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Is “rebirth” a misconception of the Pali suttas?
Introduction 

The Pali suttas contain various Pali words commonly translated as 'rebirth', such as:

 'jati'
 'ponobbhavikā' and 'punabbhavo'
 'abhinibbatti'
 'opapātikā'
 'paccājāyati'
 'upapannā'/'upapajjati'/'upapatti'

This booklet explores how these various terms are used contextually in the Pali suttas; 
therefore does not rely on common, possibly sectarian, dictionary meanings.

As quotations, this booklet uses translations of Bhikkhus Thanissaro, Bodhi, Sujato and 
Buddhist Publication Society (which have not been directly referenced). 

The writer of this booklet offers foremost acknowledgement to Bhikkhu Sujato, whose 
foremost Sutta Central endeavor has made possible the research in this booklet.

Jāti (part 1)

SN 12.10 is a very good starting point because SN 12.10 includes pre-enlightenment 
and post-enlightenment views of the Buddha. The relevant Pali words from SN 12.10 
are: (i) jāyati; (ii) upapajjati; (iii) mīyati & (iv) jāti; as follows:

 

The terminology used in SN 12.10 by the unenlightened Bodhisatta is also used by 
the unenlightened deva Rohitassa in AN 4.45:

Monks, before I attained supreme Enlightenment, while I was still a Bodhisatta, the thought 
occurred to me: 'This world, alas, has fallen into sore distress. There is being born (jāyati), 
growing old (jīyati), dying (mīyati), passing over (cavati) and being reborn (upapajjati). 
But from all this suffering, from decay and death, no way of release is apparent. Surely there 
must be some way of release discoverable from this suffering, this decay-and-death.'

Then, monks, this thought occurred to me 'What being present does decay-and-death 
(jarāmaraṇaṃ) come to be? What conditions decay-and-death?' Then, monks, as I 
considered this thoroughly, the insight and comprehension dawned on me: 'Birth (jātiyā)  
being present, death-and-decay comes to be; decay-and-death is conditioned by birth (jāti).'

SN 12.10

Then Rohitassa, the son of a deva.. his extreme radiance lighting up the entirety of Jeta’s 
Grove… said to the Blessed One: “Is it possible, lord, by traveling, to know or see or reach a 
far end of the world where one does not take birth, age, die, pass away or reappear?” 

AN 4.45
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About the terms 'jāyati', ‘jāti’ and 'upapajjati', the following can be said:

1. 'Jāyati' appears to be a verb, from the root ‘jan’, from which the noun ‘jāti’ is derived. 

2. Suttas, such as SN 37.3, MN 38 and MN 56, use the term 'vijāyati', when referring 
to childbirth. The prefix ‘vi’ appears to possibly be an intensifier. Therefore, 
'jāyati', as used in SN 12.10 and AN 4.45, may not explicitly refer to 'childbirth'.

3.  Suttas, such as AN 3.112, AN 4.200 and SN 35.97, use the term 'jāyati' to refer 
to the birth or coming-forth of mental phenomena, such as:

4. In addition, in SN 12.10 and AN 4.45 (quoted above), the word 'mīyati' or 'miyanti' 
is used together with 'jāyati'. 'Miyanti' is found in the Dhammapada, in relation to 
what appears to be spiritual or psychological 'death' (rather than physical death):

5. In MN 148, the term 'upapajjati' (to be discussed later) certainly appears to not mean 
'rebirth', as shown in the following context in relation to a philosophical tenant:

Cattārimāni, bhikkhave, pemāni jāyanti. Katamāni cattāri? Pemā pemaṃ jāyati, pemā 
doso jāyati, dosā pemaṃ jāyati, dosā doso jāyati.

Monks, these four things are born. Which four? Affection is born of affection. Aversion 
is born of affection. Affection is born of aversion. Aversion is born of aversion.

AN 4.200

When one is gladdened, rapture is born (pamuditassa pīti jāyati). When the mind is 
uplifted by rapture, the body becomes tranquil.

SN 35.97

Piyato jāyatī soko, piyato jāyatī bhayaṃ

From affection springs grief, from affection springs fear. 

Dhammapada 212

Appamādo amatapadaṃ, pamādo maccuno padaṃ; Appamattā na mīyanti, ye pamattā 
yathā matā. 

Heedfulness is the path to the Deathless. Heedlessness is the path to death. The heedful 
die not. The heedless are as if dead already. 

Dhammapada 21

Cakkhucakkhu attā’ ti yo vadeyya taṃ na upapajjati. Cakkhussa uppādopi vayopi paññāyati. 
Yassakho pana uppādopi vayopi paññāyati, ‘attā me uppajjati ca veti cā’ ti iccassa 
evamāgataṃhoti. Tasmā taṃ na upapajjati: ‘cakkhu attā’ti yo vadeyya. Iti cakkhu anattā.

If anyone says, ‘The eye is self,’ that is not tenable. The rise and fall of the eye are 
discerned, and since its rise and fall are discerned, it would follow: ‘My self rises and falls.’ 
That is why it is not tenable for anyone to say, ‘The eye is self.’ Thus the eye is not self.

MN 148
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6. The term ‘jāti’ may possibly appear to literally (not metaphorically) refer to the 
mental conception and production of the view of a "being" ("satta"), "self" or a 
"person", as found in the following suttas:

7.  In India, the word 'jati' appears to mean 'self' or 'social-identity', as follows:

8. 'Jati' as 'social-identity' (of a monk) appears found in MN 86, as follows:

Katamā bhikkhave,jāti? Yā tesaṃ tesaṃ sattānaṃ tamhi tamhi sattanikāye....

What, bhikkhus, is birth? The birth of the various beings into the various orders of beings…

SN 12.2

Why now do you assume 'a being' (sattoti)?
Mara, have you grasped a view?
This is a heap of sheer constructions:
Here no being (sattū) is found.

Just as, with an assemblage of parts,
The word 'chariot' is used,
So, when the aggregates are present,
There's the convention 'a being.' (sattoti)

SN 5.10

Satto sattoti bhante, vuccati kittāvatā nu kho bhante, sattoti vuccati?

'A being,' lord. 'A being,' it's said. To what extent is one said to be 'a being'?

Any desire, passion, delight or craving for form… feeling… perception… fabrications… 
consciousness, Radha: when one is caught up (satto) there, tied up (visatto) there, one is 
said to be 'a being (satto).'

SN 23.2

Jāti (in Devanagari: जाति, Bengali: জাতি, Telugu:జతి, Kannada:ಜಾತ, Malayalam: ജാതി, Tamil: ஜாதி, 
literally "birth") is a group of clans, tribes, communities and sub-communities and religions in 
India. Each jāti typically has an association with a traditional job function or tribe. Religious 
beliefs (e.g. Sri Vaishnavism or Veera Shaivism) or linguistic groupings may define some jatis. A 
person's surname typically reflects a community (jati) association: thus Gandhi = perfume 
seller, Dhobi = washerman, Srivastava = military scribe, etc. In any given location in India 500 
or more jatis may co-exist, although the exact composition will differ from district to district. 

Wikipedia

Angulimala, go to that woman and on arrival say to her, 'Sister, since I was born in 
the noble birth, I do not recall intentionally killing a living being'.

‘yatohaṃ, bhagini, ariyāya jātiyā jāto, nābhijānāmi sañcicca pāṇaṃ jīvitā voropetā, tena 
saccena sotthi te hotu, sotthi gabbhassā’

MN 86
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9. The above meanings of ‘jati’ appear not alien to the Visuddhimagga, which says: 

10. That both 'self-identity' (in MN 44) and ‘jati’ (in SN 12.2) are products of 'becoming' 
('bhava'), appears to support the view ‘jati’ may also mean ‘identity’:

Conclusion to SN 12.10

Both SN 12.10 and AN 4.45 appear to refer to a common view of the Buddha's time 
the world or a person is subject to 'jāyati ca jīyati ca mīyati ca cavati ca upapajjati', 
which is commonly translated as 'being born, growing old, dying, passing over and 
being reborn'. This superficially sounds like reincarnation however this phrase 
appears it may not refer to reincarnation (‘rebirth’) because:

1. Jāti may not refer to childbirth, which appears called ‘vijāyati’.

2. It appears jāti may refer to the birth of mental phenomena; thus possibly refer to 
a common re-occurring (upapajjati) cycle of instinctual, mental &/or habitual emotions 
and desires of people; because the related verb 'jāyati' is often used in the suttas in 
this manner and context.

3. This unenlightened sense of 'jāyati' as an existential problem is later specifically 
identified in enlightenment (in SN 12.10) as 'jati'. In other words, the use of the verb 
'jāyati' appears directly related to the use of the noun 'jāti' in Dependent Origination. 

4. The word 'upapajjati' does not necessary mean to be 'reborn' or 'reincarnated' in 
the physical sense; as apparently demonstrated unambiguously by its use in MN 148.

5. The words ‘jati’ and 'upapajjati' each appear to have a different meaning, due to 
each having different linguistic roots (which will be explored in detail, later). In other 
words, ‘jati’ (‘birth’) and 'upapajjati' (‘is reborn’) do not appear to be synonymous. 

