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1
The meaning of ‘Vibhajyavada’ (Pali: Vibhajjavada)
1.1 Definition

The term ‘vibhajyavada’ is made up of two words: vibhajya + vada

‘vada’ means a proposition, a theory, and by extension, ‘a way of’, a sect/school

‘vibhajya’ is made up of ‘vi’ + √bhaj, meaning: to discriminate, to distinguish 

Therefore the whole term means ‘The School that advocates discrimination’. But what was the subject upon which this school advocated ‘discrimination’?

1.2 Historical background: 

Vibhajyavada versus Sarvastivada (Pali: Sabbatthivada/Sabbatthavada)

The history of philosophical developments within various Buddhist communities is almost like a labyrinth of undated, conflicting data. It is not quite possible to determine exactly which school or sub-sect predated which or the definite period during which it ceded from the main sect. 

According to the study of Ven. Yinshun, it seems that within Sthaviravada, the Vibhajyavada first broke away from the main sect and established itself as a school due to ideological differences. Later on, when the polemical debates brought forth distinct ideological stances, the Sarvastivada too was established as a separate school. Initially the two schools would still claim to be Sthaviravada in spite of having established a separate identity. However, the Sarvastivada would later stand on its own while the Vibhajyavadins held themselves as the Sthaviravada.

So what was the subject of argument that brought about these schisms?

1.2.1 The problem of ‘real dharmas’

Note that the time of the above-mentioned schisms is some one to two centuries after the Buddha’s parinirvāna. During this time (in fact, ever since the Buddha’s parinirvāna), Buddhists had been trying very hard to preserve the Buddha’s teachings in different ways. One of these ways was an attempt to organize the Buddha’s teachings for easier understanding (‘What is Dharma?’) and therefore easier dissemination.

In the process of understanding, analyzing and organizing the Buddha’s teachings, questions and different perspectives arose in the midst of external pressures from rival religions and philosophical systems. The problem of real dharmas probably came up when Buddhists (monks) tried to understand what the Buddha meant when he taught the Five Aggregates, Twelve Bases and Eighteen Elements – especially when the Buddha said (as recorded in the Samyukta-agama):

“What is ‘all’? This refers to the 12 Bases: eye, visual objects, ear, sounds, nose, smells, tongue, tastes, organ of touch, tangibles, mind and mental objects – these are ‘all’…” 

Apart from these twelve bases, there is nothing which can be known and experienced. Hence, ‘all’ comprises of empirical factors, not some mystical or metaphysical existents.

Further, the Buddha also mentioned in various places, temporal distinctions like


“…all material forms: past, future, present, internal, external, gross, subtle, superior, inferior, far, near… all these are called ‘the material aggregate’.”


The teaching on the four Right Effort

Combine these teachings together, it is no wonder the thinkers among the Buddhists would ask: what is meant by ‘existents’ (bhava)? If the material aggregate etc are called the ‘ultimately real’ as opposed to composite things e.g. human being, a chair, a chariot, are past material aggregates real too?

Some of these thinkers were of the opinion that only the present dharmas are real – in the sense that only present dharmas are causally effective. These thinkers thought that past and future dharmas cannot be said to be real in this sense and had to be distinguished from present dharmas. Hence the advocates of this concept came to be called the Vibhajyavadins.

Some other thinkers asserted that past, present and future dharmas are all real. They quoted such examples 

1. The Buddha taught that two minds cannot exist in the same moment. Therefore when a person can observe the craving in his mind, the observing mind and the craving mind cannot be simultaneous. The craving being observed must either belong to the past or the future. Therefore past or future dharmas must be existent. Otherwise what is being observed? Also, the Buddha taught that all consciousness must have an object. Since we can have consciousness of what is past and what is future, past and future dharmas must be existent.

2. Karma and retribution – the cause and its result also cannot be simultaneous. If a past dharma were not real, how can there be a result that arises because of it? The fact that a past karma can give rise to its retribution later proves the existence of a past dharma – i.e. an existent in its past mode.

3. A saint (other than one reaching the arahat stage) is still endowed with the five spiritual faculties faith etc though he can have a defiled mind. This shows that what are not present but can still be possessed must be existing as past or future dharmas.

These thinkers came to assert their theory as ‘all exist’ (sarvam asti) and were called the Sarvastivadins.

We can see that both schools have their valid points. Their differences stem from different angles of thinking. The Vibhajyavada interpreted the Buddha’s teaching from the subjective point of view i.e. the empirical sensual experiences of a (human) being – it is only in the present moment that there is contact between consciousness and its object, this being the rudiments of our experiences and awareness of the world versus ‘me’. But the Sarvastivada understood the Buddha’s teaching in the objective view i.e. the dynamic interaction and relationships among dharmas – dharmas exist as past, present or future in terms of whether they have exercised their functions (arise and cease), quite independent of our observation and were labeled accordingly only by other dharmas (i.e. our minds). 

1.2.2 Kasyapiyas’ proposition

Initially, Vibhajyavadins made only this distinction: only the present (dharma) is real, the past and future (dharmas) are not.

But by the end of the third century B.C, when further splits took place, a sub-sect known as the Kasyapiyas attempted to moderate both the Sarvastivada and the Vibhajyavadin tenet as follows:

‘The present and past dharmas which had not given fruit are real; the future and past dharmas which had given fruit are not.”

