Early Buddhism – Lecture 5

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 II

This is a continuation of last week lesson on Dependent Origination (DO). As DO explained individual existence, it has no substance. According Buddhism there is no substance either within us or outside us. In other words there is no agent. For example, if my ear can hear, it means my ear becomes a substance. Therefore in Buddhism there is no substance, no agent, and no independent discrete entity. In fact there is no ”things” but only “aspects”.

How to reconcile the Suttas, where there are many instances where such terms as “things” or “entity” are being used?

Sometimes such terms such as entity, agent, and substance… are being used. No, problem. Buddha said his teachings are of two types.

1) Nītattha = a statement whose meaning is drawn out = a clear definitive statement, direct, straightforward which can be understood literally. For example all conditioned things are impermanent

2) Neyyattha = a statement whose meaning has to be drawn out = meaning of the statement has to be interpretated or drawn out according to the context of the paragraph.

Nitattha must be understood as Nitattha and not as Neyyattha. Neyyattha must be understood as Neyyattha and not as Nitattha. If you confuse the two then you are misrepresenting the words of the Buddha. The Buddha said that if you confuse these two, you are misrepresenting his doctrine. So Buddha is very much concern with the misrepresentation of his doctrine. Not accepting his doctrine was not his main concern but he was more concern with someone misrepresenting his doctrine

If we go through the Pali Suttas, all statements are either Nītattha or Neyyattha. So if you understand these two distinctions, then there is no tendency to misrepresent his doctrine. However some scholars in their hurry sometimes interpret Neyyattha as Nītattha. All statements referring to things, substance, entity..are Neyyattha.

Why not use all Nītattha? That is not possible, because of the structure of language goes against the principle of DO. All language assumes that there are things, entity, and substance. For example, It rains. Anyone discover who is “it”? Nothing corresponds to the word “it”. This subject “it” cannot be found in nature. Each sentence has a subject and a predicate. But this kind of language goes against the principle of DO. So if Buddha used only Nītattha without Neyyattha then there will be a breakdown of communication. He has to resort to convention in the use of language in communication. If it is necessary to resort to convention, then it is necessary to take precaution not to be misled.

One day his disciple asked Buddha : 

Ko vedeti = Who is it that feels?

What prompts his disciple to asked this question is that he thought if there is a feeling then there is an agent behind the feeling.

Buddha said this question is not properly phrased or worded. This is a problem with the structure of the language. I feel, he feels, and they feel. Therefore there must be someone behind the feeling. Hence he was misled by the structure of the language.

The question has to be rephrased in the language of DO. The question should be rephrased in this manner  :

Depending on what is their feeling? The answer is “depending on sensory contact, there is feeling.

Eyes see, ears hear, nose smells…all these sentences are wrong as it assumes an agent behind hearing, seeing smelling…. But in the language of DO, ‘depending on my ear and depending what is audible, some sound, arises ear-consciousness. But this form of language is cumbersome. To help conform to the language for ease of communication and to resolve this problem, Buddha said :

Aparamassam voharati = used of language without clinging to it. Language is only a means, because without language we cannot communicate. Language is indispensable. Language is only a means, an instrument, not the final goal, just like the Dhamma, is only a means not the final goal.

In the Pali commentaries,

1) Vinnānam (cognition) vijānati (cognizes) = this kind of statement is called kattu-sādhana = assumes an agent for the purpose of defining a statement. Therefore cognition cognizes, cognition is considered as an agent. It is a tentative provisional definition. It is for the purpose of defining the statement. The purpose is for convenient of explanation. It is a tentative provisional definition because it goes against the principle of DO. In the Pali commentaries, this statement assumes a distinction between the agent and action. You assume a distinction when there is none.

2) Vijanati etena iti vinnanam = cognition is that by which one cognizes. This is called karana-sādhana = make use of cognition to accomplish something. Here cognition is used as an instrumental means. But this goes against the principle of DO because cognition becomes an entity. You find this type of statement in the Suttas and commentaries> the commentators said they used such statement not because they are correct or true but for the convenient of explanation. But they are used only for defining the statement. They are tentative provisions.