Now, this word birth (játi) has many meanings. For in the passage “[He recollects…] one birth 
(játi), two births” (D I 81) it is becoming. In the passage, “Visákhá, there is a kind (játi) of 
ascetics called Nigaóþhas (Jains)” (A I 206) it is a monastic order. In the passage, “Birth 
(játi) is included in two aggregates” (Dhátuk 15) it is the characteristic of whatever is formed. In 
the passage, “His birth is due to the first consciousness arisen, the first cognition manifested, 
in the mother’s womb” (Vin I 93) it is rebirth-linking. In the passage “As soon as he was born 
(sampatijáta), Ánanda, the Bodhisatta …” (M III 123) it is parturition. In the passage “One 
who is not rejected and despised on account of birth” (A III 152) it is clan. In the passage 
“Sister, since I was born with the noble birth” (M II 103) it is the Noble One’s virtue.

Visiddhimagga Chapter XVI paragraph 32

The craving that makes for further becoming — accompanied by passion & delight, 
relishing now here & now there — i.e., craving for sensual pleasure, craving for becoming, 
craving for non-becoming: This, friend Visakha, is the origination of self-identification 
(sakkāya) described by the Blessed One. 

MN 44
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Jāti part 2

Remaining with the word 'jati', a sutta that depicts the pre-enlightenment period 
from a post-enlightenment perspective is MN 26. In MN 26, 'jati-dhamma' 
(‘phenomena subject to birth’) are described, as follows:

'Jati-dhamma' is also the subject of SN 35.33, in relation to the 'salayatana' ('six 
sense spheres'), which refers to each of the six sense organs, six sense objects, six 
consciousness and the resultant six sense contacts and six feelings. SN 35.33 says:

Another common phrase in the suttas is "beings subject to birth", as in SN 45.2:

What MN 26 refers to 'jati-dhamma' as 'acquisitions' ('upadhayo’;‘upadhi') is also 
found in SN 12.66, which says:

Kiñca, bhikkhave, jātidhammaṃ vadetha? Puttabhariyaṃ, bhikkhave, jātidhammaṃ, 
dāsidāsaṃdāsidāsa jātidhammaṃ, ajeḷakaṃ jātidhammaṃ, kukkuṭasūkaraṃ jātidhammaṃ, 
hatthigavāssavaḷavaṃ jātidhammaṃ, jātarūparajataṃ jātidhammaṃ. Jātidhammā hete, 
bhikkhave, upadhayo. Etthāyaṃ gathito mucchito ajjhāpanno attanā jātidhammo samāno 
jātidhammaṃyeva pariyesati.

And what may be said to be subject to birth? Wife and children are subject to birth, men and 
women slaves, goats and sheep, fowl and pigs, elephants, cattle, horses, and mares, gold and 
silver are subject to birth. These acquisitions are subject to birth; and one who is tied to 
these things, infatuated with them, and utterly committed to them, being himself subject to 
birth, seeks what it also subject to birth.

MN 26

Sabbaṃ, bhikkhave, jātidhammaṃ. Kiñca, bhikkhave, sabbaṃ jātidhammaṃ?

All is subject to birth. And what is subject to birth? The eye... forms... eye-consciousness... 
eye-contact... whatever feeling arises in dependence on eye-contact... that is subject to birth.

SN 35.33

Mamaṃ hi ānanda, kalyāṇamittaṃ āgamma jātidhammā sattā jātiyā parimuccanti

It is in dependence on me as an admirable friend that beings subject to birth have gained 
release from birth...

SN 45.2

‘The many diverse kinds of suffering that arise in the world headed by aging-and-death: this 
suffering has acquisition (upadhi) its source, acquisition as its origin; it is born (jātika) and 
produced from acquisition. When there is acquisition, aging-and-death comes to be; when 
there is no acquisition, aging-and-death does not come to be.’...

Then, engaging further in inward exploration, he explores thus: ‘What is the source of this 
acquisition, what is its origin, from what is it born (jātika) and produced?... Acquisition has 
craving as its source, craving as its origin; it is born and produced from craving. When there is 
craving, acquisition comes to be; when there is no craving, acquisition does not come to be.’

SN 12.66
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Here, in SN 12.66, the Dependent Origination links of 'birth' ('jati'), becoming and 
attachment are not mentioned. Instead, 'birth' ('jati'), becoming and attachment 
appear all substituted with the term 'acquisition' ('upadhi'), of which the preceding 
cause is craving. This, again, appears to show the word 'jati' ('birth') may be inherently 
related to 'acquisition', 'appropriation', 'possessiveness' or 'taking ownership' (rather 
than related to 'rebirth' or reincarnation).

Conclusion to MN 26

The suttas cited above (MN 26 and SN 35.33) appear to indicate 'jati-dhamma' or 
'things subject to birth' are 'mental acquisitions' the mind is 'tied to, infatuated with 
and utterly committed to'. Since these things subject to birth include material things; 
such as gold and silver, the sense organs and the physical body; it again seems 
possible the word 'jati' may not refer to 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation'; because physical 
things, such as gold, silver and sense organs, are generally not held to reincarnate.

In addition, if the phrase ‘beings subject to birth’ in SN 45.2 also refers to ‘mental 
acquisitions’ (‘upadhi’); it appears the phrase ‘beings subject to birth’ correlates with 
the explanation of ‘a being' ('sattā') as being ‘strong attachment’ (per SN 23.2) or ‘a 
view’ (per SN 5.10). In other words, it appears the phrase ‘beings subject to birth’ 
may not actually refer to ‘rebirth’ or ‘reincarnation’. 

Jāti part 3

Before moving on, another common use of the word 'jati' ('birth') is found in SN 
22.81 and SN 12.66 (already posted), as follows:

Therefore, it appears quite clear the word 'jati' ('birth') when used in the term 'jātika' 
does not refer to 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation' but may simply refer to “what is formed”, 
as previously also quoted from the Visuddhimagga. 

Any desire, passion, delight or craving for form… feeling… perception… formations…
consciousness, Radha: when one is caught up there, tied up there, one is said to be 'a being.'

SN 23.2

Acquisition has craving as its source, craving as its origin; it is born (jātika) and produced 
from craving. 

SN 12.66

Here, bhikkhus, the uninstructed worldling ... regards form as self. That regarding, 
bhikkhus, is a formation. That formation — what is its source, what is its origin, from what 
is it born (jātika) and produced? When the uninstructed worldling is contacted by a 
feeling born of ignorance-contact, craving arises: thence that formation is born. 

SN 22.81
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Bhava
The terms 'ponobbhavikā' (‘new becoming’) and 'punabbhavo' (‘again becoming’) are 
found in the 1st sermon of the Buddha on the Four Noble Truths. 

There was a tendency in the past to translate these words as 'rebirth', as shown in 
the following translations of Piyadassi Thera and by Laurence (Khantipalo) Mills:

However, it appears from many suttas the term 'bhava' ('becoming') does not refer 
to 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation' but, instead, is a mental state, as follows:

Idaṃ kho pana, bhikkhave, dukkhasamudayaṃ ariyasaccaṃ —  yāyaṃ taṇhā ponobbhavikā  
nandirāgasahagatā  tatratatrābhinandinī, seyyathidaṃ — kāmataṇhā, bhavataṇhā, 
 vibhavataṇhā.

The Noble Truth of the Origin (cause) of Suffering is this: It is this craving (thirst) which 
produces re-becoming (rebirth) accompanied by passionate greed, and finding fresh delight 
now here, and now there, namely craving for sense pleasure, craving for existence and 
craving for non-existence (self-annihilation).

Ñāṇañca pana me dassanaṃ udapādi: ‘akuppā me vimutti, ayamantimā jāti, natthi  dāni  
punabbhavo’ ti.

And a vision of insight arose in me thus: 'Unshakable is the deliverance of my heart. This is 
the last birth. Now there is no more re-becoming (rebirth).'

SN 56.11 (Piyadassi Thera)

Tīhitīhi vijjāhi sampanno,
santo khīṇapunabbhavo;
Evaṃ vāseṭṭha jānāhi,
brahmā sakko vijānatan”ti.

Possessed of Triple Knowledges,
at Peace, rebirth come to an end—
know Vāseṭṭha, such a one
is Brahmā and Sakra for those who Know.

Snp 3.9 (also in MN 98; Laurence Khantipalo Mills) 

The craving that makes for further becoming (ponobbhavikā) — accompanied by lust and 
delight, relishing now here & now there — i.e., craving for sensual pleasure, craving for 
becoming, craving for non-becoming: This, friend Visakha, is the origination of self-
identification described by the Blessed One. 

MN 44

He discerns that 'Whatever disturbances that would exist based on the effluent of 
sensuality... the effluent of becoming... the effluent of ignorance, are not present. And 
there is only this modicum of disturbance: that connected with the six sensory spheres, 
dependent on this very body with life as its condition.' He discerns that 'This mode 
of perception is empty of the effluent of sensuality... becoming... ignorance. 

