Lesson 3 on 20/10/04 by Dr. Bhikkhuni Bodhi
This is a personal note on lecture by Dr. Bhikkhuni Bodhi on Historical Survey of Buddhist Thought. This is Module 3 and the last module 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/ 

Vibhajyavāda (Pali: Vibhajjavāda)

Today we will discuss another Buddhist school called Vibhajyavādin. In my notes you can see how the term Vibhajyavāda is made up of two words: vibhajya + vāda. ‘vāda’ 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’? To answer this question we need to go back to history again.

Historical background

Back to the time after the Buddha’s mahaparinibbāna, in the study of module 2, we know what are the problems that gave rise to the emergence of Abhidhamma. In the Buddha’s time, he taught Dhamma very intuitively and used conventional terms in his discourses. But after the Mahāparinibbāna, there were so many people reporting the teachings of the Buddha for example in Council of the 500, presided by Mahākassapa. He selected only 500 monks and Ven. Ananda to recited the Sutta and the rest of the arahants will listen and agreed with him. Although they selected what was the representation of the Buddha’s teachings it was enough confusion in the message. Sometime the Buddha will say different things to different people on the same topic and the later disciple will wonder what does the Buddha trying to mean? So it was a huge job for the monks. What are we to understand by the Dhamma? So the whole process of collecting information from the sutta and classified such term as the five aggregates, rūpa, cetanā and so on. After gathering all these terms they will categorise them into rūpa, vedanā, saññā, sankhara and viññāna and eventually that is how Abhidhamma came about. So the same thing happened to the Vibhajyavāda question on what does this school advocates? We have to go back to the Abhidhamma process, when after they have decided on all the categories, and then they have to define the meaning of the categories. For example what is the meaning of ultimate category? So some came up with the dhamma theory and some scholars said that the dhamma theory as understood by Professor Karunadasa as he coined the word “dhamma theory” is meant for understanding only as in the whole of Buddhism there is no such thing as “Dhamma Theory”. He only coined this word convenient for our understanding, what is meant by dhamma in Buddhism. Dhamma does not only mean the teachings of the Buddha. “Dhamma” spelt with a capital “D” refers to the Buddha’s teachings while “dhamma” spelt with a small letter “d” refers to ultimate constituents of existence or the building blocks of the universe. The western people already very compounded by this word and lucky we have a Russian scholar, F I Shcherbatskoi, who wrote a huge essay, “The Central Conception of Buddhism”, on the different meanings and usage of dhamma. 

So some may say by ultimate categories, the Buddha would mean the building blocks of the universe or the five aggregates. The five aggregates initially would mean the division of being into psycho and physical parts. Then gradually as Abhidhamma developed, we can also classify the whole universe using by these five aggregates. As we go on some less intelliegent will ask what do we mean by ultimate category, what is meant by dhamma, or what is the characteristics of the dhamma? So the more philosophical monks will define dhamma as “real” existence or in modern term they cannot be subdivided further. So dhammas is the ultimate category and they cannot be divided or classify into smaller parts. 

The problem of “real dhammas”

So some said that dhammas would be ultimately “real”. Then others will ask what is meant by “real”. Then they said look at what Buddha said on the rūpa category and they quoted rūpa in the past, in the present and future, rūpa that near, rūpa that are far, rūpa the are superior, rūpa that are inferior and so on. All these can be classified under rūpa khandha or material aggregate.  So people using this quotation said that rūpa khandha is ultimately real category, so anything that came under rūpa cannot be further categorized compared to concept like human being. Human being is a concept because it can be further classified so it is not ultimately real dhamma. Ultimate dhammas are real because they cannot be further classified. For example primary “color” cannot be further divided and they are known as ultimate rūpa. As long we can break down further they are not real dhamma in this sense and when we come to rūpa, vedanā, saññā, sankhāra and viññāna are called ultimately real. All these five aggregates are just categories not dhammas, only the things that are included in each aggregate are dhamma, which mean there are as many dhammas as the atoms in the whole world. So the whole world cannot be just subsumed only under these five khandhas, that would be unimaginable. 

