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Paticca Samuppada

The term paticca samuppada denotes, in general, the Buddhist theory of causality. We are concerned here with the special sense of this term that came to notify the conditioned genesis of the individual. In this manner the term is used to denote the factors which condition and result in the process called ‘the individual’ in the course of his samsaric existence. There are 4 related sense in which the term is used.

Firstly, it is used to denote what is known as the two principles of causal determination. It is stated in an abstract and logical form: ‘this being so, that is so’ (asmin sati idam hoti and ‘this not being so, that is not so’ (asmin sati idam na hoti), namely whenever A, then B and whenever not A, then not B. This may be called the Abstract Formula of Causal Determination.

Secondly, it is used to denote two principles of causal determination stated in a dynamic form as having application to the world of concrete reality:

‘This arising, that arises’ (imassa uppada idam uppajjati) and ‘this not arising, that does not arise’ (imassa na uppada idam na uppajjati). This may be called the Concrete Formula of Causal Determination.

Thirdly, it is used to denote the causal laws which operate in nature, whether they be physical laws (utu-niyama), biological laws (bija niyama), psychological laws (citta niyama), kamma niyama or dhamma niyama.

Fourthly or finally, the word is used in a special sense to denote the causal laws that operate in bringing about the conditioned genesis of the individual. Here we are concerned primarily with this last sense of the term.

You must try to call to mind its general meaning and try to understand the full significance of this special use of the term to denote the conditioned genesis otherwise it is not possible to understand what that really means.

Remember that Buddhism steered clear of the two extremes of Strict Determinism as well as that of Total Indeterminism. At the time of the rise of lndeterminism, there were those who held the view that changes took place in nature without any pattern at all.

According to them all changes were haphazard, fortuitous, accidental and were due entirely to chance. These were the Indeterminists.

At the same time there were thinkers who were completely opposed to this point of view. They believed that there was a definite pattern in the nature of changes that took place and argued that this pattern was rigidly determined. Among these rigid Determinists were the Theists who argued that since the world was created by an omnipotent, omniscient God, all events (including the actions of human beings) are due to the will of God.

Besides Theistic Determinism there was also a natural Determinism of the naturalist (svabhava vada), according to them everything that happened to a person was due entirely to his past karma (pubba-kamma-vada).

The Causality theory is the Buddhist theory that opposes both these extreme points of view, Interdeterminism which denied any pattern altogether and the Theistic and naturalistic forms of strict Determinism, according to which there was a rigid pattern over which man had no control. Therefore Buddhism is opposed to the view that there is only the play of chance in the manifestation of phenomena as also to the views that everything is due to the will of God or to the operations of rigid deterministic laws of nature.

When we study the doctrine of the conditioned genesis of the individual all these different views are important in order to understand what happens to the individual, the changes wrought in him are not arbitrary (personal, optional, etc) or due to chance, nor are they due to the will of God nor again to the rigid physical, bio-chemical and economic laws of nature over which he has no control at all.

In keeping with the Buddhist theory of causality, man is conditioned by various factors such as hereditary, psychological and environmental but they do not determine him. Also Buddhism has no explanation in terms of agenda, whether human or extra-human. So to say pleasure or pain was caused by the agency of one’s own soul or by external agency (God) or one’s own soul or self as well as by God are all erroneous. On the other hand to say that pleasure and pain were uncaused is equally erroneous.

So all the following four alternatives are discarded as unsatisfactory:

Namely,

1.
One’s own caused pleasure and pain (syam-katam-sukhadukkham)

2.
Pleasure and pain were caused by an external agency (param-katam sukha-dukkham)

3.
Pleasure and pain were caused by oneself as well as by an external agency (syam katam ca param katam ca sukha-dukkham)

4.
Pleasure and pain were not due to the self or an external agency but were fortuitous (adhicca-samuppanna), i.e. uncaused.

Pleasure and pain were causally conditioned (paticca samuppanna), according to the Buddhist theory. The physical environment may causally condition them by the physiological condition of the body, by the social environment, by one’s own present actions or by karma or by any combination of them. This explanation is given in terms of causally conditioned factors without recourse to metaphysical concepts such as a soul or some sort of agency.

