Early Buddhism – Lecture 6

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/
Ethics – Theory and Practice of Moral Life – Part I

Theory of Moral Life

In this lesson we will discuss the theory of moral practice first and then the practice later. Even the Noble Eightfold Path began with Right View first before Right Action or Right Effort. In modern terminology, ethics means how we interact with others, but in Buddhism it has a deeper meaning than that. In Buddhism it includes purification of the physical, vocal and mental acts. 

The first thing we must know about Buddhist ethics is that it does not make a distinction between ethical teachings and religious teachings. For example, what is morally bad is not justified on religious ground. Religion said that killing is morally bad but it is alright to kill animal for sacrifice or war is morally bad but if it is holy war is alright. Therefore there is a contradiction between ethics and religion. In Buddhist ethics, what is morally bad is not justified on religious ground. Buddhist said killing is morally bad in every circumstances but for some other religions it is alright to kill if it is to defense their faith or holy war. So here there is a contradiction for them between ethics and religion. In Buddhism there is no such contradiction.

Buddhist ethics played an important role in Buddha’s sermon and discussion. When we speak of Buddhist ethics, there are three basic foundations on which all Buddhist moral teachings are based.

Three Basic Foundations

1) Kammavāda = recognition of moral life in the general sense. The recognition of a need to have moral life.

 If you recognize you have to do good things and avoid bad things then that is kammavāda. Any religion that recognizes the need for moral life is kammavāda. From the Buddhist point of view, all religions are kammavāda. All religions made a distinction between what is morally good and bad and the said you follow what is morally good and avoid what is morally bad. So kammavāda means exposition or recognition of moral life.

2) Kiriyavāda = recognition of efficacy of moral acts. Recognition of the consequences of moral acts. 
You recognize that there is a consequence of moral, acts. In other word, there must be a causal relations between what we do and what we reap or get back. Hence, there must be a total connection between what we do and what we reap, or what we sow is what we reap. There must be a total correlation between causal acts and its consequences. Otherwise there is no need to lead a moral life.
3) Viriyavāda = recognition of the need to have human effort in moral life. 
Viriya = human effort. The role of human effort. The role of the individual. The role of the person concern. Because if the person have no role to play then moral life is meaningless.
The first foundation recognizes the need to have moral life.

The second foundation recognizes the correlations between actions and its consequences.

The third foundation recognizes the need to have human effort in the practice of moral life. It provides the role of the individual in the practice of moral life. Because any ethical theory that does not provide for human effort, then the practice of moral life becomes meaningless.

Buddha said these three foundations are indispensable for any moral theory. Buddha said “ I am a Kammavādi, I am a Kiriyavādi and I am a Viriyavādi. All other religions claimed to be kammavāda. Buddhism has no problem with that. But the problem is will their kammavāda leads to the next two foundations? If it does not leads to the next two then morality collapse. This is the criticism by Buddhism. So kammavāda must necessarily leads to kiriyavāda and kiriyavāda must necessarily leads to viriyavāda. If one is missing the whole thing collapsed. So Buddha said that other religions established kammavāda but failed to develop into the next two foundations.

To understand the reason, Buddha referred to three sectarian views that exist during his time.

1) Sabbam issara-nimmāna hetu = Theistic Determinism = everything is due to the creation on the part of a creator god. Everything happens because of a creator god. There is some religion that said that whatever we experience is due to their creation. There is a divine agent at the external cause of our experience. If you believe that there is a creator god, then you also will believe everything you manage from him, all your experience is due to the creator god.

2) Sabbam pubbekata-hetu = Karmic Determinism = everything is due to past kamma. Everything that happens is due to past kamma. Everything is kammically determined.
3) Sabbam ahetu-appaccaya = Fortuitous Origination = everything is due to chance. Everything happens without any rhyme or reasons. Everything happens fortuitously.
Theistic Determinism means everything is predetermined because of a creator god.

Karmic Determinism means everything is determined by past kamma. 