The Buddhist community can agreed with this definition but when we come to “time” then another big problem crop up. The Buddha in his suttas talked about rūpa of the past, rūpa of the present and rūpa of the future. When we applied the meaning of “real” as in past, present and future, then some think that time is just a concept unlike the Hindus, which they said “time” is a real existence, but in Buddhism time is just a concept. When the Buddha talked about past, present and future dhammas, for example feelings in the past, present and future, which of these are real? When we talked about rūpa of the future, they are not tangible, so how to say they are ‘real”. “Real” in the sense we can perceive them now or they are “causally efficient”. Causally efficient means they can affect us now or they can come out with some result. For example when we see a “pen” now, it is “present”, we can perceive it now as it gives rise to eye-consciousness. Anything that cause consciousness to arise is considered casually efficient, therefore they are “real”. By this definition others will ask whether “future” dhammas are ‘real” or not? And also whether “past’ dhammas are real or not? Because by this definition of ‘real” it means causally efficient. By this definition “present” dhammas has no problem but what about “past” and “future’ dhammas? So by this definition ‘past” and “future” dhammas are not ‘real” only “present” dhammas are real. This is the discrimination of the Vibhajyavādin who advocated that only the “present” dhammas are “real” and the “past’ and ‘future’ dhammas are not. 

This is a narrow way of looking at things and this centered on temporal differences among the various sects. Eventually some other sect like the Sarvāstivadin asserted that the past, present and future dhammas are causally efficient. They quoted such examples.

1. 1. This point deals with consciousness. The Buddha said there cannot be two minds arising in one series (a person) in one moment. In one moment of time there cannot be two minds existing in one physical-psycho series. In Buddhism two minds in one moment means two separate beings. Since there cannot be two minds existing together in one moment in one particular series. When we are in meditation we are taught to observe whatever is happening in our mind. For example when meditating craving arises we labeled it for simplicity the craving mind, when the mind that is observing, we called it for simplicity the observing mind, there cannot have a craving mind existing at the same time. The how do we come with the idea that we have a craving mind? So that shows a craving mind or the craving in our mind must have existed in the past or the future. Hence in meditation we are taught to observe the mind and the Buddha taught us the principle that there cannot be two minds existing in one same moment in the same person, only one mind at a time. So when we do meditation, when we try to observe our mind, during observation the job of the mind is observing, then when we come up with the conclusion that we have a craving mind. So when this craving comes, it must be either before or after the observing mind because the mind cannot be doing two things at the same time. There cannot be two minds at the same time. So the Sarvāstivadin said sarvam asti or all dhammas exist, used this as proof. So when we can tell that we have a craving mind during observation but while doing observation our mind cannot be doing something else. We cannot be having two minds or two functions of the mind at the same time but then we can observed that we are having craving. That means the craving is either in the past or craving of the past or craving of the future.  Craving of the future means for example when we think of a bar of chocolate, then we say we want to eat chocolate, then our mind tells us that is craving. But this craving has not arisen in us yet, just that we are anticipating that we are going to have a craving mind when we see this bar of chocolate.  Craving of the past means that just now I thought of a bar of chocolate and feel like eating it, since I have observed it now that the object is in the past. The difference is whether the craving has already arisen or we are anticipating that this is going to happen to us. So the Sarvāstivadin said since we can observe craving, that means we cannot observe present carving as it arises because the mind at the moment is being occupied by craving. The function of the mind has become craving or craving mind. So we can only observed what has occurred in the past or craving in the past moment or future craving. So Sarvāstivadin said, that showed past dhammas exist and still have causal efficiency. Secondly because the Buddha also mentioned that when mental object comes to our mind then we have mental consciousness. Think about the time when we recollect the past, for example the durian we ate last night. Because according to the Sarvāstivadin, we can think about the durian we ate last night, the object on our mental consciousness, therefore it shows that the durian of the past still exist because it can cause our mental consciousness to arise. So it exists in this sense and is causally efficient. So they have the logic and scriptural proof to validate their assertion. Since we can have consciousness of what is past and what is future, past and future dharmas must be existent. So past and future dhammas exist just as present dhamma exists. They said present dhammas are exercising its function now. The difference between future and past dhamma is that future dhamma has not exercise their function and past dhamma has exercise their function and present dhammas is exercising its function now. We will discuss more details when we come to the school of Sarvāstivada but now just have an idea how these schools articulate their views. 