Although the Kasyapiyas were said to have originated from Sarvastivada, they should be more accurately known as Vibhajyavadins as they promulgated this view. It should be that they originated from Sarvastivada, disagreed with the ‘sarvam asti’ theory, moderated it and hence ‘defected’ to the Vibhajyavada camp. (note that Ven. Yinshun stated that the Kasyapiya was a sub-sect of Vibhajyavada but Hirakawa quoted Northern and Pali sources that claim that Kasyapiya ceded from Sarvastivada)

2 Common Vibhajyavadin characteristics

2.1 Conservative: 

The Vibhajyavadins were generally followers of established (read ‘ancient’) teachings. Evidence: their canonical Abhidharma treatises were commentaries on scriptures. Sarvastivadins mocked them with the epithet: the pedantic sramanas

2.2 Vinaya-centered

Though all sects had their respective Tipitaka (the criterion for establishment of a legitimate school), relatively speaking, the Vibhajyavada was more vinaya-centered than the other sects. Evidence: all its sub-sects had their own Vinaya texts. 

2.3 Abhidhammic-style: conformist, analytical

They analyzed dharmas mentioned in the scriptures into different categories; latter-day Abhidhamma sub-commentaries incorporated some Sarvastivada taxonomical categories like vijnapti and avijnapti (Pali: vinnatti, avinnatti) and improved on citta-cetasika classifications (view of Japanese scholar, Mizuno Kogen, who did a thorough study of citta-caitta relationship in the various Theravada traditions – Sarvastivada spearheaded the study in citta-caittas and specifically on defilements).

3 Some Vibhajyavadin doctrines

3.1 The theory of one-continuous mind and the subtle mind (bhavanga-citta)

When no mental functions are present in the consciousness (that is, when a person is unconscious, bhavanga-citta is still present. When stimuli from the outside world or within the mind activate the consciousness, however, the mind changes from its subconscious state to a consciousness directed toward sense objects… Although Buddhism generally paid more attention to psychological analysis than other religious traditions, the Theravada School carried such analyses farther than the other schools within Buddhism (e.g. 121 types of consciousnesses in Pali Abhidhamma in terms of cetasika contents)

3.2 Defilements

To the Vibhajyavadins, defilements can be classified into two types: manifested or active defilements (paryavasthana) and latent defilements (anusaya).

7 anusayas: ignorance, hatred, lust, pride, doubt, delusion and craving for existence

1. latent defilements are the seeds (potential) of active defilements; the active state of latent defilements are known as paryavasthana

2. latent defilements are so subtle that they are not conjoined with the mind but when they become active, they are conjoined with the mind

3. Arahats do not have anusaya. Therefore, they do not have paryavasthana. Retrogression from arahathood occurs when there is paryavasthana. So arahats cannot retrogress.

3.3
Karma


The essence of all three types of actions: physical, verbal and mental is volition (cetana). Cetana is explained as the power to create a type of consciousness e.g. greedy mind, kind mind. The Vibhajyavada thus stresses the mental aspect of the action as compared with Sarvastivadins who think that both mental and physical constituents play roles in actions.


In the Vibhajyavada, the actions of the body are called kayavinnati (physical expressions) and fall under the category of physical karma. In other words, physical actions are expressions of volition. Similarly, inflections and changes of the voice are called verbal expressions. Volition is thus expressed through verbal acts as cursing or indistinct prattling. The essence of any action is volition. Physical and verbal actions have no good or bad qualities in and of themselves. The moral quality of actions is determined by the mind through intention.


In contrast, Sarvastivada thinks that physical and verbal actions do not have volition as essence. Volition is the cause of these karmas, their respective essence is configuration of the body at the instance of the physical act (samsthana) and the last sound when the vocal act is completed. In Sarvastivada, karma is divided into two categories according to a sutta passage: karma or cetana-karma that is limited to mental processes and cetayitva-karma or karma in which mental processes are expressed through physical or verbal actions. Sarvastivadins were of the view that physical and verbal actions fall in the category of cetayitva-karma.
4.
Contributions

In the heyday of Nikaya Buddhism (circa 5th century A.D), it seemed that Sarvastivada held sway in the philosophical/polemical scene. However, its main opponents at that time were the Sautrantikas, no longer the Vibhajyavadins. This notwithstanding, it seems that the Vibhajyavada sub-sect – Tamrasatiya was successful in Sri Lanka. With the advent of Buddhagosha, the famous commentator who went to Sri Lanka from South India (according to Sinhalese tradition) also in 5th century A.D, Theravada became established more firmly. Because of his commentaries and encyclopedic work, the Visuddhimagga, together with his translations of ancient Sinhalese commentaries into Pali, the status of Theravada doctrines were greatly enhanced, his formulation of the Theravada tenets remained the standard one until now. 


Vibhajyavada, like other Theravada sects, disappeared from India due to the rise of Mahayana and later, persecution of Buddhism as a whole by Muslim rulers. However, its influence remained in Sri Lanka and other South-east Asian countries, providing a valuable reference and historical source for the understanding of the development of Buddhism since Asokan times.

