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______________________________________________________________________________

Basis of Abhidhamma

Today I actually want to start a new topic but I think it is better to give an overall lecture on Abhidhamma version of the Theravada doctrine. So today I will discuss on the subject of basis of Abhidhamma. So let describe on what basis the abhidhamma teaching came into being and Abhidhamma gets its development. Then when we examine the historical development of Buddhist teachings, we can find that the abhidhamma is a later development of Buddhism. But traditionally we believe that it belong to early Buddhism, not only in the Theravada tradition but also the Mahayana tradition. The scholars believe the Dhamma, Abhidhmama and the Vinaya are the teachings of the Buddha as it is evident from the expressions of great scholars especially in the Mahayana tradition.

Conventional and Absolute Truth
The teachings of the Buddha depends on two ways:

Dve satye samupasritya Buddhānaṃ dharmadesanā Lokasamvati salyanca satyamaca paramāthatan  = The teachings of the Buddha are preached on two truths :- conventional and absolute truths. 

From the teachings of the Buddha, we can derive from these two sources. The Buddha preached the conventional truth for the benefit of ordinary people. And the absolute truth was for the intelligent. The normal ordinary people cannot understand the deeper doctrines, therefore the Buddha in his lifetime preached several discourses according to the desire of or the will of the listeners. Many people came to the Buddha, poor people, unintelligent people, intelligent people; all kinds of people came to the Buddha with regards to the doctrine. But Buddha applied two methods, sometimes in many discourses like Sigalovada Sutta, Mangala Sutta, Ratana Sutta, all these suttas include conventional truths. Conventionally we can understand because we are accustomed with the words derived from our knowledge. The words in any language depend on our sensory knowledge. If we know a thing by our knowledge we give it a name, for an example a “table”. So this is conventionally accepted truth, but this is not absolute truth. When we say “person, a king, man, woman, bull, dog”, all these words belong to the conventional truth. When the Buddha used those words to describe his doctrine, the ordinary people can understand. But when the Buddha used “khandas, consciousness, will, volition, matter”, ordinary people cannot understand all these. 

On the other hand, the intention of Buddha in preaching his doctrine is the explained the reality of the world. In the world there are two aspects.

1. What can be seen

2. What it is.

In other words, appearance or thing in itself. Appearance is not the truth. So we can explain things as they appeared to us, like “ a table”. But this is not the absolute truth. Buddha wanted to explain what this really is. So if the Buddha wanted to explain reality, then he could not use the ordinary words. The ordinary/normal words or conventional truth we can see in the Dhamma or Sutta Pitaka. 

We have three Pitaka in Buddhism – Sutta Pitaka, Vinaya Pitaka and Abhidhamma Pitaka. Sutta Pitaka contain discourses, Vinaya Pitaka contain monastic rules for monks and nuns, Abhidhamma Pitaka contains the absolute truth of the world. 

What is the world according to Buddhism? In some suttas, Buddha explained the world is nothing but ourselves. In our body with consciousness, the Buddha established the origin of the world, the cause for the world, the cessation for the world and the path leading to the cessation of the world. Hence world is nothing but ourselves. World or universe is a concept. Taken together we use the words universe or the world or loka in Pali. Buddha said “I saw the world in this body with the consciousness, the origin of the world, the cessation of the world, the path leading to the cessation of the world. When there are senses, mind and knowledge gain through senses and sensory objects there will be the world. Apart from that there is nothing except the world. 

Buddha wanted to describe the man because during the time of the Buddha, many philosophers/thinkers established the theory that is called soul or atma theory. The atma theory according to those philosophers especially the upanisahs stated there is something permanent, everlasting, indestructible entity within ourselves although we cannot see it. That is called soul or atma. According to the truth discovered by the Buddha it is not the reality. Those thinkers state that reality is indestructible. Though our physical body vanishes, that reality inside us remained unchanging, everlasting and cannot be destroyed. According to the knowledge of the Buddha, that is a wrong idea. If we have wrong idea then our activities cannot be right. We must have the right view of the world, then we can have good activity. This is the reason for samma ditthi (right view) being the first step of the Noble Eightfold Path. Samma ditthi means right view of ourselves, which is the real nature of ourselves or how we are constitute. According to the real nature of the world, everything is dependent on causes and conditions. Everything arises because of causes and conditions and there is nothing in this world, which is not arisen out of causes and conditions. If everything is arisen out of causes and conditions it is not permanent. That is the logic of the Buddha. In the first sermon of the Buddha he revealed the truth. 

