
 

Study and Discussion Questions for Early Buddhist Discourses 

 

 

Chapter Nine: Discourse on the Parable of the Water Snake (Alagaddūpama 

Sutta) 

 

Study Questions 

  

1) What was the pernicious view held by the bhikkhu Ari��ha?  How do the other bhikkhus (and 

ultimately the Buddha himself) try to dissuade Ari��ha from his pernicious view? 

2) How did Ari��ha react to the Buddha’s rebuke? 

3) What mistake is sometimes made by those who study the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma)? 

4) Summarize the parable of the water-snake.  How does this relate to Ari��ha’s mistake or the 

mistake of those who study the dhamma but do not understand it? 

5) What is the key to attaining a right grasp of the dhamma? 

6) Summarize the parable of the raft.  What is the proper use of the dhamma? 

7) What are the six standpoints for speculative views?  (Relate how the uninstructed, ordinary 

person sees each of the five aggregates (khandhas) as the permanent Self.)  How does the 

uninstructed, ordinary person speculate about the afterlife? 

8) What position does the instructed, noble disciple take in regard to these six standpoints for 

speculative views? 

9) How does the Buddha explain the arising of the various types of anxiety (about what is non-

existent externally, non-existent internally)?  (Pay particular attention to the worry about 

annihilation after death.) 

10) Are there any possessions, according to the Buddha that are permanent and everlasting?  

How does this teaching apply to the view that there is a permanent Self? 

11) Where do the commitments to speculative views (including the view that there is a 

permanent Self) inevitably lead? 

12) How does the Buddha argue against the doctrine of a permanent Self?  What key attributes or 

properties apply to the various components of a human being that effectively eliminate 

the possibility of a permanent Self? 

13) How should one view each of the five aggregates (khandhas) of a human being?  What 

attitude should a person have towards these five aggregates?  What religious goal is 

achieved by one who develops such an attitude?  How is such a person described? 

14) Why does the Buddha deny that he is a nihilist? 

15) Why does the Buddha suggest not taking delight in the honor and reverence accorded to him 

and the bhikkhus? 

16) What does the Buddha tell the bhikkhus is “not yours?”  What does he suggest doing with 

what is “not yours?” 

17) How does the Buddha describe the bhikkhu who has cut off the defilements?  What has such 

a bhikkhu achieved? Refer to the following: (a) the non-returner; (b) the once returner; (c) 

the stream-winner; (d) one who achieved enlightenment; (e) one who achieves a happy 

place (heaven). 

 

 



 

Discussion Questions 

 

1) Early Buddhism emphasizes that sensual pleasures are “obstructions” to living a religious and 

happy life.  Is it reasonable to hold such a negative view of sensual pleasures (after all, 

most people act as if sensual pleasures are among life’s greatest joys)? 

2) What, if anything, is more valuable to a human life than sensual pleasures?  If human beings 

are no more than the complex animals that evolutionary biology suggests they are, is it 

not reasonable to identify human “good” with the sensual pleasures that serve as guiding 

forces in human biology? 

3) What does the parable of the raft imply about the status of the dhamma?  Does the parable 

purport to show that the dhamma is an instrumental, rather than an absolute, truth?  Is the 

dhamma, like the raft, something to be abandoned after reaching enlightenment?  Is the 

dhamma itself abandoned (as some say that an enlightened life is “beyond good and evil” 

and thus beyond all teachings) or is it only the selfish attachment to the dhamma that is 

abandoned (but one remains living in accord with the principles of the dhamma)?  

4) Does the parable of the raft suggest a significant difference between the way Buddhists regard 

the teachings of the Buddha and the way members of other religions regard the central 

doctrines of their religion? 

5) Why do people want to believe in a permanent Self? 

6) Is not the Buddha’s no-permanent-self doctrine likely to cause anxiety and pessimism in his 

followers as they realize that such a doctrine flirts closely with the possibility of death as 

a total annihilation of the person?  How can a Buddhist avoid nihilism as a result of the 

no-permanent-self doctrine (in fact, the Buddha himself relates in this discourse that he 

has been accused of nihilism)? 

7) The Buddha thinks that dependence on speculative metaphysical views gives rise to sorrow, 

depression and despair.  But is it not just the opposite, that without such beliefs there is 

nothing to hope for (hence the attraction of highly metaphysical systems of belief like 

Christianity, Hinduism and Platonism)?  For example, is it not better to believe the more 

optimistic view that there is a permanent self or soul that lives on—even though there 

may be little empirical evidence for such a view—than to be a hard-headed empiricist 

like the Buddha and perhaps fall into pessimism and nihilism? 

8) This discourse contains the Buddha’s specific arguments against the belief in a permanent Self 

that were raised in Chapter Seven.  See the discussion questions keyed to the Discourse 

to the First Five Disciples. 

9) Is eliminating or abandoning the six sense faculties and their objects a reasonable religious 

goal?  How does such a process compare or contrast with the practices of other religious 

traditions? 
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