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Thought Process

Today we will cover the thought process. We have already learned about the mind, consciousness and mental concomitants as separate elements. Now we must know how mind acts for knowing any objects. In early Buddhism the thought process is given in different way to the thought process given by the Abhidhammika system.

We have to examine what are the differences between those two systems by presenting the activity of the mind in the process of knowing any object. 

Definition of mind

The mind is defined as the “act of thinking” in early Buddhism as well as in the Abhidhamma. It is the thinking subject and its activity is thinking. How mind thinks about the object and how mind gives us the knowledge about the object? 

Purpose in explaining the mind in Early Buddhism and Abhidhamma

According to early Buddhism the thought process is given with a particular purpose. In the Abhidhamma the process of the mind is describe in another purpose. These two systems have their own two different purposes. 

What is the purpose of early Buddhism in presenting the process of thought or the thought process of the mind? Early Buddhism wanted to show how mind is responsible for making the concept or the object. So we are making concept because of our mind process. These concepts are mainly responsible for generating defilements in our mind. So we must know the differences between concepts and percepts. Percept or perception and concept or conceptions are two words used in the mental process. We must know what are the implications and what are the meanings of those two words because those two words are very important in our mental activity. 

Perception

Generally perception means the knowledge we gain through the object in our mind. Supposing we see an object and because of mind activity on the object we have the knowledge with regards to the object. When we see a book, because of our eye and book, together give rise to knowledge with regards to the book. Even without the book in our presence we know about the book because we already have knowledge about the book. That knowledge is called perception.

Conception

After receiving the perception in our mind we are going to think about that knowledge instead. As a result of thinking about knowledge itself we receive the concept. This is a “man”, “woman”, “mountain”, “bull”, in this way we are having the concept about the object. In the knowledge we know something about that, we know something about the object. But in conception we are giving names and shapes to the object because we are thinking on the knowledge we receive earlier. Because of this reason we have some concept in our mind with regards to the object. So this concept is misleading us. Because of this concept we are making wrong notion about the object. This is “mine”, this is “I”, this is my “soul”. In this way thinking on the knowledge already receive with regard to the object. Again we are receiving concept in our mind. 

The Buddha wanted to show how concept arrives in our mind because of thought process. But in the Abhidhamma it was the purpose to show the thought process in order to point out how kamma generates in our mind which gives result in this life or after life. So that is the purpose of Abhidhamma to present the way of thought process. 

Thought Process

At a glance we think our knowledge is a unity or a unit. It takes only one moment but actually we receive our knowledge as a result of many stages of the thought process. Now let us begin the thought process given by the Buddha in his discourses.

A clear example is given in the Madhupindika Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya. To start a mind process there will be necessary to have two things. One is the object and the other is the sensory organ. In this world according to Buddhism there are six objects and six sensory organs. 

Objects



Sensory Organs

Results
Rūpa (form)


Cakkhu (eye)

Visual consciousness

Sadda (sound)


Sota (ear)

Sound consciousness

Gandha (smell)


Ghana (nose)

Nose consciousness

Rasa (taste)


Jivhā (tongue)

Tongue consciousness

Phassa (contact)

Kaya (body)

Body/skin consciousness

dhamma (mind-object)

Mano (mind)

Mental consciousness

For example visual consciousness is the result of visual object (sensory object) and eye (sensory organ) coming together through contact. Now activity of the mind does not stop at visual consciousness because visual consciousness does not give us a clear knowledge of the object but only bare awareness. Mere awareness is not full knowledge. By this mere awareness we cannot judge or describe or explain object because we do not have a clear picture about the object. At first sight we came to know that there is something that is the knowledge we can get by mere awareness. There is something but we cannot describe that. In our ordinary experience we cannot understand that state of mind. We do not know whether we receive the visual consciousness at time when our eye and the form come together, we do not know that we only have awareness. After passing some moment in the mind we come to the stage in which we can judge, determine and decide the object. That stage is called proper knowledge or sāñña.

Now we are going to describe a clear picture about this stage. For example we take only one thought process, which is similar to visual consciousness. In this way we have six types of thought process pertaining to six types of consciousness given earlier in this way. We have six types of consciousness beginning from visual and ending with mental. As there are six types of consciousness, we have six types of thought processes. Now we take only one thought process called visual thought process for explanation. 