These two views is said to be Strict Determinism. All what we all experience is determined by either a creator god or by past kamma. In this case do we have freedom to act? Can we justify kiriyavāda and viriyavāda? If that won’t hold, can you justify physical and moral principles? Because I am not responsible for what I do. Therefore man is not responsible for what he does but external force is responsible. Man becomes an instrument in the hands of the creator God. I am an instrument not the agent. Man becomes an instrument for moral action and not the agent. If he is not the agent then he is not responsible for what he does in the final analysis. In this case there is no causal relations for what we do and what we reap. There is no correlation between our actions and its consequences.  Both views failed to establish kiriyavāda. It also failed to establish viriyavāda because everything is strictly predetermined, cannot justify, as there is no role for individual to play. So things happen whether you like it or not. There is no role for the individual. Human effort is useless. That is why Buddha said merely educating kammavāda is not enough because you must justify the other two. These three foundations are interconnected, if one collapses the other two also collapse. This is where Buddhist ethics is different from all other ethics taught by other religions.

Fortuitous Origination means everything happen by chance. Haphazardly without any rhyme and reasons. No causal relations, everything happens by chance. If everything happens by chance, haphazardly, fortuitously, then can you justify moral ethics and the role of the individual?

So the Buddha singles out these three sectarian views in order to show why these theories failed to establish kiriyavāda and viriyavāda. 

Then how does the Buddhist explained moral life on the basis of Dependent Origination? Here again we come to the theory of Dependent Origination. Human experience is entirely a matter of Dependent Origination. So the human effort can be a causal factor. Everything is not strictly determined but everything is conditioned. To be conditioned is different from to be determined. There is a belief that some people misunderstood the Buddha’s theory of kamma. They said anything bad that happen is due to past kamma. But anything good that happens they never said is due to past kamma. Buddha said everything is not due to past kamma. The past kamma has its effect on a person but everything happen to a person is not due to past kamma alone. For example my present kamma is not determined by past kamma alone. If everything is due to past kamma, then my present kamma must also be due to past kamma. If my present kamma is due to past kamma then my present kamma happen whether I like it or not. I don’t have to make a special effort, and then moral life collapsed. If it were the case, then of course there are no voluntary actions. 

Cetanā = present kamma = volition = our motivation.

So my present volition is not the result of my past kamma because my present volition is due to my own choice, which is decided by me. I have freedom of choice, to do good or bad things. My volition is not determined by past kamma, I have a choice. 

Criteria of Moral Evaluation

How to evaluate what is good and bad? In moral teachings we always made a distinction between what is morally good and what is morally bad. What is the basis we said this is good and this is bad?

In the Theistist religion, God decides because moral precepts are commandments. They are divine goal. 

In Buddhism the criteria for moral evaluation is entirely psychological and not outside our mind.

Lobha, Dosa and Moha are the cardinal evil roots that give rise to Passion, Aversion and Delusion respectively.

Why we called them evil roots?

Because all moral evils can be traced to this three roots. If these roots are uprooted then everything gets eliminated. They are the roots of moral evils. They are called akusala mūla (roots).

So Buddhism said any volitional acts if they are motivated by these three roots they are morally bad. Any volitional act, which is motivated by passion, aversion and delusion, are morally unwholesome. So what is morally bad is decided by these three roots. So volitional acts, which are motivated Lobha, Dosa and Moha, is evaluated as unwholesome.

Then conversely, any volitional acts motivated by its opposites are morally wholesome. By opposites we mean the absent of Lobha, Dosa and Moha and not just Alobha, Adosa and Amoha. They must be understood in the negative sense. Adosa means not merely the lack of aversion. Metta is the highest positive level of adosa. Amoha is not the mere lack of delusion. Its highest positive level is wisdom. Buddhist ethics began with the negative factor because it is better this way. Because before we can have metta we must refrain from injuring animal. Passion is attachment, greed is an example. Alobha is not merely a lack of passion or greed. Its highest positive level is generosity or charity.

According to the theory of moral evaluation in Buddhism, we do not speak of reward and punishment, we speak of consequences. We are not rewarded for the good things we do and not punished for the bad things we do because there is no higher authority to impose moral authority on us. Moral life is inherent in us and not something superimpose on us. We don’t speak of rewards and punishments, instead we speak of actions and its consequences. Actions and consequences within us take place according to the principle of Dependent Origination. So there is no lawmaker or lawgiver. 

