Early Buddhism – Lesson 2

This is my personal note on lecture by Emeritus Professor Karunadasa on Fundamental Doctrine of Early Buddhism. Early Buddhism is Module I 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/
Buddhist view of individual existence as shown by the Three Signata and Dependent Origination
THE PATH

Majjhimā Pātipadā – Noble Eightfold Path. Why middle? – aloof from the two extremes. It transcends the two extremes of :

1. Sensual Indulgence = Ucchedavada = Materialistic view of life

2. Self-Mortification = Sassatavada = spiritual view of life

By practicing the middle path or middle doctrine, it leads us to liberation. 

Buddha mentioned: Ubo ante anupagamma = Without entering into the both extremes

Majjhimā desanā – dependent origination. While the middle path is for us to practise in order to achieve liberation, the dependent origination is the explanation of the theory behind this practice. Similarly Ucchedavada is the theory or justification behind the practice of sensual indulgence and Sassatavada is the theory behind self-mortification.

THE PRACTICE

The practice of Buddhism begin with the abandoning of the two extremes :

1. Spiritualist (duality) – all other religions except Buddhism because they believe in the eternal soul.

2. Materialist (non-duality) – self = body.

Psychological Moods

From the Samyutta Nikhaya, it was mentioned that human being have the inclination to cling on to one of these views or oscillate between these two views:

1. Spiritualist - When times are bad we tend to be more spiritualistic.

2. Materialist - When we are happy and prosperous we tend to be materialistic in life

These two streams of thought persist throughout history of human thought. They are also known as psychological moods. Hence rich countries take religion less seriously and poor countries take religion more seriously due to these two psychological moods that governs us in thinking.

What is unique about Buddhism is the ability to transcend both of these two extreme thoughts.  The Buddha understood the pitfalls of these two thoughts and practices and able to transcend them.

Concept of a Person or Human Personality

These two extreme views can be referred to as human personality as they reflect the moods of a person.

Concept of a Person – Who are we? What is man? What is a person?

For the spiritualist - a person is his permanent soul or his true self. 

For the materialist - self and body is the same, hence a person is just his physical self or body.

1. The Physical Self = Ucchedavada

2. The Metaphysical Self = Sassatavada

Buddhism is very much concern with the nature of human existence or personality. Buddha discards both these two extreme views on human personality. If Buddhism does not recognized Sassatavada and Ucchedavada then Buddhism rejects both theories of Physical Self and Metaphysical Self as well. Then what are Buddhist arguments for non-self? Why is Buddhism the only philosophy that does not recognize a self?

Anattā or Buddhist Doctrine of Non-Self

Attā means self, ego, soul etc. Anattā means non-self, no ego, no soul and so on, hence it rejects the theory of physical self and metaphysical self. Buddhism is the only religion in this world that does not recognize the theory of self. In fact Buddhism is by definition not a religion because religion means a belief in creator god. This is a fundamental doctrine of Buddhism.

Reasons for Anattā :

1. Three Signs of Existence or Three Signata

a) Anicca = impermanence – by observation and not by logic. Can be proven by empirical investigation. There are two levels : i) Ordinary level – by our six senses. ii) Higher level – through meditation when mind is calm and concentrated. It begins with our experience which is constantly changing

b) Dukkha – suffering. If everything is continuously changing, it leads to suffering. There is nothing that we can call My True Self. If there is the true self then it should be fully controlled by the “Self” – no changes should take place 

c) Anattā = self-less-ness; non self – analysis of the human personalities ( 5 aggregates ). By definition a self is something permanent and free from suffering.

Other religions began their teachings with the beginning of the world or the end of the world. Buddhism began with the analysis of our real world, the world that we live in, which is continuously changing and in a constant state of flux. 

2. No Control

If there is a true nature or self within us we are able to control it as we are the owner. If we are able to control it as owner then there is no suffering. But we are unable to control it and there is suffering. It follows that since we are not able to control it then there is no true self as there is no ownership whatsoever. We ourselves are the possession rather than the possessor.

3. Analysis of Human Personality

Although Buddhism rejects the theory of a self and teaches the theory of non-self, anattā, it does not deny the existence of a human personality. Human personality can be analysed by breaking it down to five aspects.

a) Rūpa = Matter - material phenomena

b) Vedanā = feelings or sensation – pleasant, unpleasant, neutral

c) Saññā = perception – based on past experience & how we perceive

d) Sañkhāra = mental formations – dynamic – what we are driven by, motivational, volitional activities

e) viññāna = consciousness – how we become aware, cognition level.