2. Karma and retribution – karma and its fruits or result cannot happen in the same moment. By definition, whatever we do the result will be at least one moment later. We cannot say that when we do something and the result happen at the same time. By the very definition of action and consequences, the cause is probably followed by the result. For example I killed a cat and the cat died, the death of the cat comes a few moment after I stab it with a knife. Say for example using the karma theory, the cat comes back for revenge, it would not happen now but somewhere in the subsequent lives. But in subsequent lives, if there is no past karma, what brought about the result? There must be some past action that leads us to present result. So the action of killing must be real otherwise it will not give us the result. This is a way of looking at past actions. Another way of looking is when we have past karma whose result arises because of this action, that prove that this karma and its fruit is linked. This karma when done and we come to its fruition, from the point of view of the result the karma would still exist otherwise where does the result come from? It cannot be causeless as the result is due to the past karma. But at this point in time it (past karma) is still causally efficient and that shows that past karma still exist although it exists in the past mode. Present karma (the act of killing in the above example), future karma (action that we have not done before) and also past karma (having killed the cat in the above example). So karma fruit exists at the point of result of arising just that it is in the past mode. But by our definition of causally efficient, past karma exist and is causally efficient and therefore it is real. Therefore past dhammas are real. 

3. This next proof has to do with our spiritual practice. Only when we come to the stage of Arahanthood, when we are finished with all raga, dosa and moha, then the mind is no longer defiled. Even before that the third stage of sainthood, Anāgāmi, or the first stage of sainthood, the Sotāpanna, although raga, dosa and moha is weaken but still have them. The special faculty of sainthood is that they are endowed with five spiritual qualities, namely faith, right effort, right thought, right concentration and wisdom. Sotāpanna still have raga, dosa and moha but they have weaken them as compared to ordinary being. So when Sotāpanna see a durian they still will have craving, and according to the Sarsvāstivadin, the Sotāpanna will still have the five qualities even though they have craving. This shows that when the five special qualities are not present during a craving mind that does not mean that they are there. That means what is not present is not equal to not real. Therefore past and future dhammas are still real.  

Can you produce the above when I ask you in the exam? 

Because the Sarvāstivādin says that all past, present and future dhammas are all real, in short, all exist or sarvam (all) asti (exist). That is why they are called Sarva – asti –vada = Sarvāstivāda, the school that advocates all exists. From the name we can deduce their fundamental standpoint. Vibhajyavāda is the school that advocates discrimination. 

Later the Sarvāstivāda broke away from the Sthiravāda (Theravāda) as shown in lesson 1. The first split from the Theravādin are the Vibhajyavāda and Sarvāstivāda. Those (Sthiravāda) who are left behind, who neither agrees with the Vibhajyavāda or the Sarvāstivāda, is still intact and is later called Haimavāda. (Haima means snow). Nobody knew what happen to the Haimavāda because the two subsets were very influential and especially later on the Sarvāstivāda came to be known as The Abhidhammical school. Vibhajyavādin gradually become quite influential especially in Avanti area. But when we come to the time of the Sarvāstivāda, known as the premium Abhidhamma school, the Vibhajyavāda lost its influence and no mention was made in the Sarvāstivāda’s text about the Vibhajyavāda. In fact the oldest name mentioned in the Sarvāstivāda’s text by the 5th century A.D was the Sautrāntika and Vibhajyavāda seems to have disappeared. But they were very influential in Sri Lanka by the subsect known as Tāmrasātīya. Under the Vibhajyavāda there are four subsects, namely Mahīsāsaka, Dharmaguptuka, Kasyapīya and Tāmrasātīya. So in mainland India the Vibhajyavāda gradually lost its influence. 