MN 121
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'Becoming' ('bhava'), similar to the terms 'jati' ('birth') and 'a being' ('satta'), appears 
defined as the mind 'established', 'caught up' or 'infatuated' with a sense object:

MN 9 appears to clearly say 'becoming' is another mental defilement or defiled 
‘outflow’ (‘asava’; ‘fermentation’), similar to ignorance and sensual desire:

It follows the terms 'ponobbhavikā' and 'punabbhavo' appear not related to 'rebirth' 
or 'reincarnation' because the arising, passing and extinguishing of 'becoming' seem 
noted in many suttas to occur in the here-&-now, while the mind remains fully 
consciousness, as appears written below, together with 'birth' ('jati').

In conclusion, it appears straightforward “bhava” may not mean “rebirth” or “reincarnation”. 

Any desire, passion, delight or craving for form… feeling… perception… formations…
consciousness, Radha: when one is caught up (satto) there, tied up (visatto) there, one is 
said to be 'a being (satto).'

SN 23.2

This word, ‘becoming, becoming’— to what extent is there becoming? The consciousness 
of beings (sattānaṃ) hindered by ignorance & fettered by craving is established (patiṭṭhitaṃ) 
into a low (hīnāya)... middling (majjhimāya)... refined (paṇītāya) element (dhatu). 

AN 3.76

And what is becoming? There are three kinds of becoming: sensual becoming, fine-
material becoming & immaterial becoming. This is called becoming. 

SN 12.2

There are these three fermentations (āsavā): the fermentation of sensuality (kāmāsavo), 
the fermentation of becoming (bhavāsavo), the fermentation of ignorance (avijjāsavo). 
From the origination of ignorance comes the origination of fermentations.

MN 9

On seeing a form with the eye, he does not lust after it if it is pleasing; he does not 
dislike it if it is unpleasing. He abides with mindfulness of the body established, with an 
immeasurable mind, and he understands as it actually is the deliverance of mind and 
deliverance by wisdom wherein those evil unwholesome states cease without remainder. 
Having thus abandoned favouring and opposing, whatever feeling he feels, whether 
pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, he does not delight in that feeling, 
welcome it, or remain holding to it. As he does not do so, delight in feelings ceases in him. 
With the cessation of his delight comes cessation of clinging; with the cessation of clinging, 
cessation of becoming; with the cessation of becoming, cessation of birth; with the 
cessation of birth, ageing and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair cease. 
Such is the cessation of this whole mass of suffering.

MN 38
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Abhinibbatti
'Abhinibbatti' is another term translated as 'rebirth'. 'Abhinibbatti' is importantly 
found within the definition of ‘jati’, as follows: 

As with most of these words, the PTS Dictionary translates 'abhinibbatti' as 'rebirth'.

Similarly, translators, including Bhikkhu Bodhi (page 1420) and Nizamis (below), 
have followed this idea in AN 10.65:

Some questionable aspects of the above translation of AN 10.65 are as follows:

 Suttas, such as MN 2 and MN 21, say 'patience' and 'tolerating' is the way to overcome 
cold, heat, angry words, weapons, etc. Therefore, 'non-rebirth', as translated in AN 
10.65, appears not required to prevent the adverse affects of these potential hazards.

Katamā ca, bhikkhave, jāti? Yā tesaṃ tesaṃ sattānaṃ tamhi tamhi sattanikāye jāti sañjāti 
okkanti abhinibbatti khandhānaṃ pātubhāvo āyatanānaṃ paṭilābho. 

SN 12.2

PTS Pali English Dictionary
abhinibbatti
feminine
becoming, birth, rebirth

Rebirth (abhinibbatti), friend, is painful; non-rebirth is pleasant. When, friend, there is 
rebirth, this pain is to be expected: cold and heat, hunger and thirst, excrement and 
urine, contact with fire, contact with punishment, contact with weapons, and anger 
caused by meeting and associating with relatives and friends. When, friend, there is 
rebirth, this pain is to be expected.

When, friend, there is no rebirth (anabhinibbattiyā), this pleasantness is to be expected: 
neither cold nor heat, neither hunger nor thirst, neither excrement nor urine, neither 
contact with fire, nor contact with punishment, nor contact with weapons, and no anger 
caused by meeting and associating with relatives and friends. When, friend, there is no 
rebirth, this pleasantness is to be expected.

AN 10.65  

And what are the fermentations to be abandoned by tolerating? There is the case where a 
monk, reflecting appropriately, endures. He tolerates cold, heat, hunger & thirst; the 
touch of flies, mosquitoes, wind, sun & reptiles; ill-spoken, unwelcome words & bodily 
feelings that, when they arise, are painful, racking, sharp, piercing, disagreeable, 
displeasing & menacing to life. The fermentations, vexation, or fever that would arise if he 
were not to tolerate these things do not arise for him when he tolerates them. 

MN 2

Monks, if you should keep this instruction on the Parable of the Saw constantly in mind, 
do you see any mode of speech, subtle or gross, that you could not endure? No, Lord. 
Therefore, monks, you should keep this instruction on the Parable of the Saw constantly 
in mind. That will conduce to your well-being and happiness for long indeed." 

MN 21
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 'Abhinibbatti' certainly does not mean 'rebirth' is certain suttas, such as:

 'Abhinibbatti' is included within the definition, as a sub-component, of the word 
'jati' ('birth') in SN 12.2. Therefore, it seems illogical 'abhinibbatti' would mean 
‘rebirth’ if ‘jati’ also means ‘rebirth’. This would mean the definition would say 
‘rebirth’ (‘jati’) is the ‘rebirth’ ('abhinibbatti') of the various beings in the various 
groups/categories of beings.  

 While Bhikkhu Bodhi translated 'abhinibbatti' as ‘rebirth’ in AN 10.65 and ‘reborn’ 
in MN 96, in his MN 96 footnote, Bhikkhu Bodhi says 'attabhāvassa abhinibbatti' 
literally means: "the reconception of his individuality". The Pali in MN 96, about 
the four castes, is as follows: 

 The term 'attabhāvassa' is found in AN 4.171, referring to the “acquisition of 
individuality”, as follows:

Let the good sirs come; and let those who are of noble, priestly and royal families, bringing 
an upper piece of fire-stick of teak or sāl or of a sweet-scented tree or of sandal or lotus, 
light a fire and get it to produce (abhinibbattentu) heat.

MN 93

Yo kho, bhikkhave, cakkhussa uppādo ṭhiti abhinibbatti pātubhāvo, dukkhasseso uppādo...

The arising, continuance, production and manifestation of the eye is the arising of suffering.

SN 26.1

Katamā ca, bhikkhave, jāti? Yā tesaṃ tesaṃ sattānaṃ tamhi tamhi sattanikāye jāti sañjāti 
okkanti abhinibbatti khandhānaṃ pātubhāvo āyatanānaṃ paṭilābho. Ayaṃ vuccati, 
bhikkhave, jāti.

And what, bhikkhus, is birth (jāti)? Those various beings in the various categories of 
beings; their birth (jāti), conception (sañjāti), development (okkanti), production 
(abhinibbatti); the manifestation of their aggregates; the acquisition of their sense objects. 
This is called birth.

SN 12.2 (writer’s translation) 

Khattiyakule ce attabhāvassa abhinibbatti hoti ‘khattiyo’tveva saṅkhyaṃ gacchati;
Brāhmaṇakule ce attabhāvassa abhinibbatti hoti ‘brāhmaṇo’tveva saṅkhyaṃ gacchati;
Vessakule ce attabhāvassa abhinibbatti hoti ‘vesso’tveva saṅkhyaṃ gacchati;
Suddakule ce attabhāvassa abhinibbatti hoti ‘suddo’tveva saṅkhyaṃ gacchati.

Monks, there are four acquisitions (paṭilābhā) of individual character (attabhāva): (i) 
From one's own volition but not the volition of others; (ii) From not one's own volition but 
from the volition of others; (iii) From both one's own volition & from the volition of 
others; (iv) Neither from both one's own volition nor from the volition of others.

        AN 4.171
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 The terms 'attabhāvassa' and ‘abhinibbatti’ are found again in AN 3.34, which 
appears about the results of kamma in the here and now: 

 Therefore, returning to MN 96, it appears it may possibly say the production 
(abhinibbatti) of individuality/individual character (attabhāvassa) of the four 
castes accords with the way it is classified or designated (saṅkhyaṃ), as follows: 

 MN 96 appears similar to MN 98, which says:

Any kamma, bhikkhus, fashioned through greed, born of greed, caused by greed, 
originated by greed, ripens wherever individuality (attabhāvo) is produced 
(nibbattati). Wherever that kamma ripens, it is there that result is experienced, either 
here & now (diṭṭheva dhamme), later (upapajje) or following that (apare pariyāye).

A person unknowing:
the actions performed by him,
born of greed, born of aversion,
& born of delusion,
whether many or few,
are experienced (vedaniyaṃ) right here (idheva):
no other ground is found.

AN 3.34

Porāṇaṃ kho panassa mātāpettikaṃ kulavaṃsaṃ anussarato yattha yattheva attabhāvass
a abhinibbatti hoti tena teneva saṅkhyaṃ gacchati.

But they are classified by recollecting the traditional family lineage of their mother and 
father wherever their individual character is produced.