Human personality can be represented by these five aggregates or pañca khandhas. These are NOT five things but five aspects of human personality. In Buddhism there are no “things” but all are “aspects”, which are not entities. 

If they are things or entity then we will be able to separate them. They cannot separate these “aspects”. For example we cannot separate the color or hardness of a pen or object. Both color and hardest are aspects that make up what we call a pen. These are called things or object or pen for the convenient of description. Hence these so called five aggregates are used for the convenient of describing human personality. They cannot be separated. They are interconnected, inter-related and interdependent on each other. They cannot exist alone by itself but must co-exist together at the same time. The analysis of each individual aggregate shows that there is no self as each is in a state of constant change. None can be identify as a self. Taken collectively all of them are in a constant state of flux, hence non- self since nothing is permanent.

4. Complete description of experience

The totality of our experience can be described by these five aggregates. Hence there is no need to postulate a self-entity to explain human personality. Whatever we experience can be explained by these five aggregates. All of our psychological experiences can be explained by affective dimension (represented by vedanā), cognitive dimension (represented by saññā and viññāṇa) and volitional dimension (sañkhāra). Our psychological experiences together with the material aspects (represented by rūpa) explained fully the human personality or the concept of a person.

1. Rūpa = material aspects

2. Vedanā = affective dimension – psychological 

3. Saññā ( Active ) = cognitive dimension – psychological – mind is trying to interpret & add to the perception & editing process. It appropriates the cognitions, the way you would see things.

4. Sañkhāra = volition dimension - psychological

5. Viññāṇa ( Receptive ) = cognitive dimension – psychological – neutral element: no good / bad 

In analysis, we divide human personality into five parts. However one of the danger in analysis is we tend to treat each part as independent entity by itself. However these five aggregates are not independent but dependent and inter-connected to each other. The reason for using these five aggregates is to show non-substantiality. In order to get rid of this danger we use synthesis. In the language of Abhidhamma, analysis is called Bheda and synthesis is called Saṅgāta. A statement of analysis is always supplemented with a statement of synthesis. What is analyzed must be synthesized. Therefore these five aggregates which are not independent but mutually dependent shows synthesis. Analysis shows non-substantiality and synthesis also shows non-substantiality as well. If each aggregate is constantly changing when anaylsed separately and   when synthesized together as a group is also changing constantly then it shows non-substantiality. The goal of Buddhism is actually a critique of the self as an entity. Buddhist philosophy demonstrates the false notion of self. Buddhist psychology tells us how this false notion of self arises and Buddhist ethics teaches us a way on how to get rid of this wrong belief of notion of self. While Buddhism is a critique of this notion of self, Nibbāna is the final attainment of non-self.

5.  Rooted in Psychology

If the belief in self-entity is wrong then why does this view prevails?

Buddhist answer to this question is the belief in this notion of self can be traced to psychological reasoning - The psychology of origin of view or the psychology of idealogy. In the time of the Buddha there are 62 such views and Buddha did not deny that these views exit but analysed each one individually and explain why they are wrong. The self-notion has a psychological origin. From a psychological point of view, this notion self can manifest in 3 ways:

1) This is mine = etam mama – due to tanha (craving), a desire to possess by declaring ownership. Directing the thoughts to the five aggregates.

2) This I am = eso hamasami – due to māna (conceit), a desire to identify oneself with the five aggregates and separate oneself from the rest of the crowd.

3) This is myself = eso me attā – due to diṭṭhi (wrong view), because of avijjā (delusion)

Ordinary person thinks and lives like this for all their lives. The “I” notion or the agent called “I” is use whenever we perceive our world through our six senses. I see, I hear, I touch, I taste, I smell and I think. From the Buddhist point of view, there is no person behind the seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, tasting and thinking.  The “I” is superimposing onto these six senses as we perceive and this “I” notion get embodied into the five aggregates. Hence the notion of self is entirely psychological from its origin. Therefore this “I” notion or self-entity is actually our own creation. We are our own creators. We can get rid of it only through Nibbāna. But as long as we are still in samsara, this will exist.

6. Pitfalls in Language

What leads to a separate self-entity is through pitfalls in language. We think what corresponds to every word is an entity. However the structure of the language does not corresponds to reality and a good example is the notion of self-entity. A disciple asked Buddha on who is the one who feels? 

Ko (who or which man) Vedeti (to feel) – who is the one who feels? Who is this person? This question is phrased wrongly according to the Buddha as it assumes besides feeling, that there is a person behind the feeling. 

