Lesson 9 on 15/9/04 by Professor Kapila Abeywansa

This is a personal transcript with editing on lecture by Professor Kapila Abeywansa on Doctrinal Interpretation of Abhidhamma. This is Module 2 of the Diploma Course in Buddhist Studies conducted at the Buddhist Library by the Graduate School of Buddhist Studies (Singapore). For other lesson updates please go to:  www.geocities.com/lee_mengkai/
For the exam on this module you have to answer 5 out of 10 questions. The 10 most likely questions are as follow but not necessary in the same wordings.

1. Explain how Abhdihamma can be considered as a doctrinal systematization of early Buddhist teachings.

2. What are the factors that led to the emergence of Abhdihamma?

3. Explain the clarifications of Dhamma Theory and the characteristics of Theravada Dhamma Theory.

4. Clarify the Sarvastivadin thesis of “everything exists always” and show how they defended their view.

5. Describe the content of Abhidhamma.

6. Explain the Levels of Reality found in the Abhidhamma.

7. Describe the Theory of Moments.

8. Describe the Analysis of Matter into 28 dhammas and the nature of these dhammas.

9. Describe the different classifications of Citta (Mind) and the interdependent nature of Citta and its concomitants.

10. Explain the different stages of thought process in the Theravada Abhidhamma.

Explain how Abhidhamma can be considered as a doctrinal systematization of early Buddhist teachings

Abhidhamma represents an attempt by Buddhist scholastic traditions to make early Buddhist teaching as a doctrinal systematization.

To answer this question we must first we have to explain early Buddhist teaching. The Buddha preached his doctrine in different occasion, to different people and on different matters.  The main problem encountered by the Buddha was that the doctrine discovered by him is very deep and very difficult to understand by the ordinary people. He said that he has discovered or realised a doctrine, which is very deep and cannot by grasped by logical knowledge. Therefore the Buddha cannot teach his doctrine in the same way to all the people. He has adopted different ways to describe this doctrine because the intellectual levels of the people are different. Some were intelligent, some were in the middle position and some were ordinary people. 

Sometimes the Buddha explained his doctrine with regards to the world and the human nature. And sometime with regards to the day to day lives, what is good, what is bad, what can be followed, what cannot be followed, all these things.  Some people came to the Buddha and asked questions pertaining to their lives and Buddha replied to their questions. In Mangala Sutta, some divine beings came to the Buddha and asked what are the blessings and auspicious things? These are ethical questions and its answers can be understood by anyone. 

But when the Buddha has given explanation about the human being, then the normal ordinary people cannot understand that. When the Buddha said the personality can be grouped into five aggregates, namely rupa, sanna, vedana, sankhara and vinnana, so the ordinary cannot get the gravity of that sum. They do not know what are rupa, sanna, vedana, sankhara and vinnana. 

Therefore the Buddhist’s teaching during the time of the Buddha was very complex one and miscellaneous teaching was there. In addition even during the time of the Buddha among some disciples there were some misunderstanding or some misinterpretations of the Buddhist’s doctrine. There was a monk called Sati, who interpreted the vinnana by saying “vinnana sandhavati samsarati” which means vinnana is one which transmigrates in the samsaric life, from this life to another life the vinnana is going. That is wrong view with regards to the Buddhist’s teachings. At that time, the Buddha pointed out to him that it was wrong as the Buddha always emphasized vinnana arises because of causes and conditions. If you interpreted vinnana as some entity going through from life to life then that means a kind of atman or a kind soul. The Buddha explained the vinnana as a conditional thing, which conditioned by the causes and conditions. Sometimes as the Buddha explained his own teachings and there are people who misinterpreted it. When the Buddha was alive any questions can be answered by the Buddha himself but after the Mahaparinibbana of the Buddha then there is no one to answer all these questions.

Therefore learned Buddhist disciples wanted to make Buddhism as a systematic, consistent philosophy. We can say that the First Buddhist Council was such an attempt to make Buddhism systematic. The participants of the First Buddhist Council collected all the discourses of the Buddha relating to his doctrines and disciplines. This is one of the stages in which the Buddhist disciples tried to make early Buddhism into a system. They collected all the teachings by the Buddha and they divided those teachings into two main parts, namely Dhamma and Vinaya. 

