KAMMA: THE UNIVERSAL PRINCIPLE - Bhante Permaloka 11 March 2004

THE universe is a complicated yet entirely consistent whole, and we ourselves are a part of its mechanism. We cannot dissociate ourselves from the natural process which brings into being and destroys the physical objects around us. They all follow the law of cause and effect, or to express it more correctly, an intricate pattern of conditionally, a pattern which is universal and all pervasive.

It is the same law which has determined the structure of the atom, and the structure of the atom in its turn has determined the character of material forms from the smallest grain of dust to the colossal planetary systems scattered throughout space. Yet an increasing knowledge of atomic structures has not enabled science to fathom the precise nature of matter or break down the secret of cellular growth or any other characteristic of vital organisms.

According to old systems of belief, man is a being distinct and separate from the rest of nature: distinguished both in origin and in destiny from all other forms of existence, organic and inorganic. He was thought to be unlike the mineral substances, unlike plant life, unlike the insects and unlike animals, because he possessed an immortal soul or some similar imperishable essence, not clearly defined, which other creatures lacked. Modern thought, as we have seen, finds no support for such a belief in science or biology. Human beings come into existence because of the same fundamental laws that give rise to other things in the universe, both animate and inanimate. Any distinction that we make between man and the other species on this planet must be purely a distinction based on differences in qualities, not in essential nature or substance.

What then is the law that underlies the arising of all phenomena? Science encourages the belief that its nature may be known to us through the process of cause and effect; that action and reaction are equal and opposite is a scientific axiom. In Buddhism, Kamma means action, something performed, and in the moral sense it also implies reaction (Vipāka). because every cause must produce a result, unless it is inhibited by some other factor of the same type but opposite tendency. That result must be of a like nature to the action that preceded it. If we could trace back the line of causation to the very beginning of this present universe we could not arrive at any first cause. We should discover, on the contrary, that the first atomic particles from which the universe took shape were merely the remains of a previous system that resembled the present one, and so back into unimaginable recessions of time and forward into infinite futurity. "Beginningless is this process of Samsāra being cloaked by Ignorance is not discoverable". This indicates a state of things which we can only imagine by resorting to analogy: it is altogether beyond the compass of the intellect. But so also are some of the concepts of science. Our minds are hounded by forms and relationship, the qualitative content of the space-time dimension, but this does not mean that other dimensions do not exist. When Einstein carried mathematical speculation into the nature of physics further than it had ever been carried before, he came upon certain laws that proved the existence of another dimension beyond the three dimensions of Euclidean geometry. It is referred to as the fourth dimension, but there is no mind that can formulate any mental picture of it. Whereas we have the evidence of our senses and experience to give us knowledge of length, breadth and depth, for this other dimension we have no data whatever to build upon. It is a thing that exists simply as an abstract concept and can be expressed only as a mathematical formula.

Philosophically, it leads us to a paradox, for we have to work on the assumption that space is curved, that the entire space-time complex it a closed circle in every direction. To the ordinary mind this means nothing, for to understand the nature of the space-time complex we should have to know what lies beyond it; we should have to get outside it in order to look at it in relation to something else. As it is, our minds operate within the structure and are bounded by it - hence our mathematics, like our systems of philosophy and metaphysics, can never lead us to any first cause or final destination. Our ideas, if we project them far enough and pursue them logically enough, inevitably bring us back to the point from which we started. We travel round the circumference of the circle or round the sphere in every direction, like a ship circumnavigating the globe, and all we discover at the end is a paradox, a seeming contradiction in terms of the "Fourth Dimension" of Einstein and the Nibbāna of Buddhism, both alike incomprehensible to the normal consciousness. But the fourth dimension, although it is something that exists only as figures on paper so far as we are concerned, is essential to modern physics: calculations in the higher sphere of mathematics cannot proceed without it. The fourth dimension is something which, while incomprehensible itself, yet makes the rest of mathematics understandable and gives reason and cohesion to the laws that govern the other three dimensions known to us.