This question assumes that if there is a feeling there must be a “feeler”. If rephrased in the language of causality, then the question can be answered. “Depending on when does feeling arises” Answer is : “Depending on when sensory contact arises”. This is the language Dependent Origination.

Cakkhu (eye) Passati (to see) – “I see” for ordinary translation but correct statement is “ the eye sees” because when eye comes into contact with an eye object then eye consciousness arises. It also applies to ears consciousness, nose consciousness, tongue consciousness, body consciousness and mind consciousness. Therefore instead of “I see”, it is “eye sees”, “nose smells”, “ears hear”, “tongue tastes”, “body feels” and “thoughts think”. All these phenomena arise depending on the arising of another phenomena.

“I think”, “It rains”, “It thunders”, “It happens” – “It” has no reality, only a process. The process of raining. Therefore language can mislead us. However language is important because without language we cannot explain various phenomena. Therefore we can use language but must not cling to it.

Buddha: Aparāmasan voharah – use language without clinging to it. It’s only an instrument for expression

Dependent Origination

There is no separation of substance and quality in Buddhism. We cannot separate quality from a substance. Take for example is a pen, quality of black, solid etc cannot be separated from the pen itself. It is the sum total of its qualities that makes up a pen. In the same way human personality is sum total of all the five aggregates combined as a whole. Although Buddhism rejected the notion of self, it does not reject the existence of human personality. 

Qualities:  5 aggregates - Rūpa, vedanā, saññā, sañkhāra and viññāṇa. 

Substance: using the word “Self” is for convenient of description and does not possess the five aggregates. These five aggregates do not belong to self. They are not related to self but every aggregate is related to each other. This interconnectivity can be explained by the theory of Dependent Origination.

Who is the person according to the Buddha is the sum total of these five aggregates when they are arranged in a particular order. 

Example a heap of bricks is not a wall until they are arranged in a particular order. The concept of a person is explained when the five aggregates are organized by the dependent origination. Hence the concept of a person is a process and is dynamic because it is a constantly changing process of the five aggregates. What Buddha called a person cannot be reduced to mind or matter. Materialist view a person can be reduced to matter. 

Mind and matter are interdependent. 

Namarūpa paccaya viññāṇam

Viññāṇa paccaya namarūpam
Mind is dependent on matter and matter is dependent on mind.

A very important aspect of the five aggregates is that they are not only constantly changing but also changeable. If there is a true self in us then by definition it is not changeable. 

For the spiritualist if the true self is not changeable then religion cultivation is useless – already pure, the practice of moral life is not possible. 

For the materialist since self identify with the body then religious practice is not possible as the self is control by the body.

A danger here is if we completely think of no self then the practice of morality is not possible. Hence to deny absolutely that there is no self and to affirm absolutely there is a self is wrong. Hence you can truly understand and see anattā only through empirical investigation by meditation. Theoretical understanding through thinking is not good enough and you might get the wrong idea then your moral practice may suffer. So a fine balance is called for, just as a tiger holding its cub with its mouth, not too hard and not too soft. 

Danger of too much thinking in extreme belief without empirical investigation is:

Non-self = nihilism
Self = absolutism
Be Careful of False Teachings

Some Buddhist books that you will come across are written by scholars who teaches two kinds of self : 

a) Empirical Self = denied by Buddha from arguments presented above.

b) Transcendental Self = transcends empirical self. According to these scholars Buddha denied only the empirical self but not transcendental self. They say our true self is the transcendental self. In early Buddhism there is no such teachings. If there is a transcendental self then we should be able to observe or realized it either through our six sense bases or through higher mental concentration by meditation. From the Jhānic experience when we come out of it, we are able to tell what have we observed and everything that we have experienced can be analysed in details. In the highest level of concentration, we are not able to recognize the transcendental self. Since transcendental self cannot be empirically proven it does not exist. A must read book on this topic is - “Concept and Reality in Early Buddhist Thought” by Bhikkhu Nanananda.

Additional Explanation

The 5 aggregates or Panca Khandas can be further understood: 

1. Vinnana: consiousness

&




They are interdependent & will reciprocate with each other

2. Nama Rupa:          

             annamanna : mutual

Nama refer to the five mental factors, which will always arise with the consciousness:

a) Phassa – sensory contact

b) Vedana – feelings or emotions

c) Sanna – perceptions

d) Cetana – volitions

e) Manasikara – mental attention

Therefore Nama includes: Vedana, Sanna & Sankhara ( they are the 5 mental factors )

Rupa refer to the matter

Vinnana belong by itself under: consciousness

The root of existence can be found in the Majhima Nikhaya
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