This is called Kamma-niyāma, which means moral order. So there is no operator behind the moral order.

This is called the criteria of moral evaluation.

In addition, Buddha also gave us a set of guidelines on how should we conduct ourselves and how should we act. We are always confronted with moral problems.

These are only guidelines and not moral criteria for moral evaluation. In our social life we need these guidelines as we are always confronted with moral problems daily.

Moral Guidelines

1) Attūpamā = self-comparison
Before we do anything we always evaluate our action by putting put ourselves in others people’s shoes. In the Dhammapada, there is a stanza that said everyone is scare of punishment and is scare of death, so compare yourself with the other person. Refrained from injuring others or doing violent to others. You can put yourself in other person’s shoes and consider yourself then you get the moral guidelines. In the Samyutta Nikaya – I like to live, do not like to die. The other person also like to live and do not like to die. How can I who like to live deprive of another person’s life. This is the moral guideline. Similar to the golden rules – do unto others what you expect others to do unto you; Do not do unto others what you do not want others to do unto you.

2) Ādhipateyya 

Whenever we want to do something morally good or bad, must reflect in three different ways:

a) Attādhipateyya – you refrained from doing anything bad that will lead to self-repentant. Whenever I want to do something bad, I will repent afterward, then what leads to self-repentant I must avoid. Allow yourself to be led by yourself. Refrained from doing anything that leads to self-blame. Yourself will censure yourself. Allow your own self to control yourself.
b) Lokādhipateyya – allow the outside world to control you. Taking into consideration of the outside world. Refrained from doing things for which other will blame you or will criticize you. Take into consideration public opinion. That is the effect of public opinion on you. If you behave badly the whole world will criticize you. What keep us morally good is public opinion. Allow us to be controlled by outside world. Public opinion is strong. For Buddhism, public opinion is not the opinion of the majority, nor the opinion of the minority but the opinion of the wise (viññū). 
Viññū-pasattha = do things praised by the wise. Acts that are praised by the wise.

Viññū-garahīta = acts that are condemned by the wise, we refrained from doing.

This is public opinion according to Buddhism. This is the yardstick. Refrained from bad things condemned by the wise and do things appreciate by the wise.

c) Dhammādhipateyya – allow yourself to be guided by the Dhamma, which is higher moral sense. All human being has higher moral sense. Animals don’t have this. What separates man from animals is our higher moral sense. What is common to man and animals is hunger, thirst, sex, and so on, but what is not common to both is this higher moral sense. If a man does not have this higher moral sense then he is like an animal massacring as a human. We allow ourselves to be governed by higher moral sense. We conform to higher moral sense.

In Buddhism, higher moral sense is represented by:

1) Hiri = moral shame
2) Ottappa = moral fear or dread.

 If we don’t have this two then we are not human. If we don’t have moral shame and moral fear then we can do anything. 

These are the two guardians of the world. = Loka-pāla

In one Sutta, we are told that anything is possible even incest if these two guardians are not present. Nothing is impossible if these two are not there. Therefore these two are singled out as guardians of the world. The higher moral sense is within us.

These are some of the moral guidelines mentioned in the Sutta and the purpose is to enable us to lead a morally wholesome life. Actually Buddha is very concerned that we must lead a morally wholesome life even if we do not believe in religion. Why?

In Apannaka Sutta, there are some people who do not believe in religion or rebirth. Buddha advised that we must lead a morally good life even though we do not believe in rebirth. Why? If we lead a morally good life now, if there is rebirth then we are reward there and then. If there is no rebirth we still will be rewarded now. If we lead a morally bad life and there is rebirth then we will suffer there and then. Even if there is no rebirth we will suffer now. Therefore the need to lead a morally good life is not dependent on rebirth because if we consider rebirth as a factor to lead a morally good life then it is selfish. Therefore whether there is rebirth or not, it is our duty to lead a morally good life. Society must have a moral foundation.

The Practice of Moral Life

The Buddhist practice of moral life must have three aspects:

1) Sīla = morality
2) Samādhī = concentration
3) Paññā = wisdom or insight or vipassanā
The whole Buddhist moral life can be subsumed under these three headings.