So it is with Nibbāna. To understand Nibbāna we have to break through the closed circle of concepts and associations. These phenomena are all characterised by Impermanence, Suffering and Voidness of Self and Substance they have a causal genesis, a beginning and an end, without possessing intrinsically any of the characteristics with which our sense-perceptions invest them. Nibbāna. on the other hand, is the ultimate `dimension' that lies beyond thought and altogether beyond worldly or even cosmic experience. Like the fourth dimension of Einstein, its reality has to be accepted, for the very reason that it alone gives meaning to all the rest. What science tells us of the fourth dimension was said by the Buddha about Nibbāna. "If there was not this unconditioned, beginningless, endless. unchanging state there could be no way out from the states that are conditioned, subject to beginning and cessation and involved in ceaseless change." But while the fourth dimension can never be brought into the perspective of ordinary experience, but must forever remain a mathematical enigma, Nibbāna can become a living reality because it can be experienced here and now, in this present world, in this earthly existence. There is a way out of the closed circle or sphere, and the Buddha has shown the way. If we visualise the sphere as being bounded by the impurities (Kilesa) that arise in the mind through attachment to sense-object - it becomes clear that to escape from it we must first destroy these impurities, in the center of the sphere, right at its heart. lies the fundamental delusion. Sakkāya ditthi - the belief in Self or Attā. Everything else revolves around that central point; so lone as we are attached to the basic immemorial error of self-delusion. there can be no breaking through to the unconditioned pure state beyond the sphere of Samsāra.

Everyone has seen a goat tethered to a stake in the ground. The goat moves round and round
the stake eating the grass in a circle that extends as far as its rope will allow. The mind is
exactly like that. It feeds in the pasturage (gocara) of the senses, and all the tide its range is
limited to the circle, while the stake to which it is fastened represents the idea of Selfhood,
which keeps it from freedom. If we are to break away from the circle of conceptual thinking
we must first of all recognize that the Self around which it all centers is a delusion; once this
truth is fully realizes the realm of sense-objects and enjoyments can no longer imprison us. In
terms of the Cycle of' Dependent Origination, if Ignorance is abolished, Volitional Action and
all the subsequent links, down to Rebirth and Death with their attendant miseries, come to an
end. Thus it is not that there is any wall around us separating us from the reality; we are bound


from within. and it is to the realm of consciousness within ourselves that we must turn in order to uproot the stake that binds us.

But it is with the principle of Kamma that we are concerned at present, because while we are still within this wheel of Samasāra we are subject to its law. It is necessary that we should understand that law so that we may use the knowledge to our benefit instead of being its blind ignorant slaves. The working of Kamma and Vipāka is impartial, it does not favour one above another, but when we realise it as being the one law that governs all our existence we realize also that through it we are the masters of our own destiny. The action we perform so unthinkingly today is a part of what we shall be in the future, for our aggregates of Nāma and Rūpa, our mental and physical characteristics, - which, being in a perpetual state of flux are only tendencies,- were formed in the past, while, from moment to moment our present activities of mind, speech and bodily action are determining our future.

Western critics of Buddhism sometimes raise objections to the principle of Kamma on the lines of the following quotation, which is taken from an article by a European who studied Buddhism but failed completely to grasp the important point which has been emphasized at the beginning of' this work. He writes: -The justice of the law of Kamma is acceptable only if we take a

superficial and theoretical view of like.. but when we examine more carefully the actual web and woof of human lives... Let us take the case of a cripple child born to parents in abject poverty. He does not remember his past life so he cannot be expected to appreciate that he is merely paying the penalty for former misdeeds. He will not in any way benefit from such a crude form of punishment but, on the contrary, will probably grow up with criminal tendencies and a grudge against society. Karma cannot save him."

Such objections are the result of a view that is animistic and artificial, a view that is essentially emotional rather than scientific. It is an attempt to find human motives and a human purposiveness in what has been shown to be an impersonal, amoral mechanism. It is not the function of the law of Kamma to "save" or to "punish" anyone: its function is to maintain the process of Samsāra just as the function of the low of gravity is to make life on earth possible. Its results are only "good" or "bad" as we interpret them from our human standpoint. The low of gravity is not concerned because a man falls from a high building and breaks his neck. The law of cause and effect is not operated by any external agency with the object of "teaching" human beings. Man has to find his release, by struggling against it. The theistic idea, together with man's projection of his own personality and values into a scheme which has no place for them- is the root cause of all such confused theorizing. Emotional thinking destroys objectivity: it is bound to be personalized and to evaluate everything according to personal standards of what is good for "me" or had for "me''. Buddhism requires a scientific objectivity of outlook. a faculty for seeing things as they are without emotional reactions or any tendency to indulge in emotional interpretations. It is not possible to understand Buddhism while retaining the outlook on life of a sentimental spinster.

