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Preface

This book is a revised version of my thesis, ‘Personal Continuity in
Theravada Buddhism’, approved for the D.Phil. degree at Oxford
University in 1979.

I am glad to be able to thank all those who have helped me to produce
the book. The original thesis was written at Wolfson College, Oxford,
and the revision for publication at Exeter College, Oxford, during my
all-too-brief tenure of a Junior Research Fellowship there. The University
of Bristol have kindly given me a small award to help toward pre-
publication costs. I am grateful to these three institutions for providing
me with a home during the course of writing the book.

My debts to individuals are many. Margaret Cone helped me through
my first steps in the Pali language; conversations with Paul Williams and
Alexis Sanderson have many times given me valuable guidance, correc-
tion, and stimulation. The examiners of the thesis, Clifford Geertz and
Friedhelm Hardy, made valuable criticisms and suggestions for revision,
which I have tried to incorporate into this revised vcesion. To two men,
above all, I owe a personal and intellectual debt which cannot be
adequately conveyed by the references to their work in this book.
Richard Gombrich, my upajjhaya, taught me Sanskrit, and as my D.Phil.
supervisor gave me a level of help, advice and encouragement beyond
anything I could have expected or hoped for. Michael Carrithers, my
kalyana-mitta, has with unfailing kindness over the last six years given
me the benefit of his sensitive understanding of anthropology and of
Buddhism. To adapt a familiar Buddhist formula: if there is any
intellectual mierit in this book, I transfer it to the reputation of these two
friends and teachers.

I could not have written this book in the way that I have done without
the help of my wife. She has read through every draft of every section
with immense care and critical understanding, and if I have achieved any
measure of clarity and self-awareness in the ordering and presentation of
my ideas, it is thanks to her. I dedicate the book to her in love, gratitude
and respect.

Bristol 1981
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Introduction

This book is offered to the reader as an essay in the history of ideas. The
particular tradition dealt with here is that of Theravada Buddhism, a
tradition whose ideas were conceived and elaborated in India and in
certain Indian-influenced cultural settings in South and South-east Asia.
In presenting my account of this tradition, however, I wish immediately
to make two points. Firstly, in speaking of a ‘history’ of ideas here 1 will
try to follow the advice and example of Louis Dumont (as indeed on
many other occasions in this study): “The history of India must be read in
an Indian way. It is better to seek first, by a synchronic study, to grasp the
fundamental configurations or structure which constitute the framework
in relation to which history — apart from the pure sequence of events — is
defined.”? Secondly, although the particular subject-matter, and the
treatment of it | have considered appropriate, are prima facie concerned
only with India and with Buddhism, I hope very much that the book will
be read with an awareness that this specialist Indological appearance is
meant to be only skin-deep. Naturally, I have had to address myself to
particular issues which the relevant scholarship, Indological and anthro-
pological, has raised hitherto; indeed, I hope that on this leve] the book
will be coherent simply as a contribution to the solution of certain classic
problems in the study of Buddhist culture. However, my main interest is
philosophical; the imaginative world of Theravada Buddhism, and a
fortiori of the Indian culture of which it is essentially a part, are of great
depth and complexity, and their speculative thought derives from
concerns and presuppositions radically different from those of western
philosophy. Such an alien tradition, however, is important for us not in
spite of but precisely because of these differences, and the difficulty we
have in understanding them.

I think that a great deal of contemporary philosophy, particularly in
the English-language tradition, suffers from a lack of historical and social
self-awareness. 1 want to argue that philosophical reflection should not
proceed in abstraction from intellectual history and anthropology, from
the investigation and comparison of cultures. Just as anthropology
hopes, by means of the ethnographic study of other societies, eventually
to illuminate both the specific nature of our own society and the general
nature of all societies, so I think our philosophy should hope eventually
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Introduction

to illuminate both the specific nature of its own inherent concerns and
presuppositions, and perhaps the general nature of human thought (if
such exists), by studying the intellectual history of its own, and of other
traditions. Let me quote the remarks of two anthropologists whose work
has greatly influenced me. Louis Dumont, acknowledging the influence
on himself of Marcel Mauss, writes:

Let us consider here another of Mauss’ conclusions, whose importance might
escape one because of the form in which it is expressed: ‘Aristotelian categories
are not the only ones which exist. We have first to make the largest possible
catalogue of categories.” There is little doubt for those who know Mauss that
‘make a catalogue’ means nothing less than to experience those categories, to
enter into them, to elaborate them into social facts . . . If I am not mistaken, in
anthropology, properly scientific categories are only born . . . from a contradic-
tion between our categories and the categories of others, from a conflict between
theory and the data. I think that it is for this reason that Mauss did not want a
philosophy, that is to say a speculation with insufficient concepts, but an
inventory of categories equivalent to the construction of scientific concepts.?

Clifford Geertz, writing of the difficulties of a truly empathetic
understanding, which would see things ‘from the native’s point of view’,
has the following to say, which is relevant both to the general intellectual
position I am trying to describe, and to the particular topic of this study:

The concept of person is, in fact, an excellent vehicle by which to examine this
whole question of how to go about poking into another people’s turn of mind. In
the first place, some sort of concept of this kind, one feels reasonably safe in
saying, exists in recognizable form within all social groups. Various notions of
what persons are may be, from our point of view, more than a little odd. People
may be conceived to dart about nervously at night, shaped like fireflies. Essential
elements of their psyche, like hatred, may be thought to be lodged in granular
black bodies within their livers, discoverable upon autopsy. They may share their
fates with doppelganger {sic] beasts, so that when the beast sickens or dies they
sicken or die too. But at least some conception of what a human individual is, as
opposed to a rock, an animal, a rainstorm, or a god, is, so far as I can see,
universal. Yet, at the same time, as these offhand examples suggest, the actual
conceptions involved vary, often quite sharply, from one group to the next. The
Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or less integrated
motivational and cognitive universe; a dynamic centre of awareness, emotion,
judgment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and set contrastively
both against other such wholes and against a social and natural background is,
however incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within the context
of the world’s cultures. Rather than attempt to place the experience of others
within the framework of such a conception, which is what the extolled ‘empathy’
in fact usually comes down to, we must, if we are to achieve understanding, set
that conception aside and view their experiences within the framework of their
own idea of what selfhood is.3

I hope that the project of investigating the specificity of Buddhist
thinking about self, persons, and their continuity, the task of coming to
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Introduction

terms with the particular nature of its intellectual and social content, will
help to enable us to hold up a mirror to our own thinking on these
subjects. In the study which follows I will describe the way in which I
think Theravada thinking has arisen from its historical and cultural
context. I will suggest that it embodies as a basis for thought certain
specific conceptual constructions and hypotheses; constructions and
hypotheses which are addressed to quite specific (and socially derived)
concerns, all of which became finally crystallised, as it were, into a
schematic religious dogmatism. Doing this, I hope, will help us to
appreciate how western thinking about persons, selves, their nature and
their activities, itself also represents a specific historical and cultural
product, addressing its own particular concerns and embodying its own
particular conceptual constructions and hypotheses as the basis for its
thought. (The two crucial areas here, I suppose, are Christian soteriology
and the individualist presuppositions of economic and socio-political
thought.)*

There seems to me to be a strong tendency in contemporary
philosophy — at least in some parts of the English-language tradition
primarily influenced by Wittgenstein — to accord to different cultures,
under the names perhaps of ‘forms of life’ or ‘language games’, a kind of
immunity from external historical or sociological criticism and compari-
son. This tendency, exaggeratedly and self-protectively tolerant, is en-
couraged by the tacit but frequent assumptions that for us what one
might call (paraphrasing Chomsky) ‘the intuitions of the native English
thinker’ should be the arbiter of philosophical correctness, and that it is
the conceptual and linguistic habits of ‘common-sense’ to which we
should look for enlightenment on philosophical issues. The approach I
am suggesting, on the contrary, will see these ‘intuitions’, and the
‘common-sense’ constructed out of them, as merely problematic data;
data, moreover, whose implicit presuppositions and particular concerns
must be investigated and made explicit by appropriate historical and
social-anthropological scholarship. In the pages which follow I will try to
confront the native English thinker with certain aspects of the mental
universe as it appears to the Buddhist mind. The result of thus placing
oneself, for a moment, in a Buddhist world (in Mauss’ terms of
‘experiencing Buddhist categories’), will be, I hope, to widen a little the
cultural horizons in which both our common-sense and our philosophy
set their ideas of the person and of selfhood. It is this fundamental project
to which my study of Buddhism is directed.

So much for the content of the book: its form results from my approach
to two classic problems in the study of Buddhism. In the first place, there
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Introduction

is the doctrine of ‘not-self’ (Pali anatta, Sanskrit anatman). I will let three
distinguished contemporary Theravada Buddhists introduce the doctrine.
All of them are writing in English for a western audience, and they show
admirably, I think, the importance which the denial of self has for
Buddhists themselves, and some of the perhaps unexpected implications
and consequences which Buddhism supposes the opposing belief in the
existence of a self to have. Rahula, a learned and authoritative Sinhalese
monk, writes:

What in general is suggested by Soul, Self, Ego, or to use the Sanskrit expression
Atman, is that in man there is a permanent, everlasting and absolute entity, which
is the unchanging substance behind the changing phenomenal world. According
to some religions, each individual has such a separate soul which is created by
God, and which, finally after death, lives eternally either in hell or heaven, its
destiny depending on the judgement of its creator. According to others, it goes
through many lives till it is completely purified and becomes finally united with
God or Brahman, Universal Soul or Atman, from which it originally emanated.
This soul or self in man is the thinker of thoughts, feeler of sensations, and
receiver of rewards and punishments for all its actions good or bad. Such a
conception is called the idea of self.

Buddhism stands unique in the history of human thought in denying the
existence of such a Soul, Self, or Atman. According to the teaching of the Buddha,
the idea of self is an imaginary, false belief which has no corresponding reality,
and it produces harmful thoughts of ‘me’ and ‘mine’; selfish desire, craving,
attachment, hatred, ill-will, conceit, pride, egotism, and other defilements,
impurities and problems. It is the source of all the troubles in the world from
personal conflicts to wars between nations. In short, to this false view can be
traced all the evil in the world.’

Malalasekera, an active Sinhalese lay Buddhist and statesman, tells us
that:

this is the one doctrine which separates Buddhism from all other religions, creeds,
and systems of philosophy and which makes it unique in the world’s history. All
its other teachings . . . are found, more or less in similar forms, in one or other
of the schools of thought or religions which have attempted to guide men through
life and explain to them the unsatisfactoriness of the world. But in its denial of
any real permanent Soul or Self, Buddhism stands alone. This teaching presents
the utmost difficulty to many people and often provokes even violent antagonism
towards the whole religion. Yet this doctrine of No-soul or Anatta is the bedrock
of Buddhism and all the other Teachings of the Buddha are intimately connected
with it . . . Now, what is this ‘Soul’ the existence of which the Buddha denies?
Briefly stated, the soul is the abiding, separate, constantly existing and indestruct-
ible entity which is generally believed to be found in man ... it is[regarded
asjthe thinker of all his thoughts, the doer of his deeds and the director of the
organism generally. It is the lord not only of the body but also of the mind; 1t
gathers its knowledge through the gateways of the senses . . . Buddhism denies
all this and asserts that this belief in a permanent and a divine soul is the most
dangerous and pernicious of all errors, the most deceitful of illusions, that it will
inevitably mislead its victim into the deepest pit of sorrow and suffering.6

4



Introduction

Nyanatiloka, a German who went to Ceylon, became a monk and a
leading figure in modern ‘reformed’ Buddhism there, and who was a
prolific translator and interpreter of Theravada tradition, adapts a
canonical pattern of exposition in saying that:
there are three teachers in the world. The first teacher teaches the existence of an
eternal ego-entity outlasting death: that is the Eternalist, as for example the
Christian. The second teacher teaches a temporary ego-entity which becomes
annihilated at death: that is the annihilationist, or materialist. The third teacher
teaches neither an eternal nor a temporary ego-entity: that is the Buddha. The
Buddha teaches that what we call ego, self, soul, personality, etc., are merely
conventional terms not referring to any real independent entity. And he teaches
that there is only to be found this psychophysical process of existence changing
from moment to moment. . . This doctrine of egolessness of existence forms the
essence of the Buddha’s doctrine of emancipation. Thus with this doctrine of
egolessness, or anattd, stands or falls the entire Buddhist structure.”

I shall not be concerned to come to any final evaluation of the anatta
doctrine, nor thus to decide whether ‘the entire Buddhist structure’ is to
stand or fall. Rather, in examining the doctrine, I shall wish to elucidate
how it appears in the texts, what it asserts, what it denies, and what it
fails to assert or deny; and, perhaps most importantly, 1 shall wish to
study what role or roles it plays in the varieties of Buddhist thought and
practice, what function or functions it might have for those who profess
allegiance to it and whose religious activity is patterned on it. The
problems raised for us by the doctrine are naturally legion, and I shall try
to show what, in the indigenous categories of Buddhist thought, corre-
sponds roughly to an answer to them. Amongst other things, we will want
to know how Buddhism can conceive or explain experience, action, and
moral responsibility, without a real subject or agent; what rationale for
action it can provide for the Theravada practitioner himself; and — the
main thread on which this book is woven —how there can be any
coherent Buddhist account of personal identity and continuity, both in its
general form, and in the particular case of rebirth (since of course
Buddhism shares with all other major indigenous Indian religious
traditions a belief in reincarnation).

The second classic problem which has determined the form of this
study is that of ‘Buddhism and Society’; more properly said, the problem
of the relation between the content of Buddhist doctrine as it is found in
the scriptural tradition of the Pali Canon and the other kinds of religious
thought and practice found in what we call ‘Buddhist societies’. This is,
indeed, a problem which has had important repercussions in a wide
intellectual sphere; along with the doctrine of not-self which we have just
seen, Buddhism does not accept any idea of an omnipotent, eternal God,
and although it accepts the existence of certain types of superhuman
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being, it does not accord any crucial religious value to human interaction
with them. Thus, there is no place for worship, prayer, nor for many
other things which are usually included by definition in the category of
‘religion’. Durkheim’s8 realisation of this, and his insistence that there-
fore ‘religion in society’ must be defined in some other way (in his case, in
terms of ‘the sacred and the profane’), has been very widely influential in
social anthropology and in all comparative and historical study of
religion. I am not at all concerned with the matter of definition; the
important factor here is the ubiquitous co-existence of Buddhism with
other more ‘popular’ forms of religious thought and practice which
centre on rituals aimed at gaining some benefit or avoiding some
threatened harm from local gods, spirits, and so on. Spiro® has happily
termed this ‘culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated
superhuman beings’. These rituals differ from place to place, and
generally have little or nothing to do with canonical Buddhism. How-
ever, by far the largest proportion of those whom we call by any
other criterion ‘Buddhists’ (or, more importantly, who call themselves
‘Buddhists’) happily integrate into their religious activities as a whole
both practices oriented towards canonical Buddhism, such as feeding
monks, and these other more ‘popular’ practices. Whatever the nature of
the particular practices, moreover, the aim of them all is the future
well-being of the person who performs them, or perhaps of another (such
as a dead relative) to whom the ‘merit’ gained by the ritual is donated.

If these ‘popular’ Buddhist activities are to have any sense for those
who participate in them, we must necessarily assume that, in relation to
the person performing the ritual, to any possible recipient of ‘merit’, and
to any gods or spirits to whom the ritual might be directed, there exists
some feeling — not necessarily or even usually articulated — for the con-
tinuing existence and importance in this life and thereafter of oneself, of
others, and of gods. Given the precisely contradictory doctrines of
intellectual Buddhism, our interpretative problem might then be de-
scribed as that of grasping adequately and holistically the relation of the
stricter, intellectual kind of Buddhist thought and practice to the actual
thought and practice of most Buddhists.

We are lucky to have seen, within the last decade, a number of
anthropological studies which together provide a satisfactory intellectual
framework in which we can take account of all the varieties of Buddhism
found in Buddhist societies. (I shall return to this presently.) I should
stress that [ am not myself writing as an anthropologist. I am interested
primarily in the thought of canonical Buddhism, and only secondarily
with problems in the anthropological study of Buddhist society as it
affects our understanding of that thought. Accordingly, my concern will
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be to investigate how the fact of social differences in thought and practice
are taken account of by Buddhbist doctrine itself, and how they affect it.
That is, I shall study the question of whether and how the psychological
and philosophical analyses of Buddhist thought ignore or include the
dimension of social and individual differentiation. I can indicate the
answer to this in a preliminary way now: not only does the intellectual
tradition take account of what it imagines to be the social and psycholo-
gical reality of actual Buddhists, but also it is precisely this dimension
which gives us the key structures by which we will understand the
Theravada account of personality and continuity as it was developed,
given the initial postulate of the denial of self.

Readers of the scholarly literature on these questions will no doubt be
familiar with most of the arguments raised and positions adopted. I will
here review briefly some of the most influential opinions, in order to
situate my own account within the history of western scholarship.

With regard to the first problem, the denial of self, we can classify most
opinions into two groups: those who refuse to believe that the ‘real’
doctrine taught by the Buddha is what the canonical teaching of anatta
appears to be; and those who do accept that the doctrine of anatta is
what the Buddha taught, and that it means what it appears to say, but
who then deduce from it a final evaluation that Buddhism is ‘nihilistic’,
‘pessimistic’, ‘world-’ and ‘life-denying’, and so on.

In the former group, a number of different approaches have led to the
same conclusion. Perhaps the most flamboyant was Mrs Rhys Davids,
who achieved a great deal of sound scholarly work for the Pali Text
Society but came finally to believe that these canonical texts do not
represent the ‘original gospel’ of the Buddha. She began to claim that the
Buddha taught the way to a ‘More’ in man; that is, an unseen self or soul,
‘the very man’, who was more than the visible ‘instruments’ of body and
mind. Relying on what she saw as ‘evidence . . . overlooked by
Buddhists, whose ignorance of their Canon (only now in the process of
translation into South Asiatic vernaculars) must be met with to be
realized’ she thought that it was

clear that the object of the utterance [i.e. one of the forms of the denial of self]
was clearly to warn the new fellow-teachers never to identify the self, soul, very
man with his parts or instruments, namely, body or ways of mind. They were to
see that this (body, mind) ‘is not of me, that I am not it, that for me it is not the
self’. But the Buddhist inference from it has for centuries been the adding: this self
being neither body nor mind, there is no self. Logically this is quite unwarranted.

She then asks ‘How then is the self so oddly denied, denied even today, in
orthodox Southern Buddhism?’, and answers that it was the work of
‘monasticism’, which came to construe the doctrine as a ‘pure nihilism’,
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adding curiously that ‘no cult of that kind could long persist in India
without dishonour and discredit’.!® Her husband, T. W. Rhys Davids, had
remarked more soberly, some forty years earlier, that

the position [of not-self] is so absolute, so often insisted on, so fundamental to the
right understanding of primitive Buddhism, that it is essential there should be no
mistake about it. Yet the position is also so original, so fundamentally opposed to
what is usually understood as religious belief, both in India and elsewhere, that
there is a great temptation to attempt to find a loophole through which at least a
covert or esoteric belief in the soul, and in future life (that is of course of a soul),
can be recognised, in some sort of way, as part of so widely accepted a religious
system. There is no loophole, and the efforts to find one have always met with
unswerving opposition, both in the Pitakas [i.e. canonical texts] themselves and
in extra-canonical works.!!

A similar approach to Mrs Rhys Davids’ is followed by Christmas
Humphreys, founder of the Buddhist Society in England, and whose
voluminous writings on Buddhism have been very widely distributed and
influential. Blending a background in theosophy with a particular view of
the Mahayana Buddhist tradition (that is, Buddhism in Northern Asia),
he feels of the anatta doctrine that

the difficulties in its understanding are inherent, for it is the Self which is striving
to understand itself, and they are not made any easier by the persistent attempts
of members of the Theravada school, in the West as well as the East, to substitute
a cold and dreary doctrine of their own which is unknown to the Pali Canon . . .
Now, the Buddha nowhere denies the Atman doctrine as originally taught [that
is, as he has just explained, in the early Hindu texts, the Upanisads, where the
Atman is ultimately identical with the Cosmic Spirit, Brahman, which is ‘the
absolute principle which is common to and unites man and the Universe’] but
only in the degraded form of an ‘immortal soul’ which separates man from man.

Humphreys seems untroubled by any difficulties in understanding the
doctrine, however, as the following entries in his Popular Dictionary of
Buddhism make clear:

Atman: The Supreme SELF;* Universal Consciousness; Ultimate Reality. The
divine element in Man, degraded into idea of an entity dwelling in the heart of
each man, the thinker of his thoughts and doer of his deeds, and after death
dwelling in bliss or misery according to deeds done in the body. For Buddhist
attitude to Atman conception see Anatta (q.v.).

Anatta: The Doctrine of the non-separateness of all forms of life, and the
opposite of that of an immortal and yet personal soul. As applied to man, it states

* As the quotations | give here show, in this context capital letters seem often to be imbued
with profound and mysterious significance. Neither Sanskrit nor Pali script uses them,
nor any equivalent, and so they are useless as an instrument for our interpretative
understanding.
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that there is no permanent ego or self in the five skandhas* which make up the
personality. The Buddha, however, nowheré denied the existence of an ego or
soul, but taught that no permanent entity, not subject to anicca and dukkha
{impermanence and suffering} can be found in any of the human faculties. That
which pertains to any human being is not immortal; that which is immortal and
unchanging is not the possession of any one human being. The reality behind the
flux of samsara [rebirth] is an indivisible unity . . .12

Professor Zaehner, a converted Roman Catholic who confessed pri-
vately to finding Buddhism ‘an alien tradition’,!3 was prevented by
scholarly discipline from imputing quite so directly to Buddhists a belief
their texts ubiquitously deny; but nevertheless, his view of Buddhism,
conditioned by a Jungian-influenced sensibility to other religions, tended
always to speak of the denial of self as merely ‘the elimination of ego’.
This formulation leads the way for him, as for so many others, to suggest
that there is a Self, or Real Self behind the (small) self or ego. Thus he
speaks of ‘the Buddhist convention of using the word “Not-self” to mean
something other than the Ego which has direct experience of both the
subjective self and of objective phenomena’; and declares that ‘the
Buddha . . . recognizes that there is an eternal being transcending time,
space and change; and this is the beginning of religion. Moreover the
Hindus, overwhelmingly, and the Buddhists when they are off their
guard, speak of this eternal being as the “self”’.” (As if an entire cultural
tradition could somehow adopt a deceptive pose!)

Modern intellectual Hinduism, reacting against the Christian mission-
ary effort, has often claimed that ‘all religions are one’—and that
Hinduism is inexpugnably valuable because it alone recognises this fact.
Exponents of this view generally follow the particular Hindu school
called Vedanta, for which the essence of the human individual self, called
Atman, and the Ultimate Reality of the Universe, called Brahman, are the
same; the approach is then that since all religions are ‘really’ saying the
same thing, Buddhism’s denial of self must refer to a ‘small’, ‘selfish’ ego,
and not to the magisterial cosmic Atman. Thus, for Radhakrishnan, the
Buddha ‘repudiates the popular delusion of the individual ego and
disputes the reality of the surface self . . . It is the false view that
clamours for the perpetual continuance of the small self that Buddha
refutes.’14 Similarly Coomaraswamy finds that

there is nothing . . . to show that the Buddhists ever really understand the pure
doctrine of the Atman . . . The attack which they led upon the idea of self or
soul is directed against the conception of the eternity in time of an unchanging
individuality; of the timeless spirit they do not speak, and yet they claim to have

* Body, feclings, perceptions/ideas, "mental formations’, and consciousness. I shall discuss this
analysis in Chapters 2 and 3.
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disposed of the theory of the Atman! . . . Buddhist dialectic . . . is directed to
show that things are ‘Empty’; when their component elements are recognized,
there is no remainder, but only the ‘Void’; he who realises this, attains Nibbana*
and is freed. But we cannot distinguish this ‘Void’ or ‘Abyss’ from that Brabman
which is ‘No thing’.15

Recently the Indian scholar K. Bhattacharya, in a work which quotes
frequently from Radhakrishnan, Plotinus, Schopenhauer, Jaspers, and
others, as well as from Indian and Buddhist texts, attempts to show that
the ‘Real’, ‘Absolute’ (etc.) of all these systems is the same, indescribable
‘spiritual Atman’, whose nature is best grasped and expressed by
silence.16 It is, perhaps, as if entering a room full of people sitting in
peaceful (or exasperated!) silence, one were to be able to conclude that
they were all thinking ‘the same thing’.

As I shall discuss in Chapter 3, perhaps the most frequent way in which
the denial of self is presented in the texts is by placing the word anatta,
‘not-self’ in apposition to terms referring to any or all of the perceivable
and conceivable aspects of human beings. Thus, for example, ‘conscious-
ness is not-self’.t The way is then open for interpreters to claim that if
XY Z (body, consciousness, or whatever) are ‘not the self’, then the self
can, or must, be something else. This argument has been put forward by
many scholars, a notable example in Germany being Georg Grimm,
himself a Buddhist enthusiast.!” The justifiably renowned Austrian
scholar Frauwallner!8 followed a similarly common, though less positive,
path in taking anatta as merely the strategic denial of any definite
description of self, without affirming or denying the existence or
non-existence of some transcendent, indefinable self. Like many others,
he emphasised the occasional remarks in the texts to the effect that there
is no point in discussing the problem of the existence or non-existence of
the self, or the Buddha, after enlightenment, since such discussion is
useless, or indeed a positive hindrance, to actual religious practice. Thus,
finally, Buddhist metaphysics could be reduced to a kind of pragmatic
agnosticism in which the self is not so much denied as declared
inconceivable. Anatta then simply advises against uselessly trying to
conceive it.

These examples will perhaps suffice to show something of the variety
of positions adopted by those who see some other ‘real’ doctrine or
attitude behind those apparently intended by the teaching of anatta. The
other kind of approach, which accepts that in doctrine and attitude the
denial of self is what it appears to be, but which then charges Buddhists
* The Pali form of Sanskrit nirvana.

t See Chapter 3.2.1 for discussion of the linguistic form of anatta, and the possibilities for

translation.
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with ‘pessimism’, ‘nihilism’, or whatever, has naturally been widespread
amongst those unsympathetic or opposed to Buddhism, in India as in the
west. | will quote three examples, all, indeed, taken not from opponents
of Buddhism but from illustrious Buddhist scholars.

The question of what is meant by the denial of self naturally leads, as
we have already seen, to the question of what is involved in the idea of
final nirvana. For those who accept the literal meaning of anatta, this
often means that nirvana is conceived as a simple death; nirvana at the
end of a series of lives is comparable in this view, perhaps, to the modern
western view of death at the end of a single life — a complete annihilation.
Thus the French scholar Bareau, one of the greatest Buddhist historians,
writes of nirvana as the ‘absolute’ state beyond birth, death, and change:

Is it pure nothingness [pur néant), as all its definitions lead one to believe and as
all the opponents of Buddhism represent it? The latter’s faithful deny this and
describe it, on the contrary, as eternal and ineffable beatitude. They deny also
that the saint who has entered it and who has broken off all relations with the
world here below no longer exists. Nevertheless, one must really admit, if the
person is nothing but a changing collection of phenomena, of transitory elements,
that when all these have disappeared, nothing remains. Only the Personalist
schools* could maintain that the person, because it is not truly identical with the
elements which compose it, subsists in #irvana. But again, the state in which it
remained, after the complete cessation of all its psychic and biological functions,
must have resembled a profound and dreamless sleep, a complete unconscious-
ness. To people who, like all Indians, believed themselves to pass without ceasing,
without rest, immediately, from one existence to another, that is to say from one
series of states of consciousness to another, that eternal and complete peace of
psychic nothingness [néant psychique] must have seemed desirable, whereas it
has always terrified people in the West.1?

In a similar vein, Oldenberg, a German much of whose work at the turn
of the century both on Buddhism and on Brahmanical religion has yet to
be surpassed, holds overall the position that the logic of the Buddha’s
teaching leads to a view of nirvana as ‘nothing’ (das Nichts) or ‘a
vacuum’ (ein Vakuum), but that this was withheld in ‘the official
teaching of the Church’ (die offizielle Kirchenlebre) so as not to deter the
weak-minded. Thus ‘the answer, to which the premises of the Buddhist
teaching tended [is]: the self [das Ich] is not. Or, what is equivalent: the
Nirvana is annihilation [die Vernichtung] . . . [But] why present to the
weak the keen edge of the truth: the prize of the delivered man’s victory is
nothingness?’2 From this he arrives finally at the view that the ‘official
teaching’ of Buddhism is a kind of pragmatic agnosticism, in the manner
of Frauwallner which we have already seen. The Russian Stcherbatsky, a
great scholar of Buddhist philosophy and logic, speaks straightforwardly

* For some remarks on whom see Chapters 5.2.3; §5.2.4; 6.1.1.
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of ‘lifeless nirvana’, a state which was ‘life’s annihilation’, comparable to
the extinction of a fire when its fuel 1s exhausted.2! (This is, indeed, a
common Buddhist metaphor.)

It seems to me that a great deal of the confusion on this issue arises
from a need felt by many with strong religious convictions, and by some
neutral scholars, to come to some final conclusion of their own —in
terms, necessarily, of their own indigenous categories of thought — on the
reality depicted by the conceptual products of other cultures. That is,
in relation to my present concern, once certain translations of Buddhist
terms are accepted, and one speaks of ‘self’, ‘person’, ‘death’, ‘rebirth’,
‘release’, ‘enlightenment’, and so on, it is as if the task is simply to make a
judgement of our own on the relations, logical or otherwise, between
these concepts, and on the ‘ultimate reality’ to which they are taken to
refer. As might be expected from my earlier remarks on the investigation
and comparison of cultures, I shall try to adopt a different approach. The
scholar must, I think, qua scholar eschew all such questions and concerns
(even though as an individual thinker or believer he may or may not want
to arrive at a personal conclusion). The task of scholarship is endlessly to
investigate, by any and every academic discipline which proves necessary,
the words in which beliefs and doctrines are presented, the categories of
thought which they express, and the function or functions which they
might have in the life and thought of those who hold them.

Accordingly, in Parts 1 and 1l (Chapters 2—4), 1 shall develop an
analysis of the Buddhist doctrine of not-self as a soteriological strategy.
Using Weber’s distinction between the religious specialist and the
ordinary man, the ‘virtuoso’ and the ‘religiously unmusical’, I will argue
that the denial of self in fact represents a linguistic taboo; but a taboo
which is applied differently by different Buddhists, according to their
position on the continuum from ordinary man to specialist. For ordinary
men, the doctrine is not a matter of immediate, literal, and personal
concern. As a socially institutionalised system of symbols, Buddhist
theory functions as a reference point which orients, and provides a
criterion for, the general religious outlook and practices of the ordinary
Buddhist; in this sense, the anattd doctrine’s crucial importance is to
provide an intransigent symbolic opposition to the belief system of the
Brahmin priesthood, and therefore to the social position of Brahmins
themselves. For Buddhist specialists, considered as a general category, the
doctrine #s taken literally and personally, and thus anatta represents a
determinate pattern of self-perception and psychological analysis, which
i1s at once the true description of reality — in Buddhist terms it ‘sees things
as they really are’ — and the instrument by which the aspirant to nirvana
progresses towards, and achieves, his goal. Within the category of
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‘specialists’ there are of course differences in emphasis. As we shall see,
there is a difference between the way the denial of self is appropriated by
the monk earnestly engaged in meditative reflection (which characterises
the most practical form of treading the Buddhist Path), and the way it
was appropriated, and elaborated, by the Buddhist scholastic, concerned
with preserving and clarifying the conceptual content of Buddhist theory,
but not necessarily with himself using it to attain nirvana.

I shall distinguish two main forms of the soteriological strategy of
anattd, corresponding to the two emphases of the doctrine as the true
description of reality, or as an instrument of salvation. There is the ‘right
view’ of not-self, which opposes other ‘wrong views’, and which forms
part of the practice of ‘mental purification’; and there is the ‘no-view’
approach, which imposes a certain moral and epistemological attitude
towards the activity of conceptualisation per se, and which brings with it
a particular, and peculiarly Buddhist, aesthetic of ‘emptiness’.

As a preliminary to this presentation of the denial of self, [ will devote
Chapter 1 to tracing the development in pre-Buddhist India of the
fundamental conceptions of the person and of time which inform
Buddhist thinking; and of the categories in which it, like all other major
Indian traditions, elaborated its ontology and psychology: samsara, ‘the
round of rebirth’, reincarnation; karma, the doctrine of action and the
rewards, punishments, good or bad fortune, which it entails; and moksa
(in Buddhism nirvana), release from the round of rebirth, ‘enlighten-
ment’,

The second problem, ‘Buddhism and Society’, has evoked less con-
troversy than the doctrine of anatta, and in my account I draw on what is
slowly becoming a consensus of opinion among students of the subject
about the way it should be approached. In the past, of course, many
scholars concerned with the intellectual systems found in the textual
traditions of Indian religion were content to approach the anthropologic-
al problem of the social and historical position of such thinking in the
spirit of Monier-Williams, who distinguished between ‘what may be
called true Buddhism as taught by its founder’ and ‘its corruptions in
some of the countries bordering on India and North-eastern Asia’. For
him ‘the corruptions and schisms of Buddhism are the natural and
inevitable outcome of its own root-ideas and fundamental doctrines’,
since the ‘primitive Buddhism’ taught by the Buddha was at the same
time too unnatural in contradicting ‘the simple working of the eternal
instincts of humanity’ — examples he gives are marriage and worshipping
a god — and had too ‘tolerant, liberal and eclectic [a] spirit’ to survive
intact in the syncretic atmosphere of Indian religion.22 Similarly, Sir
Charles Eliot found that the
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criticism — that Buddhists are prone to corrupt their faith —is just, for their
courteous acquiescence in other creeds enfeebles and denaturalises their own
. . . Such statements as that the real religion of the Burmese is not Buddhism but
animism are, I think, incorrect, but even the Burmese are dangerously tolerant
. . . The weakness comes from an absence of any command against superstitious
rites and beliefs.23

This kind of attitude to the realities of Buddhism in society is not
confined to western scholars. It is found, for example, in the essays and
the speeches of Anagarika Dharmapala, a crucially important figure in
the modern history of Buddhism in Ceylon. Preaching a reformed,
modernistic Buddhism in which a ‘Return to Righteousness’ would be
based on Buddhist morality and psychology mixed with the findings of
modern science, he declared:

The message of the Buddha I have to bring to you is free from theology,
priestcraft, rituals, ceremonies, dogmas, heavens, hells and other theological
shibboleths. The Buddha taught to the civilized Aryans of India 25 centuries ago
a scientific religion containing the highest individualistic altruistic ethics, a
phitosophy of life based on psychological mysticism and a cosmogony which is in
harmony with geology, astronomy, radioactivity and relativity.

Deploring the contemporary state of religious practice, he advises lay
Buddhists to ignore the ‘vulgar sciences’ of ‘astrology, occultism, ghostol-
ogy and palmistry’, holding that ‘the occultists dabbling in mystery and
esotericism bring down the human understanding into animalism . . .
And this is especially so in India, the land of insane mysticism and
animalising sciences.” Thinking (in 1920} of ‘the past greatness of the
Sinhalese race’, he says that

the people have degenerated to an alarming extent. Religion they have forgotten.
The bhikkhus [monks) have become pleasure loving, neglecting the study of the
Higher Doctrine [that is, Buddhist psychology written in Pali] . . . devoting their
time to poetical literature of an erotic kind in the Sanskrit language . . .
Intelligent, educated, unselfish, patient, self-sacrificing Upasakas and Bhikkhus
[laymen and monks] are needed today to lead the ignorant, helpless Sinhalese
Buddhists. In another ten years pure Buddhbism will cease to exist in the historic
island [my italics].24

Although he is without these exaggerated condemnations of popular
religion, in both western and eastern thinkers, and does not make the
assumption that the ideal form of Buddhism or Hinduism, as portrayed
in their textual traditions, represents any actual historical reality, or any
‘original’ and ‘pure’ form from which popular practice has ‘degenerated’,
Zaehner still takes the same fundamental sociological (or rather, non-
sociological) attitude: ‘one of the paradoxes of Hinduism has always
been the yawning gap that separates its higher manifestations from the
frankly superstitious and magical practices that go to make up the
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religious fare of the rural masses’.25 [ shall try to approach the problem,
in relation to Buddhism, in the spirit advocated by Pocock: ‘There is no
“yawning gap” between beliefs which Professor Zaehner might think
“superstitious” and the rarefied thought of the sectarian philosophies.
These are interconnected not only in the minds of individual men but are
interlinked through social relations to constitute that whole which is
inevitably hidden from the student of texts.’26 Although I am a student of
texts, and not an empirical social scientist, my particular concern is
precisely how far the theoretical texts of the Buddhist tradition reflect
and incorporate what they see to be the social whole in which they
operate. | will argue that the picture of social and psychological reality in
which Buddhist theory sees itself as inserted is, albeit in simplified,
schematised and idealised form, congruent with that developed by
modern anthropologists working on the subject. Let me present this
picture briefly by means of a number of interpretative categories,
presented as dichotomies, or three-fold distinctions along a continuum.
Clearly, any such tools of cultural research should not be used too
simplistically, and they obviously do not represent directly and simply
any separable ‘levels’ or ‘entities’ in cultural reality.

With this caveat, let me turn to the first distinction, which was made,
as early as 1917, by de la Vallée Poussin, between what he called
‘religions’ and ‘disciplines of salvation’ in India. Of what he terms
‘religions’, he says that

whatever be their diversity, all were ‘made’ to meet, and do meet 1n some manner,
the needs of Man living in society, needs supernatural, moral and secular, needs
individual and social. They teach a superhuman power, whatever be the nature
and dignity of this power; they explain the duties of Man towards it, or, more
uncompromisingly, the right modus vivendi of Man with it; they have prayers or
formulas, sacrifices, sacraments. They are concerned with the welfare of the dead,
and also with personal welfare in this life; they have devices and ceremonies for
the work and the anxieties of everyday life, for illnesses and for sins, which are
often another kind of illness. They teach a general rule of conduct, and penetrate
the Law of family or of tribe.

But also

side by side with the religions properly so called, there arose in India from about
the seventh century B.C. —to last for many centuries, attracting thousands of
adherents and exercising a strong influence on the Indian religions — a number of
‘disciplines’, with a special character of their own. They cannot be exactly
described either as philosophies or as religions. We have to see what is the right
name for them . . .

