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In the Buddhaghosa’s Comment on No-self, a discourse is given over a central Buddhist 

principle—knowledge is gained only through the forgoing of the concept of self. The meaning 

behind the passage is built off a conversation between Buddhaghosa and another individual as 

they examine the interpretation of no-self. Within the context of Buddhaghosa’s interpretation, 

the Buddha stated “There are two heresies, O monks, which possess both gods and men, by 

which some fall short of the truth, and some outrun the truth; but the intelligent know the truth.”1 

In direct terms, I can understand there is a way to fall short of the truth as well as a way to outrun 

it; however, I find myself lost in the ambiguity of the heresies. The complicated dialogue and the 

reliance of previous Buddhist knowledge further complicates the meaning behind what is being 

said. From the statement, I am left with questions concerning the foundation of the heresy being 

presented and how the Buddha is interpreting it. Furthermore, this statement only provides a 

glimpse into Buddha’s stance on the belief, so is Buddha interpreting subjective truth while 

rejecting the objective? If that is the case, how does it relate to what is being conveyed with the 

heresies? 

Within the excerpt Buddhaghosa presents his own interpretation of the concept of no-self 

and further explains his meaning by pulling in the statement from Buddha. In Buddhaghosa’s 

interpretation, he states that one who “... believes in a living entity must assume either that this 

living entity will perish or that it will not perish.”, from this I can see that he believes both views 

are a contradiction to the Buddhist belief of no-self.2 To begin to understand the meaning behind 

Buddha’s statement, I must understand what is being said by the two heresies. From 

Buddhaghosa’s interpretation, if one claims that the living entity will perish then they are saying 

that self at one point existed; however, to say it will persist is to say that there is a concept of self 

and that it will continue even in the afterlife: Both of which are a contradiction to the Buddhist 
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belief. Although I know what is being said by the two heresies, since Buddha’s comment is given 

through the context of another interpretation, I still need to understand the foundation behind 

them. 

Through the examination of Westcott’s Cognitive Relativism, a different perspective can 

be given to the Buddhist statement to help decipher its meaning. Westacott’s article presents the 

principles and concepts behind the philosophical theory of relativism. The relativist ideal can be 

summarized as truth varying from person to person and that there is not one human entity that 

can definitively claim there is one truth. Particularly in the article, Westacott states that “The 

judgments we call  true are true for us and of our world; but to claim they are true in the sense of 

describing an independently existing reality is to go beyond what we can meaningfully or 

justifiably assert.”, implying that one person's truth will fit their reality and be true to them; 

however, another person can have a different version of truth that is right for them.3  From 

Westacott’s perspective, the truth is an ambiguous entity, which is helpful when looking at the 

Buddha’s statement as his truth as there are parts that can be linked to relativistic thinking. 

The knowledge provided by Westacott’s article can be placed into the Buddhist statement 

as, though widely accepted, Buddha’s understanding and interpretation of no-self is subjective. 

When understanding the foundation of the two heresies, there is no definitive stance given on 

how one outruns or falls short of the truth. The foundation of the two heresies can align best with 

Westacott’s comment of “there is no independent standpoint from with a paradigm… to take use 

closer to a true picture of the way things really are”, as when one claims that their truth is 

correct, as the those who fall victim to the heresies do, then they are going beyond what they can 

meaningfully assert.4 Buddha would interpret this as the monks “taking pleasure in existence” 

and “welcoming the thought of non-existence” only to find out their truth was not the only truth.5
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With the thinking from Westacott, a better understanding behind what it means to fall into the 

two heresies is given. 

Within Buddha’s statement, it can be deciphered that his own stance on the principle 

presented is that it is relativistic. Relating objective truth to Buddha, objective truth is 

independent of the actions of a person, monk. Buddha states “which possesses both gods and 

men…”, in this phrase from the overall statement, he is saying that both men and Gods are 

eligible to be subjected to the heresies.6 Westacott can clarify this statement as “the denial of any 

metaphysically privileged standpoint”, which in the context of Buddha, there is no truth that is 

considered higher than others even between man and Gods.7 Looking back to Westacott’s 

statement of what can be meaningfully asserted, I can relate this to Buddha having a more 

relativist viewpoint by looking at the concept of the intelligent — defined as those “... on the 

road to aversion for things, to absence of passion for them, and to cessation from them,”.8 

Buddha considers the intelligent as the ones who do not fall into heresy, and from Westacott, it 

can be interpreted as the intelligent understand that their truth is relative to them, and do not 

claim it as the objective like the gods and monks. From this I can take away that Buddha’s 

meaning behind his statement is considering objective truth relative to the individual. 

Both passages provide an assessment of a conceptual scheme and have the similar 

purpose of enlightening an individual on its principles. Through the simpler diction presented by 

Westacott, the principles of relativism were able to bring some clarification to the foundation 

Buddha’s statement. I cannot claim to fully understand what Buddha is saying as not only is his 

statement given in the context of Buddhaghosa’s own interpretation. Furthermore, with the lens 

of relativism placed on the statement, I am still left with the question of if Buddha himself is 

taking a relative stance, then who can claim to be an intelligent? The argument and my 
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remaining confusion are linked to the long-standing philosophical debate of how truth is 

perceived, and which form of it can be deemed correct. 
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