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1. The Self is Not a Thing 

 Metzinger (The Ego Tunnel book): 
o We are “Ego Machines,” evolved biological systems. 
o The self is not a stable entity but a process created by the brain — an activation pattern in 

the nervous system. 
o The “Ego Tunnel” is the brain’s simulation of reality, which convinces us we are in direct 

contact with both the world and a “self.” 
 Buddha (Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta): 

o Body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness are all impermanent and 
not under control. 

o Therefore, they cannot be “self.” 
o What we call a person is a collection of conditioned processes (khandhas), not an enduring 

soul or essence. 

2. The Self as a Process 

 Metzinger: 
o The self is “selfing” — an ongoing activity. A verb, not a noun. 
o Each morning, the brain reboots the process of constructing the self-model. 
o The “self” is only a chain of conscious events held together by dynamic organization. 

 Buddha: 
o Dependent Origination (paṭiccasamuppāda): the sense of “I am” arises through conditions 

like contact, feeling, craving, and clinging. 
o Self is not fixed but arises and ceases moment by moment. 
o What we call “self” is just a process of becoming (bhava). 

Parallel: What we think of as “self” is really a collection of processes that occur moment by 
moment, conditioned by biology, past experiences, past actions, speech, thought, and the 
environment. The self is a way the mind organizes experience. Our sense of being is real as an 
experience, but not real as an entity. It is and it isn’t at the same time. 

3. Why the Illusion is Convincing 

 Metzinger: 
o The self-model is transparent — we don’t recognize it as a model. 
o That’s why we mistake it for reality itself: “This is me.” 
o There is no “homunculus” (no little person inside) running things. 

 Buddha: 
o Ignorance (avijjā) causes us to mistake impermanent, conditioned processes for a 

permanent self. 
o We cling to “I” and “mine” because we cannot see through the illusion. 
o There is no hidden ātman (self-essence) behind the aggregates. 

 

 



4. Why It’s Hard to Accept 

 Metzinger: 
o Intellectually, we can hear “there is no self,” but it is almost impossible to truly believe it. 
o Our consciousness is structured to hide this truth from us — to dissolve the illusion would 

dissolve the tunnel itself. 
 Buddha: 

o The view of self (sakkāya-diṭṭhi) is one of the deepest and hardest to uproot. 
o Even meditators can understand it intellectually but still cling experientially. 
o Liberation (nibbāna) requires seeing through this illusion at the deepest level. 

5. Practical Implications 

 Metzinger: 
o Offers a descriptive, neuroscientific model: the self is a brain-generated process, not an 

essence. 
o Leaves open the question of how to live with this insight. 

 Buddha: 
o Offers a prescriptive path: seeing not-self reduces craving and clinging. 
o This loosening leads to peace, compassion, and liberation from suffering. 

6. Everyday Examples of Constructed Experience 

To understand why the “self” can be seen as a construction, consider these common examples where our 
brain generates convincing but unreal experiences: 

 Rubber Hand Illusion: When a fake hand is stroked in sync with your hidden real hand, many 
people start to feel that the rubber hand is their own. Even body ownership is flexible and 
constructed. 

 Phantom Limbs: Amputees often feel pain or movement in a missing limb. The body model 
persists in the brain, even without the physical limb. 

 Dreams: While dreaming, we take impossible experiences as real until waking. Our waking sense 
of “I” may be another kind of dream — vivid but constructed. 

Reflection Questions 

1. When you notice a thought, feeling, or bodily sensation, can you see it as part of a process rather 
than as “me” or “mine”? 

2. What changes when you think of the self as “selfing” — an activity — instead of a thing? 
3. Why is it so difficult to truly accept that there is no fixed self? 
4. How might loosening the grip on self-view reduce stress, fear, or defensiveness in your daily life? 

Key Takeaway: 
Both Metzinger and the Buddha describe the self as a process, not a thing. 
Metzinger shows it through neuroscience; the Buddha shows it through direct insight. 
Recognizing not-self is not just a theory — it is a path to greater freedom. 

What you take to be a solid self is just a process — a model your mind and body keep constructing. It feels 
real because you can’t see the process as process. When you recognize this, you loosen your grip on “I” 
and “mine.” 