In contrast with religions, the disciplines are made for ascetics, for ascetics
only. Further they are purely personal or individualistic, that is they do not care
for one’s neighbour or for the dead. They are unsocial and often antisocial: they
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deprecate and often prohibit marriage . . . they are not concerned with mundane
ends atall . . .
In many respects they are widely different one from another . . . But they are

sisters born from the same parents, namely disgust with life and love of mystery.
If they do not agree concerning deliverance and the path to deliverance, they all
pursue deliverance. The ri%ht name for them seems to be ‘disciplines of salvation’
or ‘paths to deliverance’.

The most important effect, for my present concern, of the mutual
interaction and influence of these two systems, was the development of
an intermediate range of thought and practice, such that certain symbols,
ideas, and practices derived from the ‘disciplines’ came to be used for
goals usually associated with the ‘religions’. Thus, as the disciplines came
to have a more settled social place and function, they came to incorporate
as lesser aims in their total system such mundane goals as success in life,
freedom from illness, and so on — and, most importantly, for the lay and
non-ascetic supporter, the intermediate eschatological goal of better
rebirth in the round of samsara, rather than the complete escape from it
into ‘deliverance’. This is the crucial distinction within Buddhist practice
which one must grasp if one is to understand its nature as a religion in
society, and the way in which its theoretical analyses accommodate the
facts of internal differentiation.

Building on the work of previous scholars, Spiro has distinguished
what he calls ‘the three systems of Theravada Buddhism’. First, there is
nibbanic Buddhism. This term, derived from the Pali nibbana (Sanskrit
nirvana), refers to the ideal system of thought and practice leading to
complete escape from rebirth, as it is depicted in the texts of the Pali
Canon. The second system is that of kammatic Buddhism, derived from
the Pali kamma (Sanskrit karma), which is concerned with acquiring, by
good action and its soteriological rewards (kamma), a desirable future
rebirth. Examples of such a rebirth would be as a god in one of the many
heavens of Buddhist cosmology, or as a man in more fortunate circum-
stances. That these two soteriological systems are not ideologically
distinct is shown by what is perhaps the most widely acknowledged goal
of Buddhists nowadays, whether monks or laymen. It is generally
considered impossible in our time to attain nibbana, because of the
prevalent corruption of the age; accordingly, one hopes for rebirth as a
man (since release from rebirth cannot be attained except as a man) in the
time of the coming Buddha Metteyya, as nibbana will then be again a real
possibility.

Apart from these two soteriological systems, Spiro distinguishes

still a third type of Buddhism, one which is concerned with man’s worldly
welfare: the curing of illness, protection from demons, the prevention of
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droughts, and so on . . . Since the latter is primarily concerned with protection
from danger, I shall call it apotropaic Buddhism . . .

Having delineated three distinctive Buddhist systems, I do not wish to suggest
that living Buddhism presents itself as packaged into three neat bundles of belief
and practice. On the contrary, when first encountered, living Buddhism appears
as a bewildering hodgepodge of beliefs and practices, some canonical and some
non-canonical, which it is difficult to distinguish from those comprising the
non-Buddhist religious systems found in all Buddhist societies, let alone from
each other.28

This approach to the problem has been accompanied by the develop-
ment of a more general interpretative dichotomy in anthropology, that of
Redfield and Marriott between the ‘Great’ and ‘Little’ Traditions. The
former refers to the common inheritance of a wide cultural area,
transmitted in a definite form (in writing or mnemonically by
specialists) — in our case, the literary tradition of the Pali Canon. The
little tradition refers to local beliefs and practices, restricted to particular
areas and transmitted orally — in our case, centring on interaction with
local gods and spirits, apotropaic rituals, and the like. Many justified
criticisms have been made of the more extreme formulations of this idea,
and within anthropology itself it is certainly somewhat out-dated. In a
study of Buddhism invaluable for this whole problem, Buddhism and the
Spirit Cults of North-east Thailand, Tambiah remarks that such formula-
tions

have been mistaken in two important respects: first, insufficient regard was paid
to the fact that the great literary tradition is itself varied and has been both
cumulative and changing; secondly, it has for some curious reason not been seen
that contemporary live religion, even that observed in the village, incorporates a
great deal of the literary tradition. Brahman priests, Buddhist monks, ritual
experts and scribes in some measure deal with literary and oral knowledge
transmitted from the past and which they themselves systematically transmit to
their successors. And for the common people at large such texts and knowledge
have a referential and legitimating function, even if they themselves have no
direct access to them.2?

Indeed, the great literary tradition of the Pali Canon not only contains
whole texts — such as the Jatakas, ‘Birth-Stories’, which are legends of the
Buddha’s former lives, sometimes as an animal in stories which resemble
Aesop’s fables — which have little to do with the ideal Buddhist quest for
nirvana, but also there are many traces in the normative texts which deal
with ‘high’ matters of psychology and morality, of the ‘popular religion’
of their time (the North-east of India, roughly from 500 to 300 B.C.).%
Clearly the internal differentiation of Buddhist culture is ancient, ubi-
quitous, and important.

It seems to me that the complexities, and potential misuse, of the
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great/little tradition distinction concern more immediately the ethno-
grapher and social anthropologist than the intellectual historian. In social
fact, the religion of Buddhist societies, as of Indian society generally, is
and always has been a coherent and unified field, from which the ‘pure’
normative systems of ideas are abstracted — by intellectuals within the
tradition as much as by western interpreters. However, for the systematic
study of these ideas one has to accept, I think, a certain measure of
artificial abstraction from social reality if one is to keep intelligibly to a
single line of argument. Thus I will use the terms ‘great’ and ‘little’
tradition, not supposing them to represent real structures of Buddhist
culture from the sociological point of view, but rather as a shorthand
means of kes ping an awareness of the social whole of Buddhism in the
background, while I am discussing some of the complexities of Buddhist
thought.

There is one final interpretative dichotomy which I will use explicitly,
and presuppose implicitly, throughout the study which follows. This is
Gombrich’s,

between what people say they believe and say they do, and what people really
believe and really do . . . What people really do I shall call simply religious
behaviour. What they say about their beliefs and practices I shall call ‘cognitive’
. . . What people really believe | am aware to be ultimately unknowable; but this
does not mean that it is nonsense to talk about it. Only a pure behaviourist
refrains from making inferences from what people really do to what they are
thinking and feeling. If a lapsed Roman Catholic states that he has lost all belief
in God, and yet is seen to cross himself at a moment of crisis, we infer from his
actions that he is operating on an ideological system which differs from his
explicit or conscious beliefs: he behaves as if he still believed in God. In
old-fashioned terms, it is the religion of the heart, not the head. So 1 propose to
call it ‘affective’ religion.

This distinction is particularly useful in connexion with Buddhism,
precisely because so many of the central ideas of its ideal, normative
system are counter-intuitive, and seem prima facie unlikely vehicles for
the religious aspirations of the ordinary man in society. For example,
Gombrich himself has used the distinction to account for different ideas
and attitudes to the figure of the Buddha. Cognitively, the Buddha was a
man who attained final enlightenment some 2500 years ago, and who,
being both dead and during his life a preacher of the most extreme
self-reliance in religious practice, is no longer available to assist the this-
or other-worldly aspirations of present-day Buddhists. However, from
observed behaviour towards relics and images of the Buddha (to which
offerings, prayers, and the like, are addressed) one can conclude that he
is — for the majority of ordinary Buddhists — affectively divine.3!

I have said that the picture of social and psychological reality in which
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the Buddhist textual tradition sees itself as operating is congruent with
what I have called the consensus of opinion among modern scholars. 1
said also that it is this dimension which allows us to understand the key
structures of the Theravada account of personality and continuity, given
the doctrine of anatta. Let me now indicate, in brief outline, what my
reasons are for arguing this, Firstly, the supposed psychological reality of
the progression, along the Buddhist Path, from the self-interested and
self-positing ordinary man to the self-denying and selfless ascetic vir-
tuoso, makes use of categories similar to Gombrich’s ‘cognitive’ and
‘affective’. It is thus, according to Buddhism itself, only a first step
cognitively to pay allegiance to the denial of self. To ‘realise’ the truth of
it personally — both to understand it and to make it real — involves an
affective change in personality and psychology only brought about by
long and arduous practice. (I will discuss this in detail in Chapter 3.1.4.)

Secondly, in picturing both the relationship between its theoretical
system and other modes of thinking in society, and the variety of
linguistic forms in which ‘self’ and ‘persons’ are discussed, Buddhism
uses a distinction between the categories of ‘ultimate’ and ‘conventional’
truth. Ultimate truth refers to those psychological and philosophical
analyses contained in the canonical tradition which are held to be
universally true: that is, it denotes the form and content of what are
considered to be the crucial doctrines of the great intellectual tradition, to
be used by the specialist meditator and scholar. Conventional truth — of
which, of course, there is a very great deal in the canonical texts also,
since they are not only tracts of psychology and philosophy — refers both
to the general structures and to the particular local content of the various
little traditions of Buddhist societies, which are used by the ordinary man
(and indeed by the specialist when not dealing with matters of ultimate
concern).

Accordingly, in Parts Il and IV (Chapters 5—8), which deal with the
accounts of personality, rebirth, and continuity generally, I will organise
the material in terms of the distinction between ultimate and convention-
al truth, since only thus can we understand the particular nature and
dynamic of Buddhist thinking. In addition, however, to using concepts
which are explicitly part of Buddhism itself, and to investigating the
conscious and rational structure of its ideas, I will develop an analysis of
these ideas in terms of certain unconscious and non-rational patterns of
imagery. I will argue that these patterns of imaginative and ‘collective’
representation might be seen to be fundamental not only to Buddhist
intellectuals’ thinking about personality and continuity, but also to much
wider ways in which Buddhists at all levels of conceptual sophistication
represent to themselves society, psychology, and cosmology. 1 will
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suggest that it is through these regularities in the imagination of
Theravada culture that we can best see Buddhism as a single cultural
system, which includes in a single imaginative universe all the varieties of
thought and practice, from the specialist intellectual and meditating
monks, to the ordinary peasant-layman.

As I have already stated, I am not writing as an empirical social
scientist; that is, in presenting these patterns of imagery, | have not used
material drawn directly from fieldwork among modern Buddhists, but
only from the content of the Pali Canon. I hope that in future anthropo-
logical researchers in Buddhist countries will find my work helpful,-and
will attempt to investigate the incidence of these patterns of imagery in
the spontaneous verbal products of native informants. (We have no
means of checking such ‘popular’ culture in the past; it is dead and
unrecorded.) But the absence from my account of material gathered in
direct fieldwork does not invalidate my claims for these patterns of
imagery as the unifying fundamentals of ‘Buddhist culture’. Obviously,
the Buddhist Canon is itself, intrinsically and empirically, perhaps the
most crucial part of ‘Buddhist culture’, and it can be taken, I think, to
reflect directly or indirectly the whole spread of that culture. The
intellectual content of the Canon is itself, as Durkheim would have said,
a ‘social fact’. Equally undeniable as ‘social facts’ are the two major
aspects of Buddhist society which I have tried to relate to the imagery of
the Canon: the institution of the monkhood with its necessary relation to
the ‘household’ laity, and the fact of South Asia’s being a peasant
agricultural society. There is a good book waiting to be written on the
relation between the psychological universe of the Buddhist Canon and
the indigenous psychology of ‘popular’ culture in ‘Buddhist’ countries (if
such exists as a separately specifiable entity). But the most important
focus of my work is in philosophy and intellectual history.

I will conclude these introductory remarks by describing briefly the kinds
of text found in the Theravada tradition which contain the ideas I shall
be discussing; and by attempting to suggest, rather impressionistically,
the particular nature of this Theravada tradition and its relation to the
history of Buddhism as a whole. I will not want to write any kind of
chronologically detailed history,32 but rather to sketch something of the
style in which the Theravada presents its form of Buddhism, and some
simple differences in the flavour of this kind of Buddhism in contrast
with that predominant in the Northern, Mahayana* traditions of Tibet,
China, and Japan.

* Mabayana, the ‘Great Vehicle’ was the self-designation of various ‘schools’ who
contrasted themselves with those of the Hinayana, ‘Lesser Vehicle’, of which the
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The texts which preserve Theravada doctrine for us display a quite
specific variety in literary character. Traditionally, these texts are
grouped into three collections, or ‘Baskets’ (Pitaka), those of the Sutta,
‘Stories’ or ‘Dialogues’; Vinaya, ‘(Monastic) Discipline’ or ‘Rules of
Conduct’; and Abhidhamma, ‘Further Doctrine’. Of these, for our
purposes, the first two may be taken together;33 in them, the kind of
doctrinal matter with which I shall be concerned is presented in the form
of narrative, as episodes in the life of the Buddha and his most famous
monks. In appreciating these texts, their narrative form must constantly
be borne in mind. Not only, as orally transmitted tales, do they have a
particular form, in which repetitions, standard passages, formulae, and
the like abound, but also very frequently the narrative framework gives a
quite specific function and meaning to the doctrinal ideas it contains —
and so this function and meaning can be wholly distorted if the narrative
context is not preserved in interpretation. Although I will give some
detailed examples of this,* for brevity I will have for the most parr to
discuss particular textual passages in abstraction from their context. As a
general rule, let me recommend this: in connexion with any idea which
seems puzzling, bizarre, profound, or whatever, the very first step in
further understanding must be to seek the original text (or its translation)
in order to set the idea in its context.

The Theravada Sutta and its Vinaya, like the whole of its scholarly
tradition, are preserved in Pali, a form of Middle Indo-Aryan. As far as
can be told, from comparing these narratives with the corresponding
forms preserved in Sanskrit, Tibetan, Chinese, and some other minor
languages, there seems to be little drastic doctrinal or literary difference
in the content of these ‘early’ tales, throughout the Buddhist world.
Where a difference is seen, both in style and content, is in the later kinds
of intellectual literature produced by the various traditions. In the
Theravada, later scholarly works can be divided into two main forms.
The first is the third of the three traditional ‘Baskets’, the Abhidhamma,
‘Further Doctrine’. This has its beginnings, visible also in the Sutta, in
lists of analytic categories called matika; indeed, sometimes the three
collections of texts are called Suttd, Vinaya, and Matika.3* We have
already met perhaps the most pervasive of these, the khandbha (Sanskrit
skandba), ‘categories’, ‘aggregates’, ‘constituents of personality’, in

Theravada, ‘Way of the Elders’, was but one. Although in fact it is other traditions (such
as the Sarvdstivida and Sautrantika) which figure much more prominently in Mahayina
texts as examples of the ‘Lesser Vehicle', I shall for simplicity compare Theravada directly
with Mabdyana, as it is the only Hinayana tradition to have survived as a socially
institutionalised form, with an extensive textual corpus.

* See Chapter 4.2.3.
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which the apparently unitary person is divided into five impersonal
groups of elements. These lists take on a quite specific conceptual and
psychological function in Theravada soteriology,* but in a more general
perspective they would obviously have been valuable in a predominantly
oral culture — for both mnemonic and ritual (chanting) purposes — and
are, indeed, by no means confined to Buddhism in early Indian religion.3$
The Abhidhamma textual corpus is a huge elaboration of this list-making
form of preserving and extending doctrine. By far the largest part of these
texts consists simply in lists of categories for analysing psycho-physical
phenomena, each term in a list frequently being given its own list of
synonyms,

The second of the two later forms of scholarly text is that of the
commentaries. These were made on all kinds of primary material,
whether Sutta, Vinaya or Abbidbamma, and mix a discursive, sometimes
even narrative, explanatory style with that of the list-making, synony-
mous-category form. A modern (western) Theravada scholar-monk,
Nanamoli, speaks of the ‘three main layers’ of doctrinal literature as
follows, using his own image of a voyage of exploration in conceptual
and mental space: ‘The Suttas offered descriptions of discovery; the
Abbidhamma, map-making; but emphasis now [in the Commentaries] is
not on discovery, or even on mapping, so much as on consolidating,
filling in and explaining. The material is worked over for consistency.’36
The epitome of this last kind of scholarship is the Visuddhimagga, ‘The
Path of Purification’, written in the fifth century A.D. by Buddhaghosa
on the basis of existing Sinhalese commentaries,t and which is

an exhaustive summary in Pali of Buddhist doctrine, still the best work of its
kind. He [Buddhaghosa] then wrote commentaries in Pali on most works in the
Canon. The Sinhalese books on which these commentaries are based have
perished, because he superseded them. Though he may at first have intended only
to translate them he in fact edited and systematized them. He quotes nearly every
earlier work of Pali literature known to have existed. His interpretations are
mutually consistent. To this day Buddhaghosa’s Buddhism is in effect the unitary
standard of doctrinal orthodoxy for all Theravada Buddhists. whether or not
they are educated enough to be aware of the problem.37

I shall quote extensively from the Visuddhimagga throughout the study
which follows, in Part I when dealing with the denial of self, as giving
explicitly the Theravada view of what is contained implicitly in the
earlier Sutta, and in Parts Il and IV, dealing with the accounts of
personality, rebirth, and continuity found in the later scholarly literature,

* See Chapters 2.3.2 and 3.3.2.
t According to the tradition, these Sinhalese texts were themselves based on Pali originals
brought from India.
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as being the finest example of that genre. (It is perhaps worth emphasis-
ing, in passing, this range in the kinds of text which form, to a greater or
lesser extent in the various sections, the basis of my study. That is, not
only for its own sake is it important to remember the difference in
cultural ambience, in the kinds of questions asked and the answers
thought appropriate, found in the various texts of the developing
tradition; but also it is part of my argument for the significance of
patterns of imagery in giving us a unified picture of the Theravada
imagination that the same patterns are found throughout the entire range
of its literary tradition.)

The whole of this literary tradition, as I remarked, is written in the
form of Middle Indo-Aryan called Pali. Throughout its history, for
almost all Theravada Buddhists, this has been a learned language, a
lingua franca for education and scholarship, similar to Latin in the
western Middle Ages, and indeed to Sanskrit in Indian culture as a whole.
What Coulson says of Sanskrit and its use by the poet Kalidasa and the
theologian-philosopher Samkara applies equally to Pali and its use by
Theravada scholars:

By now {i.e. after the very earliest period] Sanskrit was not a mother tongue but a
language to be studied and consciously mastered . . . On this point it may be
useful to make a twofold distinction — between a living and a dead language, and
between a natural and a learned one. A language is natural when it is acquired
and used instinctively; it is living when people choose to converse and formulate
ideas in it in preference to any other. To the modern Western scholar Sanskrit is a
dead as well as a learned language. To Kalidasa or Samkara it was a learned
language but a living one.38

Mahayana Buddhism in India came to use Sanskrit as the medium of
its scholarship. Although thus both Pali and Sanskrit were learned but
living languages for the scholarly traditions of the Theravdda and
Mabhbdyana respectively, there are, I think, significant differences in the
cultural and historical connotations of this linguistic fact. This comes to
light clearly if we trace the two traditions beyond the borders of India,
into South-east and Northern Asia respectively. At least, using the
linguistic point as a focus will enable us to trace at once the historical
development of the two traditions and the major differences in the
‘flavour’ of the Buddhism they present.

Theravada Buddhism has relied continuously and exclusively, in its
great tradition, on Pali as the language of its sacred texts and as the
medium of education and scholarship. Conversely, Pali itself has been
almost exclusively confined to the texts of the Theravada tradition.
Throughout the history of Theravada, in India and in its expansion over
the surrounding areas of South and South-east Asia we call Ceylon,
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Burma, Thailand, and Cambodia, there has been a continuous literary
tradition of canonical texts, commentaries and sub-commentaries, writ-
ten in a single and little-developing learned language. This can symbolise
for us, and doubtless in historical fact was both cause and effect of, the
peculiarly conservative nature of the Theravada tradition. Linguistic
conservatism of this sort was accompanied by a doctrinal conservatism, a
lack of conceptual innovation of any depth; and a tendency rigidly to
separate an unchanging ‘pure’ and ‘ultimate’ form of Buddhism con-
tained in the Pali texts from the multitudinous variety of ‘popular’ and
merely ‘conventional’ forms of culture and religion performed in the
vernacular. Two modern examples can perhaps catch the spirit: we have
seen the zealous reformer in Ceylon, Anagarika Dharmapala, urging a
return to ‘pure Buddhism’. For him a crucial part of this project was the
promulgation of Pali texts and education in the language, since ‘to
understand the Buddha Vacana [the Buddha’s teaching] a knowledge of
Pali is essential’.3? Similarly, many of the western monks in contempor-
ary Ceylon, who practise in forest hermitages an austere form of
meditative life based on the ancient texts, refuse to learn Sinhala, despite
assiduously studying Pali, since the former would bring them too much
into contact with the ‘popular’ religion they see as having nothing to do
with their form of Buddhist life.40

All this contrasts strongly with the literary and linguistic history of
Mabhayana Buddhism. As | mentioned earlier, the early tales recorded in
the Sutta (Sanskrit Satra) of all traditions seem to be very similar, as do
the codes of monastic discipline, to the Vinaya. It is in the later scholarly
literature that differences are seen. Mabayana scholarship did produce,
like the Theravada, catalogues of analytic lists and synonyms, in works
of ‘Further Doctrine’, Abbidharma; and commentaries in exegesis of
earlier material. It also produced, however, kinds of text the Theravada
did not. Among those produced in India, perhaps the most important are
the ‘Perfection of Wisdom’ texts, Prajiaparamita, and new philosophical
works, usually in the form of (verse) text and commentary. The former
are very important for the aesthetic feeling, the style of Mahadyana
spirituality. They are usually voluminous and repetitive, concentrating
on that part of the denial of self which stresses the sense of ‘Emptiness’. |
shall discuss this in Chapter 4, where I will argue that though this kind of
feeling is not absent from Theravada, it is not there very strongly
emphasised. The latter new kind of literature, the philosophical texts,
reflects the adoption of Sanskrit as the language of Mahayana intellectual-
ism. It shows the entry of Mahayana into the wider and more variegated
world of Indian religious thought and philosophy generally. These texts,
unlike those of Theravada, came explicitly to place themselves in, and
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argue in the terms of, mainstream Indian logic and philosophy, opposing
themselves in detail to varieties of Hindu thought as well as to other
schools of Buddhism. Such a position could hardly have made for, and
did not in fact make for, a doctrinal single-mindedness, not to say
isolation, of the conservative Theravada sort.

It was not only the detailed intellectual adaptation of Mahayana
thinking to Indian thought as a whole which produced more variation
and flexibility in its doctrinal products. In all the many new develop-
ments in ontology and epistemology, in the characters of religious
mythology and in the conception of the Buddha, I think we should see
not only an increase in range and subtlety of purely Buddhist ideas, but a
result of the readiness of Mahdyana, in contrast with the unwillingness of
the Theravada, to include popular ideas and practices in what it is willing
to call, without the simple and exclusivist dichotomy between ultimate
and conventional truth, properly ‘Buddhist’ culture. The philosophy of
Mabhbayana has, indeed, explicit and very good reasons for so doing;*! but
the immediate consequence is that the surface level of its textual
discourse is accordingly very much more culturally extensive and com-
plex than is that of Theravada. The linguistic fact of adopting Sanskrit,
and this accommodation to ‘popular’ religion, are themselves perhaps
not entirely unconnected: for the form of the Mahayana relationship to
its wider cultural milieu — roughly, and with exceptions, inclusivist and
accommodating, through hierarchising into a totality, rather than exclu-
sivist and dichotomising into an opposition — resembles far more the
general form of the Sanskritic Hindu attitude to its wider cultural setting
than it does that of the Theravada.*?

This flexibility of Mahayana comes to light clearly in its expansion
beyond India into Northern Asia: doubtless part of the reason for its
enormous missionary success in Tibet, China, and Japan was its willing-
ness to accommodate and colonise the indigenous practices it found
there. Where Theravada, through its maintenance of a Pali textual
tradition (amongst other things), remained oriented towards its Indian
origins, the sacred texts of the Mabdyana Sitras and commentaries, as
well as later works, were translated at an early stage into Tibetan and
Chinese; these translations then became the Buddhist Canon of those
cultures. Thus, Tibetan, Chinese, and finally Japanese Mahayana Buddh-
ism developed away from the simply Indian cultural world, producing
quite new — and equally valuable — forms of cultural expression. Again, a
modern example will serve to catch the spirit. Anyone familiar with the
introduction of Tibetan Buddhism into the west, particularly in America,
will know that while preserving a great respect and concern for the
maintenance of their Tibetan linguistic and cultural heritage, many
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teachers in the west are concerned to present their message in western
languages, and in the terms of western thought.43

Such, roughly, is the nature and position of Theravada in the history of
Buddhism as a whole. Although I shall speak on occasion directly of
Mabhayana in the study which follows, I shall be consistently concerned
only with Theravada. Thus when the word ‘Buddhism’ appears without
qualification, it should be taken as referring directly only to the
Theravada — though of course on many occasions what is said will be
equally true of the Mahayana traditions.

Finally, a brief word about the style of the book. I have attempted to
achieve two, perhaps incompatible, ends. First, I hope to have provided
specialists in Indian and Buddhist studies with a new account of a
familiar doctrine, and an account which treats the material exhaustively.
I do not know of any major relevant passage in the texts which I have not
discussed explicitly, and I have given comprehensive exemplification of
the patterns of imagery I discuss. Secondly, I have also aimed to provide a
picture of an alien cultural world for philosophers and intellectual
historians which will be comprehensible without any previous know-
ledge of Buddhism or of Indian religion. I have, accordingly, repeated
and summarised my argument during the course of the book in a way |
would not have needed to do if | were writing only for specialists. I hope
that specialists will not find the repetitions too unnecessary, and that
non-specialists will not find the detail too exhaustive.
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Part 1

The cultural and social setting
of Buddhist thought






1 The origins of rebirth

If in Buddhism the proud attempt be made to conceive a deliverance in
which man himself delivers himself, to create a faith without a god, it is
Brahmanical speculation which has prepared the way for this thought.

Herman Oldenberg (1882) p. 53

1.1, Buddhism and early Indian religion

In this chapter I shall do two things: first, I shall indicate, in outline, what
I conceive to be the place in the general history of early Indian religion of
the Buddha and his teaching. In doing this, I shall emphasise, within the
general spectrum which seems to have existed, the particular tradition of
Brahmanical thought and practice, arguing that it was this tradition
which had the decisive intellectual influence on Buddhism, as indeed on
all subsequent Indian thought. Secondly, I shall trace in some detail the
evolution, within the Brahmanical tradition, of those fundamental
categories of thinking in which Buddhism, and all other major Indian
religions, have elaborated their ontology, eschatology and psychology.
These categories are:

1. samsdra — ‘the round of rebirth’. The idea that each person (how-
ever that is conceived) lives through a series of lives, which can occur in
various forms both in this world and elsewhere.

2. karma - ‘action’, ‘moral retribution’. The belief that it is action
which causes this process of rebirth, and experience within it; the moral
quality of actions performed previously — usually but not necessarily in
past lives — determines the happiness or suffering experienced thereafter.
This gives both one type of explanation of suffering and evil, and a
possible rubric for religious and moral behaviour which tries to improve
one’s lot in the future. One may hope for rebirth in better circumstances,
or for an escape from rebirth entirely.

3. moksa — ‘release’, ‘liberation’ (in Buddhism usually called nirvana).
This refers to the escape from rebirth, to an ultimate state variously
conceived, but usually involving some or all of the qualities of freedom,
bliss, transcendental knowledge, and power.

In relation to the general early history of Indian religion, we must place
the figure of Buddhism against a background composed of two other
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elements: one, in diachronic focus, being the development of great
tradition — Hindu and Buddhist — culture over the Indian sub-continent;
the other, in synchronic focus, being the milieu of wandering religieux
contemporary with the Buddha, composed of ascetics, mendicants, and
teachers, out of which Buddhism arose first as a monastic movement,
then as a ‘church’, perhaps the first of its kind in the history of religion.

1.1.1. The Brahmanical tradition

The first of these background elements has to do with what has been
called the ‘Sanskritisation’ of India;! that is, with the increasing influence
over the indigenous tribes of the sub-continent of the language, ideas,
and practices of the Aryan invaders, and within this dominant group, of
the Brahmin priesthood. This process began in the later second millen-
nium B.C. in the hills of North-west India, and gradually extended over
the whole country, until today the life of almost all Indians is
permeated — to a greater or lesser extent — by Sanskritic culture. It is this
Sanskritic culture which 1s denoted by that most vague of terms,
‘Hinduism’. The textual evidence for the early stages of this process is the
corpus composed of the Vedas, Brahmanas, and Upanisads. 1 shall deal
later in this chapter with some themes from the content of these texts.
Here I wish to delineate their particular character as historical evidence.
They are normative texts, giving a picture of religious practice as its
Brahmanical authors wished it to be and to be seen. That is, they do not
contain descriptive accounts of what the majority of people actually did
and thought, but contain prescriptive recommendations as to how
Brahmins wished people to act and view their action.

The relationship between the picture of ‘Indian religion’ given by these
texts, and the general spectrum of religious practice as we know and
presume it to have been, is difficult to describe accurately. We know that
the kind of religious practice I have roughly characterised by the term
‘little tradition’ — cults of local gods, spirits, sacred places, and so
on — was ubiquitous in ancient India, as indeed it has remained through-
out South Asia. Equally, there is evidence that the great movements of
devotional worship of a personal god, centred around the figures of
Visnu and Siva, which first grew into prominence in the last few centuries
B.C., drew on deep historical and cultural roots, particularly in the
Dravidian South, which the Brahmanical tradition had not extinguished
despite the central tendency of its system. Early Brahmanical religion had
revolved around sacrificial ritual, and of course the place of the Brahmins
within it, and was inextricably linked to the development of caste society.
The main thrust of this early religion, before Brahmanism came to
incorporate within itself the devotional movements, was increasingly to
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deny the importance of gods in favour of the sacrifice. The Brahmins,
calling themselves ‘the human gods’,2 sought to put in the gods’ place
their own sacrificial ritual, both as an explanation of the origin and
significance of the universe, and as the sole vehicle of worldly or
other-worldly advancement. Finally, in the seventh to sixth centuries
B.C., in the Upanisads, the attainment of ultimate religious goals is said
to be the result of human understanding and action, independent of any
divine aid. At this later stage, the tradition came to place the highest
value and prestige on the figure of the world-renouncing ascetic, who
represented within himself structures of thought and imagination which
had previously been related to the external ritual.

The development of Brahmanical thought and practice which culmin-
ated in this focus on the ascetic can be seen to follow a gradual and
coherent path. Nevertheless, as I shall presently discuss, the phenomenon
of world-renunciation in India seems also to have drawn on extra-
Brahmanical roots, and to have been a social phenomenon wider than the
Brahmanical interpretation of it. The particular doctrine of samsara, the
round of rebirth, shows the ambiguous historical situation of mutual
influence between Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical parts of what is
called ‘Indian religion’. I shall trace the development of the idea, in
Chapter 1.2 below, using only the content of the Brahmanical texts; I
think it can be shown to grow naturally and logically out of the nature
and concerns of Brahmanical sacrificial thinking. At the same time, one
might agree with von Firer-Haimendorf that ‘the very fact that the
concept of repeated rebirth and repeated death is peculiar to India and
that it is absent among other Indo-European peoples, suggests that the
gradual transformation of the earlier Aryan beliets and practices occur-
red under the influence of certain indigenous concepts’. As well as
providing ethnographic data from certain recently, and only partially,
‘Hinduised’ tribes to support the contention that ‘traditional Hinduism
. . . impinges to an ever-growing extent on aboriginal thought’, he
argues that
the idea of an interminable series of ‘Lands of the Dead’ and the inevitable death
of a person after a span of life in any such ‘Land of the Dead’, as it is still to be
found in the belief of the Assam tribes [roughly in the area in which the Buddha

preached] may have contributed to the development of the Hindu concept of
successive existences in a chain of rebirths.

If we can project contemporary belief back into the past, assuming that
‘the Aryans, moving eastwards down the Ganges valley, there came in
touch with populations holding eschatological beliefs conceptually simi-
lar to those still found among some of the more isolated hill-tribes’, then
we can perhaps conclude that ‘we have every reason to believe that
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concepts stemming from pre-Aryan civilizations have found their way
into Hindu thought and scriptures, just as concepts of orthodox
Hinduism have been assimilated by many of the primitive forest and
hill-tribes’.3

The problem with taking this line of investigation any further, of
course, is the fact that we simply do not know what the beliefs of such
pre-Aryan tribes might have been; and while extrapolation from contem-
porary data may provide suggestive hypotheses, it will hardly do as
historical evidence. 1 will, accordingly, restrict myself to the available
sources — the Brahmanical texts — in drawing a picture of pre-Buddhist
thought, on the following assumptions. These Brahmanic texts are
normative and prescriptive, urging their authors’ ideas and values on the
rest of the population of ancient India. In the course of time, these ideas
and values developed in a manner which may very well have been
influenced — in unknown and perhaps unknowable ways — by the exist-
ence and content of pre- and non-Brahminised religious culture. Leaving
aside further speculation on this issue, I take it that the intellectual
influence of developed Brahmanical thought on Budchism is due to the
undoubted fact of the former’s playing in India (to borrow a term from
Gramsci,* used in connexion with western politics) a ‘culturally
hegemonous’ role. That is, although the texts of that tradition by no
means portray the historical reality of early Indian religion in its entirety,
still they came to be taken as culturally prestigious, and provided an
inescapable conceptual paradigm for speculative thought, just as both the
facts and the ideology of caste society came to be inescapable for all
political, social, and religious movements. (This is so even for those
groups which, like Buddhism, were theoretically opposed to caste
society — more usually simply to the place of the Brahmins within it.)S All
movements came to settle down in practice to a modus vivendi with the
Brahmin-derived hierarchy of social groups; in the same way, the general
pattern of the belief system of samsara-karma-moksa, as it developed in
Brahmanical thought, was accepted by all major schools of Indian
religious thinking, while even those minor trends which did not accept
the overall pattern had specifically to refute it.

I shall give more detailed examples of the way I think Brahmanical
thought was ‘culturally hegemonous’, in relation to Buddhist philosophy
and psychology, in the later chapters of the book. A simple example here
is provided by the use to which the very word brahmana, ‘brahmin’, is
put in Buddhist texts. Whereas for Brahmanical thought it is being born a
Brahmin in social fact which gives the highest status in religion (and
indeed in everything else), for Buddhism it is the man who practises
Buddhist precepts to their utmost who has the highest status, and who is
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therefore the (‘true’ or ‘real’) ‘Brahmin’. That is to say, while the
particular religious content has been changed, even reversed (typically
from a Brahmanic social to Buddhist ethical emphasis), still the overall
formal structure — here ‘being a Brahmin’ as the highest value — remains
the same. This, I think, is the general form of the relationship of
Buddhism to Hindu or, more precisely, Brahmanical thought. In what
follows, I will try to show how Buddhist thought, both in its general
tenor and in certain specific details, developed in this relation to the
Brahmanical tradition; it did this both positively and negatively, by
accepting or consciously rejecting specific ideas and more general and
fundamental structures of thought and imagination.

Of course, at the same time as tracing the conceptual influence of one
Indian great tradition on another, we must also be aware of direct
influence on each great tradition from the little traditions in which both
had necessarily to situate themselves. We have seen the hypothesis that
the doctrine of samsara in Brahmanical thought was influenced by little
tradition ideas. I remarked earlier that the Pali Canon contains many
traces of the ‘popular’ religion of its day — the North-east being relatively
less Sanskritised at that time than the North-west. Buddhism subsequent-
ly competed with Brahmanism in the spread of what we now call ‘Indian
religion’ over the southern half of the sub-continent and surrounding
areas of South-east Asia, and its intellectual tradition accommodated
itself and its theorising in a quite specific way to its socially and culturally
wider setting. I shall later mention some particular details of this
theorising in Buddhist psychology and cosmology, which show ‘popular’
influence.

1.1.2. Other styles of thought: asceticism

The second of the two background elements against which one must set
the figure of early Buddhism, arising in the sixth century B.C,, is the
contemporary religious milieu, composed apparently of a great number
and variety of wandering ascetics, holy men, more or less loosely grouped
into ‘sects’ or ‘schools’ around particular teachers. As in the case of the
Brahmanical texts, we must be wary here of the nature of the historical
evidence for these ‘schools’ and their beliefs. The difficulty lies in the fact
that the main evidence is contained within the Buddhist, and to a lesser
extent Jain, texts themselves. These texts, like those of the Brahmanical
tradition,, are normative, and the other teachers and their ideas are
described in them with polemical intent. It is thus difficult to get through
to an historical reality which might have existed underneath the picture
we receive from the tradition.é The milieu is referred to in Buddhist texts
by the compound samana-brabmana: brabmana may be taken to refer to
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‘orthodox’ Brahmins and Brahmanical ascetics, samana (Sanskrit Sramana)
to refer to non-Brahmanical ascetics and religious teachers.”

There has been much debate on the origins of asceticism in Indian
religion. Some have seen it as a development of certain aspects of the
religious culture brought into India by the Aryan invaders; some as a
phenomenon already in existence among the pre-Aryan indigenous
tribes; and some as a reaction of the kingly or warrior class within Aryan
society, the ksatriyas, to the domination of religion by the Brahmin
priesthood (though one wonders why kings or warriors should have
initiated a movement of mystical and ascetic world-renunciation). What-
ever its origins, if we confine ourselves to the effect which this general
milieu is taken, by Buddhism itself, to have had on Buddhist thought,
there are two aspects to mention: the ethical and the conceptual. In both
cases, Buddhism characterises itself as a Middle Way between two
extremes.

Ethically, Buddhism sees itself as taking a middle path between the two
extremes of the ordinary man’s enjoyment of (sense-)pleasure, and the
intense self-mortification practised by many ascetics at the time (and
indeed thereafter). As Basham puts it:

Some ascetics were solitary psychopaths, dwelling in the depths of the forests,
and suffering self-inflicted tortures of hunger, thirst, heat, cold and rain. Others
dwelt in ‘penance-grounds’ on the outskirts of towns, where, like some of the less
reputable holy-men of later times, they would indulge in fantastic self-torture,
sitting near blazing fires in the hot sun, lying on beds of thorns or spikes, hanging
for hours head downwards from the branches of trees, or holding their arms
above their heads until they atrophied.8

In the legendary account of the Buddha’s life, he is described as having
practised asceticism of this kind, before coming to condemn it as
fruitless, and not conducive to the moral and religious salvation he was
seeking. The path he then taught his renunciatory followers thus avoided
both this kind of extreme self-mortification and the simple immersion in
self-indulgent sense-gratification seen as characteristic of the lay man-in-
the-world.

