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Dhamma Theory – A Comparison

Now I am going to make a comparison between Dhamma Theory of Theravadins and Sarvastivadins. I am not going to list out the Dhammas according to those two traditions. They are enumerated in Dhamma according to their views but I am going to compare the interpretation of the Dhammas given by the two traditions, namely Theravadin and Sarvastivadin. 

Empirical personality

Before that it is very important for us to know the Buddha’s opinion about the empirical personality or empirical existence. This is because Dhamma Theory has been made on the basis of empirical existence. Empirical existence is the world of experience. As we are now living in this world of experience, so we are the being in the world of experience. The beings who are living in the world of experience are call empirical person. According to some philosophers, before the Buddha’s time, they thought that there is some permanent entity belonging to that person or belonging to the being. This entity is called soul or self or atma. If you believe in soul according to Buddhism it is very wrong because it is not the real nature of this empirical existence or world. According to Buddhist doctrine everything is dependent on causes and conditions. If everything is dependent on causes and conditions then we cannot say that there is a permanent entity. It is the characteristic of Dependent Origination that everything is subjected to change, painful and non-substantial. There is no such substance that can be taken as entity with regard to the life of the man or being. 

The position according to the Dependent Origination is described by the Buddha in this way: In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha enumerated that if we think everything exist that is an extreme. Buddha explained that if we believe that everything exists means everything permanently exists. That is wrong with the nature of the world, that is why the Buddha rejected this view. 

Atthiti kho kaccana ayam eko anto = means that everything exist is an extreme. 

In the same way, if we say there is nothing is also an extreme

Atthiti kho kaccana ayam dutiyo anto = means everything does not exist is the second extreme.

We cannot accept the thesis that everything exists and at the same time with regard to the empirical existence of the being we cannot have the opinion that everything does not exist. Then what is the position of the Buddha? If the Buddha rejected that everything exist and at the same time everything does not exist. Buddha said : 

ete te ubho ante anupagamma majjhima tathagato dhammam deseti = means rejecting both two theories/themes, Buddha (tathagata) preached his doctrine in the middle. 

Regarding this view of the Buddha, we must have a clear idea as this is a very important doctrine given by the Buddha with regards to the existence of the beings. According to the Buddha there is nothing that is arisen not due to causes and conditions. That means everything arises because of the causes and conditions. The causes give rise to the effect, not only one cause. If we believe in one cause that is quite similar to the doctrine given by the upanisad thinkers prior to the Buddha. There were philosophical thinkers in the upanisadic period before the Buddha, who were saying that at the beginning of this world there was one entity. All the empirical beings and things are derived from that one and the same cause. That is called Sat or Atma or God = This is not the personal God but the impersonal God. All the things in this world evolved out of this entity. They have given one cause for all these plurality of the world. All the things evolve out of one cause according to them. 

But according to Buddhism there is no one cause for the whole universe. According to the causes and conditions available in a certain period then something arises. Supposing if we want to “make’ water, the water is the result of hydrogen and oxygen according to science. The causes of hydrogen and oxygen give rise to the effect of water. We need not find one cause for this water. If the necessary causes and conditions are given there may be relevant effect. Then if things arise because of causes and conditions that situation we cannot explain or describe as the term ‘exist”. If we use the term “exist”, that means permanently exist. And at the same time we cannot use the term “does not exist”. Why? It is the nature of what is arisen out of causes and conditions always changing into another situation. The cause give rise to an effect, again the effect is the cause to another effect. This situation goes like a flow.

For example 1(.)2(.)3(.) (1) is the cause of (2) and (2) is the cause of (3) and so on. In the same way always flowing………………….
Therefore the process we cannot explain like this _______________________ = endless or permanent.

And at the same time the process cannot be explained like this I________I = stop at one stage. For example the person exist from birth till death and at death the person’s existence will end. In this case there is no rebirth, after death everything finish. 

But according to the real nature of the thing which are arisen because of the causes and conditions, it is the nature like this ……………………..  If this is the process, we can have the opportunity to stop that. Why and how? If the cause is destroyed, the effect also destroyed. According to Buddhism the root cause of the human beings is the craving. If we eradicate craving then the existence cannot go ahead because something exist up to the point when there is the power of the cause. As long as the power or the energy of the cause exists, then it keeps going on. If the power of the cause is destroyed then the effect also vanishes. That is the nature of the world according to Buddhism. 