In the meantime there were philosophical debates among many philosophical sectors. The Buddhist disciples have to face the Brahmanic and Upanishadic teachers. They wanted to prove their views with regards to the person and world. The Brahmanic and Upanishadic scholars wanted to prove their teachings and disproving Buddhist’s teachings in their view with regards to the person and the world. They said there is an entity called atman related to individuality. That atman is called individual soul. At the same time in the whole universe there is one reality called cosmic soul. With regards to the personality there is individual soul and with regards to the universe there is one common universal soul. This is their explanation with regards to the man and the world. They wanted to prove and established their views but Buddhist’s doctrine was the only one that criticized all those which regards to the man and their universe.

If there is no systematic ways to explain the Dhamma or doctrine then it will be difficult for Buddhist scholars to argue with the Upanishadic teachers. Therefore they feel it was very necessary to have a systematic way of explaining the teachings. 

In explaining the doctrine the Buddha used common language, which existed during the time. The common language gave rise to more difficulty in explaining the Dhamma for the disciples. Therefore to make a systematic and consistent philosophy, the Buddhist scholars extracted very important points of the Dhamma from the conventional teachings. That attempt can be seen even during the time of the Buddha. 

The important points with regards to the personality and the world were extracted from those miscellaneous and complex teachings of the Buddha in some discourses. In the Anguttara Nikaya we can find those classifications. In the Digha Nikaya, the Sangiti Sutta and Dasuttara Sutta were the collections of important points of the Buddha’s teachings. Out of the Buddha’s teachings they collected very important categories and concepts of the Dhamma. In the Auguttara Nikaya they collected all those very important concepts according to the numerical order, like what is one, what is two and so on. 

Sometimes when we discuss the Puggalavadin after the Mahaparinibbana of the Buddha, it is a kind of Buddhist school. Even among the Buddhist themselves they have some misinterpretations. They stated apart from the five aggregates there is an entity called puggala who is going from one birth to another birth. The theory of Puggalavadin was that apart from the five aggregates that were preached by the Buddha there was an entity called puggala or person, which is going from one birth to another birth. 

Because of all these misinterpretations the scholarly Buddhist monks wanted to find a method to explain the Dhamma in a clear way without giving rise to further misunderstanding or misinterpretation. And they wanted to find a sound base or ground for explaining those Dhamma without giving misunderstanding. They found that type of base among the Buddhist’s teachings. In some of the discourses the Buddha analysed the empirical personality into nama and rupa; into pancakhanda; into four elements; into six ayatana, two lakkhana, 18 elements or dhatu. 

In their attempt to make Buddhist teachings as a doctrinal systematization they found the basis for that explanation. On that basis they have collected all very important four aspects related to the mundane world and the supramundane world, loka and lokuttara. Among the teachings of the Buddha they found three aspects related to the mundane world. They are called matter, consciousness and mental concomitants. These belong to the mundane world, which contain the person. Therefore they analysed person into three aspects namely matter, consciousness and mental concomitants. The supramundane into one category, which is called Nibbana. 

Under these four topics they collected all the materials from the early Buddhist teachings and kept all those doctrine in a systematic way. 

Factors that led to the emergence of Abhidhamma, the second questions also have the same explanation as above. 

Explain the clarifications of Dhamma Theory and the characteristics of Theravada Dhamma Theory

What do you mean by Dhamma Theory? Firstly you have to explain the term “dhamma”. Dhamma have various meanings and Venerable Buddhagosa, the great communitarian has collected the term dhamma to give various meanings out of early Buddhist teachings. But here we are not interested in those various or different meanings. 

In the Dhamma theory, dhamma means irreducible factors of empirical existence. Theravadin collected with regards to empirical existence – rupa (28), citta (89/121), cetasika (52) and Nibbana (1). The first three only for empirical existence that means for conditional things, empirical existence related to the condition or conditional existence. There is one unconditional dhamma called Nibbana. 

There are several classifications and under mental concomitants we can have many more sub-divisions like kusala, akusala, sobhana, 25 wholesome cetasikas 7 universal concomitants and so on. Please read the book by Professor G.D. Sumanapala for more details on classifications.

What is the nature of dhammas according to Theravada? 

1) This dhammas are called conditional because they arise due to causes and conditions. This is one of the characteristics of the dhamma. Except the dhamma called Nibanna, all the other dhammas arise because of causes and conditions. Therefore they are called conditional dhamma. What is the characteristic of conditional dhamma?

