Early Buddhism – Lecture 4

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/

Dependent Origination – Part I

Dependent Origination (DO) also deals with suffering and cessation of suffering. 

Another name for DO is Conditioned Origination or 

Paticca (because of or depending on) – Samuppāda (arising) = dependent arising.

Definition of Dependent Origination :

Progressive order (origination of suffering)
Imasmim sati, idam hoti = when this is present, that comes to be or 

        when “A” is present, “B” comes to be

Imassa uppādā, idam uppajjati = with the arising (originates) of this, that arises (originates)

Regressive order (cessation) :

Imasmim asati, idam na hoti = when this is not present, that does not comes to be

Imassa nirodhā idam nirujjhati = with the cessation of this, that ceases to be

This theory can be applied to every teaching of the Buddha. Buddhism explained everything with this theory, be it Buddhist ethics, Buddhist psychology etc..

It is NOT correct to say that this is a Theory of Causality. This is a Theory of Conditionality.

Idappaccayata = the fact of being conditioned.

Theory of Causality = “A” is the cause of “B”. This means “A” has the power to create “B”. This implies the notion of substance, which Buddhism rejects. Buddhism recognizes anatta, absent of substance. Buddhism does not recognize any substance, that is something that can persist on its own. Therefore when “A” causes “B”, it means “A” creates “B” and “A” is a substance by itself.

Wrong views or interpretations

1) Vasavatti – vāda = “cause” totally influence its “effect” Therefore “cause” is a substance and has the power to create. “A” cause “B”. But in the theory of DO, the Pali word used is “imasmin”. If the “effect” comes from “cause” then the correct Pali word should be “imasmā”

2) Parinamavāda = cause gradually evolve into its effect = the theory of evolutionary causation. Example yarn gradually evolves into cloth.

The Theory of DO is not similar to Vasavatti-vāda or Parinamavāda. Buddha said DO is the heart of his teachings. He who has insight into DO has the heart of his Dhamma, whether it is ethics, psychology etc… Any aspects of his Doctrine we will find the doctrine of DO.

What Buddhism rejects in the context of Dependent Origination

1) Sassatavada and Ucchedavada. Buddhism transcends Sassatavada and Ucchedavada on the basis on DO. Buddhism began by rejecting sassatavada on its religious view of life, which recognize some form of spiritual entity within us. Buddhism is not spiritualistic, does not recognize spirit within us. It also rejected ucchedava because it considers man as material, reducible to matter. 

Sassatavada recognize a permanent entity while “paticca” means becoming of, or depending on. This goes against the notion of permanent entity. Therefore “paticca” rejects sassatavada. 

“samuppāda” = rejects ucchedavada as ucchedavada means complete annihilation after death of body, an abrupt end to life. In Buddhism, life has no abrupt beginning and no abrupt end. By rejecting both views, Buddhism transcends both by going beyond extremes.

2) Sabbam atthi (everything exists) and Sabbam natthi (nothing exits). Also called

Atthitā = notion of existence and natthita = notion of non-existence.

Atthitā means absolutism, notion of absolute existence. Natthita means nihilism or reductionism (reduce everything to nothingness), notion of absolute non-existence.

In Buddhism everything is a process and no “being” (which is a static, fixed, constant) but only “become” (which is dynamic, continuity)

Actually atthita is closely connected to sassatavada and natthita is closely connected to ucchedavada

In Buddhism, a phenomenon arises depending on the arising of some other phenomena. A human person is just a psycho-phenomena depending on the arising of the five aggregates. Buddhism is totally concerned with individual existence, more specifically about man existence from within and not what is external to us.

3) Sabbam (everything) ekattam (unity) = monism (modern term)

and 

Sabbam (everything) puthuttam (many or plurality, multiplicity, diversity) = pluralism (modern term

Monism means reduce diversity into one reality. Only ONE true reality and the rest are apparent reality. In monism you reject diversity and only recognize one basic principle. For example, Hinduism only recognizes one reality, the cosmic soul and all others are only illusions. It actually reduces diversity into unity.

On the other hand, pluralism expands from “one” to “many” factors and recognizes these “many” factors as independent entities.

In explaining human personality, Buddhist used the five aggregates. Is Buddhism a form of pluralism? No. Buddhism uses analysis and synthesis. If you accept only analysis, then you end up in pluralism. This is the danger of analysis. If you accept only synthesis then you end up in monism.

If you recognize both analysis and syntheses then you will end up rejecting both. Why? Because then it transcends both by going beyond the two extremes and this is what Buddhism does. Synthesis is done by DO and analysis is done by the five aggregates.

Analysis = Bheda

Synthesis = Sangaha

Both methods complement each other. If you use both then you avoid the belief in unity and diversity or monism and pluralism.

Buddhism in explaining causality of human experiences refers to four other wrong views. 

The experience of pain and pleasure. 

Why does man have to experience pain and pleasure? 

This is a legitimate question. 

There are four theories found in the Pali text:

1) Sayam-kata = self caused

2) Param-kata = other caused

3) Both (ca) Sayam-kata and Param-kata = combination of both

4) Asayamkaram and aparamkatam adhiccasamuppanna = Negation of both

1) Theory of self-causation

Sayam-kata = self-caused is a theory of self-causation, another view of sassatavada, which recognize a permanent entity. Buddha said “so patisamvedeti”

So karoti (he does) so patisamvedeti (he himself experience)

This means agent and experience are the same. This implies the recognition of self-entity, an atman. What my present self does, it experience later or the next moment. If “I” experience both pain and pleasure, it implies recognition of a permanent agent within us. The agent experiences both pain and pleasure. The agent is myself. My true self experiences the world through the five senses. If you recognize a permanent entity as the agent, then what “I” do means what “I” will experience. There is an absolute “I”, a doer and its experience. This implies “what I sow is what I reap”.