Khattiyakule ce attabhāvassa abhinibbatti hoti ‘khattiyo’tveva saṅkhyaṃ gacchati;

A warrior caste individuality’s production exists as: ‘warrior’ only wherever that 
classification takes place

Seyyathāpi, brāhmaṇa, yaṃyadeva paccayaṃ paṭicca aggi jalati tena teneva saṅkhyaṃ ga
cchati.

It’s like fire, which is reckoned according to the specific conditions dependent upon which 
it burns.

MN 96 (writer’s attempted translation)

In human bodies as they are, such differences cannot be found:
the only human differences are those in names (verbal designations) alone.

Among humankind whoever lives by raising cattle on a farm,
O Vāseṭṭha you should know as farmer not as Brahmin then.

MN 98
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 Therefore, 'abhinibbatti' appears it may not mean 'rebirth' but may be related to 
how various aggregates are 'named' or 'classified' into views or conventions of this 
and that 'beings' (such as 'noble', 'worker', 'farmer', 'doctor', 'mother', 'father', 
'Buddhist', etc), similar to the definition of 'birth' ('jati') in SN 12.2.

 Thus, another sutta, SN 22.100, also shows 'abhinibbatti' may not mean ‘rebirth’: 

 To add AN 1.287, which appears unambiguous, says:

Conclusion
There is a strong impression, from examining SN 12.2, MN 96, MN 98 and SN 22.100, 
the term 'abhinibbatti' is used for the 'production' of views of 'beings', 'self', 'identity' 
or 'personality' from the beguiling appearance or manifestations of the five aggregates, 
just as a painter uses different colors to produce a picture of a man or a woman. 

In short, when also examining AN 1.287, MN 93 and SN 26.1, it appears the term 
'abhinibbatti' may not mean 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation'; but simply means ‘production’.

Suppose, bhikkhus, an artist or a painter, using dye or lac or turmeric or indigo or 
crimson, would create the figure of a man or a woman complete in all its features on a 
well-polished plank or wall or canvas. 

Evameva kho, bhikkhave, assutavā puthujjano rūpaññeva abhinibbattento abhinibbatte
ti, vedanaññeva … pe … saññaññeva … saṅkhāreyeva … viññāṇaññeva abhinibbattento a
bhinibbatteti.

So too, when the uninstructed worldling produces anything, it is only form that he 
produces; only feeling that he produces; only perception that he produces; only 
volitional formations that he produces; only consciousness that he produces.

SN 22.100

Aṭṭhānametaṃa bhikkhave, anavakāso yaṃ kāyasucaritassa aniṭṭho akanto amanāpo 
vipāko nibbatteyya.

It is impossible a disagreeable result could be produced from good conduct....

AN 1.287
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Opapātikā
The next term to try to strike off the 'rebirth' list is 'opapātikā', which appears a 
strange term. 'Opapātikā' is said to mean 'spontaneously arisen', 'spontaneous birth', 
‘accidental birth’ or something similar. It may derive from ‘upapatti’ or, otherwise, 
‘upapāta’, which is said can mean ‘unusual’ or ‘unexpected occurrence’.

In our explorations of the suttas, three contexts using 'opapātikā' have been found:

1. 'Opapātikā' as a constituent of the secondary, impure yet meritorious 'right view' 
for householders and other unenlightened people, as found in MN 117 and MN 60:

2. As a type of 'generation' ('yoni') in MN 12, together with egg-born generation, 
womb-born generation and moisture-born generation.

3. As something that happens to non-returner, as found in MN 22, MN 118 or AN 3.141.

And what, bhikkhus, is right view that is affected by the taints, partaking of merit, ripening in 
the acquisitions? ‘There is what is given and what is offered and what is sacrificed; there is 
fruit and result of good and bad actions; there is this world and the other world; there is 
mother and father; there are beings who are reborn spontaneously (sattā opapātikā); 
there are in the world good and virtuous recluses and brahmins who have realised for 
themselves by direct knowledge and declare this world and the other world.’ This is right view 
affected by taints, partaking of merit, ripening in the acquisitions. 

MN 117

Sāriputta, there are these four kinds of generation. Egg-born generation, womb-born 
generation, moisture-born generation and spontaneous generation (opapātikā yoni). 

MN 12

In this Dhamma there are bhikkhus who have abandoned the five lower fetters. All are 
reborn spontaneously (sabbe te opapātikā) and there will attain final Nibbāna, without 
ever returning from that world. 

MN 22

Bhikkhus, living in this community there are bhikkhus who are Non-Returners through 
having ended the five lower fetters, who are spontaneously arisen, who will realize Final 
Nibbana there and by nature will never return from that world. Bhikkhus such as these are 
living in this community of bhikkhus. 

MN 118

How is a person like a good horse with speed but not beauty or the right proportions. With 
the destruction of five fetters, a bhikkhu becomes one of spontaneous birth... This is his 
speed. But when asked questions about Dhamma, he falters or does not answer. This is his 
lack of beauty. Or he does not gain requisites (food, clothing, shelter, medicine). This is his 
lack of right proportions. 

AN 3.141
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Our impressions of the above three contexts of 'opapātikā' are as follows:

1. 'Opapātikā' as a constituent of the secondary non-transcendent meritorious right 
view might be a cultural view held prior to the Buddha because the associated 
teaching of ‘the other world’ is found in the Brahmin Vedas. It seems strange MN 60 
and MN 117 expect householders and ordinary people to have a view about something 
as complex and vague as 'opapātikā'; unless it already culturally existed. 

2. 'Opapātikā' as one of four generations ('yoni') seems to be only found in MN 12 
and in a series of unusual suttas about naga-snakes, garuda (birds of prey), gandabbha 
and cloud-gods found in Chapters 29 to 32 of the Samyutta Nikaya, which Bhikkhu 
Bodhi appears to have conveniently dismissed as 'mythology'. When reading these 
Samyutta Nikaya suttas, they are certainly incomprehensible at first glance. They do 
say spontaneous-birth is better than moisture-birth, which is better than womb-birth, 
which is better than egg-birth. They are also difficult to reconcile with MN 12, which 
includes 'hell' as a spontaneous birth, as follows:

3. 'Opapātikā' by the living non-returner as spontaneous arising into a pure abode 
sounds realistic and sounds not related to 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation'. Suttas such as 
MN 118 and AN 3.141 give the impression 'opapātikā' may occur to a living non-
returner. To re-quote AN 3.141, it says the following:

Conclusion
The apparent rare, worldly, cultural and/or mythological use of the term 'opapātikā' 
in the suttas (such as MN 60, MN 117 and the Samyutta Nikaya) gives the 
impression 'opapātikā' is not an important term in respect to the core teachings. 

Apart from this, the use of 'opapātikā' appears it may relate to living non-returners.  If 
so, MN 118 and particularly AN 3.141 give the impression 'opapātikā' does not mean 
'rebirth' or 'reincarnation'. 

What is egg-born generation? There are these beings born by breaking out of the shell of 
an egg; this is called egg-born generation. What is womb-born generation? There are these 
beings born by breaking out from the caul; this is called womb-born generation. What is 
moisture-born generation? There are these beings born in a rotten fish, in a rotten corpse, 
in rotten porridge, in a cesspit, or in a sewer; this is called moisture-born generation. What 
is spontaneous generation? There are gods and denizens of hell and certain human beings 
and some beings in the lower worlds; this is called spontaneous generation. These are the 
four kinds of generation. 

MN 12

How is a person like a good horse with speed but not beauty or the right proportions. With 
the destruction of five fetters, a bhikkhu becomes one of spontaneous birth... This is his 
speed. But when asked questions about Dhamma, he falters or does not answer. This is his 
lack of beauty. Or he does not gain requisites (food, clothing, shelter, medicine). This is his 
lack of right proportions. 

AN 3.141 
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Paccājāyati
‘Paccājāyati’ (paṭi + ā + jāyati; pati + ā + jan + ya) and its past participle ‘paccājāta’ 
have the same linguistic root as ‘jāti’. 

It is interesting these words are only found 21 and 26 times respectively when searching 
the Sutta Central website; compared to the most common related terms translated as 
‘rebirth’, namely, ‘upapajjati’, ‘upapanna’ and ‘upapatti’, which are found 262, 139 and 
51 times respectively. 

The PTS Pali English Dictionary appears to not provide guidance here about the direction 
of the prefix ‘paṭi’; which is generally take to mean: “against; opposite, towards, in 
opposition to” however also “re” or “a second time”. 

In Sanskrit ‘pratijanman’ is said to mean ‘re-birth’; where ‘janman’ is said to mean: 
“birth, origin, production; appearance; life, existence; birth-place; father; creature, 
being; race, kind; nature; way, manner; offspring of”. Thus certain Buddhist scholars 
have asserted “paccājāyati” literally means “rebirth”. 

 “Pacca” is contracted form of “paṭi”; used before a vowel. Assuming the same meanings 
of these prefixes remain, an interesting use of “paṭi” is in the word “paṭipuggalo”, where 
“paṭi”, retaining the sense of “opposition to”, is said to mean “comparison” or “rival”.  

A striking impression from an examination of the Pali suttas is “paccājāyati” and 
‘paccājāta’ appear to possibly have this meaning of “comparative” or “different birth”. 