Kathāvatthu

The Kathāvatthu was supposed to be a very influential Abhidhammical book, sets out to criticize all the other sects except its own tradition, which is the Vibhajyavāda. In the very first chapter is the criticism of the idea of sarvam asti or the school of Sarvāstivāda and theories of all other schools. As recorded in the Mahāvamsa, during the 3rd Buddhist Council when king Asoka was in power, there are many heretic monks who joined the Buddhist Sangha and corrupted the Sangha so badly that no uposatha was carried out for 7 years. King Asoka was requested to do something about it and he appointed an elder monk called Thera Moggalliputra Tissa and he convened a council. The king collaborated with Thera Moggalliputra and questions all the monks at Asokarama about what is the correct Buddha’s teaching and the answer should be Vibhajyavāda. If any of these heretic monks answered otherwise they will be made to disrobe and leave the Sangha. By this effort the Sangha is purged of all heretic monks and they would hold uposatha again and at the conclusion they recited the Tripitaka again. Thera Moggalliputra Tissa recorded the proceedings and complied a book called Kathāvatthu. 

However scholars said that there are some controversies over Kathāvatthu and they are:

1) In Kathāvatthu all the other sects like Sarvāstivāda, Puggalavāda, Vatsiputrīya and so on are being criticized. These sects, especially like Puggalavādin and Vatsiputrīya were not even established during the time of King Asoka. During the time of king Asoka probably there were only sects like Vibhajyavādin and Sarvāstivādin and their sub-sects were not even existent yet. If the Kathāvatthu criticized them that showed that they must have existed but in actual fact they have not. Therefore the Kathāvatthu could not be a product of the time of Asoka. It would probably be at least one or one and a half century after the establishment of Vibhayjavāda and Sarvāstivāda. 

2) It is only in the Mahāvamsa of the Pali tradition that the 3rd Buddhist Council was mentioned but all the other records of all other schools did not mentioned the 3rd Buddhist Council. This shows that if there is a 3rd Buddhist Council it probably be just a Vibhajyavādin council and not really involving the whole Buddhist community. 
3) Then there is the question of purging the Sangha and the process seems too simplistic by asking only the teaching of the Buddha and the corresponding answer should be Vibhajyavādin. In addition from the Mahāvamsa his minister started killing monks for defiling orders. So such account seems arbitrary as king Asoka was a good king and a good Buddhist and he would not killed anyone let alone monks. So this was too simplified story to account for the emergence of Vibhajyavādin and the correct orthodox school. 
So the above are some points that scholars raised regarding the authenticity of the Kathāvatthu. 

So this leads us back to the main question of what the Buddha meant by ultimately real? So now we have a decent idea of the various schools on this question. The Vibhajyavādin branched off with 4 schools and the Sarvāstivādin also branched off into few other schools and probably Kathāvatthu would have come very much later. But probably because of some interpolation or extrapolation on the part of the Mahāvamsa some facts got mixed up and the Kathāvatthu was listed as during the time of king Asoka. So this is the history part of the Vibhajyavādin. 