The practice of Sīla, Samādhī and Paññā, behind it you find a psychological theory. All moral evils in us operate or activate at three levels. All that is bad within me operates at three levels. In order to purify yourself, you need to eliminate moral evils at these three levels.

3 Levels of Moral Evil
Level 1 = Anusaya = that which is sleeping, dormant or latent. Latent evil disposition within us. Latent means not active. That which is sleeping. Evil is sleeping and evil is not a process. Have not come to the surface, at subterranean level.

Level 2 = Pariyutthana = That which is awake. The opposite of anusaya. Awake all round. What is latent now is excited, come to the surface. In modern terms it is our jealousy, anger, hatred, emotions. These are some kind of mental turbulence, like the sediments at the bottom of the lake being stir to the surface. This second level covers all excited feelings and emotions.

Level 3 = Vītikkama = going beyond, externalising, going out.

The first two levels do not affect others but only affect ourselves. They are private.

The third level has an impact on the society. External manifestation of moral evil. What is within me is now manifested out. All forms of violent, stealing, killing and so on. That is vītikkama, which means external manifestation of moral evils.

Now moral evil can be manifested in how many ways? Only two ways :

1) Vocally = vocal kamma.

2) Physical = physical kamma.

Of the three levels, which is the most dangerous?

Answer is Level 3. Why? If moral evil does not manifest at vitikkama, then there is no need for enforcement or law and order.

Which is the level easiest to control?

Answer is the most dangerous is the easiest to control. When temptation is awaken or manifested, we can control it, as we are aware of it. But what is latent, which we are not aware of it cannot be controlled, as we do not know what to control. It is easier to control the manifestation of temptation than temptation in itself. This is logic in Buddhism.

The third level is control by Sīla

That is why moral life in Buddhism began with sīla, not with samādhī or paññā. Sīla means refraining vocal and physical acts, no more and no less. That is why Buddhism moral training begins with sīla – refraining the vocal and physical acts that are detrimental to others. That is why we begin with the five precepts, the five most dangerous external manifestation of evils. These five are not exhaustive of all evils but only deals with basic morality. Buddhism begin with the five precepts has a psychological reason. Because these five precepts are the most dangerous evils express in the vītakkama stage.

The Second level is control by Samādhī

Pariyutthana is control by samādhī. Samādhī is the concentration of mind. To concentrate the diffused mind. In other words, unified the differentiated mind. Normally our mind is differentiated. A differentiated mind is weak, driven in all directions, drawn to attractive things and driven away by repulsive things. When mind is unified and concentrated it is very powerful. Just like water when passing through a narrower passageway it is more powerful. When mind is concentrated, that is the best antidote. The turbulence mind is at rest. The antidote to pariyutthana is samādhī.

The First level is control by Paññā

Paññā for anusaya. When mind is concentrated can see things as they truly are.

Samāhito yathābhutam pajānāti  = one who has a concentrated mind can see things as they truly are. Then you have paññā, which is wisdom. Through vipassana, paññā arises. Observe all the evils within us, then can eliminate it.

These three stages of moral training are pit against the three evil levels.

This is all the theory and practice of moral life in Buddhism.

Another important aspect of Buddhist moral life is

Attahita

Parahita
Are we dealing with our own good or the good of others? How does Buddhism differentiated our own good and the good of others? Which is more important? My own good or the good of others?

This is an important question.

Mahayanist called those with Arahant Ideal as Hinayana. Why?

The reason according to Mahayana is the Arahant Ideal is something very individualistic, selfish and egoistic because the Arahant Ideal only concern with his own liberation. Bodhisatta Ideal is much more magnanimous as Bodhisatta does not attain Buddhahood until the last particle of dust attain enlightenment. So that is very altruistic. So that is why Mahayanist called the Theravada school Hinayana.

Can you justify that? – the Mahayana and Hinayana problem.

How does Early Buddhism distinguish our own moral good and the moral good of others?

Which is more important? – attahita or parahita?

Hinaya means low or inferior not small vehicle as portrait in most books. The opposite of Maha is cūla, which is small

Mahayana describes Hinayana because of the idea of self-deliverance. Is that justifiable? 

For answer to this question of Mahayana and Hinayana, let us refer to the teaching found in early Buddhism.