Yam kinci samudaya Dhammam sabbam tam nirodha dhammam 

= If something is of the nature of arising, it has the nature of vanishing. i.e. there is nothing permanent. 

In this world or within ourselves we cannot find anything that has not arisen from the causes and conditions. Everything happens due to causes and conditions and therefore the world is paticca samupadam. This is our real nature and if this is so we cannot take ourselves as permanent, as “I” or “mine” as everything is subjected to change and suffering. We should not take things as “I” or “mine’. 

The Buddha’s purpose of preaching the Dhamma was to advise us to remove the notion of “I” and “mine’ that is wrongly constructed idea. The concept of “I” or soul or ego is not the real reality or truth because it is a concept. It is an imaginary concept derives on some reason based on our sensory knowledge. Our sensory knowledge do not point to the truth or reality, it misled us. Sensory knowledge means perception that misled us and does not reveal the factual truth. Then the idea or notion of soul is wrong idea. Basing on this wrong idea we cannot go ahead. 

Therefore the Lord Buddha explained that all those things in this world are sankhara, which means things that arise because of causes and conditions. 

Sabbe sankhara anicca which means all things that arises are impermanent 

Sabbe sankhara dukkha which means all things that arisen are subjected to suffering and 

Sabbe sankhara anatta which means all things the arisen is soullessness.

Concept of a Person

Buddha wanted to analyse all these concepts because it is the nature of this world that people take everything as permanent, such as the concept of “man”. Our sensory knowledge explains to us from the time of birth up to the time of death that there is one person. Our sensory knowledge used the wrong notion that there is a man. But when we really analyse this personality or man, then we cannot find anything that can be called man or woman. Therefore the first attempt of the Buddha to analyse this personality into two terms, nāma and rūpa
The personality can divide into two parts

1. Rūpa = physical aspect = matter    )

2. Nāma = mental aspect = mind        )  these two aspect include everything the belong to a person.

Five Aggregates

But this is not clear to the ordinary person. Therefore the Buddha has to analyse into five groups, panca khandhas. Rūpa means form or matter and nāma means mind or mental concomitant. 

Mind is analyse into four groups.

1. Rūpa = matter

2. Vedana = feeling

3. Saññā = perception

4. Sankhara = mental disposition

5. Viññāna = consciousness

For the conventional purpose, Buddha used “man” or “woman” or the name of a person which denote a person. This is conventionally correct but absolutely incorrect. When ordinary people come to the Buddha he cannot use five khandhas to describe a person, as ordinary people will not understand so he has to use conventional description. So for the ordinary people Buddha did not use terms that denote absolute truth. 

dhamma

The Buddha further analyse these things into smaller parts. The purpose of further analysis is to explain absolute truth. Scientists analyse matter into smaller parts, which they called atom. According to scientists this is not the truth but make up of atom. The basic component part of any material things is atom. 

So in the same way Buddha analyse this empirical personality into the smallest part, which is called dhamma. So dhamma (spell with a small letter) does not mean doctrine and this term has many meaning. In Pali the Dhamma denote the doctrine of the Buddha and also nature. The smallest part that cannot be reduced further into smallest part is called irreducible part or dhamma. 

Abhidhamma

It is to be noted that the Buddha used two ways of preaching of his Dhamma, which is conventional truth and absolute truth. The conventional truths are found in the Dhamma or the Sutta Pitaka. The preaching of the absolute truth is found in the Abhdhamma Pitaka. But unfortunately in the earliest phase of the teachings of the Buddha we cannot find the Abhidhamma literature. According to the records of the First Buddhist Council we can find only two aspects of the Buddha’s teachings which is Dhamma and Vinaya. 

The president of the First Buddhist Council, Maha Kassapa proposed 

Dhammanm ca Vinaya ca Sanghayam = means discourses and monastic rules. The First Buddhist Council took place three months after the Mahaparinibbana of the Buddha and at that time there was no teachings called abhidhamma. 

In the Theravada tradition there are seven books belonging to the Abhidhamma. One book that was complied by a monk called Thera Moggaliputta Tissa, who was the president of the Third Buddhist Council during the reign of King Asoka. That book is called Kathāvatthuppakarana, which is the fifth book of the Theravada literature. It is evident that some books of the Abhidhamma were written by other scholarly monks. Therefore the Abhidhamma does not belong to the original teachings of the Buddha. Though traditionally accepted as the original teachings of the Buddha, but when we examine it critically we cannot say that the Abhidhamma Pitaka appear during the time of the Buddha. But we must not think that Abhdhamma Pitaka does not contain the teachings of the Buddha. All the Abhidhamma doctrines are based on the teachings of the Buddha. 