3) Vijānana-mattam eva vinnānam = cognition is the mere act of cognizing. This does not assume two things – agent or action. In the first two statements, you find an agent and an action perform by the agent. Here in this statement there is no such assumption of agent or action, but only a process. This is called Bhāva-sādhana. This is the correct expression and does not violate the principle of DO.
Definition of DO
Progressive order : origination of suffering

1)  Avijjā – paccayā – sankhāra = dependent on ignorance is volitional activities.

All volitional activities are conditioned by ignorance. Volitional activities are motivated activities. Motivated by what? Motivated by self-interest. The “I” interest. In samsara all activities are conditioned experience. Avijjā is ignorance, not ignorance of mundane things but reality. Avijjā means not understanding the nature of actuality or reality. Therefore when we do not understand the nature of reality, we act blindly, without wisdom and our action are driven by self-centered motives. We are alienated from reality, separated from reality, just act without knowing the true reality. All our volitional activities are conditioned by ignorance.

2)  Sankhāra – paccayā – viññānam = dependent on volitional activities is consciousness.

There are six kinds of consciousness – eye-consciousness, ear-consciousness, nose-consciousness, tongue-consciousness, body-consciousness and mind-consciousness. If there are six sense organs then there are six kind of consciousness. All our experience through the six senses is conditioned by ignorance.

3) Viññāna – paccayā – nāma-rūpa = dependent on consciousness is nāma-rūpa.

What is nāma – rūpa?

Nāma =

a) Phassa = sensory contact.

b) Vedanā = feeling.

c) Saññā = perception.

d) Cetanā = volition

e) Manasikara = mental attention.

Can nāma exist without consciousness? No. These five factors of nāma are dependent on consciousness and in turn, consciousness is dependent on nāma. These five factors are necessary when consciousness arises.

Rūpa =

What is rūpa? Rūpa is the material phenomena – material eye, material nose , material ear, material tongue, material body and mind. Without material eye, there is no eye-consciousness. Without eye-consciousness even with the material eye there is no sight. Hence senses (nāma) and sense organs (rūpa) are dependent on consciousness and in turn consciousness is dependent on nāma- rūpa.

Nāma-rūpa – paccayā – viññāna = dependent on nāma-rūpa is consciousness.

Hence they are interdependent, reciprocal and mutually dependent. They are the nature of things and cannot be explained further on why they are mutually dependent.

A) Viññāna    )        A is dependent on B & C

B) Nāma )     )         B & C are dependent on A

C) Rūpa  )
     They are interdependent & will reciprocate with each other. annamanna : mutual.

These three factors represent the five aggregates. How?

Rūpakkhandha = aggregate of material

            Nāma 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 Nāma includes: Vedanā, Saññā & Sankhāra ( they are the 5 mental factors )

Viññāna belong by itself under: consciousness.

On other words, at any moment, there cannot be an individual without these five aggregates. In analysis we cannot go beyond these factors – viññāna, nāma and rūpa. They cannot be reduced further and viññāna cannot be reduced to nāma-rūpa and vice-versa. Hence the five aggregates cannot be separated and they are mutually interdependent, arise together and cease together.

4) Nāma-rūpa – paccayā – satāyatanam = dependent on nāma-rūpa is the six sense-bases – eye, nose, ear, tongue, body and mind.

5) Salayatana – paccayā – phasso = dependent on six sense-bases is sensory contact.

6) Phassa – paccayā – vedanā = dependent on sensory contact is feeling.

7) Vedanā – paccayā – tanhā = dependent on feeling is craving or desire.

8) Tanhā – paccayā – upadanam = dependent on carving is clinging or grasping.

9) Upadana – paccayā – bhavo = dependent on clinging is becoming.

10) Bhava – paccayā – jati = dependent on becoming is birth.

11) Jati – paccayā – jaramaranam – soka – parideva – dukkha – domanassupayasa – sambhavanti = dependent on birth is old age, sickness and death, sorrow, grief, lamentation, pain and despair.