We cannot say that either schools is right or wrong but they are looking at the Buddha’s teachings from different point of views. The Vibhajyavādin claimed that only the present is real started off from the position of the individual experience. To an individual to get sense data from the outside world is only through contact between the sense organ and corresponding sense object. Therefore there is sense consciousness and the whole process of mental activity starts. And contact can only happen in the present and therefore the Vibhajyavādin will look at all this process and said only present is real and only present can give us causally efficient process. So for the Vibhajyavādin only the present is real and the past and future has nothing to do with present contact and therefore they are not real. But for the Sarvāstivāda they don’t just look at whole world from the individual perspective and they are more objective in looking at things while the Vibhajyavādin are more subjective in the sense of defining from the individual living being point of view. For the Sarvāstivada they are more objective in the sense from their extreme dhamma theory when they look at the whole world as nothing but dhamma. Even the individual is a conglomerate of dhammas, citta is a dhamma, mind is a dhamma and everything else is dhamma. Citta, cetasika, rūpa, vedanā, saññā and viññāna are all dhammas for the Sarvāstivāda. So even without the citta coming into play (as citta is the objective aspect of all dhamma and all other dhammas are being understood to exist because citta recognized or cognized them) all other dhammas arise and passed away on their own. But because there is this citta that interact with all dhammas so we understand that this is present dhamma, that is future dhammas and that is past dhammas and all other labels as these dhammas have effect on the citta. So from this explanation we can say the Sarvāstivāda is more objective in looking at the whole universe. 

So none of these schools is more right or wrong. It is a matter of looking from different angles. For example looking at a diamond from different angles we will see lights in a different way and we cannot say that only one side is the real diamond and all other sides are not real. 

Kāsyapīyas’ proposition
Then there is a little technical problem when we come to further split from these two big schools. According to the northern sources and the southern Pali tradition, Kāsyapīya actually should belong to the Sarvāstivāda school but in Venerable Yin Shun’s work Kāsyapīya was a sub-sect of the Vibhayjavādin. This is not a major problem. But what is special about this school is that they tried to moderate and combined the teachings of these two schools. Kāsyapīya agreed that present dhammas are real which the other two schools also agreed. They also agreed partly with the Sarvāstivāda that past dhammas or karmas that had not given fruit are real. They also agreed with the Vibhajyavāda that the rest are not real, which is future dhammas and past dhammas that had given fruit are not real. They agreed with both schools that present dhammas are real and also they agreed with the Vibhajyavāda that future dhammas are not real. What they disagreed with both schools are past dhammas. To them some past dhammas are real and some are not real. Those past dhammas that had given fruit are not real and those past dhammas that are not given fruit are real. One type of fruit is vipāka-hetu (cause) and vipāka-phala (fruit). For example killing the cat is vipāka-hetu and the cat comes back for revenge is called vipāka-phala. So when the past cause, which is vipāka-hetu, has not bear its fruit, vipāka-phala, so those past cause will still have causal efficiency. Those past dhammas that had given fruit no longer had causal efficiency therefore they are not real. Another example is mind and mental concomitant, which is another causal relationship. Let say I have faith, which is cetasika, in the Buddha and therefore because of this faith I have a wholesome mind. If this faith becomes stronger and causes me to renounce to join the Sangha, then this faith is called past dhamma that has given fruit. If on the other hand if this faith is not so strong and my citta got influence by other cetasikas like craving then I did not renounce. So because of the change there is no result yet then this past faith has not given its fruit. According to the Kāsyapīya this past faith is real because they will bear its fruit later because they are still causal efficient. 

So this is how the Kāsyapīya tried to combine these two schools but the Tāmrasātīya still remain the original Vibhayjavāda unlike the Kāsyapīya. So Kāsyapīya is a kind of special school, whether they originate from the Vibhayjavāda or Sarvāstivāda is not a problem as they are special in their own right. If they come from Sarvāstivāda then at least they tried to understand Vibhayjavāda and if the come from Vibhayjavāda they tried to blend with Sarvāstivāda’s idea. But if according to records they really come from Sarvāstivāda then the kāsyapīya must have “defected’ to the Vibhayjavāda camp since they still make a distinction in past dhamma, therefore they can no longer belong to the Sarvāstivāda. 