Though the Abhidhamma Pitaka is a compilation of other scholarly monks who knew the Bhuddhist’s doctrine very well, it contained 100% Buddha’s teachings. Even during the time of the Buddha, there were some eminent monks who explained the Buddha’s teachings. For example Sariputa, Moggallana or Maha Kassapa’s explanation of the doctrine was accepted by the Buddha as clear and correct. In the Dhamma or Sutta we can get some teachings uttered directly by Buddha’s disciples. For example Madhupindika Sutta in the Majjhima Nikaya, is completely uttered by the arahant called Mahā Kaccāna. Other examples are in the Digha Nikaya is the Sangiti Sutta, Dasu Hara Sutta. ( if you are asked in the exam to explain the historical development of the Abhidhamma, you have to explain all these).

In the Samyutta Nikaya there are several discourses or suttas called Sacca Vibhanga which means analysis of truth. So during the time of the Biuddha, other scholarly monks attempted to analyse the Buddha’s doctrine in a way of absolute truth. Sacca vibhanga contain doctrine quite similar to the Abhdidhamma. Though the Abhidhamma is not uttered by the mouth of the Buddha, it contained 100% Buddha’s teachings. Then why should we have the Abhdhamma when have the discourses that contained all the teachings of the Buddha? 

Purpose of Abhidhamma

What is the purpose of Abhidhamma? The purpose is to point out the guideline to the meditators, especially for those who are meditating on the three characteristics of the world. Meditators on vipassana, insight meditation. 

1. There are two ways of meditation :–

2. Samadha which one can get Jhānic experiences/trances

3. Insight meditation which one can get insight into the reality of the world. If one can get reality of this world one will not get attach to this world. 

According to Buddhism the attachment or craving or grasping is the root cause of our samsaric existence. We are here and have so much suffering is due to carving. To eradicate suffering we must get rid of craving. 

There are three kinds of carving:

1. Bhavatanha = craving for eternal existence

2. Kammatanha = craving for sensual pleasures

3. Vibhatanha = craving for annihilation.

The Buddha clearly explained in his first sermon that it is this craving that give rise to the next birth. We must eradicate this craving, as this is the first requirement of the Buddha. He knew that people are suffering because of craving. If the Buddha advises to get rid of this craving then that would not be successful. Then Buddha wanted to explain the real nature of this world. If something is impermanent and if something is not in our possession, then what is the use of craving for that? 

Therefore the Buddha wanted to explain first the nature of this world because if we have the wrong view of this world then we will never remove our craving. So the first reason for craving is ignorance. Ignorance of the nature of the world. If we know the real nature of the world we don’t have ignorance, we have knowledge, we have panna (wisdom). Wisdom means knowledge about thing in itself not about things that appear to us. In appearance we can see many items in this world but when we look at things as it is we can know that they are always changing. At the time of birth to the time now we are quite different. The reason is due to change that gives rise to another situation. This is the nature of Dependent Origination. A rise of causes and conditions gives rise to next birth. Always there is rebirth in every moment. Every moment there is a new “person”, the person who was in the last moment is different from the person in this moment. We can say that but we don’t believe that because our activity shows that we are immortal being. If we really want to see Tilakkhana ( anicca, dukkha and anatta), we must have vipassana meditation. 

Tilakkhana means:

1. Anicca = impermanent

2. Dukkha = suffering

3. Anatta = non substantiality.

Nature of Abhidhamma

All Buddhist schools have their own Abhdhamma. Not only in the Theravadin but also in Sarvastivadin, Sautrantika and Yogacarin. We have different schools of Buddhism, so some schools deviated from other school at the time of King Asoka, three century after the Mahaparinibbana of the Buddha. Theravada means elders’ opinion and it is a belief that the monks who belong to the Theravada tradition are the earliest disciples of the Buddha. Therefore they claimed that they are the original monks and so we have the original teachings of the Buddha. The Mahasangika means belong to Maha Sanga which stand for “big crowd”. This is the second division, the first division being Theravada. This split took place during the reign of King Kalasoka, where the Second Buddhist Council took place. The First Buddhist Council took place during the time of King Ajatasattu after three months from the Buddha’s Mahaparinibbana and the Second Buddhist Council took place 100 years later. This deviation happens during the Second Buddhist Council. From the Mahasangika many more fractions arises like Sarvastinvadin, Sautrantika belonging to Henayana on the one hand and on the other hand is Mahayana which comprise of Yogacarin and Mādhyanika. We have the Abhidhamma belonging to the Theravadin tradition, Henayana tradition that means Sarvastivadin and Sautrantika and also the Mahayana tradition comprising of  Yogacarin and Madhyanika. Because all the Buddhist schools have their own Abhidhamma that implies Abhidhamma teaching have been taken from the Theravada tradition. 