Analysis of personality

Buddha wanted to prove this theory in relation to a concrete example. We can take the “person”. By appearance the person is a unity. We cannot find the causes and conditions effecting inside the human being because we did not have the knowledge of penetrating into the whole structure of the man. Therefore the Buddha by his own knowledge analysed this personality mainly into two:-  Nāma and Rūpa
Nāma = mind and Rūpa = matter. We can analyse the person mainly into two groups. By this analysis it is proven that the man is not a unity. The personality is a conglomeration of constituents. Mind and Matter are the main constituents. There is one aspect that creeps into the personality; it is called corporeality or materiality. And at the same time there is another aspect it is called mentality. Again this personality can be analysed into further small parts or small constituents. 

Buddha pointed out that nāma and rūpa can be divided into five aggregates. Pancakkhanda = 5 groups. The group consists of many things not just one thing. Group does not mean any one entity but it is a composite thing.

1. Rūpa

2. vedana
3. Saññā
4. Sankhara
5. Viññāna
Four Primary Elements

These 5 groups is not the final and the last analysis. This can also be analysed into further small groups. Rūpa can be analysed into four primary elements. 

1. Pathavi = solidity or earth

2. Apo = liquidity or fluidity or water

3. Tejo = heat or temperature or fire

4. Vayo = motion or wind

Together these four primary elements give rise to rūpa or corporeality. Our bodily aspect can be analysed into these four primary elements. The rūpa is made up of these four primary elements. Then there is nothing to take as permanent form and that is the point of the Buddha. There is no permanent entity existing in our body. According to Buddhism there is nothing permanent in our bodily aspect. 

With regards to the other groups or aggregates, comprising of vedana, saññā, snakhara which are called mental concomitants and viññāna which is mind or consciousness. Mental concomitants do not arise if there is no mind. Mental concomitant exists because there is the mind, which generates its concomitant. Then it is clear in this mental concomitant there is nothing permanent because this is the result of consciousness. 

With regards to viññāna, it always arises because of causes and conditions. In Buddhism the Buddha explained in many discourses.

Cakkham ca paticca rupe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññānam = means because of ‘eye” and visual object or form, there arises eye-consciousness. That is when there is contact between the sensory organ and sense object, there arises the relevant consciousness, whether be it eye, ear nose, tongue, body or mind.  Apart from this consciousness, there is nothing permanent in man.

Even during the time of the Buddha, some of his disciples believe that the consciousness travels from life to life. Even the monks believe that consciousness is the thing goes from one life to another life. They thought that consciousness is a permanent entity. They thought that consciousness exists in us and has an entity without changing; it goes at death in this life to another life. With regards to the opinion of these monks, Buddha addressed the monks, “is it true that I have taught you such thing?” “I always emphasize that without the causes the consciousness does not arises.” 

In the Māha Tanhā Sankhaya Sutta in the Majjhima Nikaya :-

Aññata paccaya natthic viññānassa sambhavo = means without the causes, there is no arising of consciousness. According to the doctrine of the Buddha, viññāna is not a permanent entity because it is a result of some causes. If causes give rise to an effect, then that is not a permanent thing or entity. We cannot take it as a permanent entity. That is why the Buddha rejected both extremes. This was the Buddha’s explanation but after the passing away of the Buddha, some disciples of the Buddha preached another view. 

Puggalavādin

They held quite different view from the earlier teachings of the Buddha. They held the view that though the sankhara or composite things are subjected to change, under this changing situation there is a person. Some Buddhist monks/scholar held that view, they are called Puggalavādin. (Sanskrit = Pudgala Vādin). They accepted that there is a person in the midst of changing process. They explained that if there is no person then who is to enjoy the fruits of the action that they have done in the past. For example in this life I have done meritorious or unwholesome kamma, if there is no person, then who can enjoy the result of the kamma? Therefore there maybe a person. This view is against the doctrine of the Buddha because according to this view there is some substantial entity which is not changing, puggala or person. 

Then there will be a question. If there is no person then how can we enjoy the result of the kamma? Even before the Buddha there was a view that the cause is the “doer” of the action and also the “enjoyer” of the fruit. One who does the action is the person who enjoys the result of the action. That is a kind of soul theory.  Buddhism rejects any kind of soul theory.

Some people think that it is consciousness that enjoy the result. If we say that consciousness enjoyed the result then we are accepting that the consciousness is the thing, which is unchanging. Consciousness is an entity according to that view. How can we explain this paradoxical situation? We also enjoy happiness or suffering. We are enjoying pleasant, unpleasant and indeterminate feeling situation. We have feeling of pleasure, unpleasant, then who are enjoying those pleasures? That is the reason Buddha and his disciples wanted to analyse the mind and the mental concomitant. There is a mental concomitant and one of the mental concomitant is feeling. Buddha has explained it very nicely. If we have seen a beautiful object we have the feeling of pleasure. If for example of eye organ comes into contact with a visual object, eye consciousness arises. The result of the contact of these three things there is a feeling, pleasant, unpleasant and indifferent. According to this explanation it is not necessary to have a person who can enjoy the pleasure. It is the nature of that feeling it has pleasurable feeling. That is feeling only. Even that feeling is also changing. Something which is nice to us is ugly to others. Why? Feeling, nice or otherwise is dependent on the thinking process. Therefore it is not necessary to have anything called ‘enjoyer”. If we say “enjoyer’ that implies the entity which have the power of enjoying. In that way we are accepting something permanent. It is wrong. 