Conceptually, the effects of this milieu on Buddhism were various; two
may be emphasised. First, the picture Buddhist texts draw, of a large
variety of small sects, each with their own ideas, all arguing with each
other and sticking to their own particular ‘views’, provides the perfect
foil for the image of the Buddha and Buddhist saints as peaceful
unargumentative sages, whose ‘silent wisdom’ transcends philosophical
bickering. This is a crucial part of the anatta doctrine, and I shall devote
the whole of Chapter 4 to it. The second, and here more important,
conceptual effect consists in the attitude taken towards those kinds of
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thought, amongst the apparently multitudinous variety of ‘views’ in
existence at the time, which correspond roughly to what we would call
‘materialism’ and ‘determinism’. Thus in its Middle Way of theory,
Buddhism (as we have already seen exemplified by the modern monk
Nyanatiloka) characterises itself as standing between two styles of
thought. On the one hand there are those systems which postulate, and
orient all their thinking and behaviour towards, an eternal and divine self
or soul —including, inter alia, the Brahmanical tradition —and
which Buddhism calls ‘Eternalism’; on the other hand there is
‘Annihilationism’ which includes both straightforward, ‘materialistic’,
conceptions of a self, soul, or person which exists but is destroyed at
death, and also by assimilation any kind of thought which rejects the
other-worldly/moral account of action — that is, in terms of karma and
its rewards — examples of which I shall shortly give under the general
heading of Ajwikism.> This was a movement which contained within
itself a variety of ideas, but all of them were based on a very strict form of
determinism. (‘Annihilationism’ also includes, by implication, any ‘nihil-
ist’, ‘sceptical’ or ‘agnostic’ attitudes to these matters, such as would not
provide an incentive and goal for religious action.)!0

Traditionally Buddhism has schematised other styles of thought either
in terms of ordered lists of doctrines, arranged by means of their
conceptual content, as in the very first Sutta of the Sutta Collection, the
Brabmajala; or in terms of particular personalities, usually a group of
six, referred to as the Six Heretics - as in the second Sutta of the
Collection, the Samarifiaphala — each of whom is presented as ‘the head
of an order, of a following, the teacher of a school, well-known and of
repute as a sophist, revered by the people, a man of experience, who has
long been a recluse, old and well-stricken in years’.* I will first present
some of their ideas, in the traditional Buddhist words and in the
traditional way, as particular doctrines held by particular individuals;
and then hazard some speculations on the possible place of some of these
ideas in the wider picture of North-east Indian society at the time of the
Buddha.!!

Three of the Six Heretics seem to have been connected with the
beginnings of the movement known as that of Ajivikism. The most
important of them is Makkhali Gosala, who taught that

there is no cause, no condition for the [moral] defilement of beings, they become
defiled without cause or condition. There is no cause, no condition for the

* D.a.47. Rhys Davids’ translation nicely captures the spirit of the Buddhist attitude. The
word translated as ‘recluse’, pabbajito, is the standard term, meaning ‘one who has gone
forth (from home to homelessness)’, used to refer to those I have called ascetics or
world-renouncers.
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purification of beings, they are purified without cause or condition. No action of
one’s own, of another, or of any person has any effect . . . All beings . . .
powerless, without strength or vigour, are changed by fate, [the] class of being [to
which they belong] and [their own] nature, as they experience happiness or

sorrow in the six classes of being . . . Through eighty-four thousand great
cosmic aeons fools and wise [alike], wander through the round of rebirth before
making an end to suffering . . . In the round of rebirth, with its appointed end

and happiness and sorrow measured out as in a measure of rice, there is neither
decrease nor increase, neither rise nor fall. Just as when a ball of string is thrown
it unwinds to its [full] length, so fools and wise [alike] wander through the round
of rebirth before making an end to suffering.!?

Thus, ‘the cardinal point in the doctrines of its [Ajivikism’s] founder,
Makkhali Gosala, was a belief in the all-embracing principle of order,
niyati,* which ultimately controlled every action and all phenomena, and
left no room for human volition, which was completely ineffectual’.!3
Piarana Kassapa, similarly, is portrayed as denying moral retribution,
teaching that no evil would be done by a murderer reducing ail living
beings to one mass of flesh, and that there was no good, or merit, in
generosity, self-control, or truthfulness. A man on the south bank of rhe
Ganges, murdering, wounding, torturing, did no evil, while a man on the
north bank giving alms and performing sacrifice acquired no merit.!4
Pakudha Kacciyana, whose ideas seem to have resembled those found in
the South Indian form of Ajivikism,}15 is said to have arrived at a similar
rejection of a moral account of action through a form of atomism.

There are seven [elementary] categories, which are neither made nor commanded
to be made, neither created nor caused to be created, barren [i.e. nothing is
produced from them] firm as mountains and stable as pillars. They do not move,
change, or harm one another, and one has no effect on the happiness or sorrow,
or both, of the other. What are they? Earth, water, fire, air, happiness, suffering,
and the soult as seventh . . . Thus no man kills or causes to kill, hears or causes
to hear, knows or causes to know. When one cuts a head apart with a sharp
sword, no-one deprives anyone of life, there is simply a sword-cut passing
between the seven categories. 16

The ‘soul’ here should not be taken as an immaterial or spiritual
category, for ‘the Ajivikas . . . atall periods of their history seem to have
maintained the mate ‘ial nature of the soul’.?”

A straightforward form of materialism was taught by another of the
Six Heretics, Ajita Kesakambali, who denied the existence of moral
retribution of action like the others we have met:

There is no result or ripening of good or bad deeds . . . A man is made of the
four elements; when he dies, the earth (in him) reverts back to the earth-category,

* The word translated in the quotation as ‘fate’.
t Jiva from the root jiv, ‘to live’; thus perhaps simply ‘life’.
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water to water, fire to fire, air to air, and the senses pass into space . . . At the
break-up of the body fools and wise men alike are cut off, perish — they do not
exist after death.18

These, then, are some of the beliefs alleged to have been held by
non-Brahmanical religious teachers in the varied and seemingly colourful
milieu contemporary with the Buddha. These kinds of belief, presented as
they are, seem to me to present the historian with an a priori problem of
sociological reconstruction. If we assume that the doctrines thus presented
were actually a concern of the laymen who supported such teachers,*
since they must needs have relied on lay support, then for whom did such
seemingly harsh and rigid forms of ‘determinism’ and ‘materialism’
represent an ideal religious answer to their ‘ultimate concerns’? In the
light of the paucity of evidence, this is perhaps better phrased, and
certainly more easily answered, thus: what styles of thought in society
might such beliefs be taken to represent and personify? What forms of
action might they have been taken to legitimate?

The data on which we can base an answer is, as | have said, meagre,
fragmentary, and unreliable. What follows is a speculative picture which
seems reasonable, and which at least has the merit of offering a plausible
social and historical basis for these otherwise disembodied and apparent-
ly bizarre doctrines. In the sixth century B.C. the Ganges valley — scene of
all these various teachers and doctrines — was characterised by a great
increase in urbanisation, and in the development of trade and commer-
cial prosperity. It seems reasonable to suggest that such a period of social
and economic innovation would have seen corresponding cultural
changes, and in particular have been receptive to the growth of a variety
of new religious ideas.1® Regardless of the question of its origins, the
milieu of ascetic world-renunciation in the sixth century B.C. can be
regarded as an existing vessel into which could be poured the new ideas
which then developed, so that different individual teachers came to
personify — in historical fact, doubtless, rather less schematically than in
Buddhist texts — the varied and conflicting innovations in intellectual and
religious culture.

We can, perhaps, hazard an attempt at some more detailed conne-
xions. As Basham says ‘the three heterodox sects which arise in this
climate, Buddhism, Jainism and Ajivikism, had much in common’. All
three offered an alternative, or complement, to the popular polytheistic
and sacred-place cults of a kind which opposed the Brahmanic magico-
mystical ritualism of the sacrifice, whether this was ‘inside’ society as

* I shall, however, argue that the content of the most specialist and intellectual levels of
Buddhist thought were not a concern of its lay supporters, save as orienting symbols.
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ritual priests or ‘outside’ it as ascetics who had ‘internalised’ the sacrifice
as a permanent way of life and imagination.

The three new religions represent a recognition of the rule of natural law in the
universe . . . Of the three systems that of the Ajivikas, based on the principle of
niyati as the only determining factor in the universe, perhaps represents a more
thorough recognition of the orderliness of nature than do the doctrines of either
of its more successful rivals.

The three systems share not only the conceptual fact of basing their
cosmology and eschatology on universal orderliness and cosmic princi-
ples, but also, according to Basham, ‘the greatest support for Ajivikism
seems to have come from the industrial and mercantile classes’.20 We
know that Buddhism, in its earliest stages, was associated with urban
merchant groups,* as has been Jainism throughout its history. The two
kinds of similarity, conceptual and socio-economic, are perhaps them-
selves connected. It is not absurd to think that new systems based on
universal order and a kind of natural law should have appealed to
commercial rationalism among the new urban merchant classes of the
era.t

It was not only mercantilism in the cities which could have favoured
the ‘heterodox’ sects (in opposition to ‘orthodox’ Brahmanism). The city
nobility would perhaps have had an incentive to support them through
their mutual opposition to the strength of the social position and political
influence of the Brahmin priesthood. It is, in any case, this social group
with which I think one should connect the second type of thought in
non-Brahmanical asceticism I mentioned, that of ‘materialism’. In the
sixth century, ‘A high standard of luxury was enjoyed by kings, nobles,
and merchants, and many of the latter had amassed very large
fortunes.’2! In later Hindu literature, materialistic thinking is symbolised
by a ‘school’ called the Carvaka, founded by a legendary sage Brhaspati;
the ‘school’ was also called Lokayata, from the word loka, ‘world’, since
the existence of any but this world was denied, and accordingly worldly
ends were considered the only ones possible. The fourteenth-century
compilation of ‘systems’, the Sarvadarsanasamgraha, remarks ruefully
that

most men, in the tradition of the Treatises on Policy and Pleasure, considering

* I shall, however, argue that as Buddhism has developed in history as a more widely
institutionalised form, it has become essentially a phenomenon of agricultural, peasant
culture. See Chapter 7.3 and Conclusion.

t Nor is it particularly original. We already have a classic of the sociology of religion
connecting a belief, like that of the Ajivikas, in ineluctable destiny and the ‘work ethic’ of
carly western capitalist commercialism — Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism. In the Indian case [ am not suggesting any Weberian psychological structures
connecting Ajivika fatalism and mercantile attitudes.
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wealth (or ‘power’) and pleasure the only human goals and denying (the existence
of) anything belonging to another world, are seen to be followers of the Carvdka
. . . In this view, the four elements, earth (fire, water, air) are the (only)
categories, When these are changed into the form of a body, consciousness arises,
like the power of intoxication when [certain ingredients] are mixed; when these
elements are destroyed, consciousness ceases immediately. Thus this self [atman)
is only the body with the special characteristic of consciousness . . .22

Well-known examples of treatises on pleasure and policy (kama-,
nitisastra) are the Kamasitra (‘written ... for the sophisticated
townsman’),23 and recommending pleasure as the highest goal and
describing elaborately how to achieve it; and the ‘Treatise on Power’ (or
‘Wealth’, artha) (Arthasastra) of Kautilya, which contains hard-headed
and matter-of-fact, not to say ruthless advice to kings and politicians on
how to acquire power and wealth, and how to keep it. Neither of these
texts shows any real enthusiasm for other-worldly religiosity. Brahma-
nical thought ~ that which is usually presented as ‘Indian’ — has tradi-
tionally hierarchised these values, such that in ascending order there are
kama, ‘pleasure’, artha, ‘power’ or ‘wealth’, and dharma, ‘(caste) duty’,
with a superimposed and transcending fourth, moksa, ‘liberation’. It
seems clear, however, that here the situation is similar to that in the four
‘stages of life’ (@srama), in which the opposition between householder
and renouncer is reconciled into a temporal sequence (in which religious
studentship is followed by the life of householder, then later by hermit
life in the forest, and finally by the condition of the wandering ascetic)
and as in the ideology of caste society as a whole. That is, Brahmanical
thought is attempting (successfully for the most part) to resolve into a
coherent sequence or hierarchy what was originally, and always in fact to
a large extent remained, a mutually conflicting set of alternatives.

1.1.3. Conclusion

These last remarks on the possible social background to some styles of
ascetic thought are, as I said, very speculative, and as they stand certainly
inadequate. Let me emphasise those points I think important, in summar-
ising the whole background spectrum of early Indian religion as it affects
our appreciation of Buddhist thought. In the first place, in what is
generally referred to as the ‘Sanskritisation’ or ‘Brahmanisation’ of India,
not only did the belief and practice of Brahmins impose itself on and
colonise the society and culture of the indigenous tribes, but also the
content, and still more the form, of the ideas developed by its intellectual
tradition came to provide the fundamental paradigm for the conceptual
activity of all other competing groups. Buddhism, arising at an early
stage of this process, competed as an alternative great tradition with
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Brahmanism for the role of the ultimately legitimating and orienting
religious ideology vis-a-vis the multitudinous little traditions of the
sub-continent and of surrounding areas of South-east Asia. The intellec-
tual stratum of Buddhism worked with the basic paradigm provided by
Brahmanical thought, accepting the overall form, while rejecting certain
features. It was the developing Brahmanical interpretation of the sacri-
fice, and of the phenomenon of the world-renouncing ascetic, which
came to provide, as I will try to show, the crucial ideas in which
eschatology and psychology were conceived.

Despite this ‘hegemony’ of Brahmanical thought, we must recognise
the existence of diversity in society and in thought at the time of the
Buddha. Specifically, although the Brahmanical interpretation of world-
renunciation and life in (caste) society, when transcribed into the
metaphysical terms of liberation from and bondage to rebirth, came to
provide the determining intellectual structure for all subsequent Indian
religious thinking, still the historical evidence seems to bear witness both
to the fact that asceticism was a social phenomenon wider than the
Brahmanical interpretation of it; and to the fact of the existence,
apparently within the ascetic milieu, of styles of thought which might
suggest to us certain social and economic phenomena existing at the
time of Buddha. These considerations might help us appreciate —
imaginatively, indeed, more than historically — something of the
variety which then, as always, existed in Indian society and its values, and
thus help us to see the Brahmanical account of Indian thought and its
values as the normarive, and not simply descriptive, ideology which it
1s.

Although I will organise my account of the ‘hegemonous’ early
Brahmanical ideology in terms of its three main eschatological
components — samsdra, karma, and moksa — I hope that the reader will
bear in mind two other kinds of emphasis which cut across this
indigenous categorisation. First, as a perspective on the subject-matter as
a whole, there is the difference between developments of thought which
the Brahmanical tradition can be imagined to have produced by itself,
from its own intrinsic concerns, and those in which it seems to be
reacting to, and accommodating, outside influence (the most obvious
example being the lessening of importance, even rejection, accorded to
the sacrifice by world-renouncing thought). Second, as a perspective
within the subject-matter, there is a division between two (connected)
areas of thinking which I would emphasise, but which the tradition does
not; that is, between the development of ideas concerning the nature of
time (and, correspondingly, timelessness), and that concerning the nature
and construction of the human person.
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1.2. Time: samsara

1.2.1. The sacrifice!
Early Brahmanical religion revolved entirely around the sacrifice and
attitudes towards it.2 The Vedas give sacrificial hymns and prayers; the
Brahmanas directions for, and interpretations of, the sacrifice; while the
Upanisads offer psychological and ‘mystical’ re-interpretations of it. The
multifarious gods of the Vedas became less and less important in relation
to the sacrifice; indeed they came to be seen as depending on it themselves
for sustenance. Sacrificial activity, accordingly, came to be conceived not
as the propitiation of a transcendent god or gods, but as itself a con-
structive power whose place in the cosmic scheme of things was essential.
The two Sanskrit terms which might be translated as ‘the scheme of
things’ are, in the Vedas, rta, and in later classical Sanskrit, dharma. Rta
means ‘that which is fitted together, ordered’, dharma ‘that which is (to
be) upheld, preserved’. Though in Vedic mythology the work of arrang-
ing and maintaining cosmic order is often attributed to a god or gods,
this divine force is always seen more as that of a demiurge than as that of
a creator god proper; and, always, divine ordering activity is to be
supplemented by human effort. The very recitation of the hymns of the
Rg Veda was thought to contribute to the task of ‘maintaining universal
Order and keeping the powers of nature operative’,3 while in the later
Atharva Veda and in the Brahmanas, where we enter more and more a
magical world of analogical reciprocities, the Brahmanical sacrifice
becomes the mesocosm through which are joined the divine/macrocosmic
and human/microcosmic levels — just as the Brahmin priests themselves
are the mediating point at which the social hierarchy is interlaced with
the hierarchy of the cosmos. Rta and dharma denote, ambiguously, both
the way the universe is ordered, and the way it ideally is, or should be
ordered. In the theory of Cosmic Ages (yuga), developed from the fourth
to the third centuries B.C.,* this idea became more explicit: originally in
the ‘Golden Age’ men performed proper sacrifice, acted morally, caste
rules were strictly maintained, there was no suffering or early death — in
short the ideal dharma actually existed. In the present age, however, the
last and degenerate stage of the cosmic cycle, men do not act rightly, the
caste system is confused and impure, there is suffering and death — the
ideal dharma is ‘only’ an ideal. At the early period of which I am
speaking, however, the ambiguity between the two aspects of rta/dharma
reflected simply the need for man to act — through sacrifice — if the ideal
order was to be actualised and preserved; this was assumed to be done,
and so no systematic cosmological or ethical inferences as to the state of
the present age were drawn.
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1.2.2. Time in general

According to Silburn’s magnificent study of Brahmanical and Buddhist
thought, ‘one does not find in the Veda any time in itself which would
not be the work of a god or the result of sacrificial activity’. I am not
concerned here with mythological cosmogonies of time, but rather with
the way that time, once begun, is thought to continue as a process. The
same duality of macrocosmic and microcosmic activity is found here:
both men and gods act together in a project of continual renovation. This
renovation is pictured in a number of different images: for example, as
the perpetual weaving and re-weaving of a cloth by the two sisters day
and night, or as the incessant turning of the wheel of the year, with its
twelve (monthly) spokes. The image which is most influential here is that
of the perpetual death and rebirth of the sun; each night it dies over the
horizon, and enters the waters underground, where it becomes an
embryo, before being reborn with the dawn. On earth, the sacrificial fire
must repeat the activity of the sun, the cosmic fire: hence the need for
constant sacrifice, and for oblations by Brahmins at dawn and dusk, the
two crucial junctions of the sequence of days and nights. In any
performance of the fire-sacrifice, the process of time is thus propelled
forward once again, both for the whole of society and for the individual
sacrificer:

The central theme of the . . . ritual is the periodical regeneration of the cosmos,
the winning of life out of death. In the classical system of the ritual, as presented
in the brabmanas and the sitras, the pivot of the ritual is the yajamana, the
patron at whose expense and for whose sole benefit the ritual is performed. He is
supposed symbolically to incorporate the universe — he is identified with the
cosmic man Prajipati.* The ritual culminates in his ritual rebirth which signifies
the regeneration of the cosmos.6

From these motifs of ritual thinking, then, came the idea that it was
only by incessant attention to the correct maintenance of the cosmic cycle
by sacrificial action that a man could produce and order a sequence of
time in which to live. For Brahmanical thinking, time and continuity
were not simply and deterministically given to man; rather, they are the
result of a constant effort at prolongation, a constant pushing forward of
life supported by the magical power of the sacrifice.

1.2.3. Amrtam: non-dying

It is this dynamic, constructive sense of time which makes clear the
developments in eschatological thinking. The central concept around
which these developments unfold is that of amrtam. This word is ‘usually
translated “immortality” but in fact [denotes] “freedom from death,

* On whom see Chapter 2.3.1 below.
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continuance of life” .7 If we translate the word as ‘immortality’, it might
suggest a dichotomy between a divine, timeless existence without birth
and death in contrast to the temporal life of man, which necessarily has
both. This is not, however, the distinction between mrtam and amrtam —
literally, ‘death’ and ‘non-death’. There was an important strand in the
early Vedic and Brahmanic tradition which emphasised an essential
timelessness (or a timeless essence) both preceding and in some sense
underlying the ordered human world of time; this is the immobile hub of
the moving wheel8 of time, the still point (pada) beyond the ceaseless
movement of samsdra — derived from the root sar — ‘run, hasten, flow,
stream’. The famous Hymn of Creation in the Rg Veda (10.129) speaks of
this timelessness as a point ‘before’ time began: ‘“There was neither death
nor amrtam then; there was not the beacon of night, nor of day.” But as
these verses show, the essential timelessness is contrasted with time as the
sequence of days and nights, in which are included both death and its
avoidance, amrtam, ‘non-dying’. The timeless essence, beyond death and
‘non-dying’, in this poem celebrated but not described, becomes later in
the Upanisads the Atman-Brahman which lies behind both the ordered
universe and the human being. Amrtam, then, is part of the ordered
world of time, and denotes for men and gods alike the avoidance of
death, the prolongation of life.

Amrtam is a term applied frequently to the gods, particularly to the
fire-god Agni — better said, the fire-element and fire-sacrifice personified.
It denotes, in addition to the gods’ avoidance of death, their greater
vitality and strength, swifter movement, and so on - that is, their
possession in general of the same characteristics as men, but to an
enhanced degree, rather than a wholly different mode of existence. The
gods were once born, like man, and were not guaranteed amrtam,
avoidance of death. They are said to have attained it in various ways, all
of them connected with sacrifice. In the Vedas, two classes of demi-gods,
(the Rbhus and Angirases) were indeed born as men, but attained divine
status and amrtam by their sacrificial skill. In the Brahmanas, all of the
gods achieved ‘non-dying’ and victory over the demons by acquiring the
sacrifice and fire, by singing sacrificial hymns, and by building the
fire-altar. They are not free from continued dependence on the sacrifice:
it is their food, indeed their life-principle, their atman.

The dependence of gods on the ritual which sustains them is by no
means confined to Indian religion — it was, indeed, stressed by Durkheim
as one of the ‘elementary forms’ of religion everywhere.? What gives the
idea importance here is the specific way in which the continuance of time
and of life, the avoidance of death and attainment of ‘non-dying’, is
brought about for the gods of early Brahmanical thought: that is, by a
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continual renovation or rebirth as the result of sacrifice. The sacrifice
itself ‘only survives in its results; considered in itself it dies completely
. . . To celebrate a sacrifice, then, is to give birth to it and to kill it . . .
The life of sacrifice is thus an infinite series of births and deaths.’10

The life of man shows exactly the same need for prolongation through
sacrifice as that of the gods. When the term amrtam is applied to men,
however, it has a more specific sense than the vague ‘non-dying’ which it
has when applied to the gods. It means a long ‘full life’ (sarvam dyus) of
one hundred years: ‘to have a complete term of life, that is a man’s
non-dying’ (amrtatvam), ‘a hundred years, so much is amrtam’.11 On the
many occasions in the texts when the plea for ‘non-dying’ is made, when
the gods are asked to ‘set us in amrtam’, or ‘set amrtam in us’, we may
interpret the request simply as ‘keep us alive’. Thus ‘those who give
daksina [the fee of the officiating sacrificial priests] have a share in
amrtam; givers of daksina lengthen their lifetime’.!2 This acceptation of
the word amrtam is consonant with the general spirit of the earlier Vedic
religion, which is—in contrast to the supposed ‘pessimism’ of later
Indian thought — concerned not with escaping from life or securing
existence after death, but with obtaining enjoyment and continuation of
ordinary human life, with all its pleasures — wealth, cattle, strong sons,
and the like, and above all a ‘full life’.13

1.2.4. Existence after death

Both men and the gods, then, continue their life in time by the same
means. The gods do so without foreseeable end, but for men there will
always be a meeting with death, called ‘the ender’, even if they achieve a
‘full life’ of a hundred years. For Vedic man, death was always an evil .1
Although existence after death is spoken of in the Vedas, it is never with
any clearly delineated system of cosmology and soteriology. There is
some suggestion, particularly in the later Atharva Veda, of a kind of hell
for miscreants and enemies.! More usually, the dead who are remem-
bered are said to live as ‘the Fathers’, with Yama the god of the dead, or
sometimes with all the gods. This realm represents not so much an
eschatological hope as a representation of the collective past of the whole
people; ‘the ancestors’ as a group rather than a prospective state to which
an individual can look forward with expectation and empathy. Ritual
communication with the Fathers is possible, but only scant attention is
paid to their mode of living outside their attendance at the sacrifice. That
is, the hymns referring to the Fathers have a symbolic function within the
ritual — evoking a sense of continuity between the generations (the
ancestors as past sacrificers and present ‘fathers’, the present adult
generation as present sacrificers and future ‘fathers’, and their descen-
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dants as future sacrificers) — rather than allotting to them a place in a
scheme of eschatology proper. By this I mean a place in an organised
system of destinies, to the individual attainment or avoidance of which
hopes and efforts are directed.

A history of the evolution of such a scheme of eschatology is difficult
to write, for two reasons. Firstly, we cannot look to the history of
cosmology to find specifiable ‘realms’ of the living and the dead — ‘the
world of soteriology does not fit well with the world of systematic
cosmology’.1é This is always true in India, but is particularly so in the
early period. Secondly, the word loka, which is used in what seem to be
eschatological contexts and which is translated as ‘world’ or ‘realm’, has
what Gonda calls an ‘inherent vagueness’.!” It does not necessarily refer
to a particular spatial location at all, but often simply to a state of
happiness and stability. Its earliest meaning seems to have been ‘free,
open space’, or ‘safe, sacred space’, ideas which had a particular
relevance for the early Aryan invaders.!® Hence, the desire to ‘gain a
loka’, when transferred from the conditions of this life to those hereafter,
does not mean to wish for a specifiable place in a range of possible
destinies obtained by different types of behaviour or religious practice,
but rather a desire to prolong life into a more or less vaguely defined
‘happy secure state’ in the same way as one desired to have a continued
happy life on earth.}?

The ‘worlds’ which are spoken of in this way are given various names.
We may reduce them to three: the World of the Fathers (pitr-loka), the
World of the Gods, also called the Heavenly World (deva-, svarga-
loka),20 and the World of (Those who acquire) Sacrificial Merit (sukr-
tam, sukrtasya loka).

The Worlds of the Fathers and of the Gods. In the Vedas, the relationship
between these two worlds was inconstant; sometimes the two were
distinguished, sometimes coalesced. In the Brahmanas, however, there is
an increasing separation between the two. Now the World of the Fathers
becomes increasingly a shadowy realm, about the stability and safety of
which there can be no certainty.2! About the World of the Gods, the
Heavenly World, Gonda says that in matters of detail there are many
uncertainties: thus ‘there is for instance no unanimity with regard to the
nature of the “position” of that “world” or to its exact relation to other
ideas such as “immortality” or the “fulfilment of all desires”’. At the
same time, however, ‘it is with all clearness desirable apparent that it
often denoted ‘“the other world” conceived of as a state of bliss and
happiness’.22 Whereas the fathers are mortal, not free from suffering, and
connected with darkness, and so a man who sacrifices before sunrise does
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not obtain ‘a full life’ (sarvam ayus), the gods are immortal, free from
suffering, and connected with light, and so sacrifice after sunrise does
produce ‘a full life’.23 Just as in the Brahmanas the status of the gods
falls, and they become less and less transcendent of mankind (and
especially of the Brahmins), but dependent, like them, on the sacrifice, so
too the goal of man’s ritual aspirations rises, to become that of equalling
the gods in status: ‘he who sacrifices does so in order to win a place in the
devaloka’.2* The division between these two realms and the ‘ways’ to
them2$ remained a constant motif in later Indian religion, and was an
important element in the first formulations of an explicit scheme of
rebirth, as we shall see.

The World of Sacrificial Merit. ‘The sukrtam loka, the sphere or
condition of those who have earned the rewards of well-performed rites
(and so are entitled to such a special loka)’, or the sukrtasya loka, ‘the
sphere of ritual and religious merit’,26 is of crucial importance for the
entire development of ideas which I am here concerned to trace. The
word sukrt is literally translated as ‘well-doer’; sukrta (neuter) as ‘(what
is) well-done’. This refers not to a concept of virtue, piety, or the like, but
to a straightforward concept of ritual efficiency: if the sacrifice is
performed correctly, the action leaves a residue of merit, which though
unseen must nevertheless produce, automatically, future benefits for the
sacrificer, In the Vedas, the loka to which such ritual action and merit
gave access was associated both with the loka of the Fathers and with
that of the gods. In the Brahmanas - consonant with the gradual
separation of these two lokas — the World of Sacrificial Merit is more
often associated with the World of the Gods as the sphere in which
continuance of life after death is anticipated. The gods themselves,
naturally, are said to have gained this loka as the reward for correct
performance of the sacrifice.

We have seen that the gods rely on the continual regenerating effect of
the sacrifice for their enjoyment of ‘non-dying’; and that this same power
produced the continuity of life in time, during a human lifespan on earth.
Both the sacrifice and its cosmic analogue, the sun, undergo a series of
deaths — at the end of each particular ritual or day, respectively. The
natural conclusion from all this is that those humans who ‘die and are
reborn (into the World of Sacrificial Merit shared with the gods)’2”
nevertheless are subject to the continual births and deaths of the sun and
sacrifice in the sequence of time — for, as we have seen, ‘non-dying’ is a
state within the sequence of time. This subjection to ‘continual death’ in
time is what is referred to by the much-discussed term punarmrtyu,
‘repeated death’.28 This term becomes increasingly frequent in the
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Brahmanas, and finally comes to refer to what is the obvious final
conclusion of the whole development of ideas about life after death: just
as in life in this world, the sequence of repeated deaths of sun and
sacrifice was to be followed for a man by a final death at the end of his
lifespan, so it came to be thought that in life in the loka after death, being
subject to the repeated death of the process of time would be followed by
another final death at the end of that new life.

The literature of the Brahmins always promised to those who made
correct use of their ritual the higher of two alternative fates: in the first
place, honoured remembrance as one of the Fathers in opposition to
forgotten disappearance, or perhaps to ignominy in a hell; then, in the
Brahmanas, existence alongside the gods in the Heavenly World as a
higher goal than existence as one of the Fathers. Now that such an
extension of life in time, the promise of ‘non-dying’, was thought to be
followed finally by a second final death, clearly a new eschatological goal
could not be further extension of life into a third lifetime (@yus), in
another /oka, but would have to be complete escape from subjection to
‘repeated death’ in any world. We have, of course, arrived at the very
threshold of the classical Indian view in which complete subjection to an
endless sequence of births and deaths—in a word, samsara—was
opposed to complete escape from it — moksa. The way in which this idea
was finally concretised in Brahmanical thought owed much to the
interpretation given to the social phenomenon of world-renouncing
asceticism. Before coming to include this dimension of the matter,
however, we must see how the lower of the two fates, subjection to
repeated death, came to be seen as an inevitable return to life on earth.
This was not an arbitrary assumption, produced by its logical com-
plementarity with the idea of complete escape from death, but was itself a
natural extension of ideas. In order to show that this is so I must now
retrace my steps a little.

1.2.5. The concept of loka

In discussing the various lokas envisaged in the Vedas and Brahmanas, |
have until now left unemphasised a vital ambiguity. I remarked above
that the word /oka can refer generally to a condition of happiness and
stability; in fact, all the lokas [ have referred to were on occasion said to
be attained in the present life, either by material or familial success, or
more frequently in the Brdhmanas by the entrance during the sacrifice
into a loka, seen as a sacred sphere of ritual reality.2% The sacrificer must
die to the ‘profane’ sphere of normal existence and be ‘reborn’ through
initiation (d7ksa)® into the sacrifice, before returning to ‘this world’ at
the conclusion of the ritual, Again, this idea is not confined to India,
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being one of Durkheim’s ‘elementary forms’ of religion everywhere;3!
and again, in India the idea has a particular importance in the develop-
ment of eschatological thinking. The fact that the same structures of
thought and imagination represent both the temporal sequence of the
sacrificial ritual and that of cosmological and eschatological destiny is
quite clearly apparent in Brahmanical thought (as we shall see thatitis in
Buddhism, where the sacred reality of ritual is replaced by states of
consciousness attained temporarily in meditation).* In the early period of
Brahmanical sacrificial thinking, the two sides of the concept of loka can
be seen in the image of ‘paths’ between different ‘worlds’, and in the idea
of man’s three births.

We have seen that such thinking was permeated by the idea of
analogies between macrocosmic and microcosmic levels,3? the sacrifice
being the mesocosm which joined the two. Hence, the idea of ‘ways’ or
‘paths’ to the other worlds — along which a ritual god such as Agni (as |
have said, better seen as the fire-element personified) carried gifts to the
gods, or along which travelled, after death, those who gained access to
the Worlds of Fathers or Gods — is used equally easily in the immediate
sacrificial context. Both gods and fathers travel down these paths to be
present at-the sacrifice and to take their ‘food’, and men can travel up
them, when attaining to a ritually sacred ‘loka’ is expressed in spatial
terms. It is vital, however, that the sacrificer travel back down again to
rejoin the profane, social world. This concern to keep the ‘sacred’ and
‘profane’ spheres apart is an ubiquitous requirement of religious ritual; in
the Brahmanical texts it is expressed by the idea that a man must return
soon to ‘this world’, for a prolonged stay will result in madness, death, or
exclusion from human society 33

The overlap of the sacrificial and eschatological aspects of the loka
concept is developed in the notion of the ‘three births’ of a man: he is
born first from his parents; for a second time when he performs the
sacrifice — this means both the first ‘initiation’ (#panayana) into one of
the three privileged classes of Aryan society which were entitled to the
use of Brahmanical ritual, and also the initiation (drksd) into each
sacrifice which confirmed and continued this membership;34 and lastly
for a third time when he is placed on the funeral pyre: ‘when a man is
born (again) from there [into the next life] that is his third birth’.35 If we
remember that the eschatological side of ‘being born into another loka’
has developed to the point at which we left it at the end of the last
section, with a second final death inevitable at the end of any life in a
loka after death, it is now perhaps not surprising that, just as after a
sojourn in a ritually sacred loka the sacrificer returns to human society,
* See Chapter 7.2.1.
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so after a second lifetime in a loka after death, it is imagined that there is
a return to earth, to the world of human society.

1.2.6. The return to earth

The journey back down the path to human life, when it was first
described in the Upanisads, incorporated two other motifs found in the
Vedas and Brabmanas: first, the idea of the dispersal at death of the
various parts of a human body into the material universe, and their being
grouped around particular elements in the construction of a living human
being; and secondly, the idea of the sun and moon as barriers between
human life and a sphere which transcends it.

In connexion with the first of these two motifs, the basic idea, to which
we shall return often throughout this study, is that the human person is
an assemblage of different parts. Various passages speak of the return of
these parts to their larger place in the universe. At death, a man’s breath
returns to the wind, his eye(-sight) to the sun, his bones to the plants, and
so on; thus a hymn to preserve a man’s life calls back his breath from the
wind and his sight from the sun. When a man is cremated, ‘he passes into
the fire by his speech, into the sun by his eye, into the moon by his mind,
into the quarters by his ear, and into the wind by his breath’.3¢ When the
time came to consider the re-creation of a body for rebirth on earth, this
process was available — reversed — as a means. Different ideas are found
as to the central force around which this regrouping of elements took
place. Frauwallner37 has well systematised these into three ‘doctrines’ —
those of water, breath, and fire.

The water-doctrine. In the Vedic hymns there is frequent mention
of the original cosmic waters which existed before the creation; in the
Brabmanas, the theme is also common, and there we find the further
thought that water continues to underlie the creation of new life in the
form of rain. The transformation of water in the life-cycle is explained
sequentially as rain vivifying plants; men’s consuming their sap, and
drinking water, producing ‘sap’ in them (a sap which is both the physical
water of the body and the enlivening of the ‘vital airs’); this sap as semen
producing a new body. If we add to this the notion, also found in the
Brabmanas, of the cremation of the corpse and its humidity rising to the
sky as smoke, the cycle is complete.3®8 As we shall see presently, this
cyclical movement of earthly waters was connected with the phases of the
moon,

The breath-doctrine. Speculations on breath and its significance have
always been ubiquitous in Indian thought, from its earliest beginnings
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and throughout its history. A few examples from this early period can
suffice. In the Vedas, when an enemy is cursed, the wish is expressed ‘let
him not live, let his breath [prana) leave him! The word asu, meaning
‘life-breath’, is that which goes to the god of the dead and the Fathers at
death; asuniti, ‘leading (away) the breath’ is a term for the world of the
dead, or its lord.3® The word atman, later so important as the essential
self, is etymologically connected with the idea of ‘life-breath’, and the
connexion is found explicitly: ‘everything which, having atman,
breathes’. In the Brahmanas, breath is synonymous with life; and in the
Upanisads, in a version of the world-wide tale of a contest between the
bodily functions, it is breath which wins, and so is recognised as their
chief; all the other bodily functions revert to it during sleep.40

The fire-doctrine. We have seen that the macrocosmic fire of the sun was
joined with the human world through the mesocosmic fire sacrifice. Here
it remains only to specify the way in which the microcosmic fire of the
human being was imagined. In the Brahmanas the warmth of life, the
difference between life and death, felt when the body is touched, is the
result of the sun’s kindling of the breath within. In the Upanisads food is
‘cooked by the inner fire’ — the same verbal root pac is used for the
ripening of food by the sun, its being cooked over a fire, and its being
digested in the stomach. This inner fire can be heard burning when the
ears are stopped up.4!

The sun and moon as barriers. Although the sun, the macrocosmic fire, is
the source of life both in this way, and also in the larger sense in which
the continual rebirth of the dawn provides time in which to live,
nevertheless because of this very dependence of man on the sun, it can be
seen as (potential) death. ‘That one who is burning is death; because he is
death, therefore the creatures on this side of him die, those gods who are
on the far side are non-dying.”#2 The sequence of days and nights, it is
said, although creating a man’s lifetime, still, by revolving, destroy it. In
this way, the sun is as much a barrier for a human ‘fire-soul’ as a
macrocosmic aid to continued existence.