For example, the following stock phrase is rarely translated as “reborn”, let alone 
appears found in a context that would indicate “rebirth”: 

Similar to some of the meanings of “jati” previously discussed, the word “paccājāto” 
above may indicate a “comparative” or “different social status” than a “householder”. 

Again, SN 56.61 to 67 below contain phases which may not indicate “rebirth”: 

61. The beings reborn (paccājāyanti) as humans (manussesu) are few, while those not reborn 
as humans are many. Why is that? It is because they have not seen the four noble truths. 

62. The beings reborn (paccājāyanti) in central countries are few, while those reborn in the 
borderlands, among barbarian tribes, are many.

63. The beings who have the noble eye of wisdom (ariyena paññācakkhunā) are few, while 
those who are ignorant and confused are many.

64-67. The beings who refrain from alcoholic drinks that cause negligence… who respect their 
mothers… fathers are few, while those who don’t refrain are many.

A householder hears that teaching, or a householder’s child, or someone born (paccājāto) in some 
good family. They gain faith in the Tathāgata and go forth from the lay life to homelessness.

MN 38

https://www.sanskritdictionary.com/pratijanman/143555/1
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For example, “paccājāyanti in central countries” in SN 56.62 above may not refer to 
“rebirth” but, instead, may refer to simply having the different or comparative social 
status of being a citizen of the central, more civilized, countries. 

Also, SN 56.61 above gives the impression the term “humans” (“manussesu”) may 
not refer to homo sapiens but may refer to beings with the “noble eye of wisdom”; 
who have realized the four noble truths; who also refrain from alcoholic drinks that 
cause negligence; and who respect their parents. This appears similar to AN 4.39, 
which says: “a god, a human or any other good state would not be evident from 
actions born of greed, hate and delusion”.

Similarly, a certain translation of AN 8.29 contains the word ‘reborn’ 10 times; 4 times 
translated from upapanno (about hell, animal realm, ghost realm and long-lived gods 
and 5 times from paccājāto (about borderlands and central county), as follows:

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (upapannā) in hell. This is the first inopportune moment that is not the right 
occasion for living the spiritual life.

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (upapannā) in the animal realm. This is the second inopportune moment...

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (upapannā) in the sphere of afflicted spirits. This is the third inopportune...

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (upapannā) in certain order of long-lived devas. This is the fourth inopportune…

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (paccājāto) in the outlying provinces among the uncouth foreigners, a place to 
which bhikkhus, bhikkhunīs, male lay followers and female lay followers do not travel. This is 
the fifth inopportune moment that is not the right occasion for living the spiritual life …

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (paccājāto) in the central provinces, but he holds wrong view and has a distorted 
perspective... there is no fruit or result of good and bad actions… This is the sixth inopportune..

Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world...and enlightenment is taught...but a person has 
been reborn (paccājāto) in the central provinces, but he is unwise, stupid, obtuse, unable to 
understand the meaning of what has been well stated and badly stated. This is the seventh...

Here, a Tathāgata has not arisen in the world...and enlightenment is not taught...but a person 
has been reborn (paccājāto) in the central provinces, and he is wise, intelligent, astute, able to 
understand the meaning of what has been well stated and badly stated. This is the eighth …

There is, bhikkhus, one unique opportune moment that is the right occasion for living the 
spiritual life. What is it? Here, a Tathāgata has arisen in the world... and enlightenment is 
taught as proclaimed by a Fortunate One. And a person has been reborn (paccājāto) in the 
central provinces, and he is wise, intelligent, astute, able to understand the meaning of what 
has been well stated and badly stated.

AN 8.29
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It appears self-evident “paccājāto” in AN 8.29 may not refer to the usual doctrine of 
“rebirth” into the five realms due to kamma but refers simply to a worldly social status. 

MN 135 contains different words translated as “reborn”: 

Here, 'paccājāyati' does not appear to refer to going to or experiencing 'heaven' or 
'hell' but may refer transformation or change in a temporal human status.

Also, the word 'āgacchati' is used here in reference to 'coming back' to the 'human 
state'. Thus, first, it seems the person may 'comes back/āgacchati' to the human state 
and, second, when in that 'human state', is short-lived as ‘human’ due to formerly 
killing beings and then later gaining an inferior ‘comparative status’, i.e., 'paccājāyati’, 
such as a person with a bad reputation due to committing crimes in the past. 

The word āgacchati is found in AN 7.64, where it appears definitely not associated with 
‘rebirth’. Also, AN 7.64 contains states of mind and being (such as beauty, ugliness, 
wealth, loss, repute, disgrace, wisdom, foolishness, etc) that are also found in MN 135, 
yet AN 7.74 appears to never imply these states of being are related to past lives. 

Here, student, some man or woman kills living beings and is murderous, bloody-handed, 
given to blows and violence, merciless to living beings. Because of performing and 
undertaking such action, on the dissolution of the body, after death, he is reborn 
(upapajjati) in a state of deprivation, in an unhappy destination, in perdition, even in hell. 
But if on the dissolution of the body, after death, he is not reborn (upapajjati) in a state 
of deprivation, in an unhappy destination, in perdition, in hell, but instead comes back 
(āgacchati) to the human state, then wherever he is reborn (paccājāyati) he is short-
lived. This is the way, student, that leads to short life, namely, one kills living beings and is 
murderous, bloody-handed, given to blows and violence, merciless to living beings

MN 135

An irritable person, overcome and overwhelmed by anger, is ugly, even though they’re nicely bathed 
and anointed, with hair and beard dressed and wearing white clothes. This is the first thing that 
pleases and assists an enemy which comes upon (āgacchati) an irritable woman or man. 
Because an enemy doesn’t like to have a beautiful (vaṇṇavatāya) enemy.

When a person is irritable, overcome and overwhelmed by anger, the rulers seize the legitimate 
wealth (bhogā) they’ve earned by their efforts, built up with their own hands, gathered by the 
sweat of their brow.

An angry person is ugly (dubbaṇṇo) and sleeps poorly. Gaining a profit, he turns it into a loss, 
having done damage with word & deed. A person overwhelmed with anger destroys his wealth 
(dhanajāni). Maddened with anger, he falls into disgrace (āyasakyaṃ). Relatives, friends, & 
colleagues avoid him. Anger brings loss. Anger inflames the mind. He doesn’t realize that his 
danger is born (jāta) from within. Doing these deeds that kill beings and do violence to himself, 
the angry person doesn’t realize that he’s ruined. The snare of death (maccupāso) in the form of 
anger lies hidden in the heart. You should cut it out by self-control,  by wisdom (paññā), energy 
and right ideas. 

AN 7.64
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Again, both 'paccājāyati' and ‘āgacchati’ are found in AN 4.197, which again appears 
to be a temporal sutta; because it does not contain complex dhamma language that 
immediately infers 'rebirth' after 'death'. AN 4.197 says:

All of the above said, it should be noted the terminology in MN 135, apart from also 
appearing somewhat in MN 129, appear unique to these suttas. MN 135, while well-
known in Buddhism, is spoken to a Brahmin rather than to Buddhists. Therefore it 
may be questionable this sutta would contain a core message to Buddhists. Of note, 
MN 135 seems notoriously ‘deterministic’ providing the basis for some of the crueler 
aspects of cultural Buddhism, such as attributing all misfortunes to past life kamma.

The Repetition Series
As mentioned, ‘paccājāyati’ appears restricted to relatively few contexts, such as MN 129, 
MN 135, AN 4.197, AN 8.29, SN 20.2, SN 56.61, SN 56.62, MN 38 (stock phrase) and is 
notably found in the sutta Repetition Series of AN 1.333 to 377 and SN 56.102 to 133. 

These Repetition Series appear to refer to the myriad falling away and reappearance 
into the various realms of human, godly, animal, ghost and hell.

The same as SN 56.61, the peculiar characteristic of these suttas is their reference to 
'animals', 'ghosts' and 'hell' beings being 'reborn' ('paccājāyanti') as 'humans' by 
realising the Four Noble Truths, as follows:

Since it seems impossible for a biological animal (such as a dog, cat, elephant, fish or 
chicken) to realise the Four Noble Truths, it appears the term 'paccājāyanti' here may 
not refer to 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation' but, instead, refer to a mental transformation, 
where an immoral/unreflective ('animal'); addicted ('ghost') or 'hellish' (suffering; 
unhappy) person transforms into a moral and wise person. This appears similar to 
Angulimala, the former mass-murderer, in MN 86, who was advised by the Buddha to 
say about becoming a monk: “born into the noble birth (ariyāya jātiyā jāto)”. 

It follows SN 56.120 may support the hypothesis of ‘paccājāyati’ meaning ‘comparative’ 
or ‘different birth’, namely: ‘beings who fall away/shift from animals and have a 
comparative status as humans due to realizing the four noble truths are few’.

The beings who pass away (cutā; fall away; shift from) as animals and are reborn (paccājāyanti) 
as humans (manussesu) are few, while those who die as animals and are reborn in hell, the animal 
realm or the ghost realm are many. It is because they have not seen the four noble truths.