dhamma

Now we can come to the point of Dhamma Theory. The Buddhist scholastic traditions after the passing away of the Buddha, wanted to classify this empirical personality into very subtle constituent parts because if we have the wrong and big constituent parts then we take those thing wrongly. If we analyse a “man” as a big object, we may have the wrong idea about this object because it is so big and we cannot see the changing situation in this big article. If we analyse this thing into many parts we can understand the changing situation of this. Therefore on the basis of earlier analysis given by the Buddha, the later scholastic have attempted to analyse this empirical personality into very subtle constituent parts. Those are called dhamma. (dharma in Sanskrit) Here dhamma is not the doctrine. dhammas are nothing but ultimate constituents of the empirical personality. In other words irreducible factors of the empirical existence. We cannot further reduce these factors and they are the final reduction to the constituent parts, which are very small subtle parts. All these constituent parts constitute a person. 

With regards to the lists of the dhammas, the two prominent Abhidhamma traditions called Theravadin and Sarvastivadin are different from each other. We are not going to into the comprehensive explanation about the lists of dhammas emunerated by those two traditions.

Interpretation of Nature of dhamma by the two traditions

We want to emphasize the interpretation about the nature of the dhamma given by the two traditions. The nature of the interpretation of the dhammas. This aspect is very important with respect to the dhamma theory. The nature of dhamma and we are not going to explain the amount of dhammas because we already know how many dhammas in the Theravada and Sarvastivada traditions. It is pointless to talk about them again.

Nature of dhamma - Sarvastivadin

According to the Sarvastivada they are the Great Hinayana. They are more prominent with regards to the Abhidhamma than the Theravada. They held the view that dhamma exist in the three periods of time – past, present and future. Their main assertion is this: 

Sarva sarvada asti = everything exist always. 

When the Sarvastivadin held this view, it is against the doctrine of the Buddha. The Buddha rejected the view “everything exist”. Earlier we mentioned, Atthiti kho kaccana ayam eko anto, the Buddha rejected this as an extreme. 

Then this view should not be against the doctrine of the Buddha because the Sarvastivadin is a school of Buddhism, they respected the teachings of the Buddha. But this view look like what the Buddha has rejected. How they can prove this statement, dhamma exist in three periods of time or dhamma exist in all the dimension of time? To prove this assertion, the Sarvastivadin pointed out that some statements of the Buddha. To prove this view the Sarvastivadin pointed out the statement taken from the Buddha. They pointed out that according to the Madhupindika Sutta in the Majjhima Nikaya:

Cakkham ca paticca rupe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññānam. This implied the organ and object give rise to consciousness. According to this explanation, consciousness is the result of these causes. These causes exist in the past therefore in the present is the result. Because the causes existed in the past therefore the result is at present. That points to the fact there is a past and present. 

Cakkham ca paticca rupe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññānam ……. Phasso = means ‘togetherness” of all these things is called “contact”, because of the contact there will be feeling. If these two things come together that is called contact and as a result of contact, feeling arises. Now we have the past causes and the present result and this present result will be the past causes for the future feeling.  Therefore they said their (Sarvastivadin) point of view is not against the Buddha’s doctrine because the Buddha already referred to three-time of period – past, present and future. Therefore dhamma exist in the three period of time, namely past, present and future. 

And they have presented another proof taken from the Buddha’s doctrine. The past kamma = action = result. If there is no past kamma, then there won’t be present result. In this life itself we received the result due to the past action. So otherwise if there is no past then the kamma theory will be useless. According to the Kamma theory of the Buddha, past kamma give rise to present result. That implied there are the past and the present. The present kamma done by us give rise to future result. Therefore there are three periods of time. Therefore dhamma exist always. Sarva sarvada asti = all dhammas exist always. 