Visual Thought Process

Cakkhu + Rūpa = Cakkhu viññāna

Cakkhu with rūpa together give rise to cakkhu viññāna.

Though we do not know there will be a contact between these three things – cakkhu, rūpa and cakkhu viññāna come together. This coming together is called sensory impingement or contact. In the Pali Sutta, the Madhupintika Sutta in the Majjhima Nikaya it is called:

Cakkham ca paticca rupe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññānam = means because of ‘eye” and visual object or form, there arises visual consciousness . 

Tinam  sanghāti phasso = means the coming together  of these three things is called phasso or contact. 

This point we have to make clear because when we come to the Abhidhamma, the Abhidhammic scholars have divided up the thought process into two. This is because of the kind of contact or phassa. There are two kinds of contact when our sensory organ receive the respective sense object. Some contact has great intensity, very big contact. The outer sense objects are objects related to the five sense organs. Sense organs are also divided into two, external and internal.

External sense organs are cakkhu (eye), sota (ear), ghana (nose), jivhā  (tongue) and kaya (body). Internal sense organ is mano (mind). There are six avenues or doors through which the objects are coming to the mind. There are five external objects and one internal object. Five external objects are rūpa (visual-form), sadda (sound), gandha (smell), rasa (taste) and phottham (touch or contact). These five external objects existing outside us. The dhamma which is the object of the mind is the internal object and the mind is called mano. Sometime we may get mistaken the mind as function as a avenue for those manodvāra like our eye for the object of the dhamma. Sometime mind has a door for receiving the object, so that state is called manodvāra or avenue of mind of mind avenue or mind organ. 

Great vs lower intensity
When we have the contact between our external sense organ and the external sensory object that contact has great intensity, very hype up. The thought process arising on that high contact is somewhat different from contact arise on lower contact. Therefore when we come to the Abhidhamma there are mainly two types of thought processes. One is called great thought process and the other is lower thought process. Because according to Abhidhamma great thought process has seventeen thought moments. Starting from the object and ends with the knowledge there are seventeen thought moments. All these seventeen thought moments are available in the thought process we receive on the great contact. But when our door mind receives the internal object called dhamma that contact does not have so much of power, no such great intensity. It is smooth contact. Because of this smooth contact our thought process does not go up to the seventeen moments. It ends between one and seventeen. 

Though Process of great intensity

Here we are talking about the thought process of the great intensity. Because of the contact there is the feeling. This is the evitable thought process and we cannot stop this process. When our mind has the contact with the object through our eye then inevitably mind has a visual consciousness. We cannot stop it from arising. Then after visual consciousness inevitably there will be the contact between these three things and we cannot stop that. If we have the contact there will inevitably be feeling. Up to feeling this process cannot be stopped. 

Now we must go out of this thought process to explain this situation. Supposing we now has feeling as a result of contact which is the result of eye, form and visual consciousness. Feeling can be divided into three parts – pleasurable, unpleasurable indeterminate. Supposing now in our mind there is a pleasurable feeling, by that pleasurable feeling we are compel to attach to this pleasurable feeling. Because of this attachment to this pleasurable feeling there generates a lust called craving. Supposing now we have unpleasurable feeling, we are disgusted with this feeling because it is unpleasurable. Because of the unpleasurabiltiy we are averse to that feeling. Then we have dosa or anger. When we have indeterminate feeling we don’t know what it is. Because of this reason we have ignorance. Our feeling result in craving, aversion and ignorance or illusion. 

The Buddha advised us in his discourses to stop the craving, aversion and delusion. It is the inevitable result of the mental process. How can we stop that? If we cannot interfere into that thought process then how can we stop the arising of craving, aversion and delusion? This is a very important point. 

Again we have to come back to this mental process. In the passage it is stated that 

Tinam sanghāti phasso paccaya vedana 
Now the passage tone will be different after that. The way of presenting the passage is different. Now it said up to that point it is presented as an inevitable process. 

Perception and Conception

Now the Buddha said :

Yam vedeti tam sanjānati = what one feels one perceives.

Yam sanjanati tam vitakketi = what one perceives reason about it.