Common Vibhayavādin characteristics

1) The Theravādin as compared to the Mahāsaṃghika as a whole is less liberal that means they are more conservative. When we said Theravādin it is not just the Vibhayjavādin alone as the Sarvāstivādin is also part of the Theravādin. Hence nobody can claim the orthodox Theravāda camp. For example the Tāmrasātīya who is very popular in Sri Lanka cannot claim to be the pure Theravāda as it is only a sub-sect of Vibhayjavādin, so are the kasyapīya and the others. The Vibhayjavādin are more conservative and they were generally followers of established teachings especially in Abhidhamma they would like comment and explain the suttas. Anything they find in the suttas they will just elaborate than compared to the Mahāsaṃghika, who will invent new ideas/concepts so much so that  Mahāsaṃghika became influential for the Mahāyana. They are more analytical and systematic compared to the Mahāsamghika who are more creative to new ideas and not so analytical.

2) They are more vinaya-centered than other sects but they are not the only school that is vinaya-centered. The Mahāsaṃghika has their own vinaya as we learned in the Mahavāstu. For a school to be recognized they must have their own Tipitaka which include the vinaya-pitaka. 

3) Abhidhammic-style: conformist, analytical. The Theravāda has 121 types of citta. This shows that put a lot of attention on analysis. In Buddhism, as compared to other religions, have concentrated a lot on the analysis of the mind. 
Vibhayjavādin Doctrines

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

2) Defilements – two types of defilements, namely manifested or active defilements (paryavasthana) and latent defilements (anusaya). Active defilements are not different from latent defilement. There are 7 latent defilements, namely rage, dosa, moha, pride, doubt, delusion and craving for existence. The latent defilements are huge category for example under anger, there is a different between irritation and wrath. Once we feel irritation that is active defilement and the latent defilement is like now we don’t feel any anger yet for us to have anger. But that does not mean that we have no anger, just that it is lying dormant. With the right conditions anger in us will manifest like mild irritation or in a very serious stage will be wrath. When they don’t have the right conditions for them to manifest they are called anusaya or latent defilement. When they are activated into something that is occupying being central important to our mind it is called paryavasthana or active defilements. 

The following three points below are made from the Sarvāstivāda point of view especially the last point when a often ask question is whether can a arahant retrogress. 

a) Latent defilements are the seeds (potential) of active defilements; the active state of latent defilements are known as paryavasthana

b) Latent defilements are so subtle that they are not conjoined with the mind but when they become active, they are conjoined with the mind

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

The Sarvāstivādin said that arahant could fall back but not to ordinary people. They can fall back to the spiritual qualities of any of the lower stages of sainthood like Anāgāmi, Sakadāgāmi or Sotāpanna but they will not fall further than Sotāpanna. Once a saint, at least a Sotāpanna, one will no longer go back to be a ordinary human being but an arahant can fall back to a lower stage of sainthood. The Sarvāstivādin has their reason and we may discuss it when we have the time during the lesson on Sarvāstivāda.

The Vibhajyavādin said absolutely no that an arahant would never retrogress. One of their reason is that for someone to retrogress there must be paryāvasthāna or active defilement. If an arahant did not have even anusaya or latent defilement how can there be paryāvasthāna or active defilement. If there is no active defilement how can there be retrogression? Therefore the Vibhayjavādin said that an arahant will never retrogress but the Sarvāstivādin disagreed with that. 

3) Karma -  we discuss in details next week due to the lack of time.
Contributions

When the Sarvāstivādin came to the premium Abhidhammic school the Vibhayjavādin was not very active as the Sarvāstivādin’s text seldom talked about them. The Sarvāstivāda and the Sautranitka were the two most active sects involved in philosophical debates between each other when they came to the 5th century A.D. 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. 

The sub-sect, Tāmrasātīya managed to preserve the tradition of Vibhayjavādin very well and they serve as a counter-part to our understanding of Buddhism from the Pali tradition point of view compared to all the northern records. This serves to enhance our understanding of Buddhism at that time and made it more complete with the existence of Pali tradition, the Vibhayjavādin – Tāmrasātīya tradition. That is one big contribution in term of tracking down philosophical development. 

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 Asoka times.
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