It cannot be too often repeated that there is no being. no continuous entity linking together our moments of conscious life, but there is a continuum of cause and effect, or the current of our becoming which is like a river, never the same from one moment to another yet all the time following a pattern that gives us visible form and makes it appear to be a continuous entity. Buddhism teaches a dynamic concept of consciousness, and hence of personality, which is a phenomenon momentarily arising and passing away. There is nothing in it that can survive the

fleeting moment. nothing that can endure; its nature is Anicca, Impermanence, and Anattā, the absence of any real core of personal self.

A living being, made up of Five Aggregates of Grasping (Upādāna-Khandha) is therefore simply the manifestation of Kamma and Vipāka, he or it is the living embodiment of past actions. The Five Khandhas are Rūpa-khandha, Vedanā-Khandha, Sannā-khandha, Sankhāra​-khandha and Viññāna-khandha, some of which have already been dealt with loosely under Paticca-samuppāda. They mean respectively physical substance and attributes, sensations, perception, the mental formations (fifty in number), and consciousness. Of these, the one that forms the subject of our immediate attention is Sankhāra-khandha, the fifty mental tendencies, for this is the result of the predominant or most frequently-recurring Kamma of the past.

When a certain action is performed, a tendency is set up to repeat that action: when it is repeated over a number of times the tendency grows stronger. This is what is called habit-​formation and is found to some degree even in inanimate objects, the most familiar example being a piece of paper that has been rolled. When it is unrolled and released again it rolls up once more, although there is no force causing it to re-roll expect the fact that is had been rolled previously and certain minute alterations in its structure had taken place accordingly. This is can be seen that habit-formation has its counterpart in a physical or "natural" law, and operates even where volition is absent or is represented by a volitional action from outside. In the lower forms of life, where volition, or will power, is only very slightly manifested, its working is even more clearly seen than in human beings. A fly settles on a particular spot on your arm. You brush it away and it makes one or two circles in the air. and then comes to rest once more on precisely the same spot as before. This experiment may be made several times in succession with the same result. Every time the fly will descend on the same place on your arms, even though there is nothing special there to attract it, until something happens to break the chain of habit-formation which its first act set in motion.

Much the same mechanical pattern of behaviorism can be observed in the habits of fowls. If the hen roost in which they are accustomed to sleep is removed to a different place, at roosting time the fowls will go to the same sport where the hen-roost formerly stood, and for several nights they have to be guided into the shelter in this new location_ until a fresh habit-pattern is established.

Such is the tremendous force of a habit which has become confirmed by the repetition of particular action. the only thing that can break it is a strong act of will, or the arising of a different set or circumstances which make it impossible to continue on the same lines.

Every action that we perform. therefore, is potentially the father of a long tine of actions of a similar kind. When the planets emerged from the fiery nebulae they continued revolving in space, not because there is any mechanism to keep them going, but simply because there is nothing to stop them. The initial impulse carries on requiring nothing more to maintain it, and it will continue until it is exhausted. Motions, and the thing moving, are merely a series of events in time and space, and this is the law governing the psychic tendencies -- the principle of an action or an event producing a like action or event, the second producing a third and so on in unbroken sequence.