2) Adhering to early Buddhism, the Theravadin used three characteristics of conditional dhamma. The three characteristics are : arising, existing and vanishes. In the Anguattara Nikaya, Buddha said: “Tīni māni bhikkhave, Sankhatassa sankhata, lakkhanāni uppado paññāyati, vayo paññāyati thitassa aññatattam paññāyati” = means monks there are three characteristics of the conditional things, arising can be seen, destruction or vanishing can be seen and changing of the existing thing can be seen. The three characteristics in short are birth (arising), decay (annatatta) and death (vayo).
3) All dhammas have their own nature. The different between Theravadin and Sarvastivadin is that the Theravadin did not established the idea that dhammas have their own characteristic or own nature but not in the way of substance and quality. In some other philosophy especially among the Indian philosophy and in the Sarvastivadin’s dhamma theory they said dhamma function as a substance and the quality. If you say something has its own nature as the Theravadin said dhammas have their own nature, if you accept own nature then there must be some base to assist the nature. The concept of substance and quality. Quality exists in the substance. According to Theravada’s explanation dhamma cannot be considered as the quality and the substance. The nature of dhamma is their nature itself. Their nature itself is the dhamma. There is no dichotomy called substance and quality. According to the Theravadin dhammas have their own nature or own quality or own characteristics. But they do not describe this characteristic as having the substance and the quality. They do not describe the dhamma as having two different aspects called substance and quality. Because it is the normal belief or understanding that if something has any quality or character that something should be the base of those quality. There should be something for quality to exist. So Sarvastivadin explained their dhamma in that way. They accepted dhamma as having two aspects, one is the base or the substance and the other is the quality. When we say this is “white” then white is the quality, to assist the whiteness there should be some substance. According to Sarvastivada dhamma are having two aspects, one is the substance or the base and the other is the locus or quality. Theravadin said there are no two aspects only one thing, dhamma, but when they said dhamma have their own quality there is no different between the substance and the quality. Only the quality and quality is itself. Characteristic is itself and apart from the characteristic there is nothing. 

4) Dhamma exists only in the present moment. They do not come from anywhere. By saying this they reject the past period. And at the same time they do not go anywhere. By saying this they reject the future. And they arise out of causes and conditions. Without the causes and conditions the dhammas do not arise and at the same time they do not arise from one cause. There should be multiplicity of causes. And they exist in three moments that is arising, decaying and vanishing. 

Clarify the Sarvastivadin thesis of “everything exists always” and show how they defended their view.

The Sarvastivadin version of dhamma theory that everything exists always. There are some common features between Theravada’s dhamma theory and Sarvastivada’s dhamma theory. They also accept two main aspects, conditional and unconditional. Theravadin also agreed with that. And both Theravadin and Sarvastivadin agreed with the idea that the conditional aspect can be analysed into three main parts, namely matter, mind and mental factors. But with regards to subdivisions of those three classifications they differ from each other.

The amount of dhamma belong to each classifications are different. Please refer Professor Sumanapala’s book for more details on the types of classifications. 

With regards to the unconditional dhamma, Theravada has only one called Nibbana. According to Sarvastivadin there are three items belonging to unconditional dhammas namely Nibanna, time and space. 

According to Sarvastivada with regards to the nature of dhamma, their main position or view is that all those dhammas exist in all three periods of time, namely in the past, present and future. Theravadin accepts only the present moment. The Sarvastivadin’s interpretation of the dhamma differs from the Theravadin’s version on the explanation of the dhamma. According to the explanation of the dhamma the Theravadin and Sarvastivadin differs from each other. 

According to the Sarvastivadin dhammas have two divisions, namely substance and quality. They said dhamma is not changing, it exists always as it is but change taking place with regards to the mode or quality. As a substance dhamma is not changing but what is changing is the quality or mode or form of the dhamma. 

Professor Kapila has given four theses in his earlier lesson with regards to this changing situation by Dharmatrāta, Ghoshaka, Vasumitra and Buddhadeva. Please refer to them for more details.

The second part of this question is how Sarvastivadin defended their thesis? Their thesis is that everything exits always,  Sarvam sarvada asti = all exist always. 

In their explanation with regards to the existence of the dhamma, they said dhamma exists but their mode or quality or condition differs or change. In three periods of time, dhamma exists without changing but their mode or condition or characteristics are changing. The dhamma existed in the past id different from the dhamma existing in the present. Why? The present mode or present quality is different from the past. 