SN 56.120

Here, Mallikā, a certain woman, is angry, often irritable. Even over a trivial remark, she is 
cross (abhisajjati), shaken, vexed, stubborn, and shows her temper (byāpajjati), anger and 
sulkiness. She is not a giver of food, drinks, cloth, vehicles, garlands, scents, ointments, 
beddings, dwelling or lightings, to recluses or brahmins. Furthermore, she is jealous in her 
heart; jealous of others‟ receiving gains, honour, respect, esteem, homage and worship; she 
is vengeful and holds grudges. If she falls away (cutā) and returns (āgacchati) to such a 
state, wherever she is reborn (paccājāyati), she is ugly, deformed, of very mean appearance 
and she is poor, having few things, of little wealth and little influence.

AN 4.197
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Satta, kayassa and marana
Before proceeding to the predominant terms translated as ‘rebirth’, namely, ‘upapatti’, 
'upapannā' and 'upapajjati', it seems other key terms in these contexts translated as 
'beings' ('satta'), 'body' ('kāyassa') and 'death' ('maraṇā') require examination.

An unusual feature of non-sutta Buddhism is the (non-sutta) idea a ‘mind-stream’ or 
'relinking consciousness' is reborn or reincarnated. Other Buddhists have even suggested 
empty (sunnata) or non-self (anatta) phenomena are reborn or reincarnated.

However, in the suttas about 'upapajjati' and 'upapannā', what appears to be 'reborn' 
is a 'being' ('satta') or 'self' ('atta'). For example:

 In a frequent stock phrase about the Three Knowledges found in MN 4, MN 19, 
etc, or in Iti 81, a 'being' ('sattā') or ‘beings’ (sattānaṃ) are 'reborn'.

 In AN 8.29, a 'person' ('puggalo') is 'reborn'.

 In MN 135, a certain (ekacco) 'man' ('puriso') or 'woman' (itthī) is 'reborn'.

On first impression, the translation a 'certain' 'person', 'being', 'man' or 'woman' are 
reborn would give rise to the idea that Buddhism teaches there is permanent or, 
otherwise, tangible 'soul' ('atman') or substance that is reborn.

Fortunately, the Pali suttas appear to explain what these things are.

About the meaning of a “puggalo/person” SN 22.22 says:

About the meaning of a “satta/being”, SN 23.2 and SN 5.10 say:

Bhārā have pañcakkhandhā, bhārahāro ca puggalo...evaṃnāmo evaṅgotto

'the five aggregates are heavy loads & the carrier of the load is 'the person'...of name & clan.

SN 22.22

Satto sattoti bhante, vuccati kittāvatā nu kho bhante, sattoti vuccati?

'A being,' lord. 'A being,' it's said. To what extent is one said to be 'a being'?

Any desire, passion, delight or craving for form... feeling... perception... fabrications... 
consciousness, Radha: when one is caught up (satto) there , tied up (visatto) there, one is 
said (vuccati) to be 'a being (sattoti).'

SN 23.2

satta
hanging, clinging or attached to

visatta
strongly attached; entangled
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About “a being” being a “convention” (“sammuti”), MN 98 appears to affirm, saying:

Conclusion:
Although the 'rebirth' passages in the suttas appear to universally say what is 'reborn' 
is a 'person', 'being', 'man' or woman', it seems these things might possibly merely 
refer to 'views', 'names', 'verbal conventions' and ‘mental states of attachment’. 

Therefore, what experiences “birth”, "death" and "rebirth" might possibly be a state 
of attachment or a delusion of "self". It seems, in the suttas, a "being" ('satta') is not 
a living organism but might merely be a view (diṭṭhi) or idea.

Thus, SN 12.2 may say:

'Kāyassa' (genitive case of ‘kaya’) is the next key word in the 'rebirth' process. ‘Kāya’ 
is generally translated as 'the body'. The stock phrase in the suttas about 'rebirth' is:

As quoted previously from MN 98, a Pali word for the physical body is 'sarīresu'. Or 
sometimes the word 'rupa' is used.

As for the word 'kāyassa' or 'kāya', it can mean 'group' or 'collection', such as in the 
word 'Nikaya'. For example, MN 118 says the breath is a ‘kaya’ among other ‘kaya’. 
Or DN 15 uses the terms ‘nama-kaya’ (‘mental group) and ‘rupa-kaya’ (‘physical-group). 

Therefore, in the context of 'rebirth', it appears 'kāyassa' may possibly mean a 
certain collection or grouping of the five aggregates that make up an act of kamma 

Why now do you assume 'a being' (sattoti)?
Mara, have you grasped a view (diṭṭhigataṃ)?
This is a heap of sheer constructions:
Here no being (sattū) is found.

Just as, with an assemblage of parts,
The word 'chariot' is used,
So, when the aggregates are present,
There's the convention (sammuti) 'a being' (sattoti).

SN 5.10

     

In human bodies (sarīresu) themselves
Nothing distinctive can be found (vijjati; exists)
Distinction among human beings
Is purely verbal designation (samaññāya pavuccati).

MN 98

Katamā bhikkhave, jāti? Yā tesaṃ tesaṃ sattānaṃ tamhi tamhi sattanikāye....

And what, bhikkhus, is birth? The birth of the various beings (sattānaṃ) into the various 
categories of beings (sattanikāye) ...

SN 12.2

... sattā... te kāyassa bhedā paraṃ maraṇā... upapannā

...beings... on the dissolution of the body, after death, have reappeared...



Page 21 of 30

that is the subject of 'self-identity' as a 'person', 'self' or 'being'. This is called 
'sakkaya', namely, grasping the 'group' of aggregates as 'self', as follows:

As a hypothetical example, the 'kāya' (collection) of five aggregates holding a baby 
with love is comprised of: (i) a gentle physical aggregate; (ii) pleasant feelings; (iii) 
caring perceptions; (iv) loving mental formations; and (v) soft vigilant consciousness.

Where as the 'kaya' (collection) of five aggregates of an angry person would be 
comprised of: (i) a tense physical aggregate; (ii) unpleasant feelings; (iii) ugly 
perceptions; (iv) hateful mental formations; and (v) intense deranged consciousness.

Therefore, as described in SN 5.10, SN 23.2, SN 12.2, etc, it appears “a being" might 
be a beguiled "view" formed from the "appearance" or "manifestation of” certain 
sets of “aggregates" (termed “khandhānaṃ pātubhāvo” in Pali).

Aggregates manifesting as hugging children would be named or viewed as "mothers"; 
aggregates that fight with weapons would be named or viewed as "soldiers"; aggregates 
manifesting using ploughs would be named and viewed as "farmers"; aggregates 
manifesting drinking alcohol and dancing would be named and viewed as "party animals".

When these different collections of aggregates ('kayassa') come to their end (e.g. 
alcohol in the party animal loses effect), this may be the ending or breaking up of 
that 'kayassa' or 'group' and the ending of that "being" (satta) or "self-identity" 
(sakkaya). Since those aggregates are not enlightened, the next day a new "satta" 
appears (upapannā), comprised of a tired body, a painful headache and regretful 
mental formations from drinking too much alcohol the night before.

Or say the mother must go away on a business trip without her baby and thus in 
ceasing to perform the kamma of a "mother" becomes unhappy due to missing her 
baby. This is the ending of that 'kayassa' or 'sakkaya' of being a 'mother'.

Where as minds that reach enlightenment may not grasp or take up a new 'kayassa' 
(collection of aggregates) as 'self'. Thus, about enlightenment, the suttas say:

There are these five aggregates subject to grasping, friend Visakha: form as a grasped 
aggregate, feeling as a grasped aggregate, perception as a grasped aggregate, fabrications 
as a grasped aggregate, consciousness as a grasped aggregate. These five aggregates 
subject to grasping are the self-identification (sakkāyo) described by the Blessed One.

MN 44

A burden indeedare the five aggregates,
and the carrier of the burden is the person.

Having cast off (nikkhipitvān) the heavy burden and not taking on another,
pulling up craving, along with its root,
one is free from hunger, totally unbound.

SN 22.22



Page 22 of 30

As shown above it seems in SN 22.22 and MN 144 the words 'nikkhipitva' and 
'nikkhipati' do not refer to the physical laying down of a physical body but may 
refer to letting go/non-grasping of the five aggregates while still living.

Conclusion:
When considering the word 'kayassa' may not refer the physical body but, instead, 
may refer to various collections or groups of aggregates that make up various acts 
of kamma and self-identity, it seems possible the Pali suttas may not teach about 
'reincarnation' or 'rebirth' at all; that these ideas of 'reincarnation' or 'rebirth' may 
possibly be misinterpretations of the Pali suttas.

The last word to consider is 'marana' or 'death'.

As already inferred, the word 'marana' in dependent origination may be defined 
specifically as the death of a 'being' (satta) or self-identity ('sakkaya').

For example, questions about the 'marana' of a Buddha in the suttas appear 
deemed to be irrelevant because it seems Arahants do not die or experience 
'marana'. Instead, it appears Arahants simply are merely subject to the 
termination of life and ending of the aggregates, per the suttas below:

Sāriputta, when one lays down (nikkhipati) this body (imañca  kāyaṃ) and takes 
up (grasps; upādiyati) a new body (aññañca kāyaṃ), then I say one is blameworthy. 
This did not happen in the case of the bhikkhu Channa; the bhikkhu Channa used the 
knife blamelessly.