The Buddhist philosophy of Dependent Origination must now be considered as a whole, rather than interpreted according to the sequence of its parts. It begins, as we have already seen, with Ignorance (or Nescience -- "not-knowing"), which is a condition of the mind. Because of Ignorance the mind functions imperfectly, accepting phenomenal appearances for reality, unaware of their true nature which is Impermanence. Dis-ease and Dissatisfaction and Lack of Essential Reality. This condition is dispelled by realizing the Three Characteristics of the phenomenal world and gaining knowledge of the Four Noble Truths, i.e. the fact of suffering. its cause. its cessation and the way to its cessation. Until that point of insight is reached, Ignorance is present at every stage of existence; it is like an invisible cage which keeps the mind trapped in its own illusory constructions. Another name for this condition is Vipallāsa meaning, Distortion. It is of three kinds: Sannā-Vipallāsa (distortion of perception). Citta​-Vipallāsa (distortion of mind or thought) and Ditthi-Vipallāsa (distortion of views). Each of the three kinds of Distortion has four modes. that is to say, perceiving, thinking or believing that which is impermanent, that which is painful to be happiness, that which is without self or soul as having selfhood and reality, and that which is impure as being pure. The delusion of a permanent Self and of the reality of material things leads to attachment to an external world that has no noumenal reality, and under the influence of this craving the impurities of consciousness (Āsavas) come into being: that is, Kama āsava, Sensual craving, Bhava āsava. Just of life, Ditthi āsava, speculative opinion and Avijjā āsava, the impurity of' ignorance. The word 'āsava' literally means all influx of tainted concepts. The mind being self-tainted from these various sources is governed by Lobha, Dosa and Moha, the unholy trinity of Greed, Hatred and Stupidity, and these characteristics give rise to evil actions producing bad Vipāka (resultants) through repeated births. The central fact of Buddhist teaching as it concerns this present world is the actuality if rebirth aid the operation of a moral law which conditions and dominated material phenomena.

From this it may be seen that Buddhism disposes of the materialistic fallacy, not by denying the data of experience, but by going beyond it. The material universe is not a delusion, neither is it a fixed and self-existing reality. It is to be viewed as it truly is - an aggregate of composite factors existing in relation to a certain imperfect sphere of consciousness; in short. a relative reality" or conventional truth. For example, any material object may be regarded from different levels, and known or experienced according to those levels. First we have the level of ordinary cognition, which the materialist takes for the reality. On this plane the object is a solid body occupying three-dimensional space. We are, aware of its existence through the channels of our senses and to them it appears to be endowed with shape, solidity, colour and other qualities. On the next higher level to this, the "solid object" is seen as a collocation of apparently material atoms, a miniature planetary system but consisting mostly of' space. Viewing it thus, we are still not out of the material sphere: the atoms are the seemingly solid particles, like billiard balls, of Dalton's physics. Above this level it is seen to take the form of immaterial forces, and the electronic energy which is the basis of its atomic structure becomes apparent. The infinitesimal billiard balls disappear, resolved into the energy which is the sole reality of present days physics. "The next higher viewpoint, that which is accessible to the contemplative Seer who has gained insight into the truth of Annica. Dukkha and Annatā, discloses the "Dhammata" or underlying law of the who process wherein its true nature is revealed and it is known to be constantly subject to change, perpetually in a state of unbalance and restlessness, and absolutely unsubstantial. The "Dhammata" is the law of being which, while itself invisible makes all its results visible. The ultimate stage of insight is able this, it reaches the void wherein even the "Dhammata" of the object ceases to exist and all relativities are wiped out. To exist mans by function; in any dynamic concept such as that held by Buddhism and science the two terms are interchangeable.

Properly understood, Buddhism provides the one acceptable explanation of the arising of material phenomena from a mental base and how it comes about that the mind can control, shape and evolve material forms to suit its needs. It also explains how it comes about that the effect of a strong mental supposition can, under favourable circumstances, produce an immediate reaction in the physical body. Everywhere the dominance of the mind which most scientists are now agreed is not to be identified with the physical brain over material substance reveals this most important side of their inter-relationship. The Yogi in a state of religious ecstasy can walk on burning coal without injury, because intense faith has convinced his mind that he will not be burned, whereas the hypnotized subject of our earlier experiment is burned by the harmless touch of a pencil. The fact that this law works both ways, and that the physical can also influence the mental, as in the case of disease or injury impairing the psychic faculties, shows, not that mind arises from matter, as materialism would have it, but simply that there is no `Soul' or self-entity independent of the Five Khandha process, which is a closely correlated, dynamic psycho-physical structure. One of the earliest sermons of Buddha, the "Anattalakkhana Sutta", deals with this point exhaustively. The "being", complete with form, identity and personality, is a purely momentary resultant of past causes and the potential of future ones. He may be called the material manifestation of Kamma, but Kamma itself represents a law which is above the material. It corresponds to the "Dhammata" or immaterial law that underlies all material phenomena.