For example A is past, B is present and C is future according to the Buddha’s doctrine everything is changing. If we agreed with the Buddha’s doctrine, we cannot say something exists without changing. Sarvastivadin said that is correct, they believed in the Buddha’s teachings. The dhammas are always changing but with regards to its form or its mode. For example the “roundness” of a cup is the mode and the “roundness” exists in this matter (cup). When we say a cup has a hole we say that there are two aspects, matter and the mode. Mode here means form, the form will be changed but the matter exists as it is without any difference. In the same way sarvastivadin said they accepted the doctrine of the Buddha, the doctrine of Impermanent, but changing taking place with regards to the form or the conditions or the characteristics. But the dhamma as a substance or as a locus as a base exists in three periods of time.

But Theravadin and the Sautrantika objected to this teaching. Sautrantika is the sister school of the Sarvastivadin. Sarvastivadin is realist because they accepted the dhamma is existing or dhamma is real. The term Sautrantika is derived from the Sutra, they adhered to the early discourses of the Buddha. Therefore they are called Sautrantika and they do not go beyond the sutta. They do not accept the Abhidhamma as Abhidhamma is quite different from the sutta. 

There are three kinds of basket namely, the Vinaya Pitaka, the Sutta Pitaka and the Abhdhamma Pitaka. Sarvastivadin and Theravadin accepted the three baskets but the Sautrantika accepted only the Vinaya Pitaka and Sutta Pitaka. They opposed the idea presented by the Sarvastivadin. According to early Buddhism or early Suttas, everything change momentary, every conditional thing change momentary, from moment to moment. It is the expression of the Buddha : Khana (moment) bhangura (breaking) = means vanishing = does not exist in the same way = exist break, exist break, exist break……so on. Therefore they only accept two moments, arising and destruction. If we accept two moments only then there is no moment called existence. 

Sarvastivadin believed dhamma exists. They accepted the existing moment. The existing moment of the dhamma is called present moment. When the function of the dhamma is existing it is called present, when the function is over it is called past and when the function is yet to come it is called future. 

But Sautrantika said there are only two moments, there is no existing moment, only arising and vanishing. Therefore they disagreed with the Sarvastivadin’ idea that everything exists always. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________
What are the content of Abhdhamma

The Abhidhammattha Sangaha in his first version said there are four absolute Abhidhamma, namely Citta, Cetasika, Rupa and Nibbana. The whole of Abhidhamma Pitaka is based on these four categories. 

Sometimes in the Abhidhamma, those categories are classified and analysed into divisions and sub-divisions. Sometimes in some of the Abhidhamma books those categories are collected together. In the Abhidhamma explanations there are two methods, one is called analysis and the other is called synthesis. Sangaha means putting together and Vibhaga means analyzing or expanding.

In the first book of the Theravadin Abhidhamma is Dhamma sangini (classification of Dhamma), Dhamma sangini means putting together Dhamma. The term sangini came from sangaha. The second book is Vibhanga (the Books of Division), vibhanga means expanding or analyzing into many divisions. The third book is Kathavatthu (Points of Controversy), the fourth book is Puggala Pannatti (Description of Individuals), fifth book is Dhatukatha (Discussion with reference to Elements), sixth book is Yamaka (The Book of the Pairs) and the seventh book is Patthana (The Book of Relations)

Therefore we can find in the Abhidhamma the main four aspects divided into two main aspects, namely conditioned and unconditioned. Conditioned into three, namely Matter (Rupa), Consciousness (Citta), Mental factors (Cetasikas). In analysis these three conditional aspects are further analysed into many subdivision or dhammas. 

There is another extra thing in Abhidhamma. The seventh book of the Theravada Abhidhamma is called the Pattana. This book gives all the causes and conditions under which those dhammas come into being. The interrelations of the dhammas and the arising of the dhammas are explained in accordance to causes and conditions. 

Furthermore the Abhidhamma deals with some controversy, which existed during the time of Venerable Thera Moggaliputta Tissa. The controversy was regarding doctrine mainly based on the nature of conditional thing, nature of the unconditional thing, nature of the Buddha, nature of the Arahants, nature of the person under the level of Sotapanna (stream-winner), Sakadagami (once-returner), Anagami (never-returner) and Arahant (the Worthy One). All these things were debated during the time of the Venerable Thera Moggaliputta Tissa. He has given an explanation on those matters according to the Theravada’s opinion and produced a book is called Kathavatthu Pakarana or points of controversy which is included in the Theravada Abhidhamma. 

The series of lectures contained in the handbook written by Professor G.D. Sumanapala  is very important and we can use this handbook for the exam as Professor G.D. Sumanapal is a renowned Professor and expert in Abhidhamma. Professor Kapila has read it and commented it is very well written. It is sufficient for our exam.

Explain the Levels of Reality found in the Abhidhamma.