Yam vitakketi tam papanceti = what one reasons about it, conceptually proliferates it.0

“what one feels, one perceives” - In the earlier stages we could not find “one” or “person”. Now here we can say the personal interference to this process. Because of our interference internally we are going to perceive what we feel. We are going to perceive what one feels. Supposing we have the pleasurable feeling, now the ego consciousness tries to interfere into this feeling process. It perceives it, that is our consciousness itself perceives it, perceives what one feels. 

Here it is an important juncture because if we want to stop our interference then mental process comes to an end. We don’t generate the craving, aversion and delusion. Just to know the object. So feeling we will just get the feeling but we are not going to think about the feeling. If we are going to think about the feeling so that we come to know that this is good feeling, this is bad feeling and this is indifferent feeling. Then good feeling is pleasurable that I must attach to that and this is bad feeling I must get rid of that. If we can stop our thought process from “feeling” itself, whether it is good or bad does not matter. Therefore actually we feel pleasure or we feel displeasure but on the feeling itself we are going to think more. 

In another places in the discourses the Buddha clearly pointed out :

Sukhaya vedana buddho samano = means when we get the contact of the pleasurable feeling 

Abhe nam vedeti …… = means we placed it, we delighted it, we going into that feeling. 

Tasa raga…anusaya = that person’s defilement of raga does into the mind.

Then what happen if we get feeling of unpleasurable? 

Dukkha vedana buddho samano…………….. = if we received unpleasurable feeling then we try to get rid of that or try averse to that and therefore the anger will be generated, in that case the defilement of dosa or anger get into deep consciousness. 

So we have the anusaya, which means the very subtle state of defilements, which are lying in our mind. So from time to time these subtle defilements come forward and that is how we get angry like that. 

Therefore the Buddha always advised the people to stop the mental process at the stage of feeling because up to feeling we cannot stop. It is inevitable as it has the inevitable character. 

Now we have the perception because we perceive or think about the feeling. If we don’t stop this process, the mind process again goes further. What one feels, one perceives, what one perceives one reasons about. Reasoning means now we are going to think more logically on the perception. What one reasons about one proliferates conceptually. Now we already reasoned out about our perception, again our mind goes further to proliferate it. Proliferation means further think or prolonging, we use more time to think about it, so we are dragging it.

Conceptual Proliferation
What one proliferates conceptually due to that concept characterized by the prolific activity or tendency assail him on the object cognizable through our eye in the past, present and the future. What do we mean by that? 

Now in our mind we have the conceptual activity called proliferating activity. As a result of that conceptual activity, it is going to control us. We cannot control it. Supposing when we take liquor, too much of liquor then it control us not us controlling the liquor. In the same way when we have the conceptual proliferation in our mind that activity just going to control us. We take all the objects receive earlier through our eye now it should be understood. 

At first we receive the visual consciousness on the object, cognizable by our mind at present. So this thought process started from this present object. Now all the stages are pertaining to this present object. But at the end our proliferating activity of our mind not only take this present object but also take all the objects perceive before by us and all the objects pertaining to this. So we are going to generalize all those objects so far we received and receiving now. Now we have the big concept starting from very small concept we come to the big concept. Because of that reason we are going to have the idea of personality with regards to the outer object.

At the beginning we have one object, basing on that object we have the though process. The result of the thought process is we are creating big object, including all these objects conceivable or cognizable through our eye. At the same time when we have the thought process of the ear also we have the big object. Collecting all the objects we are going to make a concept of the world - this is the world, this is the soul, this is the God. 

Creation of the world
As the result of that activity of the mind we are going to create many things in the world. If we construct all these concepts what happen to us? Buddha said in the sutta :

Saññana ditthinca = perception conception

Ye aggahesum = If someone takes

Te ghatthayantā = they struggling 
Vicaranti loke = wander/lives in the world

If someone takes the perception and conception, they are struggling as they wander in this world. All the struggle, all the battle and all the warfare are the result of perception and conception. Supposing if Singaporeans think that “this is our country” and Sri Lankans think that “this is our country, this is our nation, this is our religion, this is our language”, because of the concept there will be a struggle on the nationality, on the community, on the religion as we are having troubles with each other. If we don’t have these concepts then we will have peace, a peaceful society. All are living in peace and in agreement, there is no debates, there is no disputes among us. So there is suffering, we suffer from these things. 