On the other hand during the Second Buddhist Council there was Abhidhamma and that is why the Henayana took the Abhidhamma from them because initially the two main schools were together and split after the second council. When they were together before the split they knew Abhidhamma and after their spilt they develop their Abhidhamma in different direction. Therefore now we have different Abhidhamma belonging to different traditions. 

Another reason for the differences in Abhidhamma. During the time when monks were separated into different groups, there were some Buddhist schools called Puggalavadin and Sarvastivadin. Puggalavadin means personality, i.e. they believe in personality. According to them though man is subjected to changing and impermanent that there is a personality that is unchanged. Because of this belief they were known as Puggalavadin. Another group, Sarvastivadin they said everything exist all the time, whether it is present, past or future. Sarvastivadin means they believe that everything exist all the time in three periods, past, present and future. This is the main point of  Sarvastivadin. 

These point of views with regard to Buddhism, give the wrong notion to the common world. If you said there is a personality it is similar to the soul theory. If you said everything exist all the time it is also similar to soul theory because according to soul theory the soul exist. According to some upanisads teachers who were thinkers prior to the time of the Buddha, they also propounded a theory with regard to this world and the man. They said there is a permanent entity in this world called soul or ego. 

Soul Theory

The nature of the soul is 

Ajo(not born) nityam(permanent) sārvatoyam(everlasting) paranro(ancient)          )

na(not) hanyate(destructed) hanyamāne(with body vanishing) sarire(body)            )  in Kathopanishad
This mean when the body is vanishing the soul is not destroyed because the soul is not born. If the soul is born then before the birth where is the soul. They said the soul is not born, is permanent, everlasting and the beginning of the soul is not found. Most of the people during the time of the Buddha believed in this soul theory. 

When the Sarvastivadin said when everything exist all the time that is quite similar to this soul theory. The Puggalavadin said there is a personality or a man it is also quite similar to this soul theory. 

Therefore Theravada teachers of Abhidhamma wanted to analyse this empirical personality. This is only the empirical truth which is the empirical world that is known by experience. Persons who can be known by experience is called empirical personality. For the purpose of convention this is quite true as there is a person. For example when Professor Kapila leaves this room we can say Kapila has gone because for the time being we accept that he is a true man. It is true for the conventional meaning but not for absolute truth. Absolute truth is called Parama sacca or parama attha. 

God and Nibbana

Even in the modern philosophy there is a concept called absolute truth or absolute reality. The God is considered as absolute reality or truth in Christianity, Muslim or Western philosophy. But in Buddhism there is not such a reality. Buddhism does not believe in absolute truth in this world or beyond this world. There is no absolute truth as in the belief of an absolute God or reality or entity. Entity implied something permanent. Everything is within this world, even Nibbāna exist in this world not beyond this world. Nibbāna is sonum bonum or freedom from suffering, that is the real world. Sometime it refers to liberation if we understand correctly. Liberation from suffering implied that there is someone who was liberated. There is no one who is liberated in Nibbāna for Buddhism but according to other religion there is someone who get liberated. In the upansihad the liberated soul is forever in the bliss or happiness. For the Buddhist there is no such Nibbāna, which means no tanha (craving). If tanha is present then there is the man or someone, if there is no tanha then there is no one. It is the nature of Nibbāna that there is nothing or no one but we wish to obtain Nibbāna. There is no suffering as there is nobody there to suffer but only happiness. If there is an injury there is pain as samsara is painful but if there is no injury there is no pain and we are happy. In the same way though there is no one it is permanent happiness because there is no one there to suffer. 

There are two types of happiness:-

a) Vedayeta sukha = enjoying or having feeling or happiness through feeling

b) Avedayeta sukha = In Nibbāna nobody to get the feeling or no enjoyment.
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