12) Evametassa – kevalassa – dukkhakhandhassa – samudayo – hoti = Thus is the origination of this whole mass of suffering

All suffering can be traced to jati. Even in the Four Noble Truths, the definition of suffering began with Jati. The Pali commentators said that these twelve factors embrace rebirth. To them it explain past, present and future birth. These twelve factors or links of DO according to the Theravada tradition in the Pali commentaries, explain rebirth. However now some scholars do not accept this explanation. Paul Dhalke (German scholar) said this doctrine of DO refer to a person and not rebirth. Then Nanavira challenged the commentator’s account and he said these twelve factors refer to personal existence and not rebirth. Professor Karunadasa is agreeable to this view because to be born again or rebirth implies that one has to be born again as a human. Please do not be dogmatic. There is no direct evidence in the Suttas to show that doctrine of DO is an explanation of rebirth. Buddha has identified the doctrine of DO with his Dhamma. His doctrine is sanditthiko. If you know the doctrine of DO you know who you are, what you really are. You are a chain of twelve factors or links of DO. In each person at any given moment these twelve factors operate. This doctrine of DO refers to present birth. It implies a temporal sequence. It is not future birth. Hence it is not really an explanation of rebirth.

Progressive order : (origination)
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

These twelve factors or links explained the condition structure of existence. Our individual existence is a network of relations. If you break one link, the whole chain or process collapse.

Udāyi asked the Buddha about past and future rebirth. Buddha replied that let the past be past and let the future be future.

We are the twelve factors – the activation of these twelve factors at any given moment.

What is jati? – the most important factor.

Jati is birth but some commentators defined jati as rebirth. This is not correct. Jati is NOT biological birth. It has to be understood in the psychological sense. Buddhism explains what is actual present experience but commentaries explained the object of experience instead of just experience.

What is the cause of Jati?  Answer is Bhava. Then what is the cause of bhava? Answer is upādāna (clinging). There are four kinds:

1) Sensual pleasure

2) Rites and Ritual

3) Belief in Self – the most important factor.

4) Speculative view.

Why Jati is not biological birth?

We cling to belief in self = atavada. Cling to belief and not cling to self. The moment we cling to belief of self, notion of self, notion I was born into this world, birth, is because of clinging to the belief of self. Because of this idea of self or the belief of self leads us to the idea of existence, which is birth. Hence the idea of birth comes after the idea of self. So this idea of birth is a psychological one and not a biological one. When a person reached the Arahant stage, an arahant said, “birth is exhausted”. If it is a physical birth or biological birth then how can it be exhausted? What is exhausted is birth as a separate individual. All our suffering is due to this fact. Why? The notion of self, the idea of separate self and arising together is the idea of birth. The moment you eliminate the idea of separate self or entity, then the idea of birth and death is non-existence. Therefore when the belief of self is non-existence, then there is no more rebirth or birth or death. Whose birth? If there is non-self then whose birth? Whose death? So this is a very deep teaching, you have to reflect on it. This is our human predicament. 

This is how this mass of suffering arises and this is how the mass of suffering ceases. Each person is a chain of twelve factors of DO. Each person is paticca samuppada, a chain of twelve factors of DO.

Principle of causality is violated.

Avijjā – paccayā – sankhāra 

Sankhāra – paccayā – viññāna

Avijja precedes sankhāra and because of sankhāra there is viññāna. This kind of explanation implies an idea of precedence. But according to the sutta based explanation each factor arises concurrently or simultaneously. It is a network of relationships or relations. Professor Karunadasa is more inclined to this view.

However there is maybe one other argument that supports the traditional interpretation of DO, even Ven Bodhi support this view. The Theravada and Vajrayana schools of thoughts also accepted this view. Then again that is no argument. Why? Just because a particular interpretation is common to all schools of Buddhist thoughts, that does not necessarily mean that it is part of the original teaching of the Buddha. Now practically all schools said that everything is momentarily. But the Buddha never said that. All Buddha said was everything is annica. So the doctrine of impermanent can be explained on the basis on the theory of momentarily. It is a national language. So we come to understand the nature of reality not by observation but by reasoning, by our own reasons, by logical means. But early Buddhism said that through logical reasoning we cannot discover original facts. Logic is not a proper source of knowledge. What is logical truth may only conform to reality but may not be reality in itself. Just because an idea is common to Buddhist schools of thoughts does not necessarily mean that it is the original teachings of the Buddha.
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