In a similar manner, the moon is seen in two ways. First as a vessel
which, as it waxes and wanes, empties and refills itself with the life-giving
liquid soma; this brings ‘immortality’ when drunk, and, as the symbol of
vivifying water in general, brings life to the whole animate universe.43
The moon is ‘seed’ and is equated with the year — frequently used to
symbolise time in general — and all living beings. Secondly, it is seen also
as a gate to the heavenly world, and along with wind (breath), water, fire,
lightning, and the sun, one of the ‘six doors of Brahman’. At the same
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time, obviously, since in the water-doctrine human life is dependent on
water, the moon is a closed door, a barrier.

1.2.7. Rebirth in the early Upanisads
With these last ideas, the background to the appearance of explicit ideas
of rebirth in the Upanisads is complete. The two fullest accounts are in
the Brhadaranyaka (6.2.9—16) and Chandogya (5.4.1—-5.10.8). Both
these passages are presented as ideas of nobles, ksatriyas, indeed the
Chandogya version is said to be a teaching which has ‘never before come
to Brahmins’. Many, including Frauwallner himself, have taken this as
evidence that in history the idea of rebirth developed, at least in some of
its crucial details, outside the Brahmanical fold. Whether or not this was
so — and it seems to me a priori possible that there might well have been
reasons for the Brahmanical tradition to have preserved such remarks in
its texts, other than their historical veracity — the evident fact that these
passages are redolent with the themes of Brahmanical thinking as I have
described it shows that these ideas are natural extensions of Brahmanical
tradition, which were integrated into its ideology with perfect coherence.
As Heesterman has said, non-Brahmanical or even non-Aryan influences
on Brahmanical thought in these matters ‘do not seem to have made a
decisive irruption causing a break in the development of ritual thought.
They seem rather to have fitted themselves into the orthogenetic, internal
development of Vedic thought.’#4

Both passages open with an account of the ‘doctrine of the five fires’.
Some minor details differ in the two versions, but the essential idea is the
same. In the Chandogya version:

The yonder world is a (sacrificial) fire . . . in this fire the gods offer faith. From
this oblation rises king Soma (the moon). The rain-cloud is a fire . . . in this the
gods offer king Soma. From this oblation arises rain. The earth is a fire . . . in
this the gods offer rain. From this oblation arises food. Man [purusa) is a fire . . .
in this the gods offer food. From this oblation arises semen. Woman is a fire . . .
in this the gods offer semen. From this oblation arises the foetus [in the
Brhadaranyaka, ‘the person’ — purusal . . . When born, he lives out his lifetime
[ayus). When he is dead, they carry him to the appointed place for the (funeral)
fire — from whence indeed he came, from whence he arose.

The Chandogya continues: ‘So those who know this, and those who in
the forest take up religious practice*S with the thought that faith is (the
same as) asceticism [tapas], they pass into the flame (of the funeral pyre).’
From here they pass through the parts of the process of time connected
with light (the day, the time of the waxing moon), to the sun: ‘from the
sun to the moon; from the moon to the lightning; there a man who is
non-human leads them on to Brahmay this is called “the path leading to
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)

the gods™’. An earlier passage of the same Upanisad where this journey is
found alone, adds ‘this is the way to Brahma; those who go along it do
not return to the human condition’.

The Brhadaranyaka version of this journey is the same except that at
the lightning ‘a man consisting of mind . . . conducts them to the
Brabma-worlds. In this Brahma-world they live for long extents. For
them there is no return.’

The alternative fate is described in Chandogya as follows: ‘But those in
the village whose religious practice consists in (gaining) sacrificial merit,
and alms-giving, they pass into the smoke.” From here they pass into
those parts of the process of time connected with darkness, the night, the
time of the waning moon, and from there

into the world of the fathers; from there into the moon. That is king Soma ~ the
food of the gods. The gods eat that. Having lived there as long as there is a residue
(of sacrificial merit), they return again by the same path to space, from space to
the wind; having become wind, they become smoke . . . mist. . . cloud; having
become cloud there is rain. They are born here as rice and barley {etc.]; from here
the escape is difficult: only if someone eats (them) as food and emits semen, can
there be further progress. And so, those whose conduct here has been pleasant
can expect to reach a pleasant womb — of a Brahmin, a Ksatriya, or a Vaisya.*
But those of stinking conduct can expect to reach a stinking womb — of a dog, a
pig or an outcast.

The Brhadaranyaka version of this journey is the same as far as the
moon, where

they become food. There the gods, as they say to king Soma ‘increase, decrease’,
so they feed on them there. When that (period) has elapsed, they pass into space

. .wind. . .rain. . .earth. Reaching the earth they become food; again they
are offered in the fire of a man, and from there they are born in the fire of a
woman. Rising up again into the worlds, thus they circle round.46

Although these passages are clearly early versions of the classical
samsara idea, they still lack certain elements of the final Indian Weltan-
schauung. These are two: first, the higher of the two destinies is as yet still
ill-defined. According to the Chandogya, the path of the successful leads
to the gods and Brahma, from whence there is no return; the Brhadaran-
yaka adds that one dwells there for ‘long extents’. We are still partially in
the world of the Brabmanas, where successful ritual activity leads simply
to a more or less ‘endless’ extension of temporal existence. This style of
thinking has remained alive, for example in a theoretical form in Jainism,
where released souls float to the top of the universe to remain in a state of
purity and bliss forever; and in a simpler version in ‘popular Buddhism’,
where final release, nirvana, becomes a heaven above all the others.4”

* That is, in one of the three classes who were allowed access to Brahmanical ritual.
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The standard concept of final release in developed philosophical Hindu-
ism, and in Buddhism, is that it is not the attaining of an endless heaven,
but a state which cannot be described in temporal terms at all: it is an
escape from the ordered cosmos and temporal extension altogether. It
was in the idea of final release as a timeless contrast to samsara that
Brahmanical thinking both reacted to and inspired the social phe-
nomenon of world-renouncing asceticism, and thus finally concretised
the rebirth/release opposition. We have indeed already seen this idea
prefigured in the Upanisad passages, in the dichotomy between those
who perform sacrifice in the village and those who practise asceticism in
the forest. Already in the development of ideas I have been tracing
(particularly in connexion with the ambiguous concept of loka, where
both the ‘rebirth’ through sacrificial initiation and the return to the
human world were coalesced with the idea of membership of the
privileged classes of Aryan society) the connexion of structure between
the view of society and that of metaphysics and eschatology has been
broached. Before dealing directly with this part of the matter, however, I
must mention the second point in the classical Indian samsara-moksa
picture which is still lacking — that of karma, action and its rewards. We
have seen, in the Chandogya version given above, that those who are
subject to rebirth on earth can attain different births, according to their
‘conduct’ (carana). Insofar as this might refer solely to the merit acquired
through sacrificial action, the previous discussion will suffice as an
explanation. Here, however, we seem to be moving towards the de-
veloped karma concept, in which all types of action are important, not
just the sacrificial. Accordingly it is the idea of karma, and its generalisa-
tion, to which I now turn.

1.3. Action and the person: karma

1.3.1. The creative power of sacrifice: magical automatism
Throughout the preceding pages, the idea of the power of ritual action
has been apparent: the nature of the universe (rta, dharma) was seen to
depend on the sustaining efforts of gods and men, and every extension of
eschatological hopes took place in terms of good results to be expected
from sacrificial action. The various lokas had to be maintained, in a
general sense, by ritual action,! and of course their attainment by the
individual depended on his particular sacrificial record; this is most
obviously the case with the loka whose very name enshrines the i1dea, the
World of (Those who have acquired) Sacrificial Merit.

The fundamental point to be remembered in connexion with the
workings of sacrifice and reward is its automatic, and quasi-material
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nature. The metaphor I have just used, of a sacrificial ‘record’, suggests
perhaps the idea of an estimate made by a schoolmaster or judge, and so
might be appropriate for monotheistic eschatologies, where final judge-
ment is in the — free — hands of such a ‘cosmic arbitrator’ god. In the
Brahmanical context, however, we are never far from the world of
magic; by this I mean simply that the ritual hymns and gestures are not of
the nature of a supplicatory prayer, but of a spell, which, if correctly
carried out, must automatically have the desired effect, since the analo-
gies and correspondences are simply and unambiguously in the nature of
things. It is this quality of the Weltanschauung which allows a
Brahmana to speak at one and the same time of a loka as the ‘space’
made by building bricks for the sacrifice, as the sacred reality brought
about in the ritual, and as the ‘world’ which he hopes to gain after death:
‘when he performs the initiation, he indeed pours out his own self, as
seed, into the fire-pan, the womb; and when he becomes initiated, he
makes for himself that loka beforehand, and he is born into the loka
made by him; hence they say “man is born into the loka made (by
himself)””’. If we describe this, as does the translator, as a play on the
word Joka, we make the subtle but crucial mistake of not realising that
for the sacrificer (assuming that the rite is correctly performed) building a
space with bricks, bringing into being a sacred reality, and creating merit
for the next life are all accomplished, with equal facility, by one and the
same action.?

1.3.2. The (reborn) person constructed by sacrifice

The ways in which it was imagined that performance of the sacrifice and
the merit thus obtained actually created a new life, and the person reborn
in another world, were various. The earliest notion seems to have been
that of something called istaparta, a word of difficult etymology,
referring to the offerings made to the gods and to the officiating priests,
offerings which awaited the sacrificer in the next life.> A frequent image
had it that the sacrifice created a ‘store’ or ‘treasure-house’ of good
deeds, which could be drawn on in the life to come.4 Often there is quite
a physicalistic ring to the passages, connected with the idea of maintain-
ing a body by food. Proper performance of the sacrifice brought food in
this life and merit for the next; the sacrifice became the body in the next
life, the atman; ‘making the sacrifice into his self, the sacrificer seats
himself in the heavenly world’.5 Merit, and the new body, could,
however, decay; the sequence of days and nights could ‘consume’
(dhayanti) them, and food was put with a corpse so that the Fathers
could consume that, rather than the dead man’s good deeds. This kind of
physicalistic attitude to the working of sacrificial merit will no doubt
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remind the student of Indian religion of the later Jain conception of
karma — a wholly physical ‘stuff’, particles of which stick to the immate-
rial soul (jiva) and keep it weighed down in the world of rebirth.

The idea I would like to stress here, which will also remind the
Indologist of later speculations, both Hindu and Buddhist, is that of the
person created by sacrifice as a composite. We have already met the idea
of the elements which compose a human being returning to their places in
the macrocosm at death — eyes to the sun, breath to the wind, and so on.
This idea is elaborated in two hymns of the Atharva Veda, where the
various parts of the body are assembled into a composite (sambbara).® As
we shall see, in Buddhism it is ‘formations’ or ‘constructions’ (Pali
samkhbara) which in the process of karma and rebirth, create that
composite which is the human being and which is wrongly imagined to
be a ‘self’. In the early Brahmanical texts, we can see many precursors of
that conception, which use terms like samkbhara (Sanskrit samskara),
derived from the verbal roots kr and sams-kr, ‘to do’, ‘make’ (thus
karma), ‘construct’, and so on. We have already met the sukrtam/sukr-
tasya loka, the World of Sacrificial Merit.

In the Brahmanas the sacrificer comes into being in the next world
with a body which is ‘constructed’ (samskriyate) out of the Vedic hymns.
The person who exists in the loka obtained by sacrifice — as we have
seen, this means at one and the same time both ‘sacred, ritual reality’ and
a ‘world’ after death — is a composite creation: it is made up (samskrta)
during the ceremony, and is a composite put together by the priest’s
verses from breath, mind, speech, and hearing (atmanam samastam
samskurute). This is a theme repeated in the Upanisads: the priest ‘makes
the person, consisting of the sacrifice, made of actions’ (aistikam
karmamadyam atmanam samskaroti). The very word sukrta, as we have
seen used to refer both to the results of sacrifice and the world in which
they are enjoyed, is applied to the human being: in the beginning ‘Being’
made for itself (svayam akuruta) an atman, and that is why an atman is
called ‘well-made’ (sukrtam). All the parts of the body and their cosmic
equivalents (nostrils and the wind, eye and the sun, etc.) were put
together into the human being when a person (purusa) was brought to
them: ‘they said “well done!” —indeed a person is a thing well-done
(“well-made”)’.”

1.3.3. Karma generalised: from ritual to ethics

So far, in connexion with the early idea of karma, we have seen that
sacrificial ritual created, automatically, that composite which is the
human being. We have not yet met with one of the central aspects of the
developed karma conception: that the guality of the next life is deter-

55



The origins of rebirth

mined by the quality of previous actions. There may be an early hint of
this in the Vedic idea of differences in status of the Fathers;8 there are
passages also where good health in the next world and even good
eyesight there are hoped for — but therefore not expected automatically.
If differences in the quality of the next life were imagined, there would
scarcely be any other cause for them in the world of the Brahmanas than
ritual success or failure; but it seems simply to be the case that this aspect
of the matter was left unexplored. This may well have been because
success or failure in ritual matters is not a thing which admits of degrees:
either the sacrifice is performed perfectly, and so is automatically
efficacious, or there is a mistake, in which case the whole performance is
useless, or even positively harmful. To arrive at an idea of action which
admits of differences in quality, it was necessary for the concept of karma
to be generalised to include all actions, and thus for it to extend from the
sphere of ritual manipulations to that of behaviour in general; that is, to
ethics. (We might also say that all action thus became ritualised.)

It has been argued? that the ethicisation of a formerly magical, and
morally neutral, eschatological scheme is a universal pattern in religious
evolution. In India the thorough ethicisation of the karma idea owed
much to the teachings of Buddhism; but even in pre-Buddhist times, the
beginnings of the trend can be seen. These beginnings reflect that
divergence between the intrinsic concerns of Brahmanical thinking and
non-Brahmanical influence on it, of which I have spoken.

On the one hand, the period of the Brahmana texts saw an attempt by
the Brahmins to appropriate conceptually, for themselves and their
ritual, power over every facet of life. Thus every phenomenon, both
cosmic and psychological, found an ‘intermediary’ analogue in the
sacrifice, and sacrificial terminology came to be used to explain and
describe these phenomena in themselves. We have seen the five-fire
doctrine in which the course of birth and death was seen as an
inter-connected series of sacrificial fires, and how fire-imagery was used
to describe the warmth of life, digestion, and so on. These ideas were
extended to depict the course of a lifetime as a large-scale course of the
daily pattern of sacrifice. One of the five ‘great sacrifices’!® was the
Brahma-sacrifice, which consisted in the recitation of Vedic passages:
here the spoken recitation was the ‘oblation’ offered in the ‘fire’ of
breath. In a similar way, the wind — macrocosmic counterpart of the
breath — was said to be a sacrifice, which has the two ‘paths’ of mind and
speech: the mind of the Brahman priest who oversaw the ritual, in
silence, and the speech of the priests who performed the recitation.

On the other hand, the extension of a sacrificial quality to everything
came to be mingled with the idea that, if everything was a form of
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sacrifice, there was then no need for particular, external rituals. Natural-
ly, such an idea would draw strength from, and give strength to, those
kinds of specialist religious practice which dispensed with, or opposed,
the place of Brahmanical ritual in religious life. In this connexion we
encounter what has been called the internalisation of the sacrifice in the
life of the renouncer.!! In non-Brahmanical religion, the life of the
renouncer and his support by the laity simply replaces the support of
Brahmanical sacrifice by its patrons. Thus for Buddhism, the highest
form of sacrifice is said to be the life of a monk.!2 In Brahmanical
thought, the life of the world-renouncer outside society has an ambi-
guous relationship to the socially oriented sacrificial ritual. In the
ideology of the four ‘stages of life’, it is relegated to a small, and
harmless, period at the end of life while the main stages of life still require
the usual rituals. For life-long ascetics, however, whether or not there is
an explicit rejection of external ritual, the overwhelmingly important
modes of thought and practice are those in which the external ritual is
refracted into the inner life of the individual. Thus the Kausitaki
Upanisad (2.5) takes up the theme of speech and breath as sacrifice, but
reverses the conclusion drawn from it:

as long as a man is speaking, he cannot breathe: then he is sacrificing breath in
speech; as long as he is breathing, he cannot speak: then he is sacrificing speech in
breath. One offers these two endless, deathless sacrifices continuously, whether
waking or sleeping. Whatever other oblations there are, are limited [or, ‘have an
end’, antavatyas), consisting in (ritual) action [karmamaya]. Knowing this, the
ancients [pre-Aryans?] did not offer the Agnibotra sacrifice.

The Agnihotra is perhaps the most important of all ritual obligations for
the orthodox houscholder, being the oblation into the fire performed at
dawn and dusk. Elsewhere, the Agnibotra sacrifice is re-interpreted as
breath (Ch.U.v. 19—24), and though it is said that the external sacrifice is
still performed, the knowledge that all beings, like all the bodily
functions, ‘sit around the fire-sacrifice (breath) as do children around
their mother’ means that even if food is offered to an outcaste, it is still an
oblation in the ‘breath-self’ common to all men. It should not be thought
that this necessarily implies an outright opposition to the caste system of
Brahmanical society; rather it implies the beginnings of the alternative,
and, in the Brahmanical interpretation, ultimately complementary, type
of religious practice; that is, of those who ‘went to the forest’, dispensing
with external rituals and caste-related social behaviour, leaving the social
world of the village in order to make their entire life into a sacred ritual
act.

If one’s entire life is a sacrificial performance, then every action will
have the results which sacrificial performance has — that is, every act will
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have its effect on the next life. When the idea of general karma appears
for the first time in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad it does so in contexts
which perhaps show that the concept was first integrated only with
difficulty into the ‘orthodox’, socially oriented form of Brahmanical
thought. In the middle of a normal sacrifice the Brahmin Yajnavalkya is
asked, when all the constituents of the phenomenal human being have
gone back to the material universe, what happens to the person (purusa)?
Discreetly, he takes his questioner aside — since the new concept did not
have a place in the public sacrificial arena: ‘what they spoke of was
karma, and what they praised was karma. Indeed, one becomes good by
good action, bad by bad action.’13 Later, Yajhavalkya teaches the same
thing, but quotes an objection: ‘some say that a person is made by desire’
(kama). ‘Desire’ here should not be taken in the general moral sense with
which we are familiar from later Hinduism and, especially, Buddhism;
rather it is that concentrated attention within the sacrificial ritual,
focussed on the desired object of sacrifice, which was held to be a
necessary condition of attaining it.1* Yajiavalkya continues: ‘as is one’s
desire, so is one’s intention [kratu]; as is one’s intentir n, so one performs
actions . . . (in the other world) reaching the end of whatever acts he did
here, (a man) comes again to this world for (further) action’. It makes
more sense here to understand that the speaker is taking what was
originally sacrificial terminology and phrasing it in such a way as to have
general application. This general idea of karma finds its way, as we have
seen, into one of the earliest passages dealing explicitly with a system of
rebirth, and is then found frequently in the later Upanisads.1s

1.4. Timelessness: moksa (nirvana)

The reader will doubtless be prepared for most of the themes of this
section. We have seen that the hope of an ultimate soteriological goal
came to require that it be a complete escape from the extension of life in
time; and that the function of the sacrifice in extending life in time was
associated in Brahmanical thought with the membership of caste society;
and that the renouncing ascetic who was to attempt to leave both life in
time and life in that society came to represent within himself ideas which
had been related to the external sacrifice. We must here investigate a little
further this emphasis on the inner nature of the individual renouncer;
and the idea within the Brahmanical tradition which provided the centre
around which were grouped these various aspects of its interpretation of
world-renunciation: that of knowledge as power.

1.4.1. Knowledge as power
Attention was first drawn to this by Edgerton.! The basic idea is that
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knowledge of a thing gives power over it: this ‘magic’ power proceeds
through the universal idea that knowledge of a thing’s or person’s name
gives power over them,?2 to the assumption that of two magically
correspondent things, action on one will immediately affect the other.
This can operate on a simple level, as when a doll represents a person in
whose likeness it is made, or in the multitudinous obscure identifications
of things in the Atharva Veda and Brabmanas (such as a cow with a
person’s life-breath); on a more sophisticated level, the parallelism
between macrocosmic and microcosmic functions, which we have seen
repeatedly above, can give man an effective power in the scheme of the
cosmos itself. An early hymn, for example, which praises the cosmic
‘breath’ — that is, the wind — as the enlivening principle of the universe is
itself used as a magic performance for long life, to prolong the ‘life-
breath’ of the individual. All the pieces of ‘magic’ knowledge in the Vedas
and Brabmanas are sought for a particular end; this may be a mundane
goal like defeating enemies or gaining wealth, or a more significant goal
like attaining long life or rebirth in a loka after death. This instrumental
aspect of knowledge remains fully alive throughout the spiritual and
eschatological speculations of the Brahmanas and Upanisads.’

From the idea that the attainment of particular sacrificial and eschato-
logical goals proceeded from particular types of ritual performance or
knowledge, it was a natural step to the hope that by knowing everything
one could have power over everything. In the multitudinous variety of
Brahmanical lore, clearly, this hope could not be fulfilled by a quantita-
tive accumulation of knowledge; but the fact that each piece of know-
ledge, because it worked through a correspondence, was thought to be
somehow appropriate to the desired result, gave rise to the hope that by
finding a similarly appropriate essential correspondence between some-
thing known, and therefore within one’s power, and the underlying
principle of the universe itself, one might thereby know and control
everything in the universe — including, of course, how to escape from
death and ‘repeated death’.

This desire found its fulfilment in the correspondence between the
human soul, man’s essential self (or however one translates the Sanskrit
reflexive pronoun atman), and the power behind the universe, Brahman.
An infinite amount could be-—and has been—said about this
correspondence; I will restrict myself to those aspects of the idea which
are germane to the notion of knowledge as power.

The word Brahman is undoubtedly polyvalent,* and it is perhaps
fruitless to seek for a single basic meaning; but at least one of its
meanings can be traced back to the Atharva Veda, where the idea of
‘*knowledge as power’ was first extensively developed.S There, the neuter
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noun brahman means a ‘charm’ or ‘incantation’, that is, a Vedic hymn
itself as an embodiment of magic power; the hymns themselves had
power to bring about the desired end.6 I mentioned above the idea that
recitation of the Vedic hymns in a general sense helped to maintain
cosmic order. In the time of the Brahmanas, when the priests were
engaged in extending the influence of their hymns and rituals over the
entire range of the universe, it was natural that they should claim that
their hymns derived power from an ultimate and all-embracing force
behind everything. Thus from particular instrumental uses, such as
freedom from illness, and injury to one’s enemies, the hymns began to be
seen as instantiating in their user power over the universe. Taken by
itself, however, the term brahman suggests perhaps less the dynamic
power to achieve goals, than the static support of things, that power
which permeates everything and gives it solidity and strength.” What
made this ‘ground of things’ into a potent, usable force was its being
taken up by the sacrificer in the ritual act.

We have seen examples above of a frequent idea of the Brahmanas: the
sacrificer, in performing the ritual, makes the sacri‘ice his own self —
dtman; that is, he creates himself anew by birth into the ritual loka, and
in doing so perpetuates his life, both here and hereafter. At the same time,
the sacrifice is said to be the same as brabman; that is, the efficacy of
sacrificial power rests on the power which supports the whole universe.
‘When the coals are glowing intensely, then indeed the fire is brabman’:8
the sacrificial fire expresses cosmic vitality, and re-vitalises the man who
uses it. Clearly, if the sacrifice is the same as the self of the sacrificer, and
as the power of the universe, it will not be long before these two are
equated with each other,

1.4.2. The renouncing individual
The Brahmanical renouncer, then, sought that inner self called atman as
the means of gaining access to brahman, to universal control and power,
by a life of rigid asceticism and self-control (yama, niyama),” which
would find the ‘inner controller’ (antaryamin).10 In that search, the
emphasis was on the ‘mental sacrifice’, or the sacrifice of the self
(atmayajria) — already in the Brahmanas extolled as superior to sacrifice
to the gods. The focus of religious life — for the specialist — is placed not
on external ritual performances but on inner experience interpreted in
the light of concepts and values derived from previous sacrificial
speculation.

Heesterman has argued persuasively that this development represents
the logical outcome of previous ritual thinking: ‘the institution of
renunciation is already implied in classical ritual thinking. The difference
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between classical ritualism and renunciation seems to be a matter rather
of degree than of principle. The principle is the individualization of the
ritual which could not but lead to its interiorization.” What he means by
individualisation here is a change from a pre-classical agonistic form of
ritual, which consisted of competition and exchange between two
persons or groups, to the classical form, in which the patron (yajamana)
and officiating priests form a ‘single unit’, which operates for the sole
benefit of the individual patron. Thus

the development of brahminical theory, set oif by the individualization of the
ritual, did not stop at the point where the host—guest, protagonist—antagonist
complementarity was fused into the single unit of yajamana and officiants. It had

to advance to its logical conclusion, that is the interiorization of the ritual which
makes the officiants’ services superfluous.!!

We can see from the idea of knowledge as power that there would be a

tension within the unit of patron and officiants, for two reasons. First,
from the patron’s point of view, the idea of knowledge rather than ritual
action as the important power obviously threatened the performance of
the rites:
‘the knowledge of a procedure, its psychic image, is magically connected with the
procedure itself. The knower, precisely through the fact that he knows — not
because through his knowledge he acts skilfully and correctly, but by reason of
the power of the knowledge in itself — possesses power over the entity or event
known.’ It is therefore even said to be unnecessary actually to perform a rite. If
you know it you have as good as performed it; that is, you can be sure of the
benefits which are promised to the performer; . . . That this doctrine in its
extreme form is dangerous to the perpetuation of the actual performances, is
obvious. All the more impressive is the fact that despite their absorbing interest in
the rites, the Brahmana texts frequently do not shrink from drawing this
conclusion.12

Secondly, from the officiating priests’ point of view, as specialists holding
the necessary ritual skills of performance and interpretation, such an
increase in the significance of the interpretations would cause a distanc-
ing from the paying client. Although the idea of knowledge as a special
constituent of the rites is mentioned in connexion with the patron, ‘he
who knows this, or he for whom, knowing this, the sacrificial rite is
performed’,!1? it seems fairly obvious that the developments in specialist
knowledge of the significance of the rites — to which the Brahmanas are
devoted — would be the preserve of the specialist priests themselves. As
the complexity of the rites increased, so too did the importance of the
priest; not only because he knew what rites to perform, what chants to
recite and so on, but, in the case of the Brabman priest, because his
knowledge and sacred presence ensured that the performance was a
success. Remaining silent, and concentrating his thought, he thus orga-
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nised and sustained the ceremony as an efficacious act.!* Consequently,
from this point of view there gradually came to be a gap between the
ritual experts, the priests, who ‘knew’ what was happening, and the
paying client, the yajamana, who remained in comparative ignorance.

We might say, then, that the new role of renouncer, in its Brahmanical
interpretation, combined in itself the roles of priest and yajamana: the
forest ascetic not only tries to attain an esoteric knowledge of the true
significance and meaning of the old ritual practices, but also hopes to
gain for himself the benefits of his ‘self-sacrifice’; ‘interiorization meant
the real fusion into one person of patron and officiant’.15

The ‘one person’ of the renouncer is henceforth, in Dumont’s words,
‘the agent of development in Indian religion and speculation, the creator
of values’.1¢ In a series of publications, Dumont has argued that in India
it is not the ordinary man in society but the renouncer who represents an
individual in the western sense — that is, not the biological person, the
concrete human being, but the value-laden ‘Individual’ as autonomous
moral agent and subject of the socio-economic institutions of free
enterprise, equality, and liberty, and in each of whom is embodied the
idea of abstract humanity. In India the ordinary man in caste society is
defined by his position in the hierarchy; his human nature is particular,
essentially linked to his position in the greater caste system, from which
‘encompassing whole’ all parts receive their specific value.!”

For the individual renouncer as religious specialist, the search for
ultimate control and power through realisation of the atman (the idea of
abstract humanity) was to bring escape from the ordered cosmos of time
and rebirth altogether. Those early Upanisadic passages which first
adumbrated the idea of rebirth explicitly were imprecise as to the fate of
the successful. The Kausitaki Upanisad repeats the idea of souls going to
the moon at death. There they are asked a question: those who know, go
further, those who do not, return to earth via rain to be reborn. The
question is ‘who are you?’; and the correct reply is ‘I am you’, that is,
both moon and soul are brabman. The man who knows this equivalence
not only ‘creates whatever he desires’, and gains whatever loka he
desires, but he is released from the effects of good or bad actions and so is
not reborn in samsdra, but ‘becomes brabman, becomes this all’.18

Such an absorption in ‘the all’, and such an escape from time into
timelessness, as part of the conscious inner experience of individuals,
doubtless is the sort of aesthetic feeling (variants of which seem to occur
to virtuosos in many different religious cultures) which has been
described — in western terms — as ‘pantheistic mysticism’. In a wider
sociological perspective, it 1s clear that this sort of feeling is available only
to a few individuals whose aspirations and skills tend in that direction.
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What turned this statistically unusual type of feeling into the commonly
accepted ultimate religious goal in India was the particular social
position and prestige of the world-renouncer and his quest.

1.4.3. Samsara/moksa; village/forest; life-in-the-world/world-
renunciation

We have seen that the earliest accounts of rebirth in the Upanisads made
a distinction between the ‘ignorant’ village-dwelling ordinary man, who
could only perform rites and acts of charity, and the forest-dwelling
seeker of knowledge, who was not concerned with external ritual but
with its ‘real’ cosmic significance. The opposition between village and
forest is ancient and ubiquitous in Brahmanical thought. Malamoud has
described the parallel between village and sacrifice on the one hand, and
forest and renunciation on the other. In particular, he mentions the
analogy between the ideas of the village and that of repetition.!® This
repetition means a group of related things: first, the perpetual repetition
of ritual and social forms, caste rules and obligations, in contrast with the
renouncer’s progress (in theory) towards complete freedom and isolation
(kaivalya, a term frequently used as a synonym for moksa); then, the
repetition of social life imaginatively transcribed as the series of births
and deaths experienced in the ‘worlds’ of sacrifice and samsara. There is
extensive parallelism between the act of renouncing the world of society,
entering the ascetic life, and the initiation into the sacrifice which the
sacrificer previously had undergone. The renouncer ‘dies’ to society — he
has no longer a social status, indeed his funeral rites are performed — and
is reborn into his new status of lone salvation-seeker, just as the sacrificer
had to be reborn through initiation into the sacrificial loka. Just as, for
the duration of the sacrifice, the yajamana was outside the human loka,
being charged with a profound but dangerous cosmic power, and
was — as far as his membership of caste society was concerned ~ in an
intermediate stage between life and death, so the renouncer, being
outside caste rules, is an object of awe as holy, but is also impure, so far
as normal social contact is concerned. Whereas the sacrificer, because his
stay in the sacrificial world was temporary, in fact used the repeated birth
and death of the sacrifice as a means of re-stating his membership of caste
society, the renouncer — whose whole life is a sacrifice — is permanently
outside society, never returning to the human ‘world’ from the sacred
sphere into which his renunciation has put him.

We have seen how the same structure of thought came to represent the
temporal sequence of the sacrifice and that of eschatological destiny.
Now we can see that this same structure represents at once the ideas of
repeated birth and death in the sacrifice, of repeated birth, through
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sacrificial initiation, into village society with its constant round of social
ties and caste obligations, and of repeated birth and death in the
eschatological scheme ot samsdra. The forest-dwelling renouncer escapes
them all. The ordered cosmos of caste relations in society — a ‘cosmos’
which had been imposed on the ‘chaos’ of pre-Aryan tribal India ~ and
the freedom from social relations enjoyed by the individual renouncer are
thus the visible ‘facts’ of daily experience, which are transcribed onto the
eschatological sphere as samsara and moksa.

The religious texts, both Hindu and Buddhist, which from this time on
emphasised the samsara-karma-moksa belief system (we should remem-
ber, of course, that this was never the only belief system of Indian
religion), represent the thought of the renouncer (in Buddhism, of the
monk). In Dumont’s words again: ‘we could say that transmigration not
only transcribes the caste system imaginatively, but also establishes the
relation between the renouncer, as an individual man, and the phantom-
like men who have remained in the world and support him. Transmigra-
tion is the idea that the renouncer, turned towards liberation, has of the
world he has left behind.” Similarly, in this relatonship of mutual
signification: ‘without transmigration the liberation or extinction (nirva-
na) which he [the Buddha] recommends would lose all meaning’.20

The development of thought that I have described in this chapter, the
appearance in the Brahmanical great tradition of the ideas of samsara,
karma, and moksa, was complete before the time of the Buddha. This
was the cultural world into which he was born, and it was with these
conceptual tools that he articulated his message of salvation.
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It is necessary always to distinguish who ‘they’ are, who says what in
what situation, and what the ‘task orientation’ of the various actors in
the situation is, for ‘religion’ — in the form of esoteric ritual lore and
theology — is differentially distributed throughout a society, or elements
of it will be differentially distributed, or be available differentially to
different actors.

Peter Worsley (1968) reprinted in Robertson (1969) p. 224

2.1. Buddhist thought in context

In this section I will give a brief outline of the variety of Buddhist practice
in South Asian society, in order to suggest the particular social position
and role of the intellectual doctrines with which I myself shall be
concerned in the rest of this book. In tracing the development of the
belief system of samsafa-karma-moksa in Brahmanical thought, |
argued, following Dumont, that the final concretisation of this concep-
tual world could only be understood in the light of a sociological
apperception of the dichotomy between the man-in-the-world and the
world-renouncer. In the Buddhist version of this conceptual world, the
same dichotomy appears as that between the layman and the ordained
monk; and it is this same dichotomy which is the fundamental ideologic-
al structure on which are erected the psychological and eschatological
speculations which constitute the doctrine of not-self, and the analyses of
personality and continuity made in its light. Social reality, of course,
whether in ‘Hindu’, ‘Buddhist’, or any other culture, is always more
complex than are the fundamental structures of ideology. In looking at
the Buddhist texts, we shall have to try to remain aware both of the
ideology and the wider realities which it represents and encompasses.

2.1.1. The social range of Buddhism

In Chapter 1 we saw two types of Brahmanical specialist: the ritual priest
whose abiding concern was the socially oriented sacrifice, and the ascetic
renouncer, conceptually oriented towards the abandonment of society.
For descriptive sociology this dichotomy is obviously too simple, for
although there is a clear difference between the social and caste status of
those who have renounced and those who have not, nevertheless, in
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terms of the intellectual and religious interests of individuals and groups,
there is a fairly large range of degrees of proximity to the conceptual and
religious life of the ordinary man-in-society. For example, as bearers of
the Sanskritic intellectual tradition, many Brahmins have become scho-
lars, specialists in a wide variety of subjects, from grammar and linguistic
analysis to poetics and beyond. Paradoxically perhaps, such a scholar —
though ‘officially’ a householder — may in fact have less connexion with
the ideas and interests of ordinary religious life in society than does the
ascetic — nominally outside society — begging from village to village, in
daily contact with ordinary people.

I do not wish to go further into the details of Brahmanical life and
thought; suffice it to show from the example just given that the simple
structures of Brahmanical ideology, such as ‘householder’ and ‘renoun-
cer’, are not simply and directly related to all observable social realities.
In the case of Buddhism, similarly, the difference in status between monk
and layman is clear enough; we must, however, interpret a body of
heterogeneous texts which both uses such simple ideological distinctions,
and at the same time reflects more complex social reality. The tradition
has recognised explicitly the difference between village-dwelling and
forest-dwelling monks; and between book-duty and meditation-duty as
monkish careers.! Ideologically, and generally in fact, the two distinc-
tions can be taken to refer to the same two sets of monks; but the
scholarly tradition of book-duty has at its most sophisticated level been
housed in large city temples, which became like universities,2 and whose
immediate relation to ordinary village Buddhism might perhaps have
merited the western gibe of ‘living in an ivory tower’.

A brief summary of the range of Buddhist practice might be as follows.
At the village level, there are a large number of different types of what we
might call religious practitioners: magicians (black and white), astrolo-
gers, medical practitioners of various sorts, officiants at shrines to local
gods and spirits, and a few (usually two or three) Buddhist monks. In
different settings, these different types of practice may have more or less
connexion with each other in the life of individuals and of groups in a
village. Certainly, the ‘village-priest’ monk will have to live in symbiosis
with these other concerns. Gombrich tells the instructive story of an
arrogant young Sinhalese monk, whose refusal to accept such a symbiosis
(through his contempt for the ‘popular Buddhism’ of ‘devotion’ as
opposed to the ‘true Buddhism’ of ‘philosophy’) eventually made life in
the village impossible for him, whence he had to return to the larger city
monasteries of Colombo, where he had been educated.3

In the more urban social settings, monks will be congregated in larger
temples, with a variety of social and even political functions; their
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‘Buddhist’ practice will accordingly have less of an immediate and
necessary relation to those other kinds of ‘religious’ practice found at the
village level. A large sub-section of this population will be scholars,
housed in monastic universities, whose main task is to preserve, comment
on, and even elaborate Buddhist doctrine. Contrasted with these kinds of
monk, in both village and city, is the virtuoso life of meditation. Monks
of this sort may live alone or in small groups as hermits in the forest, or
they may be collected in larger monasteries which are — unlike most —
specially devoted to the practice of intensive meditation. Laymen support
monks at all these levels, in all the different social settings, and will
identify their own level of Buddhist practice and aspiration more or less
closely with the monks’ in each particular case.

Even this short and simplistic account of the variety of Buddhist
practice is enough to alert us to the fact that the corpus of Buddhist
literature might be found to reflect these differences in religious concern
and aspiration, and to contain discourse with a correspondingly wide
theoretical content and conceptual sophistication.

2.1.2. Literacy and the doctrine of karma
I will choose two topics to demonstrate how important is an awareness
of the social variety in Buddhist practice for the understanding of
Buddhist theory: literacy and the use of the doctrine of karma. We lack
detailed accounts of literacy in all Theravada countries: I will draw on
Tambiah’s* account of North-east Thailand. Tambiah shows that tradi-
tionally novice monkhood — in Thailand most frequently only a tempor-
ary state, lasting for a number of years in adolescence and early
adulthood — has been the main avenue to the acquisition of literacy skills.
Within village Buddhism, these skills are for the most part restricted to
the preservation, through copying, of a small range of Buddhist texts;
and to the learning of a fairly limited amount of material for use in ritual
chants and sermons. Insofar as this material draws from the texts of the
great tradition of Buddhism, it consists almost exclusively in stories of
the Buddha’s many lives (the canonical Jataka stories), which are used to
illustrate the moral and psychological exhortations of Buddhist
sermonising.S The sermons, and the texts containing the stories to be
used in them, will use the vernacular language of the particular
community; the only Pali learned by a village monk is a very small
collection of ritual chants, whose precise syntactic and semantic content
is not necessarily understood (though of course the general meaning is).
In order for a monk to have access to the Pali texts whose ideas form
the content of my own study, it is necessary to leave the village temple
and to study further in monastic centres of increasing sophistication,

67



Varieties of Buddhist discourse

culminating in the great universities of Bangkok. Clearly an individual
monk following this path will become more and more a specialist, more
and more remote from the roles, such as ritual expert, which the village
monk fulfils. In Tambiah’s own summary

a monk who becomes engaged in Pali doctrinal studies is in all probability also
one who becomes increasingly committed to following that kind of doctrinal
Buddhism, which, if taken seriously, results in progressive detachment from the
world and involves practising meditation and self-control and entering into
mystical realms whicllw) promise Nirvana. In other words, he tends to become a
world-renouncer, and only a few are capable of engaging in this higher pursuit.6

The words ‘if taken seriously’ are important here, for of course a
scholarly acquaintance with, and allegiance to, the conceptual content of
Buddhist doctrine are not necessarily accompanied by the actual practice
of meditation and the personal quest for nirvana (as Buddhist preaching,
naturally, tends to point out).