MN 144

And what, bhikkhus, is aging-and-death (maraṇaṃ)? The aging of the various beings 
in the various orders of beings, their growing old, brokenness of teeth, greyness of 
hair, wrinkling of skin, decline of vitality, degeneration of the faculties: this is called 
aging. The passing away of the various beings from the various orders of beings, their 
perishing, breakup, disappearance, mortality (maccu), death (maraṇaṃ), completion of 
time (kālakiriyā), the breakup (bhedo) of the aggregates, the laying down (nikkhepa) 
of the carcass: this is called death. Thus this aging and this death (maraṇaṃ) are 
together called aging-and-death (maraṇaṃ). 

SN 12.2

Abyākataṃ kho etaṃ, āvuso, bhagavatā: ‘hoti tathāgato paraṃ maraṇā ti

Friend, the Blessed One has not declared this: ‘The Tathagata exists after death.

SN 44.3

Now on that occasion the following pernicious view had arisen in a bhikkhu named 
Yamaka: “As I understand the Dhamma taught by the Blessed One, a bhikkhu 
whose taints are destroyed is annihilated and perishes with the breakup of the body 
and does not exist after death (maraṇā)."

SN 22.85



Page 23 of 30

As mentioned, it appears when the enlightened refer to the ending of life, the 
word 'kālakiriyā' ('completion of time') is used rather than 'marana'.

Conclusion:
'Marana' as 'death' may possibly refer to the traumatic death of a 'self-identity' 
('sakkaya') or 'being' ('satta'). For example, if a wife leaves a loving husband, it 
seems the self-identity of being a 'husband' may experience 'death'. The 'death' of 
being a 'husband' may result in the aggregates manifesting a new traumatic state of 
being (upapannā), which may be equivalent to 'hell'. At least SN 35.135 describes 
a “hell” comprised of undesirable, unwanted, disagreeable sense experiences: 

 

Bhikkhu, ‘I am’ is a conceiving; ‘I am this’ is a conceiving; ‘I shall be’ is a conceiving; ‘I 
shall not be’ is a conceiving; ‘I shall be possessed of form’ is a conceiving; ‘I shall 
be formless’ is a conceiving; ‘I shall be percipient’ is a conceiving; ‘I shall be non-
percipient’ is a conceiving; ‘I shall be neither-percipient-nor-non-percipient’ is a 
conceiving. Conceiving is a disease, conceiving is a tumour, conceiving is a dart. By 
overcoming all conceivings, bhikkhu, one is called a sage at peace. And the sage 
at peace is not born, does not age, does not die; he is not shaken and does 
not yearn. For there is nothing present in him by which he might be born. Not being 
born, how could he age? Not ageing, how could he die? Not dying, how could he be 
shaken? Not being shaken, why should he yearn? 

MN 140

At that time, Nakula’s father, the householder, was diseased, in pain, severely ill. 
Then Nakula’s mother said to him: 

Mā kho tvaṃ, gahapati, sāpekkho kālamakāsi. Dukkhā, gahapati, sāpekkhassa  
kālakiriyā; garahitā ca bhagavatā sāpekkhassa kālakiriyā. garahitā ca  
bhagavatā sāpekkhassa kālakiriyā.

“Don’t be worried as you die, householder. Death is painful for one who is worried. 
The Blessed One has criticized being worried at the time of death".

AN 6.16

Bhikkhus, it is a gain for you, it is well gained by you, that you have obtained the 
opportunity for living the holy life. I have seen, bhikkhus, the hell named ‘Contact’s 
Sixfold Base.’ There whatever form one sees with the eye is undesirable, never 
desirable; unlovely, never lovely; disagreeable, never agreeable. Whatever sound 
one hears with the ear … Whatever odour one smells with the nose … Whatever 
taste one savours with the tongue … Whatever tactile object one feels with the 
body … Whatever mental phenomenon one cognizes with the mind is undesirable, 
never desirable; unlovely, never lovely; disagreeable, never agreeable.

SN 35.135
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Upapajjati, upapannā & upapatti
 
It appears the Pali words most commonly used and translated as ‘rebirth’ are 
'upapajjati', 'upapannā' and ‘'upapatti’. As previously mentioned, when searching 
the Sutta Central website, ‘upapajjati’, ‘upapanna’ and ‘upapatti’ are found 262, 139 
and 51 times respectively

'Upapannā' is a past particle (past tense) of the verb 'upapajjati'; just as ‘jāta/jato’ 
is a past particle of the verb 'jāyati'. Similar to ‘jati’, the term ‘upapatti’ is a noun. 
The difference between upapajjati, upapannā and upapatti is shown below:

As previously mentioned, it appears highly questionable due to MN 148 the 
common word 'upapajjati' may not literally mean "rebirth". 

'Upapajjati' is a verb, from 'upa + pad + ya'. The root 'pad' mean 'to walk' or ‘to 
go’. The prefix 'upa' means 'close to' or near to'. Therefore, it appears 'upapajjati' 
means 'to go, move, proceed or follow closely to/from/out of the former'.

In MN 148 and AN 4.6 below, 'upapajjati/upapanno' do not literally mean ‘rebirth’: 

And they do have the experiential confidence in the Buddha that causes an educated 
noble disciple to be reborn (upapajjati) — when their body breaks up, after death 
— in a good place, a heavenly realm. 

SN 55.12

Because of possessing the virtues dear to the noble ones, some beings here...are 
reborn (upapajjantī; plural) in a good destination

SN 55.18

Because of possessing the virtues dear to the noble ones, some beings here... have 
been reborn (upapannā) in a good destination

SN 55.19

…after death, they’re reborn (upapajjati) in the company of the gods of the pure 
abodes. This rebirth (upapatti) is not shared with ordinary people.  

AN 4.124

If anyone says, ‘the eye is self,’ that does not follow/proceed from the former 
(upapajjati).  The arising and vanishing of the eye is evident.

MN 148.

Little learning but follow/proceed/go to the point of learning.

Appassuto sutena upapanno

AN 4.6
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Therefore, in the teachings about kamma, it appears 'upapajjati' may mean, for 
example, because of committing violent actions that cause pain, the being 
'proceeds to a similar' ('upapajjati') painful destination.

The word 'upapajjati' can be contrasted with the word 'paṭipajjati'; from a similar 
construction to upapajjati, namely, 'pati + pad + ya'. The prefix 'pati' means 
'opposite'. Therefore, 'paṭipajjati/patipanna', which is used, for example, when 
referring to the practise of the Noble Path, appears to mean 'to walk in the 
opposite direction', such as to walk/move from suffering to Nirvana.

Another contrasting word is ‘uppajjati’; with the prefix "u" or "ud", which means 
"upward direction" or "arise". ‘Uppajjati’ appears to mean something arising out of 
another different thing, such as consciousness arising out of sense organs.

Conclusion 
The word 'upapajjati' appears to mean 'to walk or proceed or follow closely to the 
former' rather than literally mean 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation'.

In summary, there appear to be three very similar words that share the same root 
"pad" ("to walk") but have different meanings due to a different prefix, namely:

1. ‘Upapajjati’ (upa + pad + ya), generally translated as "rebirth", which appears 
to literally mean "to move in a manner close/near to the cause", such as to 
move from the violence and pain of killing to the violence and pain of "hell".

2. ‘Uppajjati’ (ud + pad + ya), translated as "arising", which means "to move out 
of a cause with a different nature", such as feeling arising from sense contact.

3. ‘Patipajjati/patipanno’ (pati + pad + ya), translated as "to practise", which means 
"to move in an opposite direction", such as to move from suffering to Nibbana.

Also, as previously discussed, 'paccājāyati' is from 'paṭi + ā + jāyati', with the 
root of ‘jan’; and ‘upapajjati’ is from ‘upa + pad + ya’; with root of ‘pad’. Since 
these have a different root meaning (‘jan’ vs ‘pad’), it seems unusual both words 
are commonly translated as ‘reborn’ or ‘rebirth’, implying some type of ‘reincarnation’. 

In summary, it appears:

1. 'Upapajjati' ('upa + pad +ya') may refer to a certain quality of kamma leading 
to a similar quality of result/consequence.

2. 'Paccājāyati' ('paṭi + ā + jāyati') may refer to a comparative birth status.
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Other considerations
Often, a problem when 'upapajjati/upapannā' is used in the suttas and interpreted 
as 'rebirth' or 'reincarnation' is it does not account for or explain the results of 
kamma in the present life.

For example, the sutta below appears referring to unhappiness in the present life 
of beings obsessed with receiving homage or praise:

Iti 81 ends saying a diligent person remains undisturbed, in the present, when 
receiving both praise or non-praise. Therefore, what appears described here is the 
mind disturbed (in 'hell') in the present when obsessed with praise.

Literal reincarnation in the suttas
Lastly, there appear to be tiny number of suttas that appear to literally refer to 
reincarnation, such Iti 22, SN 22.96 and the six suttas below: 

Bhikkhus, I have seen beings, overwhelmed and with minds obsessed by receiving 
homage, upon the perishing of the body after death take rebirth (upapannā) in a state 
of misery, a bad bourn, a state of ruin, hell. I have seen beings, overwhelmed and with 
minds obsessed by not receiving homage … by both receiving homage and (later) not 
receiving homage, upon the perishing of the body after death take rebirth (upapannā) 
in a state of misery, a bad bourn, a state of ruin, hell.