Buddha said there are four kinds of individual

1) Attahita (ones own good), parahita (the good of others)

He does not pursue his own moral good or the moral good of others. This first individual does not pursue his own moral welfare or the moral welfare of others.

2) Person who pursue others moral well-being, but not his own moral well-being. This second person is only concern with others moral well being but not his own moral well being.

3) Person concern only with own moral welfare but not the moral welfare of others.

4) Person concern with moral welfare of himself and moral welfare of others.

These four persons are mentioned in order of excellence. 

Hence the first type of person is the worst is obvious. The last type of person is the best is also no question.

The key question is not who is the best or worst but why the third type is better than the second type? Why? A person who is only concern with his own moral welfare is better than a person who is concern with the moral welfare of others. That is the key problem. Something intriguing. Why the third person is held out as better than the second person? Obvious the second person is better. Why? The second person is more altruistic.

Why the third type is held out as better than the second type is because the Buddha himself said, a person who is stuck in mud, cannot pull out another who is also stuck in mud. A person who is stuck in moral depravity cannot liberate someone who is in the same predicament. How can you pull out someone in moral depravity when you yourself are in moral depravity? You need to purify yourself first before you can purify others. That is the argument. Before purify others, purify ourself first. This is not Mahayana world, it is Hinayana.

Cannot call Hinayana. Why? Because there are many arguments. Buddha said this:

1) Before you can purify another, you must purify yourself first. Can you teach others without teaching yourself? If I want to teach someone how to write, first I must teach or learn myself. This is not selfish attitude but being practical. Even the Buddha gets enlightenment first before the enlightenment of others. After his enlightenment then he trained and sent out sixty disciples to preach his doctrine. These sixty are Arahants who are liberated first before they can liberate others.

2) Moral practice – when I purify myself morally it has a connection with society. When I have jealousy, anger, hatred it is in relations to others. If there are no people outside me, can there be anger, jealousy? No. 

All moral evils arise within me in relation to others. Therefore if I purify myself it is not a self-centered mistake. If I purify myself individually, then the possibility of being a danger to others is not there. Then if I develop compassion, the possibility of helping others is there. That is why in moral practice there is an individual as well as a social dimension. Also it look self-centered but has a social dimension because moral practice involves other people. 

3) You become Arahant by getting rid of all traces of selfishness, then how can you have selfish goal? You wont be called an Arahant if you have your self-centered goal. This is another argument. 

4) Then Buddha himself said, “he who protect oneself protect others. He who protect others protects himself.” This mean to say in moral culture, there is an individual dimension as well as a social dimension. It is not a selfish goal.

5) If the third person is consider higher than the second person it is not because own moral welfare is more important than the moral welfare of others. It is a question of priority and not importance. I gave priority to my own moral welfare only then I can help others. If I teach myself first then I can teach others. For example in the highway, if each person drives his own car carefully, then he is protecting himself first, he is also at the same time protecting others. He does not need to go out of the way to see other man’s car is driving carefully. You take care of yourself first, you are actually taking care of others. When you protect yourself first you are actually protecting others. 

6) Bodhisatta Ideal is the fourth type of individual. But how can you purify others when you are not morally purified? 

Self-correction is more important than correction of others. In other words example is better than precepts.

Knowledge factor in moral life

In the Majjhima Nikaya Sutta, one day there is a disciple who has another teacher visited the Buddha and the Buddha asked him how his teacher teaches him on moral perfection. The other person said, my teacher said if a person does not deprive other of their life, if he does not killed, if a person does not steal, then he is morally perfect.

Then Buddha said, well if that is the case then even a newly born baby who is lying on the bed is morally perfect. The argument is that the innocence of the newly born baby is naïve, which is not something based on knowledge. Not something based on development. His naïve innocence can tell us more when he grows up. So that is the kind of moral perfection that Buddhism want us to develop not naïve innocence. But moral perfection that is based on knowledge, it can be something deliberately cultivated, something deliberately developed. So that is why I said you are morally perfect, you must be awake of your moral perfection. Otherwise you are not morally perfect. This shows the important of knowledge factor in moral cultivation.

This lecture is not complete and will continue in the following lesson.
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