In the Salistamba Sutra, this idea is brought from: Heat.

It is said that although ‘the element of heat’ (tejo dhatu) is a causal factor in the growth of a seed, it does not do this out of its own will. It does not occur to the element of heat, ‘I shall bring this seed to maturity’ (Arya Salistamba Sutra). Although the Salistamba Sutra is Mahayana, the same idea is to be found in the Anguttara Nikaya with regard to psychological causation. Here it is said, “a person who lacks remorse need not make an act of will (to the effect) ‘let joy arise in me’. For it is of the nature of things that joy arises to one who lacks remorse” (A.v.2) So even in psychological causation, a conscious act of will was not always considered necessary in bringing about a subsequent psychological state.

Buddha pointed out that “the experience and the one who experiences are one and the same”. (Sa vedana so vediyatiti... S.ii.23) and therefore experience of pleasure and pain were one’s own creation is one extreme point of view. To say that the experience and the one who experiences are different” (anna vedana anno vediyatiti...) and therefore the experiences of pleasure and pain were to due an external agency is the other extreme point of view. The Buddha always ask His disciples to avoid all those extreme points of view which do not represent the facts and teaches the doctrine in the middle by means of the doctrine of conditional genesis.

This attempts to explain phenomena, as is science, in terms of causal correlation is without recourse to explanation in terms of first causes or meta-physical substances such as a soul or agent.

Pre-Buddhist religion (Vedas) taught the doctrine of rebirth (though not exactly in the Buddhist sense), in an attempt to explain rebirth and karma by having recourse to the doctrine of soul, which was the common factor as the recipient of reactions. So it was the same unchanging agent, which caused the actions and experienced their reactions.

The Eternalists were firm on an unchanging agent or atman. The Materialists who denied the continuity of individuality altogether opposed them. What they (Materialists) believe was that the one who undergoes experiences in his life was different altogether from any previous persons. Both Eternalists and Materialists avoided the Buddha; the Buddha avoided both by means of the doctrine of conditional genesis. In the Samyutta Nikaya: “In the belief that a person who acts is the same as the one who experiences ... he posits Eternalism. In the belief that the person who acts is different from the person who experiences … he posits Materialism. Avoiding both these extremes, the Transcendent One preaches the doctrine of the middle”. Ignorance conditions volitional act ... (S.1.20, 21).

Here we can understand that the doctrine of conditional genesis tries to explain phenomena in terms of causal correlation without assuming the existence of metaphysical entities like “soul”. At the same time it is an explanation of the origin and cessation of suffering or the unsatisfactory nature of conditional existence. After stating the whole series of inter​related phenomena such as “ignorance conditions volitional acts, etc.” It concludes, “In this manner there arises this mass of suffering and in this manner there ceases this mass of suffering” (5.11.21).

Before Early Buddhism, self-protection and self-preservation were the two ideas psychologically deep-rooted in man. For self-protection man has created God, on whom he depends for his own protection, safety and security just as a child depends on his parents. For self-preservation man has conceived the idea of an immortal soul or atman, which will live eternally.

In his ignorance, weakness, fear and desire, man needs these two things to console him. Hence he clings to them deeply and fanatically. The Buddha’s teaching does not support ignorance, weakness, fear and desire but aims at making man enlightened by removing and destroying these ideas striking at their very root. Even the idea of God and soul are false and empty. Though highly developed as theories, they are all extremely subtle mental projections, garbed in an intricate metaphysical and philosophical phraseology. These ideas are so deep rooted in man, and so near and dear to him, that he does not wish to hear nor does he want to understand any teaching against them.