Despite the widespread belief voiced by the writer quoted previously, it is a fact that many people, at least in early childhood, do remember their former lives, sometimes in great detail, and cases have been known where the evidence has been confirmed beyond all question of doubt. The point then arises as to how, since at death the old aggregates disappear and fresh ones come into existence with rebirth, it is possible for anyone to remember anything relating to the previous aggregates? Memory is a function of the brain cells, and at rebirth the physical brain, which is part of the material aggregates, is a new organ. Does this not mean that there must be some kind of a "Soul" that transmigrates and takes up its abode in the new body. carrying its memories with it?

There is no such "Soul". What happens in these cases is that the memory is carried forward by the causal impulse stamping the new brain structure with a pattern similar in some respects to that of the old. In Paticca-samuppāda the life-continuum is represented by Bhava; it is this which conveys the previous impressions in conjunction with the Sankhāra group. It will be remembered that Avijjā, Sankhāra and Viññāna constitute the first group of links, with Viññāna in its function of Patisandhi (connecting) Consciousness bridging over to Nama-​Rūpa, at which point the new body and mind appears and the next birth-group of links begins. Similarly, at the end of the middle birth-group comes Bhava. the life-continuum, bridging over to Jāti which stands for the future birth. Here the relationship in place between Bhava and the two links Sankhara and Viññāna shows how these three functions in concord to project certain characteristics from one life to another. In actual practice, what happens is this: Pre​natal memory is almost always that of the life immediately preceding: it is usually the result of a very strong impression coming close to end of the life, or even dominating the final moment of consciousness, the death-proximate Kamma which has the greatest influence in determining the next existence, and it is often of an intensely emotional nature - the kind of impression that is most powerful in affecting thought-patterns at any stage of life. At the rebirth, this powerful impression stamps its pattern on the cell structure of the new brain, and so the fresh Nama-​Rūpa inherits, together with accumulated tendencies of the Sankhāra-Khandha, certain memories belonging to the old. It is an operation analogous to the process whereby a mental conviction that the body is going to be branded produces a burn on the flesh, without any heat having touched it. The mental activity comes before the physical organ and determines its conformations. In Buddhist Abhidhamma, Bhavangasota corresponds to the unconscious-mind current or "subconscious mind" of modern psychology.

In this way Buddhism avoids the two extremes of idealism and materialism. While it teaches that as a man thinks, so he becomes, it does not attempt to dismiss the material world as a dream and a mirage. The multiple material universe exists, but only on the mental plane of Ignorance (Avijjā). Its space-time dimensions, Ignorance and sequences are homogeneous within the framework of their own logic; but that logic itself can only be understood by reference to a higher principle that is not in any sense supernatural or contrary to mundane knowledge and purposes, but which on a spiritual level reconciles the data of sensory experience with the intuitively-perceived moral law. With this knowledge it becomes possible to trace the harmonious pattern of cause and effect through all phases of sentient and insentient existence.

Sakkāya-ditthi, the belief that the Self alone is real, and that it is unaffected by circumstances or actions, it is a delusion of idealism that leads inevitably to the rejection or moral value. Materialism on the other hand, leads to the same result by denying the existence of immaterial ethical categories: for this reason it was denounced by Buddha. The mind that is enmeshed in materialistic delusions can never relinquish craving. It takes the impermanent to be lasting, and tries to find happiness in things that are perishable. At the same time it gives birth to impure states of consciousness, unaware that these and the evil action resulting from them produce misery without end. This, indeed, is the grossest form of ignorance, for even without any knowledge of the law of karma it is plain for all to see that true and enduring happiness can never come from the pursuit and grasping of material pleasures. Emancipated from Ignorance, the mind views all things and sensations impartially, without clinging to any - this alone is the true secret of mental equilibrium and the stability that constitutes the greatest happiness in this world or any other plane of existence.

For many centuries these truths have been uttered, so that they have come to sound commonplace. They are the clichṃ's of philosophy. But it is only Buddhism which is capable of bring them into line with the facts of everyday experience and the discoveries of science, and thus infusing into them new life and meaning. The Teaching of the Buddha does not deny any scientific fact, or even such evidence as that to which the materialist points as being contrary to religious belief. These materialistic facts are true - but they are not all the truth. Buddhism comprehends them and passes beyond them.

For readers  who wish to know more in detail about the various types of Kamma and how they function an excellent summary of the subject  will be found in Nyanatiloka’s Buddhist Disetionary.