This account of literacy in Thailand cannot be straightforwardly
generalised to all Theravada countries, since the conventions of monks’
lives differ — most obviously in the matter of temporary monkhood,
which in Ceylon, for example, is virtually unknown. What can be
generalised, however, is the fact that a deep knowledge of Pali doctrinal
Buddhism is already, for the individual monk, a large step away from
village Buddhism, and from preaching simple Buddhist ethics in the
vernacular, towards a more specialist and potentially more intense and
introjected commitment to Buddhist theory. Thus the type and complex-
ity of Buddhist doctrine available to individuals — monks or laymen —
varies with their social position, literacy skills, and their own individual
aspirations. The complex psychological analyses of the Pali texts which
constitute the doctrine of anatta, and still more the analyses of personal-
ity and continuity made in its light, are clearly situated at the highest end
of this range of doctrine. It is important for us to realise not only that a
very large proportion of Buddhists and Buddhist practice (considered in
the most general sense of these words) has nothing to do with the
specialist understanding and application of not-self; but also, that the
textual tradition of Buddhism reflects this state of affairs. The written
tradition of Buddhisn. contains, quite naturally and consistently, a wide
range of discourse about psychology and continuity, suited to all the
differences in religious practice and the use to which doctrine is put. Our
understanding of Buddhist thought will be realistic only if we remain
aware of this range of discourse.

The other topic I will mention — karma — shows the importance of
studying not only what is believed, but also how beliefs are held. Here
again, the Buddhist written tradition reflects the variety of Buddhist
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practice. Indeed, much of the way in which explanations in terms of
karma are used by ordinary people is common both to Buddhism and
Hinduism. Studies of village Buddhism” and of village Hinduism8 have
shown that the explanation of good and bad fortune, and the hope for
worldly or other-worldly increases in good fortune, are formulated in a
number of different ways, of which karma is only one. The different ways
of dealing with these matters correspond to the different religious
practitioners of village life whom I mentioned earlier. For example, bad
fortune may be explained as the result of witchcraft or the revenge of an
unpropitiated local deity; good fortune can result from the transference
of ‘merit’ (accruing from religious performances) from others, or may be
the consequence of successful propitiation of deities. Astrology is ubi-
quitous as an explanatory scheme; and insofar as psycho-physical facts
are amenable to ‘medical’ technology, various types of medicinal reasons
may account for troubles and sufferings of that sort. In Ceylon, as
Obeyesekere has reported, traditional Indian Ayur-Vedic medicine is
linked with concepts from the other explanatory schemes through the
concept of dosa: literally ‘troubles’, this also refers to the three humours
(tridosa) of Ayur-Vedic theory, the imbalance between which is the focus
of therapeutic analysis and treatment. Obeyesekere gives a list of dosas,
as follows:

preta dosa . . . Troubles, generally sickness, caused by a mean ancestral spirit
yaksa dosa . . . lllness caused by demons

dsvabalkatavaba dosa . . . Effects of the evil eye and the evil mouth

deytyanne dosa . . . Dosa caused by the gods — e.g. punishments of wrong-doers
by illness

béaniyam dosa . . . Consequences of sorcery

graha dosa ... Misfortunes, including illness, as a result of inauspicious
planetary influence

karma dosa . . . Misfortunes due to a person’s bad karma.

As Obeyesekere remarks: ‘none of these concepts is mutually
contradictory; rather, a more limited concept is often contained within a
larger one. The limited concepts generally pertain to disease, and the
larger ones to a wider class of misfortunes.” For the ordinary South
Asian villager — whether layman or monk — counteracting or coming to
terms with misfortune will utilise explanations from any or all of these
levels. Lesser use of the lower levels, or the abandonment of them
by any individual, represents a conscious attempt at self-assimilation to
the sphere of Buddhist virtuosity. This is accomplished by the monk’s
approximation, in behaviour and attitude, to the ideal renunciatory
image of monkhood, or by the layman’s adoption of the role of upasaka,
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a role which combines a certain amount of orthodox asceticism with the
retention of lay status.10

It is not only modern anthropological study which has revealed the
co-existence of karma with other systems of explanation. Literary study
of early Brahmanical texts and Buddhist Jataka stories,!! and of a vast
range of Hindu mythology,!2 shows that there have been alternatives to,
and modifications of, the idea of karma from earliest times. There are
several mentions in the Theravada Canon of a list of ‘diseases’, or more
generally ‘things experienced’, which are said to arise from a variety of
causal factors, such as the bodily humours, change of season, and so on,
in which ‘the ripening of karma’ is only one.13

The idea of karma is a very basic plank of the Buddhist doctrinal
edifice; the theories of not-self and of continuity, which I will examine
later, represent far more sophisticated and complex intellectual products.
If karma is not an ubiquitous and uniform element of religious practice in
Buddhist societies, how much less so will be such abstruse matters as
not-self and continuity?

My point, then, in outlining the social range of Buddhism, and in giving
the examples of literacy and karma in elucidation of it, is this: ‘Buddh-
ism’ does not represent a unitary system of belief and practice, and
‘Buddhist texts’ do not display a unitary type of discourse. I do not mean
to suggest that there is any simple correlation between socially disting-
uishable types of practice and conceptually distinguishable styles of
discourse. We must, however, as part of our attempt to understand
Buddhist ideas, try to appreciate the function which the texts serve in the
lives of Buddhists.

To anticipate my argument a little: the doctrine of anatta and the
problems of personality and continuity explained in its light form only a
part of the active religious life of virtuoso meditators and scholastic
intellectuals. These two groups do not exhaust the range of Buddhist
practice in South Asian society; and the textual passages which disallow
any talk of unitary and persisting selves or persons, according to the
doctrine of anatta, do not exhaust the range of discourse in which
Buddhist teaching is carried out. Nor, indeed, is it the case that the
theoretical discourse in which the doctrine of anatta and the explana-
tions of personality and continuity are contained exhausts the
range of psychological and behavioural concern of the individual
Buddhist, however much of a meditative or scholastic specialist he might
be.

So far, [ have argued these points with regard to Buddhist doctrine a
priori, and by analogy with Buddhist practice as revealed by anthropolo-
gy. Let me now turn to the doctrinal texts themselves.
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2.2. Different ways of talking about ‘self’ and ‘person’

The preceding considerations suggested a priori that the doctrine of
anatta can be of immediate concern only to a small number of Buddhist
intellectuals; a study of the canonical texts shows clearly that the denial
of self, the refusal to allow any ‘ultimate’ validity to personal terms
which are taken to refer to anything real and permanent, is insisted on
only in a certain specific kind of conceptually sophisticated theoretical
context. The linguistic items translated lexically as ‘self’ and ‘person’ (in
Pali atta, purisalpuggala, Sanskrit atman, purusa/pudgala respectively*)
are used quite naturally and freely in a number of contexts, without any
suggestion that their being so used might conflict with the doctrine of
anatta. It is only where matters of systematic philosophical and psycho-
logical analysis are openly referred to or presupposed on the surface level
of discourse that there is imposed the rigid taboo on speaking of ‘self’ or
‘person’. We shall see (in Chapter 5.1) that the later Theravada tradition
constructed a meta-linguistic explanation for this difference in the use of
personal terms — that is, in terms of a difference between ‘conventional’
and ‘ultimate’ truth. Here I will give some examples of the way personal
terms are used, in order to show how the textual and linguistic evidence
parallels and confirms the sociological facts we have just encountered.
For convenience, I will divide these uses into three groups. The first two
of these groups are clearly separate from the third, as acceptable
non-theoretical uses from unacceptable theory; they are differentiated
from each other only by a gradual increase in the contextual importance
attached to the reference to ‘oneself’, or the kind of ‘person’ one is. In
many cases, examples of which I shall give, one must beware the pitfalls
of literal translation into English, where the translation contains presup-
positions and implications #ot found in the original Pali.

2.2.1. Asreflexive pronoun: narrative

Atta is the regular reflexive pronoun in Pali, used in the masculine
singular for all numbers and genders. Thus the phrases ‘we restrain
ourselves’ and ‘she enjoys herself’ use the same pronominal form
(masculine singular accusative attanam). This is a usage common to all
types of Indo-Aryan language, and is found in the Pali texts with as little
reference to systematic metaphysics and psychology as has any simple
reflexive form in any language. Syntactically literal translation, however,
can seem to suggest otherwise: the phrase suddham attanam pariharati

* As we shall see in Chapter 2.3.1, dtmar and purusa were two of the most important terms
used in Brahmanical thought for the self or person whose liberation from embodiment
and rebirth was the ultimate religious goal.
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can be translated literally as ‘he carries about a pure self’. If this can be
given any sense in English, it might seem to imply some more or less
definite view of self. The phrase in Pali, on the contrary, simply uses the
standard Buddhist idea of purity to describe a man who behaves with
ethical correctness. We might translate as ‘he bears himself in purity’ or
simply ‘he keeps himself pure’. Any Buddhist saint, like the Buddha, ‘sees
in himself complete purity of bodily action’.!

Similarly, the word atta is often used as part of a compound, where
elegant translation can avoid the use of the English word ‘self’ altogether.
Thus attanuvada, ‘self-reproach’, ‘remorse’; attavetana, ‘supporting one-
self’, ‘earning a living’; attadbina, ‘master of himself’, ‘independent, free’
(used of a recently liberated slave); khematta, ‘at peace with himself’,
‘tranquil’; rakkbhitatta, ‘self-guarded’, ‘prudent’; pahitatta, ‘self-willed’,
‘resolute’. Many other examples could be cited.2 Often compounds of
this sort oppose self and others. Thus a proud man ‘exalts himself’ and
despises others; acting for ‘one’s own benefit’ is contrasted with acting
for that of others (for various different reasons); in moral life, both bad
karma and purification are ‘self-born’, ‘self-caused’; equally, ‘no-one
purifies another’. Attakara, ‘action of oneself’, is contrasted with action
‘by another’, both of which are said to denote ‘initiative’. Any view
which denies ‘action of oneself’, ‘of others’, and ‘of persons’ generally is
vigorously repudiated as a nihilistic and spiritually enervating heresy.3
The standard way of opposing self and others, in the whole range of
ethical and behavioural concern, is by means of the terms ‘internal’ or
‘concerning oneself’ (ajjhattam), and ‘outside’ (bahiddha).

In all these passages, one should translate by normal English reflexive
pronouns, if they are necessary at all, and not by any semi-theoretical
locutions with the definite article — ‘the self (Self)’. A particularly acute
example of this is provided by a passage in which the Buddha comments
on the remark of a king and queen that ‘no-one is dearer than oneself’.
He remarks (in verse) ‘surveying the whole world in one’s mind, one
finds no-one dearer than oneself [or “than a man’s self”’]; as everywhere
others hold themselves dear [literally “self is dear to others”] the man
who loves himself should not harm others’. It would be possible to
translate atta here as ‘the Self, as if the idea were that a single cosmic self
was shared by all (as in some Upanisads); but then the whole Buddhist
ethical point would be distorted. The idea here is simply that since each
person is naturally concerned with his own welfare, a truly moral agent
should realise that to cause suffering to others is to cause them the same
distress which the agent knows well enough in his own experience.
Certainly this point is expressed with a play on the word attakamo,
‘self-lover’, a word-play which is impossible in English; but we should
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not mistake literary elegance for a disguised reference to a theory of self
which so many other passages are concerned to deny.*

In just the same way, the words purisa/puggala are used frequently in
simple narrative contexts where the intention is simply to denote a
particular person or persons; it would be an absurd mistranslation if one
attempted to see in this use a reference to the pure monadic spiritual
individual of the Samkhya system, which is denoted by the Sanskrit
equivalent purusa. In one simple example an ‘ignorant person’ (purisa-
puggalo) is said to be reborn in circumstances congruent with his acts,

whereas ‘a monk in whom ignorance is destroyed’ does not come to
rebirth.*3

2.2.2. As religious exhortation: character description
We have seen in some of the examples just given that often ethical and
religious injunctions or descriptions are expressed linguistically by a
focus on ‘oneself’. In passing from the use of ‘self’ or ‘person’ as a simple
reference to the facts of men’s reflexivity and individuality without any
theoretical connotations, to their use as items of metaphysical and
psychological analysis, we see a second, and, one might say, more
resonant use of personal terms in Buddhist texts. These are found in
contexts of spiritual education, where for various reasons concentration
on oneself, either as the instigator of religious progress or as a particula
character type, is the focus of interest. In a much-quoted passage, the
Buddha tells some young men searching for a runaway courtesan that
they would be better occupied ‘searching for yourselves’.¢ It is quite
wrong to translate this as ‘searching for the Self’ as some have done;” the
Buddha is simply reiterating the universal message of religious teachers
that happiness is not to be found in external pleasures, courtesans and
the like, but in some more profound ‘inner’ beatitude. This general
injunction to seek inner values is expressed by the phrases ‘taking refuge
in oneself’, ‘making oneself an island’. (Elsewhere, and with much the
same practical meaning, it is said that one should make Buddhist
teaching one’s ‘island refuge’.) The recommendation to seek self-control,
equally ubiquitous in religious thought, is found in Buddhism in the
phrase atta bi attano natho; literally translated ‘self is lord of the self’, a
more accurate rendering of the sense would be simply ‘be your own
master!” One should ‘watch oneself’, and be ‘self-guarded’; a man who
has succeeded in this is called ‘self-developed’, or ‘(spiritually) advanced’
(bhavitatta).

Almost every tradition knows such recommendations, expressed in the

* For the commentarial meta-linguistic exegesis of this passage see Chapter 5.1.3.
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general maxims to ‘know thyself’, ‘look within’, and so on - and in
Sanskrit and Pali the reflexive use of dtman/atta in the singular is
virtually unavoidable in phrasing such maxims. Thus, through Buddhist
training one comes to ‘know oneself’ (attasisii).? Clearly this phraseology
presupposes no technical picture of what will be found at the end of the
search for self-knowledge.

In fact, according to Buddhist theory, the end result will be the final
discovery that no real self exists, and the bliss of nirvana will consist,
amongst other things, in living out this sublime truth. During the course
of religious training which is held to lead to this liberating discovery, the
practitioner will find out a lot about the kind of character he has in this
particular lifetime - better said, ‘which he is’. This kind of self-
knowledge is extensively discussed in Buddhism: the ‘individuality’ of
each lifetime (as it apears to the unenlightened man) is sometimes called
atta, more usually attabhava, literally ‘self-state’. (This 1s a very impor-
tant term, of which I shall have much to say later, in Chapter 5.2. 1-2.)
The karmic effects of similar actions will vary according to whether the
person who performs them (both purisa and puggala are used) is
‘developed’ or ‘undeveloped in behaviour, thought, and wisdom’,
whether he is ‘great-’ or ‘small-souled’ (a#td is the term used) — that is,
whether his character (the commentary glosses as attabhava) is in general
good or bad.!® When an individual reaches nirvana, for the rest of his
lifetime he lives ‘without craving, quenched, become cool, experiencing
bliss, having become himself like Brahma’.!! The Pali of this last phrase is
brabma-bhitena attana, which could bear the literal translation ‘with
self become brabman’, as if in Upanisadic style. In fact, in Pali the prefix
brahma- often simply means ‘excellent’. If we wish to look for an
interpretation which includes a reference to some ‘divine’ state, it is best
here to see an analogy with the ‘Divine Abidings’ (brabma-vibara), those
meditative states where the monk suffuses himself and the rest of the
universe imaginatively with loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic
joy, and equanimity. By doing this, the monk can become equal to the
gods of the Brahma-heaven in happiness, for as long as the meditation
lasts. When a liberated saint ‘becomes himself like Brahma’, he attains
such happiness throughout the rest of his life, as a continuous state of
personality rather than temporarily acquired ‘experience’.

Each ‘individuality’, then, at whatever level of spiritual attainment, has
a particular character, describable in terms of karmic status or progress
along the Buddhist Path. The word puggala is used very frequently in this
sense to describe an individual ‘person’ or ‘personage’ in this way. A
whole book of Buddhist scholasticism is devoted to enumerating lists of
these different character types — the Puggala-pariiatti, literally ‘Designa-
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tion of Persons’, and the same kind of character description is frequent in
the Suttas, especially the collection known as the Anguttara Nikaya. (1
shall return to this in Chapter 5.2.3.)

It the Buddhist monk, as renouncing individual, is thus urged to
remember that all religious progress or default ‘comes from himself’; that
he must ‘look within’ to *know himself’, to find out what kind of ‘person’
he is, then clearly in the course of his training he will have to reflect on
himself, to take stock of his progress, to ensure that he is still striving
earnestly and not deceiving himself in a state of self-satisfied inactivity or
even misdeed. These ideas are found in the texts, and if we follow a little
turther the complexities of syntax in the Pali phrases which express them,
we will come to see the transition from uses of personal terms which are
acceptable to those which are not.

The word atta in the nominative singular is used to express much the
same idea as the English ‘conscience’ (though without any psychological
hypostatisation of it as an entity). Thus atta attanam upavadati, ‘one
reproaches oneself’, literally ‘self reproaches self’. The question ‘do you
reproach yourself with regard to morals?’ is asked immediately before
what [ will describe in Chapter 3 as the second argument in support of
the denial of self. In one striking passage, self-reliance in moral evalua-
tion and the ease with which self-deceit in it is possible are forcefully
expressed: ‘you know yourself, man, what is true and false! When you
are obviously good you (seek to) make little of it; when you are being
bad, you (seek to) hide it from yourself”” Translation here with the
definite article, ‘the self’ (‘Self’), as if a quasi-technical term, wreaks
havoc with the sense.12 It is in this same sense that one reads often that a
man can be a ‘friend’ or ‘enemy’ to himself. This means that by good or
bad conduct men produce future happiness or suffering for themselves.
Thus, in the case of bad conduct ‘what a man would do to his mutual
enemy, that these men do to themselves by themselves’. The word
translated as ‘by themselves’ is attana, the (as usual, singular) in-
strumental case of atta. The same case is found in a phrase used of
evil-doers, who are said to act with ‘themselves as [as we would say in
English, their own worst] enemy’. The instrumental attana is often used
to contrast what a man does ‘by’, ‘in’, or ‘in relation to himself’; with
what he does to others, or advises others to do. It can be used to express
the idea that a man achieves certain religious advances ‘by his own
efforts’, and the idea that all men are ‘in themselves’, or ‘inherently’
subject to old age and death.!3

The use of atta in two cases in the same sentence, or its use in an
oblique case referring to the subject of the sentence, is, again, simply a
fact of Indo-Aryan syntax structure, which in no way conflicts with or
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compromises the Buddhist doctrine of anatta. It is only by looking at
the context of specific sentences and syntactic forms that one can see where
and why atta is denied or refused validity. Let us compare two uses of
exactly the same syntax, in the phrases ‘they contemplate themselves by
themselves well’, or in reasonable English ‘they practise strict self-
examination’ (sadhukam attand va attanam paccavekkhanti), and ‘by the
self 1 know the self’ (attana va attanam sanjanami).'* The former occurs
in a context where matters of discipline within the monkhood are being
discussed. If a dispute arises over one monk having committed an
offence, both the offending menk and his accuser are each to reflect on
their unwholesome psychological state (both are caused to feel anger and
distress), as a way of defusing the dispute and ‘living at peace’. The
phrase quoted is perfectly acceptable here as a means of referring to a
kind of reflective self-analysis necessary for spiritual education and
welfare. In the latter case, however, the phrase is given specifically as a
kind of mistaken and harmful theory, in Buddhist terms a ‘view’, which i1s
liable to occur to someone who does not pay ‘careful attention’. (That is
to say, who does not practise meditative reflection in the approved
Buddhist manner.)* Because the Sutta in which this is found deals
explicitly with systematic self-analysis and with theoretical ‘views’ used
in meditative reflection, it is not foreign to the spirit of the Pali to
translate atta here as ‘the self’, as I have done.

2.2.3. As theoretical construct — refused

This last example, where a particular use of the term at1d is refused, gives
us the essential clue to that kind of thought and discourse in which the
denial of self, the doctrine of anatta, takes effect. It is thought and
discourse in which a more or less definite theoretical system is in
question, a system which has no direct link with any particular behaviou-
ral circumstances, but purports to offer a general and atemporal account
of psychological structure and functioning. It is static, unalterable dogma
which posits a permanent and reincarnating self or person which is the
object of Buddhist censure. Thus, ‘the doctrine of self’ (attavada) is one
of the four forms of ‘grasping’ (the others are sense-pleasures, (mere)
rule-and-ritual, and ‘views’).!¥ ‘Speculation about the [or “a”] self’
(attanuditthi) is a term used in the Suttas (many synonyms are used in the
later texts) for any specific views of self, all of which are rejected tout
court.1® In Chapter 1 we saw that in Brahmanical thought the final truth
and goal of religious thought was that self (atmgn) and universe
(brabman) were essentially the same. In Buddhism, doctrines of self and

* I shall discuss this Sutta more fully in Chapter 4.1.1.
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universe (in Pali the term is loka) are frequently connected. ‘Views
concerned with the doctrine(s) of self and universe’ are to be renounced
by the monk’s practice of ‘careful attention’. The view that ‘self and
universe are the same’ is one of the ‘net’ of views in which a man can
become entangled; and is said to be a form of ‘anxiety about unreality
internally’. The Buddha goes on to say that there is no ‘grasping of a
doctrine of self’ or ‘dependence on view’ which will avoid ‘distress, grief,
suffering, sorrow, and unrest’. In later Buddhist texts, the word puggala
‘person’ comes to denote the theoretical idea of a permanent subject or
soul, and accordingly it is argued that ‘a person is not to be found’.!”

It will be the task of Chapters 3 and 4 to elucidate in detail how and
why no theoretical self is to be allowed, and of Chapters 5 and 6 to
discuss why ‘the person is not found’. Here I wish only to recognise what
is the particular role in Buddhist thought generally played by the doctrine
of anatta. One might well describe it, I think, as a linguistic taboo in
technical discourse. We have seen that Buddhism has a wide range of
internal differentiation in society, and I have suggested that technical
philosophical and psychological discourse plays an active part in the
religious life only of virtuoso meditators and scholastic intellectuals.
Within the religious concerns even of these latter, this kind of technical
discourse does not exhaust the range of ways in which personal terms are
used. Accordingly, both for the ordinary non-specialist Buddhist (that is,
of course, the majority) and for the specialist when dealing with the kinds
of simple narrative or ethical/behavioural material 1 have outlined, we
might say that the self is not denied — meaning that the words ‘self’ (atta)
and ‘person’ (purisa/puggala) can be used without technical qualms.
When the doctrine of anatta is insisted upon, for the non-specialist, it has
the function of providing an intransigent symbolic opposition to
Brahmanical thought. (1 shall return to this point at the end of this
chapter.) For the specialist scholar and meditator, the use of personal
terms, as technical constructs in systematic analytical discourse, is quite
simply disallowed, tabooed. There is, of course, a form of systematic
analysis which replaces the use of ‘self’ or ‘person” as technical terms —
that of impersonal elements (dbamma). It is these elements which,
collected together, are said to give the impression to the unenlightened
that there is a self. At the same time, this kind of alternative theorising, as
we shall see, does not represent the whole of the doctrine of anatta:
equally important is the avoidance — for both moral and epistemological
reasons — of using any theoretical constructs in whatsoever kind of
systematic ‘view’.

I spoke in the Introduction of the various kinds of approach to the
doctrine of anattd which scholars and Buddhist enthusiasts have hitherto
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adopted. I hope it is by now beginning to be clear why I adopted the
approach I outlined there. The intellectual position of specialist Buddh-
ism is quite specific; despite its being a system which emphasises to an
almost exaggerated degree individual responsibility in ethics (through the
strict application of karma) and which offers a way to complete salvation
(in nirvana), there is a radical refusal to speak of a self or permanent
person in any theoretical contexts. It is, I think, fruitless for a scholar to
try to explain, in his own more or less technical terms, what this ‘means’
and what such a salvation can be. Rather, he should see Buddhism’s
ideological stance as a social, intellectual, and soteriological strategy.
Among those Buddhists who are concerned with, and pay explicit
allegiance to, the doctrine of anatta, it provides orientation to social
attitudes and behaviour (particularly vis-a-vis Brahmanical thought and
the ritual priests who purveyed it), to conceptual activity in the intellec-
tual life of Buddhist scholastics, and to soteriological activity in the life of
virtuoso meditators. Thus, anyone who accepts the Buddhist virtuoso
Path accepts submission to the strategy, and applies the modes of
psychological analysis to himself which Buddhist doctrine recommends.
Other religious traditions have different views and different strategies,
and it is open to the syncretistic thinker to construct his own explanation
of the ‘reality’ to which they all might refer. Scholarship must remain
silent, content to show the logic and function of the particular forms of
words which each tradition has chosen to embody its message.

What scholarship can do is two-fold: first, to try to see what it was in
the values and presuppositions of contemporary Indian religious thinking
which allowed the Buddha to adopt this strategy; and second, to examine
how it was and can be applied to the life and experience of the Buddhist
monk. The latter I shall do in Chapters 3 and 4; to do the former I must
complete the account I began in Chapter 1 of the Brahmanical ideas of
personality and continuity, to see how Buddhism adopted and adapted
that tradition.

2.3. Elements of personality and (not-)self

As we have seen, virtuoso religious thought in the Brahmanical tradition
turned on the refraction into the life of the individual renouncer of
structures of thought and imagination which had previously been related
to the external sacrificial ritual. This had both behavioural and concep-
tual effects: the actual practice of such ascetic renouncers concentrated
on the manipulation and interpretation of consciousness (or, in the
modern vogue term ‘experience’); and the conceptual interpretation (and
hence conditioning) of that experience proceeded clearly and wholly in
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terms of those ideas developed through the sacrifice. Among these ideas
the most important here, for my present purpose, are two: the ordinary
psycho-physical personality, made up of a composite of different consti-
tuents, destined, and in the renouncers’ thought, ‘doomed’ eternally to
group and re-group themselves in the round of rebirth; and the indescrib-
able vivifying support of the process, the ‘self’ (atman) or ‘person’
(purusa), union with which, or realisation of which, could be achieved in
the — ‘mystical’ — experience of the virtuoso practitioner, and which was
the eschatological goal to which religious practice was aimed.

2.3.1. Elements of personality and the self/person

We saw in Chapter 1 how the human being was thought to be a
composite of different constituents, which separate at death to return to
their original place in the universe, and how this idea was used —in
reverse — for the re-creation of the person reborn on earth. At the time of
the Upanisads, religious thinkers continued and developed this pattern of
analysis; so one finds in the Upanisads a large variety of different
categorisations of the constituent parts of the person. Already in the
Brahmanas, a man is said to be made of five immortal and five mortal
parts — respectively, mind, speech, breath, sight, hearing; hair, skin,
flesh, bone, and marrow. These five immortal parts recur frequently in
the same context in the Upanisads, sometimes with the addition of other
senses, bodily functions, or more abstract ideas such as heart, conscious-
ness, and wisdom.! A more complicated classification is found in the
Chandogya Upanisad (6.2f), where the three elements of heat, water, and
food are combined in three different grades of refinement, with results
which can be tabulated as shown here. Processes of interaction between

heat/red water/white food/black

-

coarse bone urine faeces
medium marrow blood flesh
fine speech breath mind

these elements account not only for sleep, hunger, and thirst, but also for
the growth of the human being from, and reabsorption at death into,
Being (sat).

Frequently, these lists look like early versions of the lists of the later
Samkhya school: for example, in ascending order, we find ‘senses’,
‘objects of sense’, ‘mind’ (manas), ‘intellect’, ‘self’ (atman), ‘the unmani-
fest’, and ‘the person’ (purusa).? It has been thought that these passages
reflect a ‘proto-Samkhya school’; but if we remember that the word
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samkhya means ‘enumeration’ or ‘discrimination’, perhaps we might
rather say that the later school appropriated as a proper name what was
originally a general analytical tendency among religious thinkers. This
discrimination refers both to the distinguishing of the different elements
within one person, and also to the project of separating, both in theory
and in practice, the essential self or person from the composite psycho-
physical personality as a whole.

This essential self or person was the central element around which the
kaleidoscope of psycho-physical constituents were arranged and re-
arranged in the series of lives-in-samsara. We have seen how the idea of
such a ‘central something’ developed from naturalistic ideas of breath,
water, and fire, to a more abstract notion of a vitality or vivifying force.
In the Upanisads, a new element is added: this one might call the
internalising, or subjectivising of the central something, to make of it the
Ursprung of consciousness or mentality. Already in early times, mind
(manas) has been said on occasion to fulfill roles which were associated
with the other central elements; for as long as one possessed mind, one
lived; at death the manas went to Yama, lord of the dead. Another hymn
praises mind as the charioteer who controls men,? as ‘wisdom’, ‘aware-
ness’ (cetas) and ‘the support’; it is the ‘undying light within’ which
experiences both waking life and dreams. In the Brahmanas, release from
the sequence of days and nights is given to one who ‘looks down on
(them) as on the turning wheels of a chariot’.4

The two major terms used in the Upanisads for the central something,
both partake strongly of this tendency to be seen as the terminus of the
subjective pole of consciousness. Atman, as we have seen, was an
outgrowth of ideas of a life-breath, combined with the motif of a
‘fire-soul’. Progressively, however, this vital force became deprived of
content, becoming, like brabman in the sacrificial-cosmic sphere, a
support or ground of the person: the ‘life-breath’ (prana), the hub on
which all things are fastened as spokes, is itself based on the atman, as is
consciousness, speech, and so on. The dtman is no longer the breath, but
‘he who breathes in (and out) with in- (and out-)breathing,’ the seer of
seeing, thinker of thinking; in short, the agent behind all the senses, and
so naturally beyond description.’

Once there has arisen such an analytical distinction between the
describable constituents of phenomenal personality and their indescrib-
able vivifying support, naturally judgements of value arise in accordance.
The sage Yajhavalkya tells his wife that one’s spouse, wealth, the caste
structure, indeed everything are not valuable for their own sakes, but
because of the atman.6 It is the search for a contentless self, and
denigration of the constituents of the phenomenal person which, among
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the renouncers for whom the search for this self was a matter of
immediate personal concern, gave the theoretical parallel of, and justi-
fication for, the self-mortificatory practices of asceticism (tapas).

Asceticism of this sort is most immediately associated in the common
picture of Indian religion with the figure of the yogin; and it was the
theoretical elaboration of Yoga practice, along with the categories of the
Samkbya school, which made most use of the second term for the central
something found in the Upanisads, the ‘person’ — purusa. Characterisa-
tion of the ultimate source of things as personal is as ancient and
ubiquitous in India as the relatively impersonalised Gtman-Brahman
motif. In the Rg Veda, the Purusa hymn (10.90) tells of the sacrificial
dismemberment of the primeval person, and the arising of the physical
and social worlds from different parts of the body. The Atharva Veda
tells of how the parts of the ordinary person were put together, and of
their enlivening by Prajapati — also called brahman —and ‘the spirit
having dtman’. In the Brdhmanas the figure of Prajapati ‘lord of
creatures’ is ubiquitous; like brahman, with which he is identified, he is
at the same time identical with the sacrifice, and the enlivening support of
man, as well as being the cosmic man, whose dismemberment created the
universe. For the Upanisadic thinkers, the central something is described
as Prajapati; the ‘person’ (purusa) who animates the inanimate (acetana)
body is Prajapati, who — originally alone — created and vivified all bodily
functions. ‘In the beginning this (all) was atman, having the form of a
person’; a person who is ‘the shining, immortal Person in (everything
external), and (who) with regard to the inner world is the shining
immortal Person who is oneself here [ayam atma) — this is immortal, this
is brabman, this is all’.”

It is this use of the sacrificial person, Prajapati, as a term for the
subjective ‘self within’ which reflects most clearly the interiorisation of
the sacrifice in renunciatory thought. The internalisation of the aspect of
sacrifice as self-denial — stressed by Hubert and Mauss as its main
function in the social sphere® — added to the devaiuation of all which is
not self, produces both the ascetic practice of self-mortification, and the
theoretical structure (concretised in SGmkhya thought) in which all parts
of the psycho-physical person are but forms of the ‘material world’
(prakrti), a world which imprisons and enslaves the real ‘person’
(purusa). In this way, the description of personality given by the system
enshrines the abstraction of value from phenomenal personality which
constitutes the aim of religious life and the criterion for its practice:

2.3.2. Elements of personality and not-self; nirvana

The teachings of the Buddha, and of the Buddhist tradition, are both
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strikingly similar to, and significantly different from, this pattern. The
general ideas of karma and samsara are accepted in more or less the same
sense. The Buddhist scriptures bear witness to a very thorough ethicisa-
tion of the idea of karma; we saw in Chapter 1.3.3 that already in
pre-Buddhist times, the concept had been generalised from the sacrificial
sphere to action in general. For Buddhism, this movement is continued,
with a new emphasis on the intention (cetand) with which actions are
carried out. It is still karma which provides the motive force for the
prolongation of life in time, in samsara; the general idea of samsara also
1s taken over, with some minor differences in the details of cosmology. A
significant change of attitude towards the prolongation of life in time is
apparent both in Buddhism and some of the later Upanisads contempot-
ary with it. Whereas in the earlier Brahmanical literature the extension of
life was a good, and even in the earlier Upanisads, although a lesser goal,
still a desired one, in later Indian and Buddhist thought, rebirth in
samsara 1s considered — or at least is represented in the thought of the
rénouncers whose ideas became culturally prestigious ~ as a form of
suffering (dubkha, Pali dukkha) in itself.®

In the conception of personality, Buddhist doctrine continues the style
of analysis into non-valued impersonal constituents: indeed it is precisely
the point of not-self that this is @/l that there is to human individuals.
Examples are the two-fold ‘name-and-form’ (namarapa); the four-fold
‘(things) seen, heard, thought, cognised’;'0 the very widespread and
influential five ‘categories’ (khandha), that is ‘body, feelings, perceptions,
mental formations, consciousness’; the six-fold ‘sense-bases’ (@yatana),
that is, the five senses plus ‘mind’; and on into the huge variety of
classifications found in Buddhist scholasticism (Abbidbamma) — we shall
soon become very familiar with these lists.

It is at this point that the differences start to become marked. There is
no central self which animates the impersonal elements.* The concept of
nirvana (Pali nibbana), although similarly the criterion according to
which ethical judgements are made and religious life assessed, is not the
liberated state of a self. Like all other things or concepts (dhamma) it is
anatta, ‘not-self’. Whereas all ‘conditioned things’ (samkhara — that is,
all things produced by karma) are ‘unsatisfactory and impermanent’
(sabbe samkhara dukkha . . . anicca) all dhamma whatsoever, whether
conditioned things or the unconditioned nibbana, are ‘not-self’ (sabbe
dhamma anatta).\! Indeed no description of nibbana, even in terms of
simple existence or non-existence, was ever held to be true — in the sense
of being universally applicable regardless of the psychological context.!2

* On what does energise the human composite, the ‘life-faculty’ (jivitindriya) see Chapter
8.1.2.
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To use my own metaphor, the denial of self in whatever can be
experienced or conceptualised — that is, in the psycho-physical being who
is exhaustively described by the lists of impersonal elements — serves to
direct the attribution of value away from that sphere. Instead of
supplying a verbalised notion of what is the sphere of ultimate value,
Buddhism simply leaves a direction arrow, while resolutely refusing to
predicate anything of the destination, to discuss its relationship with the
phenomenal person, or indeed to say anything more about it.

The arrival at that destination has two stages. First, there is the
attainment of nibbana during the individual’s lifetime. This is the

‘blowing out’ (the etymological sense of nirvana) of the flame of desire.!3
As Gombrich!4 has said:

Nirvana in life is the cessation of craving, alias greed-hatred-and-delusion, and is
indescribable because it is the opposite of the process of life as we know it; to
discuss it in isolation is futile because you have to understand what, according to
Buddhist ontology,* is being negated. It is futile also for a more important
reason: nirvana is an experience, and all private experiences (e.g. falling in love)
are ultimately beyond language (though they can to some extent be discussed
with others who have had the experience). Experiences do have an objective
facet. Objectively hunger is want of food, etc.; subjectively it is a kind of pain,
imperfectly describable. My description of nirvana as the cessation of craving is
objective. As one cannot even fully describe the experience of the cessation of a
toothache, the indescribability of nirvdna is unsurprising. For the convenience of
discourse Buddhist saints did apply various kinds of epithets to it, and thus
objectify and even reify what was for them the experience of the cessation of a
process. Had they foreseen the confusion this would cause they might have kept
silence.

As I mentioned earlier, some of the epithets used to describe this state
make use of personal terms.

The second stage of arrival at nibbana occurs at the death of the
enlightened saint, in which the flames of life-in-samsara die out through
lack of fuel.’¥ The word for ‘fuel’ here is upadana, which also means
‘grasping’, or ‘attachment’. A cognate term, upadi, denotes the ‘fuel’ or
‘substrate’ of life-in-samsara. The first stage of nibbana is called ‘with
substrate’ (sa-upadi-sesa), the second ‘without substrate’ (an-upadi-sesa),
since then the ‘remaining fuel’ of the saint’s psycho-physical individuality
is completely burnt out. It is this second nibbana which the Buddhist
tradition has resolutely refused to speak about, and where the simple
submission to Buddhism as a strategy is most necessary. This may be
disappointing for those who want to ‘know what nirvana is’, but it must
be accepted as the unequivocal answer of Buddhist intellectual thought.