I say this, bhikkhus, without having learnt it from another recluse or brahmin… It is 
just because I myself have known it, seen it and observed it, that I say: I have seen 
beings, overwhelmed and with minds obsessed by receiving homage … after death take 
rebirth (upapannā) in … hell.

He is one who lives diligently
With concentration undisturbed,
Both when homage is paid to him
And when he receives no homage.

Meditating continuously, gifted
With subtle view and insight,
Enjoying the destruction of grasping—
They call such a one a “true man.”

Iti 81

Now, monks, the thought may occur to you that the chariot maker on that occasion 
was someone else, but it shouldn't be seen in that way. I myself was the chariot 
maker on that occasion.

AN 3.15
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These literal reincarnation suttas appear to contradict the teaching about recollecting 
‘past abodes' or 'dwellings' (‘pubbenivāsaṃ’) in SN 22.79; which appears to mean 
recollecting in the past when the mind ignorantly clung to one or more of the five 
aggregates as ‘self’; which results in the understanding of ‘not-self’:

Now, householder, if the thought should occur to you, ‘Perhaps it was someone else who 
at that time was Velāma the brahman, who gave that gift, that great gift,’ that’s not 
how it should be seen. I was Velāma the brahman at that time.

AN 9.20

It may be, Ānanda, that this will occur to you: ‘Now, at that time the brahman youth 
Jotipāla was someone else.’ But this, Ānanda, should not be thought of in this way. I, at 
that time, was Jotipāla the brahman youth.”

MN 81

Venerable Mahāmoggallāna saw the Evil One stuck in the throat and said, I see you there 
too. You are stuck in the throat. In the past I was an Evil One named Dūsi. To me there 
was a sister named Kāli. You were her son. Then you were my nephew. It was at the time of 
the perfect rightfully enlightened Blessed One Kakusanda's time. To the perfect rightfully 
Enlightened One, Kakusanada, there were two chief disciples named Vidura and Sañjīva

MN 50

At Savatthi. Bhikkhus, those ascetics and brahmins who recollect their manifold past 
abodes all recollect the five aggregates subject to clinging or a certain one among them. 
What five?

When recollecting thus, bhikkhus: ‘I had such form in the past,’ it is just form that one 
recollects. When recollecting: ‘I had such a feeling in the past,’ it is just feeling that one 
recollects. When recollecting: ‘I had such a perception in the past,’ it is just perception 
that one recollects. When recollecting: ‘I had such volitional formations in the past,’ it is 
just volitional formations that one recollects. When recollecting: ‘I had such consciousness 
in the past,’ it is just consciousness that one recollects.

Therefore, bhikkhus, any kind of form whatsoever … Any kind of feeling whatsoever … Any 
kind of perception whatsoever … Any kind of volitional formations whatsoever … Any kind 
of consciousness whatsoever, whether past, future, or present, internal or external, gross 
or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near, all consciousness should be seen as it really is 
with correct wisdom thus: ‘This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.

SN 22.79

Do you remember this, Blessed One? I remember, Pañcasikha. 

I myself was the brahmin Great Steward at that time. 

Ahaṃ tena samayena mahāgovindo brāhmaṇo ahosiṃ.

DN 19

I myself was King Makhādeva at that time.

MN 83



Page 28 of 30

Again, these reincarnation suttas may contradict MN 2, MN 38, etc, which say: 

These literal reincarnation suttas appear to share the phrase: “ahaṃ tena samayena”. 

Quickly researching “ahaṃ tena samayena” on Sutta Central finds it in at least 22 
times in the Buddhavaṃsa, twice in the Therāpadāna and once is the Therīapadāna.

Various internet pages say these texts are belated: 

It is both from chronological point of view and as a class of poetical composition, [that] the 
Pali Apadāna ranks with the Buddhavaṁsa and Cariyāpiṭaka. According to the traditional 
enumeration of the Buddhist canonical texts, these are reckoned as the last three works 
of the Khuddaka Nikāya. Even from the doctrinal point of view the three works together 
show the Mahāyāna Buddhism in the making.

Buddhakhetta and Buddhāpadāna by Mr. Dwijendralal Barua, M.A

Apadana — Stories
Biographies, in verse, of the Buddha, 41 Paccekabuddhas ("silent" Buddhas), 549 arahant 
bhikkhus and 40 arahant bhikkhunis. Many of these stories are characterized by flowery 
paeans celebrating the glory, wonder, magnificence, etc. of the Buddha. The Apadana is 
believed to be a late addition to the Canon, added at the Second and Third Buddhist 
Councils.

294 BE Third Council is convened by King Asoka at Pataliputra (India). Disputes on 
points of doctrine lead to further schisms, spawning the Sarvastivadin and Vibhajjavadin 
sects. The Abhidhamma Pitaka is recited at the Council, along with additional sections of 
the Khuddaka Nikaya. The modern Pali Tipitaka is now essentially complete, although 
some scholars have suggested that at least two parts of the extant Canon — 
the Parivara in the Vinaya, and the Apadana in the Sutta — may date from a later period.

Access To Insight 

This is how he attends unwisely: ‘Was I in the past? Was I not in the past? What was I in 
the past? How was I in the past? Having been what, what did I become in the past? Shall 
I be in the future? Shall I not be in the future? What shall I be in the future? How shall I 
be in the future? Having been what, what shall I become in the future?’ Or else he is 
inwardly perplexed about the present thus: ‘Am I? Am I not? What am I? How am I? 
Where has this being come from? Where will it go?’

When he attends unwisely in this way, one of six views arises in him. The view ‘self exists 
for me’ arises in him as true and established; or the view ‘no self exists for me’ arises in 
him as true and established; or the view ‘I perceive self with self’ arises in him as true 
and established; or the view ‘I perceive not-self with self’ arises in him as true and 
established; or the view ‘I perceive self with not-self’ arises in him as true and 
established; or else he has some such view as this: ‘It is this self of mine that speaks and 
feels and experiences here and there the result of good and bad actions; but this self of 
mine is permanent, everlasting, eternal, not subject to change, and it will endure as long 
as eternity.’ This speculative view, bhikkhus, is called the thicket of views, the wilderness 
of views, the contortion of views, the vacillation of views, the fetter of views.

MN 2

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/history.html#council2
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/history.html#council3
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/history.html#council3
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/index-subject.html#asoka
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/abhi/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/vin/index.html#parivara
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/index.html#ap
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In summary, these literal reincarnation suttas may possibly be of a genre of later-day 
compositions possibly ‘inserted’ into the suttas and, as said by Mr. Dwijendralal Barua, 
M.A, may have been the precursors of Mahayana Buddhism and, possibly, even Hinduism.

If this Jataka Tale type doctrine was developed so Buddhism gain popularity in India, 
it possibly ultimately lead to the demise of Buddhism in India.

Another literal reincarnation sutta is MN 123, which says:

The supernatural impression of MN 123 appears certainly unusual, particularly the 
declarations of "I am" by the newly born Bodhisatta appearing to possibly contradict 
a more realistic MN 64, which states:

MN 123 also seems unusual because it says the unenlightened Bodhisatta already 
had mindfulness and clear-comprehension and already understood the goal of non-
becoming, which, appears strange and contradictory, because the Bodhisatta would 
later have to undertake a Noble Search to discover the Path, as reported in MN 26.

In conclusion, these literal reincarnation suttas may possibly indicate Buddhism was 
altered from a meditative path of visible reality towards a doctrine of reincarnation 
due to the worldly ambitions of King Ashoka and the relevant Buddhist clergy. END

One factor that contributed to the demise of Buddhism was the diminishing of Buddhism's 
distinctiveness with respect to the rise of Hinduism. Though Mahayana writers were quite 
critical of Hinduism, the devotional cults of Mahayana Buddhism and Hinduism likely seemed 
quite similar to laity, and the developing Tantrism of both religions were also similar.

Scholars such as Adi Shankara re-energised Hinduism while borrowing Buddhist ideas, also 
published influential reviews and original texts… and explained the key differences between 
Hinduism and Buddhism. He stated the difference to be that Hinduism asserts "Atman (Soul, 
Self) exists", while Buddhism asserts that there is "no Soul, no Self".

Wikipedia

I heard and learned this, venerable sir, from the Blessed One’s own lips:

‘Mindful and fully aware, Ānanda, the Bodhisatta appeared in the Tusita heaven.’

‘Mindful and fully aware the Bodhisatta passed away from the Tusita heaven and 
descended into his mother’s womb.’ This too I remember as a wonderful and marvelous 
quality of the Blessed One.

As soon as the Bodhisatta was born, he stood firmly with his feet on the ground; then he 
took seven steps facing north, and with a white parasol held over him, he surveyed each 
quarter and uttered the words of the Leader of the Herd: “I am the highest in the world; I 
am the best in the world; I am the foremost in the world. This is my last birth; now there 
is no renewal of being for me.”

MN 123

For a young tender infant lying prone does not even have the notion ‘identity,’ so how 
could identity view arise in him?

MN 64
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