Buddha said that His teaching was “going against the current” (patisotagami), against man’s selfish desires. He knew the situation quite well, first four weeks after the Enlightenment seated under the Bodhi tree, He thought to Himself: “I have realised this Truth (sacca) which is deep, difficult to see, difficult to understand, comprehensible only by the wise. Men who are overpowered by passions and surrounded by a mass of darkness cannot see this Truth, which is against the current, which is lofty, deep, subtle and hard to comprehend”. With those thoughts in His mind, the Buddha hesitated for a moment, whether it would not be in vain if He tried to explain to the world the Truth He had just realised. Then He compared the world to a lotus pond. In a lotus pond there are some lotuses still underwater, there are others which have risen only up to the water level, there are still others which stand above water and are untouched by it. In the same way, in this world, there are men at different levels of development; some would understand the Truth, so the Buddha decided to teach it. (Mahavagga, p. 46; M.1 PTS p.167f). The doctrine of Anatta or no soul is the natural result of or the corollary to the analysis of the Five Aggregates and the teaching of Conditioned genesis (Paticca Samuppada).

The Five Aggregates, when analysed and examined, have nothing behind them which can be taken as “I”, atman, or self or any other unchanging substance, according to the analytical method. The same result is arrived at through the doctrine of conditioned genesis that is the synthetical method, and according to this nothing in the world is absolute. Everything is conditioned, relative and interdependent. This is the Buddhist theory of relativity. The principle of this doctrine is given in a short formula of four lines:

1.
When this is, that is (imasmin sati dam hoti);

2.
This arising, that arises (imassa uppada dam uppajjati);

3.
When this is not, that is not (imasmin asati idam na hoti);

4.
This ceasing, that ceases (imassa nirodha idam nirujjhati).

When A is, B is;

When A arising, B arises;

When A is not, B is not;

When A ceasing, B ceases).

On this principle of conditionality, relativity and interdependence, the whole existence and continuity of life and its cessation are explained in a detailed formula which is called Paticca Samuppada ‘Conditioned Genesis’, consisting of twelve factors:

1.
Through ignorance are conditioned volitional actions or kamma formations (Avijja paccaya samkhara).

2.
Through volitional actions is conditioned consciousness (samkhara paccaya vinnanam).

3.
Through consciousness are conditioned mental and physical phenomena (vinnana paccaya namarupam).

4.
Through mental and physical phenomena are conditioned the six faculties (i.e. five physical sense organs and mind)(namarupa paccaya salayatana).

5.
Through the six faculties is conditioned (sensorial and mental) contact (salayatana paccaya phasso).

6.
Through (sensorial and mental) contact is conditioned sensation (phassa paccaya vedana).

7.
Through sensation is conditioned desire, ‘thirst’ (vedana paccaya tan ha).

8.
Through desire (thirst) is conditioned clinging (tanha paccaya upadanam).

9.
Through clinging is conditioned the process of becoming (upadana paccaya bhavo).

10.Through the process of becoming is conditioned birth (bhava paccaya jati).

11. Through birth are conditioned, decay, death, lamentation, pain, etc. (jati paccaya jara maranam soka parideva,  dukkha domanassa...).

This shows how life arises, exists and continues. Taking this same formula in reverse order, we come to the cessation of the process: Through the complete cessation of ignorance, volitional activities or karma formation ceases; through the cessation of volitional activities consciousness ceases... through the cessation of birth, decay, death, sorrow, etc. cease. It should be remembered that each of these factors is conditioned (paticca samuppanna) as well as conditioning (paticca samuppada). Therefore they are all relative, interdependent; hence no first cause is accepted. Conditioned genesis should be considered as a circle and not a chain. According to Buddhism (conditioned genesis) there is no place for freewill that has occupied an important place in Western thought and philosophy. When the whole of existence is relative, conditioned and interdependent, how can will alone be free? Will, included in the fourth aggregate (samkharakkhandha) like any other thought, is conditioned (paticca samuppanna). So-called “freedom” itself in this world is not absolutely free, that too is conditioned and relative.

In the early Buddhist texts and all Buddhist traditions, the doctrine of paticca samuppada is recognised as the central teaching of Buddhism. According to the Buddha, “One who sees the Doctrine of Conditioned Genesis, sees the Dhamma and one who sees the Dhamma, sees the Doctrine of Conditioned Genesis” (M.1.191).
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