* And, I might add, psychology.
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If a man wants to know, he must try to reach the state himself and find
out.

So much energy has been expended on trying to give a coherent,
rational elucidation of the concept of final nibbana, ! to so little point: as
far as the individual practitioner of Buddhism is concerned, this #ibbana
is completely beyond rational elucidation, and must simply be taken on
trust. As far as Buddhism as an ideological system in a social milieu is
concerned, we must recognise, as Gellner has advised,!” that the irra-
tionality of certain concepts may itself have a specific social function. The
social function of the irrationality of final nibbana is, I would suggest, the
preservation of the Buddhist tradition as an Indian religious system
separate from, and in certain crucial respects opposed to, the Brahmanic-
al one. Just as socially the Buddhist tradition has provided an alternative
to the Brahmanical religion of the sacrifice, with its supposed cosmic
significance, so, too, psychologically Buddhism has refused to recognise
the microcosmic correlate of the sacrifice in Brahmanical thought, the
‘self” or ‘person’ within. The absolute indescribability of nirvana, along
with its classification as anatta, ‘not-self’, has helped to keep the
separation intact, precisely because of the impossibility of mutual
discourse. The opposition between Buddhist and Brahmanical ideas is
expressed clearly and symbolically by the reversal of fire-imagery. For
Brahmanical thought, the fire of the cosmos-sacrifice-self is the focus of
all value; virtuoso practice to gain ‘release’ involves burning off the
distracting bodily and mental accretions to this inner self by the heat of
asceticism (¢apas). For Buddhism it is the cooling of the fire of craving by
the detached practice of the Middle Way between sensual indulgence and
asceticism which is the task of the virtuoso search. Thus, both the fire of
desire, and the fire of life-in-samsara, go out. Throughout Buddhist
thought, we must recognise this reaction of opposition to Brahmanical
ideas and practices: the denial of self (atman) is the most fundamental
example, and symbol, of this attitude.
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3 The denial of self as ‘right view’

This me is an empirical aggregate of things objectively known. The I
which knows them cannot itself be an aggregate, neither for psycho-
logical purposes need it be considered to be an unchanging and meta-
physical entity like the Soul, or a principle like the Pure Ego, viewed as
‘out of time’. It is a Thought, at each moment different from that of the
last moment, but appropriative of the latter together with all that the
latter called its own. All the experiential facts find their place in this
description, unencumbered with any hypothesis save that of the exist-
ence of passing thoughts or states of mind.

William James (1950) pp. 400—1

3.1. Different kinds of ‘right view’

In Chapter 2, I showed that although Buddhism finds certain ordinary
uses of the words atta, purisa, and puggala unexceptionable, it objects
strongly to their use in any theory which posits a real, permanent self or
person as the agent behind action or the subject of experience. In
Buddhist terminology such a theory is called a ‘view’ (ditthi); and there
are two main ways in which Buddhist teaching seeks to counter what it
sees as mistaken views. One approach, which might be described as
quietistic, recommends exclusive concentration on religious practice,
avoiding any speculative thought which goes beyond immediate ques-
tions of morality or meditation. I will deal with this approach, and the
‘silent wisdom’ to which it is held to lead, in Chapter 4. For the present, |
will be concerned with the other means of countering mistaken views;
that is, by condemning them as ‘wrong view’ (micchaditthi), and
contrasting with them an opposing theory — in this case, that of imper-
sonal elements (dhamma) — which is correct: ‘right view’ (sammaditthi).

The opposition between right and wrong views is not confined to the
topic of theories of a self, but is found widely throughout Buddhist
teaching. Before discussing the specific arguments which are used to
oppose self-theories, therefore, I shall discuss briefly the wider range of
uses to which this opposition is put.
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3.1.1. As‘pro-attitude’

The first and most simple sense in which right view is opposed to wrong
view is that of having a correct attitude to one’s social and religious
duties, in the light of the belief system of karma and samsara. By the
time the Buddhist Suttas were collected, these ideas had changed from
being the particular concern of Brahmanical sacrifice and ascetic renun-
ciation, to being ideas which had influence over the whole range of
Indian religious life. The Buddha’s own insistence on kamma* must have
contributed to this process. A frequent example of wrong view in this
sense is given by the following refrain:

There is no (gain from making) gifts, offerings, sacrifice; there is no fruition, no
ripening of good or bad deeds; this world and the other world do not exist; there
is no (benefit from duties towards) mother and father; there are not beings of
spontaneous birth;} there are not to be found in the world ascetics and brahmins

who, living and practising rightly, proclaim (the existence of) both this world and
the next, having personally experienced them by superior knowledge.!

The corresponding affirmation of these things is right view. In the
Apannaka Sutta,? the Buddha gives a long list of wrong views, whose
contradictories, being right, constitute a teaching which is ‘sure’. They
are: firstly, the refrain quoted immediately above, then the view that
good and bad actions have no karmic result, then the view that human
good and bad fortune has no cause, being simply matters of chance, then
that there is not ‘formlessness throughout’ {explained by the commentary
as referring to a kind of heaven), and lastly that there is no cessation of
rebirth (that is, nibbana). There are, he explains, two reasons for
accepting the right view which contradicts these beliefs. In the first place,
an ‘intelligent man’ will reason that whether or not they are right, still a
man who holds such a right view will enjoy in this life the praise of other
‘intelligent men’; if they are right, then he will enjoy both this praise, and
in future lives the karmic benefits of the views and the actions recom-
mended in them.? In the second place, by holding such wrong views, a
man ‘sets himself in opposition’ to those Arbats,* or saints, who know
that in fact the opposite is true. In each case, the Buddha says that the tact
that there is another world, kammia, and so on, is the reason why belief in
them is right view. In a similar way, in the Payasi Sutta,® the monk
Kassapa teaches Payasi that he should believe there are ‘another world,
beings of spontaneous birth, and result of actions’, because, amongst
other things, recluses in the forest endowed with the magic power of the
‘divine eye’ see these things to be the case.

* The Pali form of Sanskrit karma.
t That is, beings reborn in a heaven without the intermediacy of parents. This is an
important point in the cosmology of kamma.
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In these passages, clearly, the belief system of karma and samsdra is
being recommended as a simple religious faith. Holy men can know that
it is true, but the ordinary man must take it on trust. The Buddhist term
for the appropriate attitude here is saddha, commonly translated as
‘faith’. Provided it is remembered that the Christian attitude toward faith
as a virtue for its own sake is out of place in the Buddhist context, such a
translation is reasonable. A more precise rendering would be ‘confidence
(in the truth of doctrines not personally experienced)’, since in Buddhism
and all Indian religion it is always said to be in principle possible for any
individual to experience personally the truth of such doctrines, by himself
becoming an ascetic and undergoing the necessary practices.

To hold right view in this first sense, then, is not yet to do or believe
anything specifically Buddhist. It is merely — to use a term from modern
ethical writingé — to have a general ‘pro-attitude’ towards ideas of karma
and samsara, and to the services of those religious practitioners with
whom the ideas are associated. In Weber’s terms, these form the
intellectual stratum or virtuoso tradition of Buddhist monks, Brahmins,
and ascetics generally, to whom are opposed the ‘popular’ or mass
traditions of magicians, soothsayers, and the like, whose ideas and
practices have always been, and will doubtless for a long time remain,
ubiquitous in the religious life of any South Asian village.

3.1.2. As acquaintance with Buddhist doctrine
A more specifically Buddhist sense of the term sammaditthi is found in its
use as the first ‘limb’ of the Noble Eight-fold Path, which summarises and
symbolises the ideal Buddhist life. Originally, without doubt, this Path
was supposed to be trodden by monks alone, the layman’s practice being
restricted to alms-giving, and the like. In the course of time, however, as
we shall see, this simple dichotomy became blurred so that on the one
hand, all ‘Buddhists’ whether laymen or monks were said to be on the
Path, in the sense of progressing slowly through many rebirths toward
nibbana.” On the other hand, when the Path was restricted to the sense of
having nibbana as one’s immediate aim, either in this life or very soon
thereafter, it came to be thought the concern only of an elite group even
among monks. For the moment, however, I shall ignore these sociologic-
al ambiguities, and take ‘being on the Path’ to have the simple, global
sense of ‘being a Buddhist’. The eight limbs of the Path are shown in the
list on p. 90.

In this context, right view is explained as knowledge of certain basic
points of doctrine: of the Four Noble Truths,* or of the sequence of

* That life is suffering; that desire is the cause of suffering; that ending desire is ending
suffering; that the way to the ending of suffering is the Noble Eight-fold Path.
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samma — ditthi Right View . .
sankappa § Resolve } pasifia — Wisdom
vaca Speech
kammanta Action } stla — Morality
ajiva Livelihood
vayama Effort }
sats Mindfulness | samadhi — Meditation
samadhi Concentration

Dependent Origination.*® In the Sammaditthi Sutta® right view is
explained in a number of such ways: as knowledge of which states (of
mind) are good and bad (literally ‘skilful’ or ‘unskilful’ kusala, akusala),
as knowledge of the Four Noble Truths, as knowledge of the doctrine of
the Four Foods,t and finally as knowledge of the whole series of
Dependent Origination, in reverse order. This second sense of right view,
which one might paraphrase as ‘acquaintance with Buddhist doctrine’,
involves only an initial knowledge of Buddhist teaching, an ability to
identify correctly certain key doctrines. It is in this sense that right view
can be placed at the very beginning of the Path.

3.1.3. Asliberating insight
As 1 have shown in the list above, the eight limbs of the Path are
arranged (in the Canon and frequently in the later literature)!? into
the three categories of Wisdom, Morality, and Meditation (literally
‘collectedness’ or ‘concentration’). When these are taken as a linear
sequence, Wisdom occurs twice. At the beginning, it involves simply
knowledge of basic doctrine and the motivation —if only in theory —
to apply it to oneself. When this application is in fact undertaken, it is
said to lead to perception of the phenomenological truth of Buddhist
doctrine, and so Wisdom recurs at the end of the Path as liberating
‘insight’ or ‘understanding’. This recurrence of Wisdom 1s sometimes
recognised by the addition of a further two limbs to the Path, sammariana
‘right knowledge’ and sammavimutti ‘right release’. This is said to be
the ten-fold Path of the ‘adept’, in contrast with the eight-fold Path of the
‘learner’.1! In this light, right view as part of Wisdom means ‘liberating
insight’, the three-fold sequence is arranged as a progress from Morality
and Meditation as the basis, through the Wisdom or Insight thus
acquired to the state of vimutti — Release itself.12

The Mabacattarisaka Suttal®>  explains how right view can
be used to refer to such a wide range of intellectual and spiritual
achievements. Sammaditthi is said to be two-fold: firstly there is that

* See Chapter 3.2.5 below.
1 On which see Chapter 7.1.4.
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right view which ‘has corruptions, is connected with (the acquisition of)
merit, and ripens to rebirth’. The content of this view is that refrain
concerning the results of gifts, sacrifice, service to parents, and so on,
whose denial I quoted in Chapter 3.1.1. The Sutta comments that ‘when
one knows that (a) right view is “right view”, then that is [also] one’s
right view’. I take this to mean that not only does a man have the correct
pro-attitude to karma and samsara, but that he perceives this attitude
under a Buddhist rubric. That is to say, he is conscious that as a type of
right view, it forms part of the Buddhist Path. (The context of this
remark, in the Sutta as a whole, is an explanation by the Buddha of how
‘one-pointedness of mind’, which is a psychological state claimed by all
forms of Indian virtuoso religion, becomes ‘Noble, Right Concentration’.
It does so by being accompanied by the other seven limbs of the Path, of
which, as the Sutta continually reminds us, right view ‘comes first’. Thus,
both these Indian phenomena, the ordinary man’s attitude to karma and
samsara and the ‘one-pointedness’ of the religious specialist, become
Buddhist phenomena by being regarded as parts of the Path.)

The second type of right view given by the Sutta is ‘that view which is
Noble, without corruptions, supermundane, a constituent of the Path’.
“The Path’ here does not refer to all Buddhists but only those who are
engaged actively on a Buddhist specialist’s life, which includes the
practice of meditation. Thus it concerns that elite group of monks who
are ‘on the Path’ in the restricted sense of having nibbana as their
immediate aim. This higher type of right view is said to be that which is
called, ‘in one who is on the Noble Path, and is developing the Noble
Path, wisdom, the faculty of wisdom, the power of wisdom, the
constituent of enlightenment (called) investigation of phenomena’.l4
Within the ‘faculty of wisdom’, we learn elsewhere,!’ there are different
degrees of attainment, of which the highest is the status of Arbat, that is,
liberation. It is clear that a kind of wisdom, or a view, which admits
differences of degree cannot be a simple knowledge that something is the
case, but rather refers to the possession of a more or less ineffable level of
‘insight’ or ‘intuition’, produced by the practice of Buddhist meditation.
‘Investigation of phenomena’ here also refers to meditation, being the
application of the lists of impersonal elements (dhamma) by a monk to
his own experience — those lists which in Buddhist doctrine replace the
idea of a self.

The idea that there can be a gradual progress in right view, from the
simple acceptance of Buddhist ideas and practices to liberating insight, is
captured by the phrase ‘that view which is Noble, leading onward, which
leads, for the man who acts on it, to the complete destruction of
suffering’.1¢ When a monk arrives at the end of suffering, the attainment

91



The denial of self as ‘right view’

of Arhatship, he has right view in the third and last sense, of ‘seeing
things as they really are’.1” He is the highest of those who are ‘endowed
with view’, or who have ‘achieved view’. The Arbat who has ‘crossed the
flood, in his last life, knows things with the highest view’.18

3.1.4. Differences between and within the individuals who hold ‘right
view’
There are, then, three overlapping but distinguishable senses in which
Buddhism uses the term right view: firstly, that of a general and
pan-Indian pro-attitude to the belief system of karma and samsdra;
secondly, that of knowledge of Buddhist doctrine and the motivation to
accept and introject it; and thirdly, that of progress towards, and
attainment of, liberating insight. These three senses correspond to a
classification of people into three groups which is found in the later parts
of the Canon and in the commentaries. These are the ‘ordinary man’
(puthujjano), the ‘learner’ (sekbo), and the ‘adept’ (asekho); there are
three types of Wisdom appropriate to these three types of person.!? The
commentary to the Sammaditthi Sutta quoted above tells us that right
view is of two sorts, ‘worldly’ (lokiya) and ‘super-worldly’ (lokuttara), in
much the same way as the Mahacattarisaka Sutta distinguished two such
senses, which we have just seen. These two sorts of right view are held,
according to the commentary, by the three types of person, in the
following way: worldly right view is held both by the ‘ordinary man
outside’ Buddhism and the ‘learner within the teaching’. They are
differentiated by the fact that although the outsider is a ‘believer in
karma’, he is ‘not in accordance with the truth’ because he has the
‘perversion of self-view’ (attaditthiparamasa), whereas the learner does
not. Super-worldly right view is held by the ‘adept’ who has attained the
level of insight appropriate to one or another stage of the Path. These
‘stages of the Path’ are the same as the degrees of attainment within the
‘faculty of wisdom’ mentioned above: they are the wisdom of the
‘stream-winner’ who is certain to reach nibbana after a limited number of
rebirths; of the ‘once-returner’ who will be reborn as a man only once
more; of the ‘non-returner’ who will not be reborn as a man again, but
will attain nibbana during a life in a heaven; and of the Arhat, who has
attained nibbana in this life, and who will not be reborn again in any
form.20

As I have mentioned, the idea of being a person on the Path, and
therefore at least a stream-winner, must originally have meant no more
than being a monk. In the course of history, however, as the immediate
attainment of nibbana became less universally a goal of monks, so these
four types of person, and the associated sense of ‘the Path’, came to refer
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to an elite group of holy men within the monkhood, while the ‘ordinary’
monk was simply a village priest, whose soteriological aims and expecta-
tions were no greater than those of the pious laity. As part of this
development, the term puthujjano, ‘ordinary man’, which must originally
have referred to any householder in contrast to the ascetic virtuoso,
comes to be used not only to refer to the lay Buddhist, but also to the
‘ordinary” monk without specialist aspirations.2! Instead of the act of
becoming a monk being the criterion for following the Buddha’s
teaching, a new criterion arises for ‘being a Buddhist’ in the wider sense;
this is the act of ‘going for refuge’, which is pledging or confirming one’s
allegiance to the Three Jewels of Buddhism: the Buddha, his teaching,
and the monkhood. The triple repetition of this ‘going for refuge’
precedes any Buddhist ceremony, however mundane or exalted. Already
early in the commentarial tradition, the act of going for refuge is
understood to cover a variety of religious needs and aspirations. There
are, we are told, two ways of going for refuge: first, the worldly way of
the ‘ordinary man’ who has as his object only the good qualities of the
Three Jewels, and who has the ‘right view which is based on faith’. This
right view stands on the borderline between the first and second senses of
the term which [ have distinguished. The commentary classifies the
holding of this view as one of the Ten Good Deeds. (This is a list of ways
of earning merit, and subsequent good rebirth, and as a positive ethical
basis for the religious practice of the ordinary man, replaces the negative
code of prohibitions which is the canonical standard of ethics, the Five
Precepts, and which we might call the ‘layman’s asceticism’.)22 The
second, super-worldly, way of going for refuge, according to this
commentarial passage, occurs when someone becomes a stream-winner,
and sees for himself that the Three Jewels are merely an instrument, a
means for attaining the real goal, nibbana.23

The idea that there is a social and psychological range in the
appreciation of doctrine refers not only to a difference between indi-
vidual persons (puggala-vemattata), to which much attention was de-
voted, but also to differences of insight within each individual as he
progresses along the Path. Insight into the teaching of anatta is held to
have two major loci in the intellectual and spiritual education of an
individual. In the first place, there is doctrinal acceptance of the teaching,
such that the sense of an ‘I’ which is gained from introspection and the
fact of physical individuality is not converted into a theoretical belief in a
self. Such a belief is called sakkayaditthi, conventionally translated as
‘Personality Belief’. Literally it means ‘belief in a (really) existing body’
(though ‘body’ here does not denote solely the physical body but all five
‘constituents of personality’ (khandha))?* and refers not to the phe-
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nomenological sense of being a self - which everyone must have until
they are enlightened — but to the use of this sense of ‘I’ as evidence for a
metaphysical or psychological theory. This false belief is the first of the
Ten Fetters?’ which are gradually lost during one’s progress through the
ranks of the Four Noble Persons. Losing Personality Belief constitutes the
attainment of stream-winner status.

Secondly, there is psychological ‘realisation’ of anatta, which is the loss
of pride or ‘conceit’: this constitutes the attainment of Arhatship. This
fetter is explained as the conceit of ‘I am’, asmimana; ‘conceit’ here is a
particularly appropriate translation, since it suggests both the sense of
something ‘constructed’ or ‘made up’ by a conceptual act, and also the
pride with which this artificial mental object (the supposedly permanent
‘T') is regarded. What this ‘conceit’ refers to is the fact that for the
unenlightened man, all experience and action must necessarily appear
phenomenologically as happening to or originating from an ‘I’. The more
enlightened, the less is this phenomenological datum converted into a
theoretical belief, in sakkayaditthi; and the final attainment of enlighten-
ment is the disappearance of this automatic but illusory ‘I’. This change
in character and psychological condition is brought about by a variety of
educational means, both behavioural and verbal, bringing changes in all
levels of mental life, affective and cognitive. It is this gradual change
which allows the notion of a ‘gradual’ change in right view, from the
second to the third senses I distinguished above.

For the Theravada tradition, this personal, introjected application of
anattd has always been thought to be possible only for the specialist, the
practising monk. While the idea of ‘the conceit “I am™’, and its
destruction, symbolises a general orientation for the ordinary man in his
self-analysis and religious aspirations, the concrete practice of con-
tinuous character change in terms of such teachings has always been said
to require the individual gifts, and social circumstances, of the specialist.
It is for this reason that the tradition has insisted fiercely on anatta as a
doctrinal position (so that it can function as a right view in the second of
my three senses), but at the same time in practice, as western commenta-
tors have always suspected, this abstruse and psychologically difficult
doctrine has played a very small part in the daily religious life of almost
all Buddhists.*

The Sutta Pitaka contains many examples of religious specialists
(including the Buddha) discussing this process of psychological change.

* Nevertheless, there are some striking practical consequences of the specialist doctrine: for
example, ‘this doctrine understood only by the few has permeated the [Sinhalese]
language. (It] has no word for soul, in the sense of an immortal part or adjunct of a
human being.” (Gombrich (1971) p. 71.)
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One particularly informative instance is the story of the elder
Khemaka.2é On hearing that ‘he does not consider there to be a self or
anything belonging to a self’ in the five khandha, the constituents of
personality, some other monks exclaim ‘is he not then an Arhat?’
Khemaka replies that he is not, because, ‘with regard to the five khandha
I have a sense of “lI am’, but I do not see “this is what I am”’. He
explains this by analogy with the scent of a flower: the smell is there, but
it is impossible to say exactly from where it originates (from petals, or
colour, or pollen, etc.). ‘Although, friends, a noble disciple has put away
the five lower fetters,* still there is a residue in the khandha of the conceit
of “I am”, of the desire for “I am”, the underlying tendency to “I am”
which is not fully destroyed.’ By practising a life of meditation, however,
these things finally disappear. This is explained with the help of another
analogy: a piece of clothing, after being cleaned, still retains the smell of
the substances used to clean it; but after lying in a sweetly scented box for
a certain time, the smell disappears. So, after becoming a monk and then
living the religious life to the full, a man’s ‘conceit of “l am”’ comes to be
destroyed.2”

This, then, is the way in which the Buddhist tradition uses the idea of
right and wrong views, and the picture of society and psychology which
it sees as the background to the operation of this doctrinal opposition. I
will now turn more closely to the precise nature of the right view which is
the concern of this study: the denial of self.

3.2. Arguments in support of anatta

3.2.1. Linguistic forms in which the doctrine is presented

The denial of self is presented in the Suttas in three main linguistic forms.
The first is the use of the term anatta itself as a description applied to all
phenomena and objects of thought. In all cases where the grammatical
form of the term can be decided definitely it is used as a noun, placed in
apposition to the subject of the sentence, and is to be translated literally
as ‘a not-self’.! As we shall see presently, in Buddhism the concept of a
self, atta, is taken to postulate something wholly free from phenomenal
determination, an entity independent of the process of karmic condition-
ing. Hence, when it is argued that because both the body and conscious-
ness depend on previous conditions for their existence and so: kayo
anattd . . . vififidnam anattd; we can translate variously, ‘body is not an
independent entity, consciousness is a “not-self’’.2 When the term is
applied to a plural subject, particularly in the axiom ‘all things are

* This is the stage of the non-returner.
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not-self’ (sabbe dhamma anattd), the form is ambiguous, and could be
interpreted as an adjective, ‘without self’.3 Since the Buddhist tradition
has not placed any emphasis on the grammatical interpretation of anatta,
I will translate it simply and literally as ‘not-self’. In any case, the term
applies to any and every item of the Buddhist conceptual universe
(dhamma), whether parts of the karmic conditioning process or the
unconditioned nibbana: ‘impermanent are all conditioned things, un-
satisfactory, not-self, and constructed; and certainly nibbana also is a
description meaning not-self’.4

A second, and less frequent form of the denial of self is the quotation in
direct speech of certain mistaken ways of regarding phenomena. The
most widespread is the group of three ‘this is mine, this I am, this is my
self’ (etam mama, eso ’ham asmi eso me atta ti). (These three are
explained in the commentaries as ‘grasping’ through desire, conceit
(mana), and ‘view’ (ditthi) respectively.) Equally the first person singular
of the verb ‘to be’, asmi, with the particle ¢/ (equivalent to our inverted
commas) appears as a mistaken idea: ‘l am’. We met ‘the conceit of “I
am”’ (asmiti mana, or usually simply asmi-mana) (in Chapter 3.1.4)
above, and we shall meet a similar use of direct speech in the third
argument for anatta (Chapter 3.2.4 below).

The third, and least frequent form is the use of the terms attato and
anattato. These are formed by adding the ablative suffix -to to the
nominal stem, and mean ‘as’ or ‘in terms of’ ‘self’ and ‘not-self’. Thus,
while it is possible for the ‘ordinary man’ to ‘regard anything as self’, it is
impossible for the man ‘endowed with view’, who always sees things ‘as
not-self’.5 A synonym for anattato is parato ‘as other’;¢ and the same idea
is given a dramatic tone in the injunction to renounce what is ‘not yours’
(na tumhdkam)’ (that is, everything). As Norman has pointed out, this
use of parato gives us the linguistic justification for translating attd as
‘self’, and not as ‘soul’, as has sometimes been done:

There seems to be no other way of translating parato than ‘as other’, and we must
therefore translate attato as ‘as self’ since English recognises the opposition
between ‘self’ and ‘other’ but not between ‘soul’ and ‘other’. If we have to

translate attd as ‘self’ in these contexts, then for the sake of consistency we must
do the same elsewhere.?

The first and second of the arguments I will discuss below (Chapter
3.2.2—3) take the form of characterising things as anarta; while the third
and fourth (Chapter 3.2.4—5) argue that the concept of a self outside
what can be characterised in this way is pointless, and that a sufficient
account of all events is given by the teaching of Dependent Origination.
Many misinterpretations of Buddhist thought have arisen through these
two sides of the argument not being taken as a whole. If any one part is
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taken by itself — especially either of the first two — it is then easy to claim
that it does not represent a complete doctrine, that the Buddha remained
silent on the question of ‘a transcendent self’ and so on. As will become
clear, however, when the arguments are seen as parts of a whole, they
form a complete and coherent doctrinal representation of the Buddha’s
soteriological strategy.

3.2.2. The argument from lack of control
As we saw in Chapter 1, a major motive for world-renouncing asceticism
in Brahmanical thought was the desire for universal power, attained
through knowledge of, and control over, the self (atman) as microcosmic
reflection of the macrocosmic force of the universe (brabman). The first
way in which the Buddha attempted to deny the existence of such a self
was, accordingly, to claim that no such control existed. It is found at the
beginning of the ‘Discourse on the [fact of things having the] Characteris-
tic of Not-self’ (Anattalakkhana Sutta),’ traditionally the Buddha’s
second discourse. Here he speaks of all five ‘constituents of personality’ —
I take body as an example: ‘body, monks, is not-self. Were it self, the
body would suffer affliction, and one could have of body (what one
wished, saying) “let my body be this, let my body be that™.” Elsewhere,
the Buddha asks an interlocutor ‘do you have power [vaso] over this
body’ to change it at will?10 Usually, it is argued, ‘the ordinary man
regards (his) body as a self, and is obsessed by the ideas ““1 am body” or
“body is mine”’; then the body changes and becomes otherwise, owing to
the inherently changeable nature of body, and (he feels) distress, grief,
suffering, sorrow, and unrest’. The idea of helplessness in the face of
change and the consequent suffering is pictured as ‘being prey to’ the
constituents of the personality as ‘murderers’.!! In the commentaries,
things are regularly said to be not-self because there is ‘no exercising of
mastery’ over them. The five constituents of phenomenai personality, the
khandha, are not-self because they have no ‘leader’, no ‘guide’, no ‘inner
controller’ as the Upanisads had put it.!2

Of course, in a general sense this argument can form part of homiletic
wisdom in whatsoever theological context. Christ told his audience that
no-one was able by his own will to add a cubit to his stature. No doubt in
Buddhist preaching to the laity this argument has come to have only a
general, aphoristic sense, as a reminder that disease, old age, and death
are unavoidable. For the Buddha, however, who was teaching monks as
religious specialists, the argument had a specific force. I have mentioned
the importance of the idea of control in Brahmanical thought, and I will
show in Chapter 3.3.2 below how change and lack of control was to be
seen as an immediate and personal ‘fact’ in Buddhist meditation practice.
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3.2.3. What is impermanent, unsatisfactory, and subject to change is
‘not fit’ to be regarded as self

The Anattalakkhana Sutta, whose first argument [ have just discussed,
continues as follows: in dialogue (of the Socratic kind) with the monks,
the Buddha asks ‘what do you think monks, is body permanent or
impermanent?’

Impermanent, sir.

Is what is impermanent satisfactory or unsatisfactory?

Unsatisfactory, sir.

Is it fitting to regard [kallam samanupassitum) what is impermanent, unsatisfac-
tory, and subject to change (in this way) ‘this is mine, this I am, this is my self?’
No, sir.

So, monks, whatever body has come to be, whether past, future, or present, gross
or fine, in oneself or without . . . must be seen as it really is, with right insight,
thus ‘this is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self’.

In some places, the inter-relation between what are called the ‘three
marks’ of all conditioned things is more succinctly expressed: every
phenomenon, whether in oneself or in the external world ‘is
impermanent; what is impermanent is unsatisfactory; what is unsatisfac-
tory is not-self’.13 To see in what is impermanent, unsatisfactory, impure,
and ‘not-self’ something permanent, satisfactory, and pure, which is ‘self’
constitutes four ‘perversions of perception, mind, and view’.!* Some-
times, the idea of the causally conditioned nature of all phenomena is
included in the argument: ‘how can what comes into existence through
what is impermanent, unsatisfactory, and not-self be permanent, satisfac-
tory, and a self?’15

Statistically, a very high proportion of the discussions of not-self in the
Suttas consists in various versions of this argument. It is this fact, and the
fact that it is this argument which most of all requires the other
arguments in the teaching to complete its sense, which has led to so many
mistaken interpretations, to the effect that the Buddha left open the
question of whether there was a self outside the elements of existence
which have the three marks. On the plane of spiritual education, the
seeming ‘incompleteness’ of the argument might have certain uses (as a
‘direction arrow’, as in Chapters 2.3.2 and 4.2.3). On the plane of
conceptual analysis, however, it is crucially important not to draw the
inference that if the constituents of the personality are ‘not-self’ and ‘not
yours’ then something else is. This point is made by the third argument.

3.2.4. lItis pointless to speak of a self apart from experience!6
In the Mahanidana Sutta,!” after a long exposition of the teaching of
Dependent Origination, and a brusque dismissal of various ways in
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which men think to define a self, as ‘having form’ or ‘formless’, ‘small’ or
‘infinitely large’, the Buddha asks ‘how many ways are there in which (a
man can) regard self?’. His interlocutor, the monk Ananda, answers that
there are three: feeling is regarded as identical with self, in the words
‘feeling is my self’; or the self is regarded as without feeling, ‘my self is
insentient’; or neither of these things is the case but ‘my self feels, my
self has the attribute of feeling’.

The Buddha declares that it is ‘not fitting’ (na kkhamati) to regard the
matter in any of these ways, for the following reasons. In the first case,
where self and feeling are identical, he says that feeling is of three types,
pleasant, painful, and neutral. With which is the self to be identified,
since only one type can occur at any given time? All three types of feeling
are impermanent, causally conditioned phenomena, so that in any case
the self would have to be the same, subject to arising and decay. This is
an idea so manifestly untenable for the Buddha as to receive no comment.
In the second place, where the self was held to be insentient, the Buddha
asks, ‘where there is no feeling at all, is it possible that one might say “I
am”?’ Since this is not possible, the view is again ‘not fitting’. In the third
place, where the self is held to feel, or have the attribute of feeling, he
asks a similar question: ‘where feeling is completely absent . . . might
one be able to say “this (is what) I am”?’ Here also, since this is not
possible, the view is ‘not fitting’.

The idea of a self as separate from the process of phenomenal
experience was widespread among contemporary religious thinkers. We
have seen, for example, that in certain Upanisads the conception of
atman changed from that of breath as the life-force to that of an
inconceivable agent and subject behind all psycho-physical functions.
Since it is a matter of undeniable experience that some kind of individual-
ity and personality is an inherent part of ordinary psycho-physical
functioning, there naturally arose a distinction between two ‘selves’ —
one a part of ordinary ‘illusory’ experience, the other ‘real’ and trans-
cending that experience.” The attitude of Buddhism to this separation of
two ‘selves’ is clarified by considering the phraseology in which this third
argument is expressed, and the illuminating contrast with the Samkhya
system which this phraseology displays.

The Buddha does not speak of a self and the possible relations it might
have with feeling, considered abstractly. He asks can the utterance ‘I am’

* | presuppose no systematic explanatory framework, whether psychological, philosophical
or sociological, in using these terms. By ‘individuality’ ] mean merely the fact of single
bodies and the attribution of a plurality of actions and experiences to them; by
‘personality’, | mean the minimal sense of psychological continuity required for even the
shortest sequence of coherent behaviour.

99



The denial of self as ‘right view’

be made when feelings are absent? Although it is true that both Sanskrit
and Pali lack the syntactic form of oratio obliqua, and so frequently use
oratio recta where no special significance is intended, here I think there 1s
a particular point to the use of asmiti—‘1 am’. On a stylistic level,
perhaps the use of direct speech here helps to suggest the automatic,
spontaneous way in which the sense of self appears in the psychology of
the unenlightened man. Certainly, on a more theoretical level, the use of
direct speech in this context is connected with the idea that the
phenomenological datum of an ‘I’ is in fact the result of an act of
utterance. To assert that the sense of ‘I’, and its phenomenological
reality, is created by an act of self-expression, Buddhism makes use of the
terms ahamkara® and mamankara (from aham, ‘I', and mama, ‘mine’).
Ahamkara is a concept of great importance to much Indian religious
thinking, and 1 shall discuss briefly its possible meanings generally,
before analysing the particular use Buddhism makes of it.

There are three main ways in which the word ahamkara can be
understood, ways which are not necessarily mutually exclusive. First, it
can be seen as resembling words like kumbha-kara, ‘pot-maker’. This is
the traditional Indian rendering, as ‘I-maker’, and is the sense of the term
in the cosmic evolution theory of classical Samkhya in which, as an
element of the material world (prakrti), it creates both the phenomenal
individual and his world of sense and sense-objects. (As is usual in
Samkhya thought this creation conflates what we would separate as
cosmogony and psychology.) Secondly, it can be taken as resembling
purusa-kara, ‘the action of man’ (which opposes daiva, ‘fate’, *action of
the gods’): thus it would mean ‘action of (an) I'. One Pali passage
supports this interpretation: ‘beings are given over to the idea I am the
agent” . . . for one who looks (at the matter) carefully there is not the
idea “(it is) I (who) act™’.!8

The third, and for Buddhism most illuminating, way ot taking
ahamkara was first suggested by van Buitenen. In this interpretation, the
word resembles omkdra, svahdkara, and the like, which mean ‘the
utterance (of) “om’, “svaha’’. (One might also mention the use of -kara
as a suffix for letters and particles: a-kara, ‘the letter “a”"; eva-kara ‘the
word “‘eva”’. Similaily, there is a word phutkara (and a verb phutkr),
from the onomatopoeic phut, used to express the hissing sound made by
a snake.) Accordingly, ahamkara could mean here ‘the utterance “I"”’.
This seems to me convincing; it not only makes good psychological sense,

* The word is often translated ‘ego’. Since this term lacks any systematic meaning in general
English usage, and the particular schools of psychology which make use of it in a
systematic way differ widely among themselves, I think it is unhelpful either as a
translation of Sanskrit or Pali technical terms, or as a term of discussion.

I00



Arguments in support of anatta

but is also congruent with a frequent motif in cosmogony, which explains
the creation of the world as the cry ‘I’ by ‘Being’ (sat) or brahman. For
example, the name ‘I’ (abam-nama) was the first act in the creation of the
world; in the beginning self (atmd) was alone, saw that it was alone, and
cried ‘Here 1 am’ (or ‘This is I’, so *ham asmi).1® (As we have seen, this
last phrase is one of those regularly used in Buddhism as a mistaken way
of regarding phenomena as being or belonging to a self.) This emphasis
on aham as an utterance accords well with the use in Buddhism of words
or phrases ‘in quotation marks’ to denote the mistaken way in which the
unenlightened man regards phenomena as self. In connexion with ‘the
conceit “l am”’ (asmi-mana), seen earlier in Chapter 3.1.4, | mentioned
the two analogies of the smell of a flower and that of newly washed linen,
which pictured the relationship of the idea ‘I am’ to the impersonal
elements which make up a human being, and its destruction. In this
connexion there 1s a third analogy, which is as informative as it is
striking. A king, enticed by the sound of a lute, asks his servants to bring
him the sound. They bring the lute, but the king exclaims ‘away with the
lute. I want the sound.” The servants try to explain: ‘this thing called a
lute is made up of a great number of parts. . . it makes a sound [literally
“speaks”, vadati] because it is made up of a number of parts, that is box,
strings [etc.]’. The king then takes the lute, breaks it up into smaller and
smaller pieces, and throws it away. The moral is drawn: ‘in this way,
monks, a monk investigates the constituents of personality . . . but for
him there i1s no “I”, “mine”, or “I am”’.20

It is of course not only the overt verbal or mental utterance of ‘I am’, or
the explicit belief in a self, which is pointed to by the term ahamkara. We
saw that when the overt fetter of belief in a self (sakkayaditthi) is given
up, the focus of attention then becomes the selfishness inherent in the
affective structure of experience, which is the fetter of asmi-mana. We
might call this latter the ‘unconscious’ utterance ‘I am’. Using the modern
concept of the unconscious to elucidate Buddhist thought is, like all such
attempts at cross-cultural parallels in psychology, fraught with potential
misapprehensions; but there is, | think, some point to it here.* The
majority of occurrences of the words aham- and mamasn-kdra in the
Suttas are as part of a compound ahamkiramamankara-mandnusaya:
‘the underlying tendency to the conceits and “mine”’. Mana,
‘conceit’, we are already familiar with; anusaya ‘underlying tendency’ is a
concept whose complexities were to engage the scholastic tradition in
much discussion.2! There are seven such ‘tendencies’ which like the

“l” 9y

* 1 shall later have cause to distinguish sharply between something which for Theravada is
mental but not conscious, and the unconscious of modern psychoanalytic theory - that is,
the bhavanga-mind. See Chapter 8.3.2 Excursus.
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‘fetters’ include both ditthi ‘view’ and mana ‘conceit’. They are classed
as ‘mental formations’ (samkhara), which must have a mental object, but
they are not conscious: ‘a young baby lying on his back’, although
without any cognitive faculties (manda, literally ‘stupid’), still has an
underlying tendency to the five lower fetters.22 When in a grown person
these tendencies become conscious, they are called ‘obsessions’. The way
to get rid of the ‘underlying tendency to the conceits ““I”’ and “mine”’, as
ever, is to become a monk and lead a life of meditation.?? The later
commentarial work, the Visuddhimagga, says that though the conscious
‘obsessions’ can be removed by the practice of mental concentration
(samadhi), the ‘underlying tendencies’, which ‘by reason of their persist-
ence’ become repeatedly the cause for the arising of greed, conceit, and so
on, require the practice of ‘insight’ (pasina). The final eradication of these
tendencies is ‘liberation without remainder’.24

The concepts of ahamkara . . . anusaya and asmi-mana, then, refer to
the automatic reaction to experierce in terms of ‘I’ or ‘l am’, whether this
reaction is manifested consciously or ‘unconsciously’; and it is this
utterance of ‘I’ or ‘I am’ which creates — perhaps better said, which
continually re-creates — the ‘person’ of phenomenological introspection.
When I introduced these ideas, I spoke of a contrast with the Samkhya
system. It is now possible to describe this contrast with clarity and
precision.