According to Buddhism if we want to have liberation for Nibbāna it is inevitable to stop our proliferating tendency in the mind. So this is clearly pointed out by the Buddha. Buddha said it obstructs Nibbāna if someone is delighted with the concepts, he certainly obstructs his liberation by producing concepts. Supposing by following the stages that is explained earlier on how the big concepts we are constructing. Let us take the example of nationality, “I am Singhalese, you are Chinese”, then we become individual beings. Basing on individuality we are going to construct a very big concept in which all the individual can be put together called nationality. This is the concept erected by ourselves, we are at the end represented in this concept. We become the prisoners inside the concept, we cannot be freed from the concept and go out of it. 

To show this important fact the Buddha wanted to analyse the mental activity of a person. The purpose of the Abhdihammika is different. According to their purpose they have shown various stages of the mental stages. We will explain later the purpose of the Abhidhammika, now we will explain the stages through which mental process is going on. 

Bhavanga Consciousness

Quite contrary to early Buddhism the Abhidhammikas have their starting point called bhavanga consciousness or stream consciousness or subliminal consciousness. This consciousness is explained in the Abhidhamma as one which does not have thought. This bhavanga consciousness has no thought process. Supposing when we are in a deep sleep the state of our consciousness is called stream consciousness. In that consciousness we don’t have empirical consciousness or empirical thought process. When we are in the deep sleep we don’t know whether our mind is working or not. Actually our mind is working but not in the empirical sense. That is the consciousness we called bhavanga. 

According to Abhidhammika, bhavanga consciousness is the consciousness we receive at the conception of our birth. That stream goes on until the end of the person. Beginning from birth up to the death, our stream consciousness is going silent. According to Abhidhammika every consciousness must have an object, without an object there will not be any consciousness. According to early Buddhism, whether it is stream consciousness or it is empirical consciousness or any consciousness there must be an object. 

What is the object of this stream consciousness? Consciousness or the object which we took at birth is the object for this subliminal consciousness. That object or that subliminal consciousness always arises on that object from birth up to death. Supposing now there is a water wave in an ocean. The “going-up” wave is compare to empirical consciousness and “coming-down” is compare to stream or subliminal consciousness. In the “going-up” stage we have the awareness, we know or notice that our mind is functioning. But in the subliminal stage we do not know the mind is working. This is empirical and the subliminal is unempirical. 

According to Abhidhammika there should be a stream consciousness for a man to maintain the whole life span continuously. It is not obvious in the early Buddhism because the purpose of the Buddha is not to give the psychology. Now for the Abhidhammika they are going to construct the psychology and for a system of psychology there should be all the stages. But for early Buddhism the purpose is different, therefore the Buddha did not point out the starting point of the consciousness. 

We don’t know whether in the early Buddhism this subliminal consciousness is accepted or not because there is no reference to that in the discourses. It is a later product

According to Abhidhamma when we have the empirical consciousness on a subject, then after the series of consciousness, then come to the subliminal consciousness which is not working. From that point of view again the empirical consciousness arises. 

A Complete Eye-Door Process 

(taken from page 155 of “A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma by Bhikkhu Bodhi)


*Stream of bhavanga (bhavanga citta)

1
Past bhavanga (atīta bhavanga)

2
Vibrational bhavanga (bhavanga calana)

3
Arrest bhavanga (bhavanga upaccheda)

4
Five-door adverting ( pancadvārāvajjana)

5
Eye-consciousness (cakkhu viññāna)

6
Receiving (sampaticchana)

7
Investigating (santīrana)

8
Determining (votthapana)

9 – 15
Javana

16 –17
Registration (tadārammanavāra)


*Stream of bhavanga (bhavanga citta)

Supposing our consciousness begin with (1) past bhavanga without any vibration nor any empirical thought process there. Now to start the empirical thought process when the object and the eye get the contact then there will be a vibration in the subliminal consciousness. When our sense organ gets the contact with the sensory object, as a result of this contact our subliminal consciousness is vibrating. After vibration the function of the subliminal consciousness stops and breaks the process of subliminal consciousness. 