2) Theory of external causation

Other caused = theory of self-causation. If you understand the first theory above you understand this theory as well. The only difference is the agent now is an external force or power. It is this external principal or power that cause your experience. We have no control over the external power because it is external to us and completely governs us. If I experience pain and pleasure, it is not a part played by me, but by an external force or principal exercising power over me. There are many theories on this external causation. They are:

1) Issara (creator) – nimmāna (creation) = creator God. Whatever we experience is by that creator God. Everything is determine by creator God = Theistic Determinism. This implies that we cannot go against it and this creator God determines everything.

2) Nigativāda = Strict Determinism = Fatalism. Our whole life is determined by fate. We are govern by fate alone and cannot change, therefore fatalistic.

3) Sabbam Pubbekata-hetu =  Karmic Determinism. Everything is due to past kamma. Kamma becomes our fate. If completely determine by our past kamma, there is no way out. Buddhist rejects such a view.

There are many more theories on the theories of external forces explained in the Sutta. Please refer to them for more details.

3) Combination of Both

For self-caused = añño karoti = “A” does, “A’ experience.

For external-caused = añño patisamvedeti = “A” does, ‘B” experience.

Although man here is created by God, they have some freedom to allow leeway for self-caused at times. This is a combination of both causes. We need not discuss further on the combination of both because self-caused and external caused are incorrect so a combination of both is also incorrect. 

4) Negation of Both

Adhicca samuppanna =  meaning the Theory of Fortuitous Origination… fortuitous = happen haphazardly by chance, arise haphazardly. It is the opposite of “Paticca Samupanna”. In Buddhism paticca samuppāda rejects all forms of causality, including  self-caused, external caused, combination of both.  All these theories of causation cannot form or explained the basis for moral practices. 

After rejecting these theories, Buddha said:

Paticcasamuppannam Sukha-dukkham

What I experience is due to DO. Why? Because if, I experience what I experience, there is no permanent entity. It is the experience of DO. There is this experience, but without an agent that experience. If there is an agent, it is created by us. 

Please ponder for a moment to understand what we experience through the DO. 

For more detail explanation on this please read, “Clearing the Path” by Bhikkhu Nanavira. This is said to be the best book in this century.

Absolute Origin of the world

Some tried to explained human experiences by explaining the origin of the world.

Pubbantakappika = dealing with the origin of the world = theory that has a known beginning of the world.

DO is not about causality. It does not go to the first cause or origin. Buddhism does not see the purpose of origin of things. No reason to believe that there is a beginning of everything. For example the origin of a “table”. DO explained how things occur and not how thing began. “Given this, that arises”. DO is not a cosmological theory. Hence it is not a theory of beginning nor is it a theory of end.

Aparantakappika = these theories try to explain where we were and where are we going, a divine agenda on the final consummation of the world. It is as though we are moving towards a final goal in life, some form of final consummation. Buddhism does not go to the extreme questions of beginning or end of the world. All DO explain is how things occur or happen. If there is a cause that give rise to suffering, then eliminate the cause will eliminate the suffering. That is the theory of DO.

So far we have been looking at all these extreme views. Why does Buddha call the DO the middle doctrine? = majjhimā desanā (not a direct translation) from :

Tathagato majjhena dhammam deseti = from this explained the doctrine in the middle.

Buddha adopts the middle position to avoid the extremes. Middle means transcends the mutual opposition between each pair of extremes. Therefore Buddhism is of a higher level as it goes beyond these extremes.

What is morality in Buddhism?

Majjhimā Patipada = middle path.

Buddhism adopts the middle path does not mean moderation. As Buddhism arose as a critical response to sassatavada and ucchedavada, the Noble Eightfold Path is called majjhimā patipada = middle path.

If we know the middle doctrine (DO) and middle path (Noble Eightfold Path), we know all about Buddhism. When we are confronted with the extreme practices, we use the middle path to transcend both. And when we are confronted by extreme views, we use the DO to transcend both. “He who see the DO see the Dhamma”, said the Buddha.

Do is the central doctrine because all other doctrines are based on it, whether be it the analysis of the mind, Buddhist psychology or any others, there are all dependent on the Doctrine of DO. Why?

Aññatra paccayā natthi vinnānassa sambhavo

As part of condition, there is no arising of consciousness by itself. What we called consciousness is DO> Nothing is called consciousness without the arising of conditions. Consciousness is a relationship between sense organ and sense object only. When I have consciousness, be it eye, nose, ear, what it means is a relationship between one of my sense organ and sense data. Hence everything is based on conditions. Take for example Buddhist ethics, it is also based on DO. In Buddhist ethics, there is no lawgiver, no reward and punishment meted out by an authority. Each act is follow by its own consequence. Buddha is not a lawgiver, does not invent the law of nature or kamma, but merely discover them. Hence Buddhist ethics is different from all other ethics because of DO.

The Theory of Knowledge = epistemology =  explained how we get knowledge, sources of knowledge, means of knowledge etc.. Buddhism explained the theory of knowledge without an agent or inventor. There is no agent behind the knowledge in the context of DO. Hence all doctrine is based on the fundamental doctrine of DO. In the Buddhist books, all knowledge of experience can be explained by these orders. (Actually there are five orders but because one of them, Dhamma Niyāma (order of the norm) is not explained by causality we leave them out of our discussion here)

1) Utu Niyāma = Physical order 

2) Bīja Niyāma = Biological order

3) Kamma Niyāma = Moral order

4) Citta Niyāma = Psychological order

All these orders operate on DO. No one to propel them, they are self propel. What keep it going is self-propelled. It is self-propelled within each process and not external to the process. Everything in this universe operates depending on DO.

This lesson is not complete and will continue next week due to time constraint.
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