There are, of course, a number of general metaphysical differences
between the two systems; one of the aspects of ahamkara in the Samkhya
system, for example, is its part in the transformation of matter from its
undifferentiated state to its final state of differentiativn into twenty-four
categories, which include the material elements earth, water, fire, air, and
ether. Leaving aside, however, such wider differences, there is a particu-
lar parallel and contrast in the use of abamkara in the psychological
sphere. Like Buddhism, Samkhya sees abamkara as an act of pride
(abhimana). It is also called asmita, ‘the fact of “I am”’, or ‘I am-ness’.2’
Beyond this ‘I’-creating act of pride, however, there is another, ‘real’
individual, the purusa, ‘person’, whose release from engagement with
samsara is the focus and criterion of religious behaviour. Buddhism,
contrastingly, sees any use of a concept of individuality beyond the
‘self-expression’ of asmi-mana and ahamkara as a pointlessly speculative
view, which is a product of the mundane conditioning factors of craving
and ignorance.

At this point in the discussion of Buddhist thinking, one would
naturally be led to the general denigration of views; but this side of the
denial of self is so widespread and important that I will devote the whole
of Chapter 4 to it. For the moment, I think enough has been said of the
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ideas asmi-mana and ahamkara as a part of right view; that is to say, the
positive psychological system which Buddhism constructs to explain the
process of experience and continuity without the supposition of a
continuing self.

The discussion of the relations between a postulated self and feelings
with which I introduced this third argument for anarta, and which led on
to the analysis of ahamkara, forms part of the Mabanidana Sutta, the
‘Great Discourse on Causation’. Similarly, in the Potthapada Sutta, there
is a connexion between this argument and the Buddhist view of causality.
The discussion concerns different ways of explaining ‘the cessation of
experience’. Some hold that the presence and absence of experience is a
matter of chance, or the result of magicians’ infusing and withdrawing it
from a person; or that experience is a man’s self, and as the self comes
and goes, so a man is conscious or not. Against all these ideas, the
Buddha sets his own way of explaining the cessation of experience: a
gradual course of training, in which meditative states follow each other
in a regular causal sequence.26 In the same way, in the discussion of
psychology generally, the idea of self as an explanation of the continuity
of experience and the ideas that experience is a matter of chance or
magical influence are all replaced in Buddhist thought by the idea of a
causal series. This teaching is that of Dependent Origination, and it is to
this that I now turn, as the fourth and last argument in support of anatta.

3.2.5. The continuity of experience is explained by Dependent
Origination (paticca-samuppada)

In the Mabatanhasamkbaya Sutta’’ a monk is said to have interpreted
the Buddha’s teaching on continuity thus: ‘one and the same conscious-
ness continues and is reborn, unchanged’. He explains consciousness as
‘that which speaks and feels, and which experiences at different times the
result of good or bad deeds’. The Buddha reproves him strongly, calling
his interpretation an ‘evil opinion’ (ditthigatam), and asks has he not
taught many times that consciousness is generated by causal conditions?
‘Consciousness is defined’, he continues, ‘according to the condition
through which it arises . . . if it is conditioned by eye and material
objects, it is called eye-consciousness . . . if through mind and mental
objects, mind-consciousness.” This is compared to naming different
varieties of fire ‘grass-fire’, ‘stick-fire’, and so on, depending on whether
grass, sticks, or whatever, provides the fuel. The Buddha goes on to teach
the need for ‘food’ to sustain beings, giving the doctrine of the Four
Foods,* and then gives the formula for the causal series (in the

* They are: physical food, sense-impressions, mental volitions, and consciousness. See
Chapter 7.1.4.
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twelve-part form we shall presently meet) no less than six times, as if to
ensure that he is not similarly misinterpreted again.

The point here is not to deny that consciousness is in any way the
vehicle of rebirth,* but only to deny that it is a changeless subject of
experience and action. It is a changing, conditioned phenomenon like any
other. The Buddha teaches elsewhere that

consciousness comes into existence because of two things: what are these two?
Eye-consciousness comes into existence because of eye and material objects . . .
mind-consciousness comes into existence because of mind and mental objects

. {all these causal factors are) impermanent, subject to change, having the
nature of becoming otherwise; eye- . . . mind-consciousness come into existence
because of an impermanent cause — how could {they) be permanent??8

The same attitude is revealed elsewhere, in a number of different ways.
The questions ‘who is conscious [literally “who eats the consciousness
food?”’], experiences contact, feels, craves, grasps?’, and ‘whose is this
consciousness [etc.]?” are rejected as ‘not fit questions’, and are replied to
obliquely by the simple enumeration of the elements of the causal series.
That nothing should be superimposed on the lists of impersonal,
conditioned elements which are said to make up the human being is also
the point of the Buddha’s reproach to a monk that he is ‘going beyond
the teaching’ by asking, if the elements of personality are ‘not-self’, then
‘what self do deeds done by a not-self affect?’29

For Buddhist thought, the idea that at any given moment of experience
there is a self beyond whatever particular bodily or mental phenomena
are occurring, is equivalent to the idea that there is a permanent self
which endures changelessly. We have seen this in the Buddha’s answer to
the monk Sati’s ‘evil opinion’ concerning consciousness, and the conne-
xion is made explicitly elsewhere: the view that ‘that which is my self,
which speaks, feels, and which experiences at different times the result of
good or bad deeds, this self of mine is permanent, stable, eternal,
changeless’ is a wrong view which arises in the unwise ordinary man.
This is called eternalism (sassatavada), and is contrasted with annihila-
tionism (ucchedavada),3® which is the view that a self exists, and is
destroyed at the death of the body — a view which is associated with the
denial of karma. These two views are seen together in the example of a
man who formerly held an eternalist view of self, and who then hears the
Buddhist teaching denying self; he thinks ‘I will be annihilated,
destroyed —- I will surely not exist!’3! Just as in the Buddha’s first sermon
the Eight-fold Path was the Middle Way between the extremes of sensual
indulgence and ascetic self-torture, so here in the conceptual sphere, the

* Indeed, as I will show later (Chapter 7.2.1) it is the most important category of Buddhist
psychology for the explanation of continuity and rebirth.
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teaching of Dependent Origination is a middle way between the two
extremes of eternalism and annihilationism. ‘The same man acts and
experiences the result — this is eternalism. One man acts, another experi-
ences the result — this is annihilationism. Avoiding these two extremes,
the Enlightened One gives a teaching by the Middle Way’ — that is to say,
Dependent Origination. In another place, the two extremes are said to be
‘existence’ and ‘non-existence’ — an idea which engendered much discus-
sion in later Buddhist philosophy. The Buddha firmly rejects the idea that
he teaches ‘the destruction, annihilation or cessation of a really existent
being’. (The point is, of course, that since no such being exists in the first
place, nothing can happen to it, whether ‘annihilation’ or anything else.)
He is an ‘annihilationist’ in that he teaches ‘the annihilation of greed,
hatred, and delusion’.32

Behind all these mistaken views and ‘unfit questions’ lies the assump-
tion that there is an entity which is denoted by the grammatical subject of
verbs, while the Buddha’s reply asserts the existence of an event described
by the verbal notion, but denies that it is legitimate to infer the existence
of a real subject from the verbal form. This difference in linguistic
matters is vitally important for understanding the mutual relations
between Buddhism and the ‘orthodox’ systems of Indian thought, which
were articulated in Sanskrit; since in Sanskrit linguistic theory, such an
inference is necessarily to be made — kriya ‘doing’ therefore kartr ‘doer’.
This is not solely a linguistic matter, though Buddhism does deny the
linguistic inference directly — as the Visuddhimagga informs us, ‘action
exists but no doer’.33 According to the realist theory of the sacred
Sanskrit language, the actual Sanskrit word used to refer to something
was, in its sound and form, a part of the thing itself. On a conceptual
level, this idea had its roots in the old notion that knowledge of a name
gave the knower power over the thing named, which we saw in
connexion with the Brahmanical idea of knowledge as power (which the
Buddha’s first argument for anatta was concerned to deny). A miore
sophisticated development of the idea, the conception of sabda-brahman,
*brabman as sound’, remained ubiquitously influential in Indian thought,
underlying such diverse phenomena as Bhartrhari’s philosophical linguis-
tics, and the use of mantras, sacred formulas, in the tantric tradition.

On a social level, acceptance of the idea of Sanskrit as a privileged,
sacred language naturally reflected status and power on the Brahmins, as
the guardians and transmitters of Sanskritic learning. Although Buddh-
ism was never in outright opposition to the caste system as such,
Buddhist monks, as religious specialists needing the support of the laity,
were certainly opposed to the pre-eminent position of the Brahmins
within caste society. Accordingly, in its very earliest history, Buddhist
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teaching was carried out in the dialect of each region,34 the Mahayana
tradition coming to employ Sanskrit only at a much later date.

In considering the teaching of Dependent Origination, which Buddh-
ism used to oppose Brahmanism on the conceptual level, it is crucially
important to distinguish between the general idea of conditionality, and
the twelve-fold series which has come to be the traditional way in which
the teaching is expressed. According to legend, the monk Sariputta, who
was to become the Buddha’s disciple ‘foremost in learning’, first joined
the order after having asked for the ‘essential point’ rather than the
‘details’ of the Buddha’s teaching. He was told ‘those things which arise
from a cause, of these the Tathagata* has told the cause; and that which
is their cessation, the great ascetic has such a teaching’. At this the ‘eye of
truth’ arose in him, and in a formula which frequently expresses the
content of ‘the liberating realisation of converts to Buddhism in the
Suttas, he saw ‘all that which has the nature of coming into existence, has
also the nature of cessation’.35 There is a similar short formula which
summarises and frequently introduces the fuller list of causal factors.
This is (in Rahula’s ‘modern version’) ‘when A is, B is; A arising, B arises.
When A is not, B is not; A ceasing, B ceases’.3¢ According to Rhys
Davids, who analysed the content of the ‘Grouped Sayings on Cause’, no
less than thirty-six of those ninety-three Suttas ‘emphasise the import-
ance of mastering the principle of paticca-samuppada’ .37 This general
principle is idappaccayata, ‘the fact of things having a specific cause’,
which is said always to be the case, even when there is no Buddha to
penetrate it in depth and teach the full sequence.38 The traditional list of
twelve factors is given opposite.

Frequently, however, the list of factors exemplifying the idea of
conditionality varies from this twelve-fold list; either by omission, as in
the Mahanidana Sutta itself, where the first two elements are missing, or
by addition, as in the Sammaditthi Sutta 1 mentioned above, where
ignorance and the ‘corruptions’ (dsavd) mutually interact. Sometimes,
there are differences within the list, as when consciousness and name-
and-form are said to be mutually conditioning (again in the Mahanidana
Sutta itself), or when the elements are given in a different order.3® Given
the existence of various forms of the series, and a certain lack of
parsimony in the elements of the traditional twelve-fold list, it seems
likely that the traditional list is a later schematisation — though not
necessarily later than the Buddha’s lifetime — of a comprehensive selec-
tion of the elements used in Buddhist psychological and eschatological
thinking. This selection was then arranged into a list which is supposed,

* A title for the Buddha. See Chapter 4.2.
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avijja-paccaya
samkbara
vifinana
nama-rupa
salayatana
phasso
vedana
tanha
upadana
bhava

jati

evam etassa dukkha-kkhandbassa samudayo hot:.

samkhara
vififanam
nama-rupam
saldyatanam
phasso
vedana

tanha
upadanam
bhavo

jati
jara-maranam
soka-parideva-

dukkha-domanass-
updyasa sambhavanti

With ignorance as condition there arise

formations
consciousness
name-and-form
the six senses
sense-contact
feeling

craving
grasping
becoming

birth
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mental formations
consciousness
name-and-form

the six senses

sense-contact

feeling

craving

grasping

becoming

birth

old age and death, distress, grief,
suffering, sorrow and unrest

Such is the arising of this whole mass of suffering.
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more or less exhaustively, to apply the principle of conditionality to the
problem of continuity and rebirth. We have then to ask how this
schematisation came about, and what the function of the completed list
was.

There have been a number of attempts to explain the origin of the
twelve-fold series; I will mention two. Frauwallner*? sees it as a
combination of two earlier sequences. The first, starting from craving,
was a simple extension and elaboration of the second Noble Truth of the
first sermon: that ‘the origin of suffering is craving’. Subsequently, the
thought of ignorance as a major cause of entanglement in rebirth — an
idea, as we have seen, not unique to the Buddha in the religious thought
of his time — was added to the crucial concept of samkhara* as an
explanation of the process. Frauwallner’s idea is that these two sequences
were then combined, with the result that the two births of ‘consciousness’
and ‘birth’, originally referring to the same event in their respective
sequences, came to be seen as two consecutive events. The series as a
whole then comes to represent three lives. This latter is, indeed, the
traditional Theravada explanation.t La Vallée Poussin*! offers a diffe-
rent approach, taking his cue from a poem of the collection called the
Sutta Nipata. In this poem there are mentioned each of the elements of
the traditional list, with others, as part of a series of dyads with
‘suffering’, such that each thing causes suffering, and when it ceases
suffering ceases. Poussin suggests that this series of pairs was then
arranged in a sequence so that instead of each pair being an example of
suffering and its causation, the sequence as a whole was taken as an
explanation of suffering en bloc.

These two attempts at accounting for the growth of the traditional
twelve-fold list are neither mutually exclusive, nor together necessarily a
sufficient explanation. They do, nevertheless, give a sufficiently clear idea
of what sort of process it must have been, and accordingly, of the nature
of the traditional list which was the result of such a process. The list was
not an exhaustive analysis of continuity produced ex nibilo; rather, it
was a selection of items from the pre-existent, or at least separately
existent, Buddhist psychological and eschatological universe, a selection
which when put together fulfilled two functions. First, it exemplified the
basic idea of conditionality, which as we have seen was the ‘essential
point’ of the teaching; secondly, when taken as a whole, it expressed,
symbolically, the idea of ‘the round of rebirth’ without the reincarnating
self or person which Brahmanical thinking had postulated.

* This has both active and passive meaning: actively, as a karmic cause, it ‘constructs’ and

‘forms’ future life; passively, as karmic result, it is a ‘construct’ or ‘formation’.

1 See further, Chapter 7.1.2.
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There are two main spheres of religious activity in which this dual
function of the twelve-fold list can be seen to work; in both of these
spheres, the list of paticca-samuppada is only one example of the more
widespread use of categorised lists in Buddhist doctrine. On one hand, in
meditation practice, such lists represent, both by exemplification and
symbolically, the strategies to be adopted by the monk in analysing and
evaluating his own experience. I shall return to this presently. On the
other hand, for the purposes of preaching, these lists are easily memor-
able systematisations of the elements and principles of Buddhist doctrinal
thinking. In a general sense, it is not surprising in a predominantly oral
culture that a system of thought which depends as highly as does
Buddhism on intellectual analyses should come to preserve the content
of its doctrine by accurate transmission of categorised lists, easily
susceptible to rote-learning.

In addition to this general aspect of mnemonic ease, there is a
particular reason for Buddhism’s adoption of such lists in missionary
activity. It was the special nature and genius of the Brahmanical great
tradition to proselytise not so much by doctrinal persuasion as by the
imposition of certain social mores — most obviously patterns of be-
haviour towards Brahmins themselves — arranged according only to the
very general ‘doctrinal’ dimension of ritual purity and impurity. Buddh-
ism, by contrast — and this applies especially to the Theravada tradition —
as a socially unorthodox missionary great tradition maintained its
identity throughout the ubiquitous and essential interaction with the
little cradition beliefs and practices of its potential converts by means of a
fairly rigid base of doctrinal accuracy. It was this, perhaps, which caused
the intense concern with potential schism within the tradition to which
the Abhidhamma work ‘The Points of Controversy’ (Kathavatthu) bears
witness. Anyone who has listened to a number of sermons in the
Theravada tradition will be familiar with the continuing influence of
these lists even today. Regularly, a preaching monk will take a particular
list as his theme, and while running through its items will make reference
to all the motifs of Buddhist thinking. We can see this style of exposition
already in the earliest parts of the Canon, from the First Sermon, with its
Eight-fold Path and Four Noble Truths, onwards.

That the twelve-fold list of Dependent Origination is designed to be
used in preaching is explicitly recognised in the Theravada tradition as
early as the Visuddhimagga. There, it is said that expositions can start
from the beginning, middle, or end, in reverse or forward order — this is
called understanding the causal series in terms of the ‘different ways of
teaching’. The series is ‘profound in teaching’ because, apart from the
fact of being taught in various ways as I have just mentioned, ‘in some
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places . . . it is taught in four sections and three links, in some places in
three sections and two links, and in some in two sections and one
link’.42

There is an interesting development of this function of the twelve-fold
causal series, allied with its nature as a symbolic representation of the
‘essential point’ of the Buddha’s teaching. This is in its portrayal as a
wheel. The Visuddhimagga and the commentaries describe the series as
the ‘wheel of becoming’; in one place, this is said to have ignorance and
craving as its hub, old age and death as its rim.#3 The Indian Sarvastivada
school, and particularly the Tibetan Mahayana schools, developed the
diagrammatic representation of Dependent Origination as a wheel,
especially in iconography. While the Theravada tradition lacks such a
widespread use of the wheel-image in iconographys, it is familiar enough
with the wheel as a symbol of Buddhist teaching and its propagation.
‘The Setting in Motion of the Wheel of the Law’ is the traditional title of
the Buddha’s first sermon; and the ‘Wheel-Jewel’ is one of the character-
istic marks of the Universal Monarch, who on the level of legend is the
secular counterpart of the Universal Saviour, the Buddha. On the social
and political level, such a Buddhist king, and his religious counterpart the
monk-advisor, are supposed in Buddhist thinking to act together for the
maintenance and propagation of Buddhism,** in a relationship which is
clearly meant to replace the position of the Brahmin priest as the most
important of the religieux in the political sphere.

Let me summarise what I have said about the teaching of paticca-
samuppada, the fourth argument in support of anattd. In the first
place, any idea of a permanent subject of experience and agent behind
action, whether this is a global concept of individuality such as ‘self’ or
‘person’, or a particular element of human beings such as consciousness,
is replaced in Buddhist thinking by the idea of a congeries of impersonal,
conditioned elements. It is the combination of these particular elements
in the process of Dependent Origination which explains the fact of
human life and experience, and its continuity. The fundamental idea of
conditionality is then exemplified by a series of twelve items taken from
psychology and eschatology. This twelve-fold sequence, taken as a
whole, embodies the idea of a succession of events and lives in the ‘round
of rebirth’, without the supposition of a reincarnating individual; and
finally, seen en bloc (especially in its representation as a wheel), the series
comes to symbolise in its entirety Buddhist doctrine and its social
propagation. On all these levels, the teaching of Dependent Origination
is designed to oppose Brahmanical thinking, as right view (sammaditthi)
opposes wrong view (micchaditthi).
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3.3. The denial of self as a strategy in ‘mental culture’

The four arguments which constitute the denial of self form part of right
view, or wisdom. As I showed in the first section of this chapter, these are
terms which are used to refer to a number of different levels in the
appreciation and use of doctrine. In the second sense of right view — the
‘acquaintance with Buddhist doctrine’ of laymen and non-practising
monks — this doctrine remains a relatively static matter of external belief,
with little attempt at continuous, increasing introjection of it. The third
sense of right view, however, does involve such introjection, and is said
to be a gradually deepening ‘insight’ into the truth of the doctrine,
produced by an active life of ‘mental culture’ (bhavana).! In this sense of
right view, Wisdom recurs at the end of the Path, as the ‘right knowledge’
which produces ‘right liberation’. During the life of mental culture which
leads a monk to this end, Concentration (samadhbi) and Wisdom progress
together, and correspond to two different types of meditation practice.
These are, respectively, the methods of samatha, ‘tranquillity’ or ‘absorp-
tion’, and vipassana, ‘insight’.2 Samatha meditation is the practice of
those techniques of concentration which lead to the ‘one-pointedness’
of mind, which forms part of almost all Indian virtuoso religious
practice. These techniques, and the psychological states achieved by
them, although the object of much development by Buddhism, are not
claimed by the tradition to be specifically Buddhist phenomena. Vipassa-
na meditation, on the other hand, which is the application of Buddhist
psychology to the personal experience of the monk, is claimed to be
particular to the Buddhist tradition. In most cases, these two techniques
are practised together, though one reads of the ‘dry-visioned’ saints, who
dispense with the attainment of refined states of concentration — those
states which constitute what is usually designated ‘mystical experience’ —
and attain liberation through the introjected understanding of Buddhist
psychological ‘truth’.3

In this section, I will deal with the place of the arguments in support of
anattd, as examples of right view, in this active life of mental culture. Just
as one cannot appreciate Buddhist thinking generally without knowing
something of the Indian cultural universe in which it was articulated, so
in the case of particular doctrines, such as the denial of self, one cannot
appreciate their meaning and function without considering the practical
religious life of which they have always - from their very earliest
beginnings — formed a part.

3.3.1. ‘Purity of View’
The basis of Buddhist monastic life is morality, sila. In detail, this means
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keeping to all of the two hundred and twenty-seven rules of discipline in
the monastic code, the Patimokkha. These include not only the five
precepts observed by all Buddhists, but a host of other observances, some
of which seem to be very minor, relating to matters of personal
deportment and etiquette.* The usual explanation given by the tradition
is that the observance of morality gives the mind calm: a calm which is a
necessary preliminary to the ‘higher’ practices of Concentration and
Wisdom (or Insight).* Modern psychological and anthropological writ-
ing gives us further insight here. Following William James and Mary
Douglas, Carrithers holds that Buddhist notions of purity

stem from what are, in the final analysis, intellectual needs: that what is pure is
what falls within ordered categories . . .; for Theravada monks, moral purity
fulfils the same necessity. The insistence on observing the two hundred and
twenty-seven rules of the monastic code in detail fosters an unshakeable sense of
certainty: the monks can identify their proper role and attitude in every
situation.’

Right view for a monk has a similar function of providing the monk
with a sense of purity and certainty. In the Canon one finds together as a
pair sila- and ditthi-visuddhi ‘purity of behaviour and view’. There is a
seven-fold list as follows: ‘Purity of behaviour, Mind, View, Crossing
over doubt, Knowledge and Vision of what is the Path and what is not,
and of what is the Way, and Knowledge and Vision’ (tout court).6 This
sequence is followed by Buddhaghosa throughout the Visuddhimagga —
translated by Nanamoli as the ‘Path of Purification’.” The chapter of this
work entitled ‘Purification of View’ contains an extended analysis of
human personality into those ordered categories with which we have
begun to be familiar. The most important of these categories are the five
khandha, which 1 have translated as ‘the constituents of the personal-
ity’, or ‘the categories’; these are body, perception, feeling, mental
formations, and consciousness; the twelve dyatana, ‘bases’, which are the
five senses (plus mind) and their objects; and the eighteen elements
(dbhatu) which are the senses, their objects, and the resultant sense-
consciousness. These lists are those which, according to the Suttas, were
used by the Buddha himself. Later Buddhist tradition extended this style
of analysis in the Abbhidhamma, ‘with the creation of a schedule [matika)
consisting of triple [tika) and double [duka] classifications for sorting
these states [of mind — dhamma), and the enumeration of twenty-four
kinds of conditioning relation’.8 The dénouement of this development are
the lists of twenty-four kinds of (derived) materiality, the fifty kinds of
‘mental formation’, and the eighty-nine possible states of consciousness.’

* 1 am speaking here, naturally, at the level of theory. Historically, Buddhist monasticism
has been as much subject to human weakness as has anything else.
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Just as the strict control of behaviour in terms of the two hundred and
twenty-seven monastic rules gave the monk certainty in any situation, so
here the strict analysis of experience in terms of these ordered categories
gives him certainty and ‘purity’ in mental life. This is not, one should add
immediately, simply a matter of dogmatic concern for doctrinal accura-
cy. The analysis of experience in these ways has a particular point as a
strategy of spiritual education. In order to understand what this strategy
is, I must retrace my steps a little, to gain perspective on the place of these
lists in Buddhist thought.

3.3.2. The ‘point’ of meditation

We saw in Chapter 2 that the analysis of personality in the religious
milieu of the Buddha’s time had developed certain motifs from earlier
Vedic eschatological speculation into a dichotomy: on one side, the
phenomenal individual, seen as a composite of non-valued, impersonal
constituent parts; on the other, an indescribable self, venerated as that
from which all value proceeds. The Buddha, as we saw, followed the first
side of this dichotomy, but refused to consider any central self, leaving
the direction of value away from the constituents of the personality
simply as a ‘direction arrow’. The new criterion for value-judgements
and religious behaviour generally was to be nirvana, which was ‘empty’
of self and all conceptual content. Accordingly, within the development
of Buddhist thought there arose a dichotomy. Anything with conceptual
or experiential content was to be assimilated to the impersonal, non-
valued side of the dichotomy; since in this sphere everything was
dominated by desire and grasping, anything with conceptual content
became potentially graspable. Against this stood the empty uncon-
ditioned nibbana, susceptible neither to conceptualising nor grasping.10
One approach to the attainment of the ‘emptiness’ of nibbana, naturally,
was a direct assault on any form of conceptualisation, any view
whatsoever — I shall deal with this in Chapter 4. The other approach,
with which I am concerned here, was to proceed through an analysis of
what does have conceptual content, in order to classify it into known
categories; the ability to classify any experience or concept into a known,
non-valued impersonal category was held to be a technique for avoiding
desire for the object thus classified. This technique is what lies behind the
privileging of certain types of conceptualisation as right view.

In considering the use of all the lists I have mentioned in meditation,
one must bear in mind the distinction we met with in connexion with the
teaching of Dependent Origination; that is, between the ‘essential point’
and the ‘details’. The elaboration by the scholastic side of the monkhood
of the categories and lists used by the Buddha is reasonably seen as the
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details of Buddhist doctrine. The monk in actual meditation practice,
however, is of course trying to understand the point. It is not all
eighty-nine possible states of consciousness he applies to himseif, but the
principle that whatever is recognisably contentful is to be seen as
impersonal and not to be desired. It is not all twelve causal factors and
twenty-four conditioning relations which he has to see at work in
himself, but the fact of conditionality. Thus here a monk who has gone to
the forest, the root of a tree, or an empty place, considers ‘eye is
not-self, as are material objects, the ear and sounds, the nose and smells,
the body and what is tangible, the mind and mental objects’.!! Using the
four-fold analysis of the Four Foundations of Mindfulness (satipat-
thand), which is the most frequently used system of classification
followed in meditation, the Buddha teaches the monks to reflect thus:

what is the origin of body? It originates from nourishment, and comes to an end
with the cessation of nourishment. What is the origin of feelings? They originate
from sense-contact, and end with its cessation — [similarly} . . . Mind originates
from name-and-form, and ends with its cessation . . . Mental objects originate
from attention, and end with its cessation.!?

The monk is to think ‘the ideas of “I"” and “‘mine” will be destroved in me
. . . I'will have the right view [sudittho] of cause and things which come
about through causes’.13

The second argument for anatta, which stressed the connexion be-
tween the three marks, in denying that any phenomenon was a self, is to
be put to use in meditative reflection:

when a monk lives with a mind familiar with the practice of seeing impermanence
. . . familiar with the practice of seeing unsatisfactoriness in what is imperma-
nent. . . familiar with the practice of seeing not-seif in what is unsatisfactory, in
his body, his consciousness, and all external objects, with a mind which has
turned away from the conceits “I"” and “mine”, he quickly reaches liberation.14
The perception of impermanence, when developed and increased . . . wears
down and destroys the conceit ‘I am’.1%

The truth of the first argument (from control) is to be perceived in
meditation in this way: whether the ‘Noble disciple’ is contemplating his
body, perception, feelings, mental formations, or his consciousness,
there is alteration and change; but his consciousness is not occupied with this
alteration and change (in any of the kbandha), no disturbance arises in him
through being occupied with such change. Objects of thought arise, but do not

remain to obsess his mind; he is without any fear, annoyance, longing or grasping
because of such an obsession.16
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3.3.3. Dhamma as both elements of the normative system and objects of
experience in meditation
The things, then, which a monk ‘sees’ in meditation clearly follow the
patterns laid down by Buddhist doctrinal thinking. Dhamma here are
both elements of the normative system to be applied, and ‘objects’ of
experience in insight meditation. For the Theravada tradition, the
‘ultimate’ psychological reality of these dhamma has never been a matter
of question. For other Buddhist schools, however, particularly in the
literature of the Prajnaparamita and Madbyamaka, who extended the
style of teaching I shall discuss in Chapter 4, these categories are as much
products of thought as the idea of self, and equally empty. There are
some passages of the Visuddhimagga which suggest that the value of
these patterns of self-analysis lies only in their strategic function as
instruments of mental culture. ‘“Why does the monk see conditioned
things as impermanent, unsatisfactory, and not-self? To contrive a means
to deliverance.’ The situation is compared to that of a fisherman catching
hold of a snake, thinking it at first to be a fish. He ‘contrives a means to
free himself’ from the snake by swinging it around in the air to weaken it,
and then throws it away. So a meditator, thinking conditioned things to
be a self at first, ‘contrives a means to free himself’ from them by
weakening their hold over him ‘by means of the attribution of the three
marks’.17 Elsewhere, the same work says that the Buddha taught the
doctrine of the eighteen elements ‘for the purpose of abolishing the
perception of a soul [jiva]’. The monk is to carry out a detailed
investigation of the teaching concerning nama-riipa ‘in order to abandon
more thoroughly the worldly designation of a “being” [satto] or a
“person” [puggala), to surmount confusion and establish himself on a
plane of non-confusion’. After doing this, ‘when each component is
examined, (he sees) there is no being as a basis for the assumptions “I
am” or “I”. The view of one who sees in this way is called “seeing things
as they really are” [yathabhita-dassana).’18

As the last quotation shows, the difference between what I have called
the instrumental function of analysing experience in terms of impersonal
categories, and the view that such an analysis represents reality ‘in
ultimate truth’ was easily glossed over by the Theravada tradition. In
order to appreciate how other Buddhist schools came to make such a
distinction, we must look at the style of teaching in the early Suttas from
which these schools took their cue.
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4  Views, attachment, and ‘emptiness’

The Apostle tells us that in the beginning was the Word. He gives us no
assurance as to the end.

It is appropriate that he should have used the Greek language to
express the Hellenistic conception of the Logos, for it is to the fact of its
Graeco-Judaic inheritance that Western civilisation owes its essentially
verbal character. We take this character for granted. It is the root and
bark of our experience and we cannot readily transpose our imaginings
outside it. We live inside the act of discourse, but we should not assume
that a verbal matrix is the only one in which the articulations and
conduct of the mind are conceivable.

In certain Oriental metaphysics, in Buddhism and Taoism, the soul is
envisioned as ascending from the gross impediments of the material,
through domains of insight that can be rendered by lofty and precise
language, towards ever deepening silence. The highest, purest reach of
the contemplative act is that which has learned to leave language behind
it. The ineffable lies beyond the frontiers of the word. It is only by
breaking through the wails of language that visionary observance can
enter the world of total and immediate understanding. Where such
understanding is attained, the truth need no longer suffer the impurities
and fragmentation that speech necessarily entails.

George Steiner, ‘The Retreat from the Word’ (1967) reprinted in Steiner
(1979) pp. 31ff

In this chapter, I will deal with a different aspect of the doctrine of
anatta. It is a form of the denial of self which in the Theravada tradition
has been of most importance in the ethical and psychological dynamics of
spiritual education, while in other traditions, especially Mabayana
schools, it has been much developed as a topic of epistemology and
ontology, under the general name of ‘Emptiness’ (sanyata). In thus
completing and deepening our understanding of the denial of self, we
shall enter more and more into the concerns, theoretical and practical, of
the specialist or virtuoso Buddhist. It is vital to do this, however, if we are
to appreciate, correctly and sympathetically, the soteriological strategy of
anattd; and it is this strategy which provides the cultural ambience, both
behavioural and psychological, which the Theravada tradition itself has
seen as the (no doubt idealised) milieu in which its representations of the
person, of identity and continuity, have been elaborated.

In the Theravada version of this form of anatta it is not the case, as it
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was in Chapter 3, that arguments in support of anatta are offered with
the aim of persuading the listener to accept the doctrine (or at least to
confirm his acceptance). Rather, the doctrine is here taken as given, and
the Buddhist notions of ‘desire’, ‘attachment’, and ‘conditioning’ are
applied to the conceptual realm of views, in a particular way. One can
best appreciate this aspect of anatta by regarding Buddhism here as
judging all views in relation to the single affective dimension of ‘attach-
ment’. The dichotomy between right and wrong views is replaced, one
might say, by a continuum, along which all conceptual standpoints and
cognitive acts are graded according to the degree to which they are held
or performed with attachment. At the lowest point on the continuum,
there is the conditioned, ignorant view-point of the ‘ordinary man’, or
those of opposing views, in which view is seen as simply a manifestation
of desire; at the highest point (strictly speaking not on the continuum at
all), there is the unconditioned freedom from view of the enlightened,
desireless, and silent sage. I will separate three stages of the continuum:
first, explicit ideas and theories of a self; second, the right view of
Buddhism, which will only lead to nibbana if it is not itself made the
object of desire and attachment; and thirdly, the silent wisdom of the
sage.

It will become abundantly clear that this approach rests on two types
of argument which are traditionally classified in western logic as
‘fallacies in discourse’: that of the argumentum ad hominem, in which
‘we reject what someone says on the irrelevant grounds that ke is in no
position to say it’, and that of the argumentum ad verecundiam, which is
an ‘appeal to authority or to feelings of reverence or respect’.! It will
become equally clear, however, that what might be counted as a fallacy
in the discourse of such logicians is for an Indian religious teacher merely
one of the tools of his trade. The Buddha did not see himself as a
philosopher constructing an ethic of argumentation but as a healer
concerned to cure the suffering of mankind, from which he himself had
recovered. The tumour of desire and attachment was diagnosed as
causing the sickness, and it was to be excised by all possible means.2

4.1. Views and attachment

4.1.1. ldeas of ‘self’ as conditioned phenomena

I mentioned in Chapter 3 that one linguistic form of presenting the anatta
doctrine involved the words attato and anattato, meaning ‘as’ or ‘in
terms of’ self and not-self. This form is frequently found as part of a
group of four possible ways of regarding the relationship between self
and the constituents of personality, all of them, naturally, mistaken.
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Taking ‘body’ as an example, a man regards ‘body as self [ripam
attato), self as having the body [rapavantam va attanam)], the body as in
the self [attani va rispam], or the self as in the body [rupasmim va
attanam)’.3 Elsewhere, these four ‘ways of regarding’, along with other
views such as the Upanisadic ‘this is the self, this (same thing) is the
world; after death I shall become permanent, lasting, eternal, not subject
to change’ are said to be ‘constructions’ or ‘mental formations’ (sam-
khara).* That is, they are not simply denied on a conceptual level, but
their very existence as conceptual phenomena is classified along with
other karmic events, in the category samkhbadra — fourth of the five
khandha, the constituents of personality, and second in the chain of
Dependent Origination. The text | have just cited continues, asking about
such a view of self: ‘This construction, what is its cause, its arising, its
ancestry, its origin? . .. Desire, monks, arises in the ignorant ordinary
man, influenced by feeling born of sense-contact; from that there is this
construction. Thus, monks, this construction is called impermanent,
causally arisen.” The four ways of seeing a relation between kbhandha and
a self are elsewhere said to be ‘(ways of) regarding which lead to the
arising of suffering’, which contrasts with their opposites, which are the
‘path leading to the cessation of (false) Personality* ... a (way of)
regarding which leads to the cessation of suffering’.5 (The terminology
here is strongly reminiscent of the Four Noble Truths, of which the
second, third, and fourth deal with the ‘arising’, ‘cessation’, and ‘way (or
“path”) leading to the cessation of suffering’.)

The Paticattaya Sutta speaks of those who ‘have views about the
future’, saying ‘that an existing being is destroyed (at death)’, that on the
contrary ‘after death the self is existent’; that then the self is either
conscious or not; that it has form or is formless; or that ‘the self and the
world are eternal’; and many other such opinions. On all these views, the
Buddha comments tersely: ‘knowing that what is composite is gross, but
also that there is the cessation of what is composite and seeing an escape
from it, the Tathdgata has gone beyond it’.6

‘The Discourse on all the Corruptions’ (Sabbdsava Sutta) speaks in a
similar vein, with more psychological detail.” An ‘ordinary man, ignorant
of the Noble Teaching’, does not pay ‘careful attention’. This is explained
as the kind of attention which allows the ‘corruptions’ of sensuality,
(craving for continued) existence, and ignorance to arise and increase.
When these ‘corruptions’ are allowed to arise and increase, a certain type
of thinking occurs; this type of thinking is illustrated by the following
phrases (amongst others): ‘Did I exist (or not) in the past? What was I in

* Sakkaya: as in sakkayaditthi, Personality Belief, discussed in Chapter 3.1.4.
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the past? Will I exist (or not) in the future? What will I be in the future?’
The text continues:

to someone who does not pay careful attention in these ways, one of six views
arises — ‘I have a self’ . . . ‘I do not have a self’, . . . ‘By self I know the self’* . . .
‘By the self I know the not-self’, . . . ‘By the not-self I know the self’, . .. ‘“That
which is my self here, which speaks, feels, and which experiences at different
times the results of good and bad deeds, will become permanent, constant,
eternal, not subject to change.’

