness, and no-thing.) 

11) How does a bhikkhu achieve step-by-step the cessation of perception?  Is the summit of 

perception one or many? 

12) Which arises first, perception or knowledge? 

13) What are the three candidates for a permanent Self (attā), according to Po��hapāda?  How 

does the Buddha demonstrate that none of these are identical with perceptions (and thus 

none form a permanent Self)? 

14) Why does the Buddha tell Po��hapāda that it is difficult for someone like him to understand 

the Buddha’s teaching on the relationship between perceptions and the self? 

15) What are the ten issues that the Buddha has left undeclared (avyākata)?  Why are these left 

undeclared by the Buddha? 

16) What does the Buddha declare?  Why does he declare these matters? 

17) What speculative views about the afterlife are held by some recluses and Brahmins?  How 

does the Buddha show that such views are foolish?  (Refer to the analogies the Buddha 

uses about a person being in love with the most beautiful girl in the country and the 

person building a staircase for a mansion.) 

18) What are the three kinds of “acquired self?”  What does the Buddha’s teaching (dhamma) 

achieve in regard to these three kinds of acquired self? 

19) Do the three kinds of acquired self exist simultaneously, according to the Buddha?  What is 

the proper way to speak of the acquired self in regard to past, future and present?  How is 

this similar to the products derived from cow’s milk? 

20) What do the terms used to refer to the acquired self actually refer to?   (In other words, what 

is the “ontological” status of the acquired self?) 

 



 

Discussion Questions 

 

1) Why does Po��hapāda ask the Buddha his view of the “cessation of higher perception?”  How 

is this connected to living a religious or moral life? 

2) Is perception always conditioned, as the Buddha claims?  If so, by what is it conditioned?  

How does this relate to the Buddha’s doctrine of dependent arising?  Why does the 

Buddha say that certain perceptions arise and others cease through training? 

3) How is perception related to knowledge?  Is the Buddha right to say that knowledge is always 

dependent on perception?  Does this make the Buddha an empiricist?  If so, why type of 

empiricism did he hold?  Which (if any) Western philosophers hold an epistemological 

position similar to the Buddha’s? 

4) The Buddha describes again in this discourse the process of “going forth” into a religious life.  

See discussion questions 9-11 keyed to Chapter Five. 

5) This discourse recounts the long sections on moral conduct that contain many specific (if not 

somewhat unusual) references to proper and improper moral practices.  What are the 

ethical principles that appear to underlie these long lists of actions?  What meta-ethical 

position does the Buddha seem to take based on these sections on moral conduct (e.g., 

deontology, consequentialism, or virtue ethics)? 

6) In these lists of moral practices, the Buddha recommends against a number of actions that 

most people today would not regard as actions involving a moral issue (e.g., predicting 

lunar eclipses (astronomy!), poetry, making ointments for the eyes).  How should a 

contemporary Buddhist view the Buddha’s pronouncements about such actions?   Should 

a Buddhist stick to the letter of these statements or is it more important to live in the spirit 

of the ethical principles that underlie these lists of practices?   Are the Buddha’s 

statements to be seen as valid only in his historical context?   

7) The Buddha emphasizes here and in many other discourses the need to restrain the sense 

faculties.  Is the practice of restraint in regard to the sense faculties a critical component 

in living a religious life?  Does this form an essential component in other religious 

traditions? 

8) Is mindfulness a reasonable method for achieving restraint of the sense faculties? 

9) Almost all philosophical and religious traditions recognize the five obstacles as impediments 

to the good life or the religious life.  But are the reasons for eliminating these obstacles 

similar or different among the various traditions? 

10) The Buddha uses a series of stock analogies to describe the destruction of the five obstacles.  

What are the meanings of the various analogies to the destruction of the five obstacles: 

paying off a debt, recovering from sickness, release from prison, release from slavery, 

and a wealthy person crossing safely through the wilderness? 

11) This discourse also gives an account of the four jhānas.  See discussion question eleven 

keyed to Chapter One. 

12) In this discourse, the Buddha emphasizes that religious development is a “step-by-step” or 

gradual process.  Is enlightenment a gradual process or one that may occur suddenly to a 

person (as many later Mahāyāna Buddhists describe)? 

13) Is there a permanent Self (attā) or soul?  Are the Buddha’s reasons for denying the existence 

of a permanent Self convincing? 



 

14) How might a Hindu, a Christian or a Platonist (all traditions that posit an immortal self or 

soul) attempt to evade the Buddha’s arguments and, in turn, support their own views of 

the self? 

15) This discourse again raises the issue of the ten speculative views.  See discussion questions 

one and two keyed to Chapter Eight.  

16) Is the Buddha’s justification for refraining from the ten speculative views reasonable? 

17) In this discourse, the Buddha recounts his challenge to recluses and Brahmins to support 

their speculative views regarding their belief that there awaits a blissful life after death.  

The Buddha’s criticism of such views seems to stem from his demand for empirical 

evidence that the recluses and Brahmins admit they do not have.  But is the Buddha right 

to insist on empirical evidence in such matters?  Are not religious beliefs (e.g., the belief 

in God, heaven, Brahman, etc.) precisely those beliefs for which one should not expect to 

have empirical evidence? Is this not the place where “faith” enters in?  What should 

count as a proper justification or authority for such beliefs (e.g., scriptures, religious 

teachers, mystical experiences, etc.)? 

18) The Buddha’s conception of a dependently arisen self is divided into three types of 

“acquired” self in the discourse.  Is this view of the self sufficient to account for the 

continuity of personal identity that each person experiences?   Does such a view of self 

account for the personal or subjective experience of self-reflexive consciousness that 

each human being experiences? 

19) Why should one abandon the “acquired” selves?  Is it the “acquired self” that should be 

abandoned or just the defiling mental states that typically attend the “acquired self” for 

the unenlightened person? 

20) The analogy between the “acquired selves” and the various states of dairy products suggests 

a staunchly anti-essentialist and nominalist understanding of the relationship between the 

terms used to describe the self and the changing process that is the self (a process having 

no permanent essence).  How might a Platonist or a Hindu (champions of essentialism) 

attempt to refute the Buddha’s position? 
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