There are two levels of reality according to Abhidhamma, namely conventional (sammuti) and absolute (paramattha). Actually these two levels cannot be found in the early discourses of the Buddha. What is the significant of dealing with these levels of reality? We have to explain firstly the significant of the emergence of the levels of the theory. 

The Buddha’s discourses are collected according to three different categories by the later Buddhist scholars. According to them there are three ways of explaining the Dhamma of the Buddha. The Buddha followed three ways of explaining or preaching the Dhamma. These are termed as:

1) Vohāra desana = preaching in accordance to conventional usage.

2) Anā desana = preaching of injunction, especially to both order, Bhikkhu and Bhikkhuni.

3) Paramattha desana = preaching in a way of abstracted forms.

The later Buddhist traditions collected all the teachings of the Buddha according to these three preaching ways. The vohara desana or conventional teachings was taken as Sutta Pitaka. The anā desana was taken as Vinaya Pitaka. Paramattha desana was taken as Abhidhamma Pitaka. 

There was no controversy regarding anā desena because it does not say anything about man and the world. There are no or any philosophical or doctrinal implications. The Sutta Pitaka contained all the discourses and there is a question. 

What is this Abhidhamma Pitaka? If all the discourses or preaching of the Buddha with regards to the man and the world were contained in the Sutta Pitaka, then what is this Abhidhamma Pitaka? There will be a question and there was a question. 

As Buddhists we believe in the Buddha and the Dhamma as it was given by the Buddha. All the Dhamma are included in the Sutta Pitaka. Then there was a feeling among the Buddhists that the Abhidhamma is a later edition and was not the preaching of the Buddha. This is because there are many differences between the Abhidhamma and the Sutta Pitaka. In all these discourses there is a place where the Buddha uttered this discourse and there is a person or groups of person to whom the Buddha preached his doctrine in every discourses in the Sutta Pitaka. But here in the Abhidhamma if we say that it is the teachings of the Buddha then there should be a place, an occasion, a person to whom and at what time frame, But the Abhidhamma Pitaka does not give this teachings. 

So among the Buddhist there was the disrespect on the Abhidhamma. For example the Sautrantika did not accept the Abhidhamma. The Abhidhamma scholars wanted to show this is actually the teaching of the Buddha and this is not different from the teachings of the Buddha. 

If you that this is not the teachings of the Buddha, then the Abhidhamma should be kept away. But actually the Abhidhamma is a product of the Buddhist scholars who wanted to accept the Buddha own teachings with regards to the man and the universe. Therefore they adopted the way to show this is not different from the Buddha teachings. 

The Buddha has two types of teachings, one is vohāra desana and the other is paramattha desana. We collected in the Abhidhamma all the paramattha desana. Therefore the Abhidhamma is not different from the Buddha earlier teachings. 

In that respect they wanted to show that there are two levels of reality. The Buddha adopted the conventional level of the reality to teach the Dhamma for ordinary people. The Buddha adopted the absolute level of the reality to teach the Dhamma for intellectual people. 

In the Abhidhamma Pitaka, they have given the time and the place, where and to whom the Buddha preached Abhidhamma. In the seventh year of the Buddha’s ministry, the Buddha taught the Abhidhamma to his mother-Deva and Devas in the Tavatimsa Heaven. According to the Abhdhamma tradition, Abhidhamma was not given to the human beings because they were meant for the divine. The belief that the Abhidhamma was uttered by the Buddha to the divine beings in the Tavatimsa heaven, implied that it is not for the ordinary people. So for ordinary people there is no usage of the Abhidhamma, they cannot understand. 

The Theravada scholastic created the Abhidhamma for the highest class of the people, the intellectual class. Because any religion, philosophy, doctrine can be farmed not among the ordinary people but among the intellectual people. The Buddha addressed the ordinary people only for the ethical things. For example what is dana what is sila, what is heaven? There is a gradual way of the teaching of Buddha. First stage is dana khatā, then second stage is sila khatā, then third stage is sagga khatā. Fourth stage is the bad result of sensual pleasures. Now the Buddha gradually takes the deep stages. From very simple stages to very deep stage. Those are going to the intellectual people. 

In the same way the Abhidhamma was prepared for the use of intellectual people and therefore the scholars of the Abhidhamma say that there are two levels of reality, conventional truth and absolute truth. The Buddha adopted the conventional truth in the Sutta Pitaka and adopted the absolute truth in the Abhidhamma Pitaka. 

_________________________________________The End __________________________________________
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