Another interpretation by them is dhamma always exist as a substance. If there is a substance it is inevitable that it has a quality. Substance and quality. The dhamma as a substance exist in all the time but it does not alter. The alternation is taking place with regards to the mode or quality. The quality is changing but the substance is there always. So they said dhamma has a nature. It has its own nature. “It” refers to substance and “nature” refer to quality. Substance is not changing but the nature or quality of the substance is changing. In the practical experience at all time, everything does not exist in the same way. For example a child at childhood is not the same at young age. In the past his nature is somewhat different from his nature of the present but we want to take him as one person, one and the same person. So from the mother’s womb is the same person up to old age but there are some differences. He is not like what he was in the present and what is in the future. Then we have to accept there is something not changing and at the same time there is something that is changing. So changing is taking place with regards to the nature but the substance is one and the same. With regards to this, scholars have given different interpretation. 

Transformation of Mode

For Sarvastivadin, there is an eminent scholars called Dharmatrāta, he presented the view with regards to the nature of dhamma, in Sanskrit it is called Bhāvanyathātva = transformation of the mode. It is called the theory of the transformation of the mode. The mode of dhamma is changing but the substance is not changing. 

Differentiation in characteristics

Another view presented by Ghoshaka called Lakshanānythātva = differentiation in characteristics. Only the character of the dhamma is changing but not the substance. It has a character. The dhamma has their own characteristics. 

Differentiating in Conditions

The third view presented by Vasumitra, supported by Vasubandhu who is a very famous scholar in Abhidhamma and have written a famous book. Vasumitra view is called Avasthānyāthātva = means differentiating conditions. According to the conditions dhammas are changing. For example milk give rise to curd, milk is the cause of curd but curd is somewhat different from milk and milk is somewhat different from curd. So what is the difference? Actually the cause of the curd is milk, so difference is the condition. According to the condition there are differences.

Mutual Process of Reciprocity

The fourth view is by Buddhadeva, he presented the view that difference is due to mutual process of reciprocity or reciprocal or anunyanyathātva = means process of reciprocal in relation to what proceeds and what follows. For example, one and the same woman is both daughter and mother. In one state she is a daughter and the other state she is a mother. In relation to what proceeds and in what follows. 

By these four arguments they were trying to establish the theory that though mode or characteristics or conditions change but there is unchanging substance. According to the Sarvastivadin even the substance exists in conformity with the theory of Dependent Origination. Because if they are against the theory of Dependent Origination they are not a Buddhist. Therefore the Sarvastivadin remaining as a Buddhist, they said dhamma have two states, one is substance and the other is the mode or quality. Quality is always changing according to the time – past, present and the future. But there remain one thing that is unchanging but that exist according to the theory of impermanent. Within the substance itself change is taking place according to the causes and conditions. Therefore we cannot say the substance is something like soul. That substance is not soul. Substance is subjected to change, within itself it is always remain in accordance to the theory of Dependent Origination. For example an atom cannot exist by itself. Many atoms must come together, in Abhidhamma this is called rūpa kalāpa. One atom or dhamma cannot exist alone, it exist depending on others. If something exist depending on others it is called paticca samupada or relativity = depending on other things. If atom can exist alone then it is not depending on others. Even according to atomist, one particular atom cannot exist, to exist the atom must come together. But within the atom some activity is taking place, even the smallest part some action is taking place. Some action taking place means it is changing itself. According to the nature of other atoms or a collection of atoms give different modes. 

This interpretation is not accepted by the Theravadin because they said according to Buddhism the idea of substance cannot be accepted. Theravadin said the viewpoint with regards to dhamma of the sarvastivadin cannot be accepted because it is against early Buddhist teachings. They said once we accepted the substance it is a kind of soul theory, therefore it is against the Buddha’s teachings.

Nature of dhamma - Theravadin

What is the explanation given by Theravadin? Theravadin also agree with the theory of dhamma, the only difference is their lists of dhamma are different. They accepted there are dhamma. The different is their interpretation. According to Theravadin, dhamma exist only in the present, not in the past, not in the future but in the present. There is a famous saying called:

Ahutvā sambhonti =dhamma without having been in the past, come into existence at present. Ahutvā means not having been in the present. Sambhonti means come into existence. Here they rejected the past, there is no past only in the present they come into existence. With regards to the future, the next quotation explains the nature of the future.

Hutvā pativenti = having been at the present, vanishes without remaining in the future. Nothing is going to the future. It does not seek any residue for the future.

Theravadin explained in this way because they are saying that we adhere to the original teachings of the Buddha as the Buddha rejected the idea of existing always. We are respecting the Buddha’s teachings that everything is changing. Everything is transitory, everything is painful and everything is soulless.

Sabbe sankhara anicca = everything is transitory

Sabbe sankhara dukkha = everything is painful or suffering

Sabbe sankhara anata = everything is unsubstantiated or no soul

Therefore we can accept only the present of the dhamma. Dhamma exist at present only. But here arise many questions but we don’t have enough time to solve these problems. For there is question with regards to kammic past of a person.
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