This is called the first bhavanga citta, the term used in Abhidhamma. Then atīta bhavanga and follow by bhavanga calana, the vibrating of the stream consciousness. Then follow by bhavanga upaccheda and upaccheda means break. Now after the breaking there is no more subliminal consciousness. Then pancadvārāvajjana (five-door averting), which means now our empirical mind, starts its function. The function of recollection or attention given to five sense organs or five doors. 

Now let us explain the process again. Subliminal consciousness remaining there, when our eye and form get the contact together then our subliminal consciousness vibrates as a result of that contact. After vibration the function of subliminal consciousness comes to an end. Then the consciousness going to have the attention because the consciousness wanted to know from which door the object is coming to mind, either from eye or ear or nose or tongue or body. Up to that moment consciousness does not know from where the object is coming therefore the consciousness must have the attention to pay to the five doors. Now the consciousness is recollecting from where or which avenue the object is coming to the mind. From the above example then the consciousness comes to know from the eye that the object is coming, then there will be cakkhu viññāna or eye consciousness. 

A simile for the above is spider. A spider makes a web, an insect got trap in the web, web vibrates. Spider is sleeping and not working at that moment but because of calana, sleep of spider breaks. Spider now pays attention to all around the web because it still does not know which part of the web is the insect located. As a result of the attention, spider now knows the location of the insect and goes in that direction of the web to get the insect

In the same way consciousness pays attention to the five doors and now consciousness decides from the eye organ, object is coming to mind. Because of contact of the eye, form and it gives rise to eye consciousness. Up to this point in the early Buddhism the process of thought we did not find. Now we have mere awareness of object that is just viññāna, not full knowledge. 

Then there is a stage after this viññāna called sampaticchana or receiving the object. Now we have the awareness because of the cakkhu viññāna then the second stage is to receive the object into the mind that is called sampaticchana. Now we receive the object, we welcome the object. After receiving the object then santīrana, which means investigating. Now there will be a moment in which the mind needs to investigate. Now we receive the object there will be another moment in which the mind is going to investigate the nature of the object and this stage is called santīrana. The next moment is called votthapana, which means deciding moment or decision on the object. Earlier we receive the object, we investigate the object, then we decide on the object or “what is this”. This is a “rūpa”, this is a “man”, this is a “dog” and in this way we decide at this moment of votthapana. 

According to Abhidhamma it is the nature of the mind after deciding the object and on the same object the moment of consciousness arises seven moments. After votthapana or deciding there will be seven moments of consciousness in which the consciousness experience or enjoy the object. Through seven moments after votthapana or deciding, consciousness is going to experience that object or knowledge. Experiencing moments are seven moments called Javana. Now after experiencing again there are two moments called a tadārammanavāra or apperception. Apperception means the act of the mind to know its own nature. Mind has the function to know its own nature. In this stage the mind is going to know its own experience. 

Seven moments of Javana - kamma

Those seven moments are called Javana or running stage. We must remember the first moment of the seven Javana has a very heavy intensity. And also the seventh moment of the Javana has a very low intensity. From 1 to 7 there are five moments in between excluding the first and last moment, thse five moments have normal intensity.

According to Abhidhamma those seven Javana are called kamma. These seven moments give rise to kamma or these seven moments are identified as kamma. Of these seven moments, as the first one has great intensity it gives the result in this very life itself called Sanditthika kamma. 

Kamma are divided into three parts here called sanditthika, aparāpariya and upapajja vediniya. Sanditthika means the kamma which gives result in this very life. So when we do any upapam or apapam kamma, in that papam there is a part which can gives rise to this very life and there is another part that give rise to next life. And there is another part that can gives rise to in any existence of the world. 

In the kamma those seven moments is identified as kamma, in that kamma there are three parts. One part give rise to this life, another part (last one) gives rise to next life and the five moments in between these two gives to any life in another world, that is not in the next birth but any other birth. 

The last moment of the Javana is called upapajja vediniya, result in the next life. The five moments in between is called aparāpariya, result in any other birth except the next birth. 

So Abhidhamma wanted to show how this mental process gives rise to the kamma and how this kamma gives effect for the existence of this world. Therefore the Abhidhamma wanted to explain the mental process and that is the purpose of providing the mental process in the Abhidhamma system. That purpose is different from the Buddha’s point of view. 

For a thought process there are seventeen moments. All those seventeen moments together has a unique thought process. 
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