All these views are summarily dismissed as examples of ‘(mere) viewpoint
[ditthigatam], a jungle of view, a wilderness of view, a disorder of view, a
quivering of view, a fetter of view. Fettered by the fetter of view, monks,
the ignorant ordinary man is not freed from birth, old age and death,
distress, grief, suffering.’ I explained the fetter of Personality Belief above
(Chapter 3.1.4) as the conversion into a metaphysical or psychological
theory of the automatic feeling of ‘I’, which is necessarily part of
psychological functioning before enlightenment, when the ‘conceit of “I
am”’ disappears. In this Sutta, we see depicted both the stages of this
supposed process of conversion, and their alleged connexion with, and
causal dependence on the ‘corruptions’.

In two long sections of the Samyutta Nikaya, the ‘Section on View’ and
the ‘Collected Sayings on View’,8 various views on the self, the world, the
‘Personality Belief’, and so on, are all said to arise causally. The causes
are the existence of the kbandha, and attachment to them. On each
occasion this point is followed by the refrain from the second argument
for anatta (as in Chapter 3.2.3). Elsewhere, it is said that ‘all ascetics and
Brahmins who regard self in different ways have in mind the five
khandha of grasping, or one of them’. Here again, an ‘ordinary man’
regards the khandha in one or other of the four relations with self, and
there comes to be the ‘feeling ““I am”’. From this feeling arise various
speculations concerning this ‘I’, in the present and the future. Just as
overt views of self arise causally, so it is said that the sense of ‘] am’ arises
through a cause;t the cause is the existence of the khandhba, and the
analogy is given of someone ‘fond of adornment’ gazing at the image of
his own face in a mirror.?

Views of self, then, are not merely castigated because they rest on
supposedly untenable intellectual foundations; rather they are conceptual
manifestations of desire and attachment, and as such need not so much
philosophical refutation as a change of character in those who hold them.
This change of character will issue ultimately in the attainment of

* The phrase discussed in Chapter 2.2.2.
t Upadaya. This can also mean ‘through attachment’.
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enlightened status; the enlightened sage holds no views of self, as we shall
see, because he is beyond conditioning. In the intermediary stage between
the status of ‘ignorant ordinary man’ and that of sage, the right view of
Buddhist teaching is to be held against other wrong views. This right
view, however, must not itself become an object of attachment. Similarly,
the states of mind attained through Buddhist meditation are ‘construc-
tions’, not to be grasped at with desire.

4.1.2. The need to avoid attachment even to ‘right view’

In Chapter 3 I distinguished three senses of right view, as pro-attitude,
acquaintance with Buddhist doctrine, and as liberating insight. For
simplicity here I will conflate the second and third senses, and will take
them jointy to denote ‘Buddhist doctrine’ or ‘attitudes and states of mind
approved by Buddhism’.

Right view in my first sense — what I described as a ‘general pro-
attitude towards ideas of karma and samsara and to the services of those
religious practitioners with whom the ideas are associated’ — is frequent-
ly said to result in good rebirth, not in nibbana, the ultimately important
goal. In Chapter 3 I mentioned a distinction between two types of right
view, of which the first, and inferior, sort is said to ‘have corruptions, be
connected with (the acquisition of) merit, ripening to rebirth’. The phrase
‘having corruptions’ here means that the layman who holds it still is
concerned, amongst other things, with kdma — usually translated ‘sen-
suality’ but connoting anything ‘worldly’ — and bhava, ‘(craving for
continued) existence’. The adoption, by laity,* of Buddhist beliefs and
practices is thus seen as a good thing, bringing merit and good rebirth (in
heaven, or usually nowadays as a human being in the time of the coming
Buddha, Metteyya); but it is still within the sphere of karma, from which
it is the specialist’s aim to escape. One of the achievements consequent on
such an escape is the ‘divine eye’, which enables the enlightened man to
see other beings going from birth to death in the process of samsara,
according to their karma. This ‘divine eye’ sees that while wrong view
leads to hell, ‘those who respect the Aryans,t are of right view, and
acquire kamma through their right view’ go to heaven.!0 In the ‘Great
Discourse on the Analysis of Kamma’ (Mahakammavibhanga Sutta),!!
one of the causal agents in the process of kamma is this same possession
of right or wrong view. There is ‘nothing so apt’, we read, to cause
rebirth in heaven or hell as right or wrong view. ‘Lower, middling, or

* I speak of ‘laity’ purely out of sympathy with Buddhist theory; historically, of course,
perhaps the majority of monks should be included in this category.

1 A term used to refer mainly to Buddhist monks, though also to any religieux of whose
conduct the Buddha approves.
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excellent ideas, view and thought’ lead to an appropriate lower, mid-
dling, or excellent rebirth.12

The ‘lower’ sense of right view, then, is straightforwardly said to be a
matter of the lesser goal of good karma. In the ‘higher’ sense of right
view, which i1s acquaintance with Buddhist doctrine and its active,
introjected application by the monk ‘on the Path’, there is held to be an
ever-present danger of growing complacent, attaching the highest value
to doctrine and allegiance to it as an end in itself, without using it to
progress further and further in the practice of ‘mental culture’. When I
spoke of this mental culture in the previous chapter, I emphasised the
aspect of purity in conceptual and mental life, quoting a seven-fold
sequence of ‘purities’. If we look at the context in which this sequence
occurs, we will see it in a particular light: in brief, it is a means to an end,
not an end in itself. The Sutta in which the sequence is found is called the
‘Discourse on the Relay of Chariots’ (Rathavinita Sutta).!* A monk is
asked whether the religious life is led for any of these purities, in turn. He
replies that it is not, but that it is lived for ‘final nibbana without
attachment’. He is then asked if this final #ibbdna is equivalent to any of
the purities, in turn. Again he replies that it is not, explaining the matter
in the following way: just as a king might use a relay of chariots to reach
a city, dismissing each chariot in the sequence and mounting the next, so
a monk uses each purity to attain the next, and uses the last to attain
‘final nibbana’.

A very similar, but much more widely known simile is that of the raft.
In the Sutta in which it occurs,4 the Buddha says that just as a man who
has crossed a river would not be doing ‘what should be done’ with his
raft, if he were to put it on his back and carry it with him, so his teaching
is ‘for the purpose of crossing over, not for clinging to . . . You should let
go even right teaching [or “states of mind”, dhamma), how much more
wrong!’ In a poem of the Sutta Nipata, in which the Buddha tells a
householder of all the advantages he (the Buddha) has won by his
homeless life, he says ‘the raft was bound, well-made, (with which) I
crossed the flood and reached the further shore; (now) there is no need
for a raft’.15 In the Mahatanhasamkhbaya Sutta, where as we have seen
(Chapter 3.2.5) the Buddha tells the monk Sati in no uncertain terms that
he must not misinterpret his teaching, he declares the need to understand
‘with right wisdom, as it really is’ certain items of doctrine. He continues:
‘but monks, this view, thus purified and cleansed, if you clung to it, took
pride in it, cherished it, would you then, monks, have understood that the
simile of the Raft is a teaching taught for crossing over, not for clinging
to?’16

It is not only the conceptual formulations of doctrine which are
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thought to be potential objects of mistaken and harmful attachment.
Both the general attitude of renunciation necessary for a monk, and the
states of mind produced in him by the practice of Buddhist meditation,
are only of value as instruments, and must not themselves replace
nibbana as the final goal.

An interesting, but somewhat difficult Sutta which follows this pattern
is the Dighanakha.'” The eponymous wanderer is said to hold the view
‘all is not pleasing to me’. The Buddha asks ‘this view of yours, does it
not please you?’ Dighanakha, realising the paradox, says uncomfortably
‘if it were, then this would just be such, that would just be such’. 1 take
this to mean that if the view itself were pleasing, there would be no
reason not to be pleased by one thing or another in the world in the first
place. The Buddha explains that most people in Dighanakha’s paradoxic-
al plight would not give up their former view, but would take another —
that is, would be caught in a self-contradictory ‘disorder of view’; wise
men, however, give up the first view without taking another. He says that
although Dighanakha’s view is ‘close to detachment ... and lack of
grasping’, wise men see that ‘obstinately holding to it and adhering to it’
would involve them in quarrels and disputes with others who do not
share the view, and so they give it up without substituting another. This
is the ‘casting out and renouncing of views’. The point here is that the
attitude of renunciation and dislike of worldly pleasures which is vital to
the homeless life of the monk must not itself become an object of
dogmatic attachment.

Earlier in this chapter (4.1.1 and n. 6) I quoted the Paricattaya Sutta in
connexion with the conditioned nature of ideas of ‘self’; in the present
context it is instructive to follow this Sutta further. It goes on to say that
even if someone casts out all those troublesome speculations and enters
on the practice of Buddhist meditation, attaining the peace and happiness
of various meditative states, still if he holds any such state as ‘real’ and
‘excellent’, he will be distressed when it comes to an end. The Buddha
likens the alternation between meditative peace and its cessation to that
between sun and shade. Again, even when a person passes beyond these
states of meditative success, still he must not think ‘Tranquil am I, at peace
am 1, beyond grasping am 1.’ Such a person, who ‘declares that what is
only a beneficial path is #nibbana’ has still not reached that final goal. The
reason is that even this last claim by the monk ‘is shown to be an (act of)
attachment’. It is a form of attachment, we can see, because the claim is
still phrased in terms of ‘I’ (abam asmi). After each and every one of
these stages, the meditative successes, the claim to be ‘tranquil’, and so
on, the Buddha makes the same comment, which I quoted in connexion
with the ideas of ‘self’: ‘Knowing that what is composite {[or “‘con-
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structed”, samkhatam) is gross, but also that there is the cessation of
what is composite, and seeing an escape from it, the Tathdgata has gone
beyond it.’18

The meditative states which the Sutta mentions are called the first four
jhana ‘Meditative levels’; the second four are also said, elsewhere, to be
‘composite’ or ‘constructed’ (samkbata).!? The ‘Lesser Discourse on
Emptiness’ (Culasurisiata Sutta)20 speaks of these states also, in a wide
behavioural and psychological context. A monk must gradually reduce
all ‘disturbances’ from both without and within. First, he goes to the
forest, and reflects that ‘there is only this amount of disturbance, that is
the solitude dependent on the perception of forest’. This perception (of
the forest) is said to be ‘empty of the perception of village and of people’.
‘With regard to what is left, he knows that it is existent, (saying) “this
is”.” 1 take this last phrase to mean that, in the true spirit of ‘insight’
meditation, which ‘sees things as they really are’ — that is, as conditioned
elements — the monk is clearly aware, first, that the particular state or
event of mind which he experiences at each moment is what it is
(according to Buddhist dbhamma-analysis), and second, that it is a
conditioned, ‘constructed’ phenomenon. This interpretation is supported
by what follows. Going through from the fifth to the eighth meditative
level the monk knows that each level is empty of that which preceded it,
and that the level presently occurring ‘is existent, (saying) “it is”’. Going
beyond even the eighth jhana, the monk reaches ‘the concentration of
mind that is signless’, where he knows that even this exalted state ‘is
constructed, thought out’ (abbisamkbato, abbisaricetayito).2!At this
stage, the only amount of ‘disturbance’ left is the mere existence of the six
sense-spheres, which are ‘dependent on the body, with life as condition’.
(These six senses, we read elsewhere, are themselves naturally ‘empty of
self and what belongs to self’.)22

Thus, we can see that right view in its first sense is simply a karmic
agent, which will not lead the monk closer to nibbana; there are higher
senses of right view which do lead him closer to it, but even in relation to
these attachment is mistaken, since they themselves as doctrines are
meant to have only an instrumental status as means of psychological
change; and the attitudes adopted by, and states of mind attained by the
monk, as he lives the meditative life which produces that change, are
themselves merely conditioned phenomena; their value lies not in
themselves but in their usefulness in helping the monk attain the
unconditioned state, nibbana.

4.1.3. The ‘selflessness of things’ in Theravada and Mahayana
Before I discuss the third point on the continuum of views and
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attachment — or rather, as I said, the point at which the continuum is
abandoned — I should like to investigate those passages in Theravada
texts which bear a (more or less superficial) resemblance to the ideas of
Mabhayana Buddhist schools on emptiness and ‘the selflessness of things’
(dharmanairatmya). Mahayana texts themselves do quote passages from
the Theravada texts as evidence of these ideas in what they called the
‘Lesser Vehicle’ (Hinaydna).?3

We find in Mahayana thought, in addition to and encompassing the
three marks of impermanence, suffering, and not-self, a fourth, ‘empti-
ness’, which had two forms: the selflessness of persons (pudgalanairat-
mya), and that of things. This latter has, I think, itself two main aspects.
In the first place, there is an increased emphasis on the plain fact that
nowhere in experience is to be found a substantial self, either as the
knower or as the ‘own-being’ (svabhdva) of the known objects of thought
and perception. ‘Own-being’ is a term of great complexity in Buddhist
philosophical discourse;24 in a psychological perspective, it denotes the
alleged tendency to see the categories of Buddhist thinking — dhamma
(Sanskrit dharmah) — as in some way real existents, and hence as stable,
reliable objects of knowledge. The second aspect of the ‘selflessness of
things’ is precisely an increased emphasis on the idea that dhamma
should be seen not as stable, reliable objects of knowledge, but rather as
instrumental means of categorising the contents of mental life in such a
way as to reduce and eventually destroy ‘selfish’ desire and attachment.
According to this mode of thinking, to see dhamma as having ‘own-
being’ is already to begin to feel dogmatic attachment for them.

Of course, in Mahayana texts, the ‘selflessness of things’ is not
reducible simply to a soteriological attitude, though it certainly includes
that. Not only have the texts known as the ‘Perfection of Wisdom
Discourses’ produced, by their sheer volume and repetitiveness, a differ-
ent aesthetic feeling for the pervasive truth of selfless ‘emptiness’; but
also in the epistemological and ontological discussions of Mahdyana
schools — particularly the Madhyamaka — the ‘ultimate’ non-existence of
dhamma led to an entirely different phiiosophical orientation from that
of the Theravada Abbidhamma. We can, however, point to a number of
similarities, both in letter and in spirit. As to the letter, one can remark
the very phrase sabbe dhamma anatta, which denies selfhood to all
phenomena. Dhamma are the objects of the sixth sense, mind, and we
have seen frequently enough that these are said to be impermanent,
not-self, and so on, and specifically ‘empty of self and what belongs to
self’. In the Abhidhamma work ‘Enumeration of Phenomena’ (dhamma-
sangani) it is said that ‘all dhamma are means of [literally “pathways of”’]
verbal designation, of expression, of (conceptual) description’.25 As we
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shall see in Chapter 4.1.4, the status of an enlightened man is such that he
has gone beyond ‘verbal designation, expression, and description’.

The argument that Buddhist categories and modes of analysis are not
themselves objects of value, but merely the chariots which take the monk
to the city of nibbana, or the raft which ferries him to the further shore, is
found explicitly in the Suttas, as | have shown. The ‘spirit’ of the denial of
value to dhamma, the aesthetic feeling for emptiness is also found: ‘body
is like a heap of foam, feeling like a bubble; perception is like a mirage,
mental formations like a banana tree, and consciousness like an illusion’.
The monk who knows that both the body and the world (loka) are like
foam, or a mirage, will be free from the passions and is ‘not seen by the
King of Death’. The khandha are like sand-castles, to be knocked down
and abandoned when no longer desired. Phenomenal elements, such as
‘feeling’ and ‘name-and-form’ are described as ‘having the nature of
falsehood’ whereas only nibbana ‘has the nature of genuine truth’. A
frequently recommended way of regarding the khandha is as ‘imperma-
nent, unsatisfactory, a disease, a boil, . . . as empty, as not-self’.26

The notion of ‘emptiness’ is also recognised. We have seen the phrase
‘empty of self and what belongs to self’ used in relation to the six senses,
their objects, and appropriate forms of consciousness; this remark is
made as a reply to the question ‘what does the phrase “the world is
empty” mean?’ This same phrase ‘empty of self ... is a form of
reflection which a monk “in the forest, at the root of a tree or in an empty
place’, is recommended to apply to himself. The Buddha says ‘see the
world is empty by removing the view of self’.27

The Visuddhimagga, which systematises Theravada doctrine and
practice, extends and explains these ideas. I have already quoted passages
from this text which regard the analyses of Buddhist psychology as
strategic instruments of mental culture. In the chapter on ‘Seeing what is,
and what is not the Path’, there is an extended discussion of the dangers
which ensnare a ‘beginner with tender insight’. These are such things as
‘illumination’, ‘knowledge’, ‘rapture’, ‘tranquillity’, and the like. When
any one of these things occurs, ‘desire arises in him which is subtle and
peaceful in form, and he is not able to discern it as a defilement . . . (he
thinks) “surely I have reached the Path, surely I have reached fruition”
.. - Thus he takes what is not the Path to be the Path.” When any of these
dangerous occasions for attachment arise, the monk is to reflect, as
always ‘this is not mine, this is not I, this is not my self’.28

The passages 1 quoted as giving the ‘spirit’, or aesthetic feeling for
emptiness, are further elaborated here:

body is like a heap of foam because it cannot endure being pounded, feeling is like
a bubble on water because it is enjoyed for a moment, perception is like a mirage
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because it is illusory, mental formations are like a banana tree because they have
no core, and consciousness is like an illusion because it deceives.2?

Similarly, the khandha are to be regarded as

impermanent because of non-eternality and having a beginning and end;
unsatisfactory because of being oppressed by growth and decay, and through
being a cause of suffering; a disease because of being maintained by causal
conditions and through being the root of disease; a boil because of resulting from
the sword of suffering, oozing with the filth of the defilements, swelling with
growth, ripening with ageing and bursting with dissolution; . . . empty because of
the absence of an owner, a tenant,* a doer or feeler, or a superintendent; and
not-self because themselves without owner, etc.30

The later Theravada certainly thought that ‘emptiness’ and ‘not-self’
represented the same thing. The Visuddhimagga declares: ‘the contem-
plation of emptiness is the contemplation of not-self, By it, the attach-
ment to (the idea) ‘“‘there is a self” is abandoned.” The two contempla-
tions are said to be ‘one in meaning, different only in the letter’. It is by
‘paying attention to not-self, [that] formations appear as empty’. In one
text, there are said to be various ‘gateways to liberation’, each of which is
appropriate to individuals of different temperaments. The contemplation
of emptiness is the gateway suited to those whose temperament is
dominated by the conceptual failing of ‘delusion’ (rather than the
affective failings of ‘greed’ or ‘hatred’), since it concerns ‘the category of
understanding’ (or ‘insight’). A similar connexion between emptiness and
the place of conceptual change in progressing along the Buddhist Path
may be seen in the remark that it is specifically when ‘a learned man pays
attention to (constructions as) not-self, [that] he attains the liberation
through emptiness’.3!

This last idea might remind the Buddhist scholar of the Mahayana idea
that seeing the ‘selflessness of persons’ could remove the moral ‘obstacle
of defilements’, while it requires seeing the ‘selflessness of things’ to
remove the conceptual ‘obstacle of knowledge’. We cannot make an easy
assimilation of the Theravada and Mahayana ideas, however, since it was
precisely the Mahayana contention that the Lesser Vehicle could only
lead to the destruction of the obstacle of defilements, not to that of
knowledge.

A full comparison between Theravada and Mahbayana ideas is neither
possible nor necessary here. Suffice it to say that it was the aspect of the
teaching of not-self at present under discussion — the dimension in which
views, whether right or wrong, are set against the psychological fact of
attachment — which provided the possibility for the radical development

* The image of the body as a house is a very pregnant one — see Chapter 5.3.1 below.
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of the ideas of ‘emptiness’ and ‘the selflessness of things” which I have
mentioned. The Theravada tradition has chosen to emphasise concep-
tually the kind of approach to anattd which I discussed in Chapter 3;
but we will misconstrue Theravada doctrine as an ideal religious attitude
if we fail to see that the approach I am discussing at present was equally
important, albeit emphasised more in the practical sphere of spiritual
training.

4.1.4. The transcendence of views by the sage

In the Suttas, the contemporary religious and philosophical milieu is
often characterised as a great variety of teachers and systems. I men-
tioned earlier the Six Heretics, who symbolise teachings other than those
of Buddhism, and that one of the functions of this symbolisation is to
delineate an image of the Buddha and the Buddhist sage as above
pointless speculation and argument, having trodden a sure, tranquil path
to release. The monk Kaccana explains that whereas householders
quarrel because of ‘their attachment, bondage, greed, obsession, and
cleaving to the lust for sensuality’ ascetics and Brahmins quarrel because
of ‘attachment [et al.] to the lust for view’. The questioner asks if there is
anyone who has overcome the two forms of attachment, and is told of
the Buddha, living in a nearby village; he promptly bows in that direction
and asks to be accepted as a lay follower.32 One of the most frequent
terms for an enlightened sage like the Buddha is kbmdsava — ‘with
corruptions destroyed’. These ‘corruptions’ are in the first instance a list
of three: kama ‘sensuality’, bhava ‘(craving for continued) existence’, and
They are also called ‘bonds’ (yoga), and the ‘bond of view’ is explained
thus:

here someone does not understand as it really is the rise and fall of view, the
satisfaction and danger in view, and the escape from view; not knowing (all this)
he is obsessed by the lust for view, the delight in it, the love, infatuation, thirst,
and fever for it, the cleaving to it, and the craving for it.33

The term ‘corruption of view’ is then used directly, and without
explanation, to refer to a hindrance to the religious life. In a similar way,
the bare word ditthigatam is used to condemn or dismiss certain views or
ideas. The past participle -gata means literally ‘gone (to)’, but in both Pali
and Sanskrit, it ‘is often used at the end of a compound to mean *(being)
in”” without any sense of prior motion’.34 One might then translate, as I
have already done, ‘opinion’ or ‘viewpoint’; in order to bring out the
pejorative connotations ‘prejudice’ could be used; a good translation is
the French ‘parti pris’.

The Theravada commentarial tradition has usually explained the
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‘corruption of view’, or ‘parti pris’ as referring to wrong, or ‘speculative’
views. If this were the only explanation, one might reasonably wonder
why ‘view’ should have been singled out for special mention, particularly
as ‘ignorance’ is already a cardinal sin in many Buddhist contexts. The
present aspect of the teaching, where dichotomy of right and wrong view
is replaced by a continuum on which all views are seen against the
psychological fact of attachment, shows us that when ‘view’ is seen as
something bad, or detrimental to the monk’s religious practice, in fact
what is denoted is any view which is held ‘with attachment’. It is because
the Buddha and the enlightened sage are beyond attachment that they are
beyond ‘view’ in this sense.

The locus classicus for this point is the Brahmajala Sutta.3’ In general,
the Sutta tells of the many ways in which the Buddha excels other
‘ascetics and Brahmins’. At first, only ‘trifling inferior matters of mere
morality’ are discussed. They are said to be the sort of thing that might
impress the ‘ordinary man’, but not to be those on which the real
excellence of the Buddha is based.

There are, monks, other teachings, deep, difficult to see and understand, peaceful,
excellent, not accessible to reasoning, subtie, to be experienced by the wise, which
the Tathagata himself has experienced, realising them by super-knowledge.
Speaking of these things, someone would speak right praise of the Tathagata, in
accordance with the truth.

Although this Sutta is frequently quoted in the secondary literature, it is
seldom emphasised just what the precise grounds for the Buddha’s
superiority are. This superiority is not a matter of the conceptual content
of any views, wrong or right, but is because the views of all others,
including the ‘eel-wrigglers’ whose lack of positive assertion has a verbal
resemblance to the Buddha’s own in certain other contexts,* are
conditioned products of their individual experience, which is explained
by the teaching of Dependent Origination. Each view is merely ‘some-
thing experienced by these ascetics and Brahmins, who neither know nor
see, and are subject to craving’. All of these thinkers ‘have their
experience as a result of sense-contact in {any or all of] the six senses’;
and in them ‘with (this) feeling as condition there arises craving, with
craving as condition there arises grasping, . .. becoming, . .. birth, ...
old age and death, distress, grief, suffering, sorrow and unrest’. This, it
will be recognised, is word for word the second half of the ‘Dependent
Origination’ list. Throughout the list of views, on the self and the world,
their eternity, infinity or otherwise, and so on, there is the same reference
to causation which we met earlier in the chapter. After each set of views,

* In connexion with the Unanswered Questions, see 4.2 below.
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the refrain is repeated that the Buddha knows how they have arisen, what
karmic result they will lead to: but he also knows things ‘far beyond’. It is
by seeing arising and decay in the six sense-spheres that a monk can come
to see things ‘far beyond’.

It is important to realise that the alleged fact of others’ views being
conditioned is the only point on which the inferiority of the sixty-four
types of view, and the superiority of the Buddha, are based. It is here, par
excellence, that the argumentum ad hominem, the denigration of others’
views on the ground of the character of those ‘others’, and the
argumentum ad verecundiam, the appeal to feelings of reverence and
respect (for the Buddha), can be seen in Buddhist thinking. ‘Faith’, or
‘confidence’ (saddha) is certainly the appropriate virtue here.

The status beyond conditionirig and views is forcefully depicted in the
last two parts of the Sutta Nipdta —the ‘Chapter of Eights’ and the
‘Chapter on the Ideal’. These poems have a rather different flavour from
the Suttas, which 1 have been quoting up until now. There is scant
mention in the whole Sutta Nipata of the stereotyped lists whose part in
Buddhist doctrine I have so much emphasised; there are no kbandha, no
Eight-fold Path — and hence no right view — recurring on almost every
page, as there are in the Suttas. This fact, and the linguistic peculiarities
and difficulties in which the text abounds have made scholars see the
Sutta Nipata as representing a very early stage of Buddhist literature,
before the ‘scholastic’ list-making tendency came to pervade the whole
corpus of the Canon. Whether or not this historical argument is true, it is
certainly the case that we are in a different aesthetic and spiritual milieu
here. Briefly, one can say that these poems represent the summation, in
Theravada literature, of the style of teaching which is concerned less with
the content of views and theories than with the psychological state of
those who hold them.3¢

I have mentioned the importance of purity in Buddhist thought, but
also the importance of not taking purity itself to be the goal. These ideas
are expressed here forcefully:

Those who hold rules* to be the highest thing,

thinking purity comes from (practice of) self-restraint

take up rites* and observe them (dutifully),

(thinking) ‘if we learn this, then we’ll learn purity’

— (these) self-proclaimed experts are (just) bound for rebirth.

When someone is deficient in rule and ritual,*
having failed to perform some act, he trembles,

* Sila, ‘rule(s)’; vata, ‘rites’, ‘ritual’: ‘attachment to rule and ritual’ is one of the first fetters,
lost at the attainment of stream-winner status.
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he yearns and longs for purity here,
like one who has left home (but) lost the caravan.

So renounce rule and ritual,

all action which brings praise and blame;
without yearning (for) ‘Purity, Impurity?’

(a man) should live free, not grasping at peace.

The importance of not ‘grasping’ at views is equally important:
p grasping qually

When a man in the world, abiding in views,
esteems something especially (as) ‘the highest’,
then he says that all others are inferior;

in this way he is not beyond disputes.

The man who holds opinions, defining (things) for himself,
comes to further quarrels in the world;

(only) when a man renounces all opinions,

does he make no quarrel with the world.

One is reminded here of the Buddha’s claim that it is not he who quarrels
with the world, but the world which quarrels with him!37 At the end of
the Dighanakba Sutta, which 1 quoted to illustrate the necessity of
renouncing all views, the Buddha says ‘The monk whose mind is freed
thus ... agrees with no-one, disputes with no-one; he makes use of
conventional terms without being led astray.’38 Elsewhere the Buddha is
said to be able to speak of the various different means of ‘acquisition of
personality’ without being led astray by ‘worldly forms of speech and
expression and conventional descriptions’. To say the words ‘I speak’, or
‘(others) speak to me’ is only a ‘conventional usage’ which the enlight-
ened man uses without ‘resorting to conceit’.3® Thus,

The (true) Brahmin who has considered (things correctly) does not
submit to figments of the imagination;

following no view, he is a kinsman not even of knowledge.*

Knowing the conventions of ordinary men,

he remains indifferent, where others grasp.

Attachment to teachings leads to (verbal) discussion.

How, by what means to discuss the man without attachment?
He takes up and rejects nothing —

he has washed away all views here.

Just as a flame put out by a gust of wind
goes downt and is beyond reckoning,

* Aanabandhu. To become a monk, one abandons ordinary family ties; to reach enlighten-
ment, one must abandon all ‘family’ ties to knowledge.

t A phrase meaning literally ‘sets’, like the sun. To be able to appreciate the full flavour of
the phrase, one must bear in mind the fact that since Vedic times, the movement of the sun
had been a major motif in representations of time and temporality.
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s0 the sage freed from name-and-form goes down

and is beyond reckoning.

There is no definition (by which to measure) the man ‘gone down’,
there is nothing in terms of which he might be discussed:

when all attributes (of human existence) are removed*

so have all ways of speech been removed.

Of the enlightened Tathagata elsewhere we read:

Whatever the various ways of speech,
on which ascetics and Brahmins rely,

they are all inappropriate

when reaching the Tathagata, who is beyond all ways of speech.40

With the sentiments expressed in these verses, we have come to the last

and highest point on the continuum of views and attachment. Many of

the points I have made about this continuum — especially about the last

and highest stage, of the Tathagata and the possibility of linguistic
description of such status — are amply exemplified by the unfortunately
notorious Unanswered Questions. By way of summing up and re-
affirming the theme of this chapter, 1 will turn to these questions, which
are really quite straightforward, despite the many misinterpretations they
have suffered in the interpretative literature. 1 shall deal with the
questions at some length, as they represent an area in which the anatta
doctrine can very easily be misconstrued.

4.2, The Unanswered Questions

The questions which are consistently refused an answer are:!

1. sassato attd ca loko ca
2. asassato atta ca loko ca

. antavd attd ca loko ca
4. anantavd attd ca loko ca

w

§. tam jivam tam sartram

6. avinam jivam aninam sariram

7. hoti tathagato param
marana

8. na hoti tathagato param
marand

Are self and world eternal?

Are self and world not

eternal?

Do self and world have an end?
Do self and world not have an
end?

Are soul and body identical?
Are soul and body not
identical?

Does the Tathagata exist after
death?

Does the Tathagata not exist
after death?

* Dhamma. All those conceptual means by which samsiric existence is described.
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9. hoti ca na ca hoti Does the Tathagata both exist
tathagato param marand and not exist after death?
10. neva hoti na na hot Does the Tathagata neither
tathdagato param marana exist nor not exist after
death?

4.2.1. The questions are linguistically ill-formed

The first four questions are similar to a standard type of ‘pointless
speculation” which we have already met. The fifth and sixth are found
once alone, where they are classed as ‘unfit questions’.2 Commentarial
passages dealing with the last four questions frequently gloss Tathagata
as ‘being’ (satto), once as ‘self’ (atta).3 This should give us a clue as to the
correct interpretation: all the questions have to do with referring terms,
such as ‘Tathagata’, ‘self’, ‘being’ and so on. According to the analysis we
met in Chapter 3, for Buddhism there is no real referent for these terms.
What appears as an individual, through the combination of a single body
and the conceit of ‘I am’, is the ‘(phenomenal) person’ (puggala), the
‘personality’ (sakkaya, or attabhava);* in fact, all phenomena, both
material and immaterial, ‘form’ and ‘name’, are composites made up out
of impersonal elements.

I mentioned in Chapter 3 the comparison between the khandha,
producing the sound ‘P, and a lute producing a note. In a similar, and
better-known analogy, the nun Vajira answers a question from the god of
death concerning the destiny of a ‘being’ thus:

‘being’? Why do you rely on that? This is a prejudice [ditthigatam] on your part;
there is no being here, purely a heap of conditioned elements. Just as when there

is a collection of parts, there is (use for) the word ‘chariot’, so when the khandha
are there, there is the conventional term ‘being’.

In a similar vein, the nun Sela explains that the human ‘puppet’ comes
together and is destroyed through the existence and destruction of its
cause; the cause is the existence of the khandha, senses and ‘elements’.
There is a recurring line ‘See the painted puppet, a mass of sores, a
composite thing.’* The Visuddhimagga explains:

just as a puppet is emp v, soulless (nifjivarn) and without curiosity, and while it
walks and stands merely through the combination of strings and wood, yet it
seems as if it had curiosity and interestedness; so too this [human] ‘name-and-
form’ is empty, soulless and without curiosity, and while it walks and stands
merely through the combination of the two together, yet it seems as if it had

* See Chapter §.2. Briefly, the attabhava is the ‘individuality’ referred to by the ordinary-
language use of ‘I’. It is an illusory individual produced by the ‘conceit *l am™”’, from a
collection of impersonal, separate elements.
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curiosity and interestedness. This is how it should be regarded; hence the
Ancients said:

‘The mental and the material are really here,
But here there is no human being to be found.
For itis void and merely fashioned like a doll,
Just suffering piled up like grass and sticks.’

The sense of ‘personality’ when hardened into a theoretical position,
or at least the working assumption of continuing individuality on which
the ‘ordinary man’ bases his thinking and religious action, is called
sakkayaditthi, Personality Belief, a term which we have already met. This
arises through regarding self and khandhd in one of the four mistaken
ways (as in Chapter 4.1.1 above).6 The monk Sariputta explains that
‘when Personality Belief exists, these (four) views [on the unanswered
questions and the sixty-four views of the Brahmajala Sutta] exist; when it
does not, these views do not’. The words here clearly recall those of the
short formula for Dependent Origination we met in Chapter 3.2.5. The
Buddha also explains that views on the Unanswered Questions are
caused by regarding self and khandha in one of the four ways.”

In this light, it is clear that the most important reason for not
answering the questions is that they are linguistically ill-formed. They use
personal referring terms, which according to Buddhist thinking have no
real referent; hence, any answer given directly to them would necessarily
confirm the misleading presupposition that such terms do refer to some
real and permanent individual. Smart has remarked® that asking these
questions, for Buddhist thinking, is like asking nowadays whether the
present king of France is bald; with the crucial difference that while
it is for us a contingent truth that no king of France exists, it is for
Buddhism a necessary truth that no ‘self’ exists to be denoted by such
terms.

4.2.2. Those who ask them do so because they are conditioned by
‘attachment’

We have just seen that views on the Unanswered Questions are simply
forms of Personality Belief; a theoretical error caused by seeing a
relation, of one sort or another, between a ‘self and the kbandha. The
seeing of a relation in this way is caused by wrongly drawing a
conceptual inference from the phenomenological existence of ‘the conceit
of “I am”’. The enlightened man no longer has this sense of ‘I’, and so
although he can use first person singular verbs, names, personal pro-
nouns, and so on, he is not — as we saw — ‘led astray’ by them. He does
not draw any conceptual conclusions about the status after death of the
non-existent referent of such verbal forms. The Buddha tells Ananda that
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an enlightened man will not hold a view on the Unanswered Questions,
because

whatever verbal designation or means of verbal designation there is, whatever
expression or means thereof, whatever description or means thereof, whatever
knowledge or realm of knowledge, whatever rebirth or experience of rebirth — by

knowing these with superknowledge the monk is freed. But it is not fitting to have
the view that ‘the freed monk does not know or see’.?

Ananda himself, having refused to answer the questions, is charged with
agnosticism, in the words ‘“Then your reverence is one who neither knows
nor sees!” He replies that he does ‘know and see’, but that having a view
on the questions is ‘a prejudice [ditthigatam]; whatever prejudice there is,
whatever fixing on a view, insisting on it, being obsessed by it, whatever
origin and cessation of view — all this I know and see’.1% The content of
this ‘knowing and seeing’ is precisely the linguistic point I have made.
The Buddha says that ordinary men know only what can be named,
whereas the enlightened man ‘has no conceits’. He tells the wandering
ascetic Vacchagotta that ‘the Tathdgata is freed from denotation by the
kbandha’ and so it is not the case that one might describe him in terms of
them. It would show an almost wilfully obsessive perversity in interpreta-
tion if one were to take the subject-noun and object-pronoun in these last
two phrases, and ask ‘if the Tathagata cannot be described in those
terms, how is one to describe him?’ The Buddha explains there is ‘no
mind’ which might describe the Buddhas of past ages, who attained final
nibbana. The young monk Sabhiya Kaccana explains that nothing can be
said about a Tathagata after death, since ‘any reason or grounds for
description have been completely destroyed’. Sariputta tells a monk who
regards the Tathagata after death as ‘broken up and perished’, that since
‘the Tathagata cannot be found in truth and reality even in this life’ so
neither can ‘he’ be regarded as suffering dissolution (or anything else) at
death.1!

We saw earlier that any ideas of ‘self’ are regarded as conditioned
products of desire; not surprisingly, the same point is made here.
Sariputta teaches that views on the questions are a result of not seeing the
khandha as they really are, and that this lack of vision arises through not
giving up craving for them. Moggallana tells Vacchagotta that other
teachers hold views on the matter through regarding the kbhandhba as “this
is mine, this I am, this is my self’. To hold a view here is to be under the
sway of Mara — the god of death, whose realm is co-extensive with that
of desire. The householder Anathapindika explains that views on the
questions arise either through a man’s own lack of ‘careful attention’, or
from his relying on the (mistaken) words of another. Such a view is
‘constructed, thought up, causally produced’. Elsewhere, a view on the
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matter is said to be ‘a prejudice, (resorting to) craving, ideas, and
grasping, a conception, an imagining, an occasion for remorse’. While
the ordinary man does not understand the rise and fall of such views, as
conditioned phenomena, the wise man does, and so ‘is not perturbed, nor
has any doubt’ concerning the Unanswered Questions.12

4.2.3. Reasons for their misinterpretation

As, I hope, can be seen from all these examples, the status of these
Unanswered Questions is quite clear. Conceptually they rest on the
mistaken assumption that a real entity exists as a referent for terms such
as ‘Tathagata’, ‘being’, and the like; psychologically, the fact of making
such an assumption, and therefore asking the questions, is a conditioned
result of ignorance and craving. What has perhaps caused the confusion
regarding the questions is the fact that they are often presented in the
texts in a manner which is less clear than is the explanation I have given.
But then, one can hardly expect a body of sacred texts, consisting of
normative, exhortatory narratives, to give at the same time a logical,
meta-linguistic account of its own doctrines. There are at least three
reasons which might lead to misinterpretation.

Firstly, there is the fact that such terms continue to be used in so many
contexts — including those dealing with these questions — despite Buddh-
ism’s view that personal terms have no real referent. This is partly, but
not wholly, for narrative convenience. A language has yet to be disco-
vered which does not use a ‘subject—predicate’ structure. Moreover,
Buddhist teaching is intended to be of use to the ‘ordinary’, unenlight-
ened man, who must by definition think in terms of ‘selves’ and ‘I, and
by whom ordinary language is taken at face value. It was doubtless the
difficulty of expressing in ordinary language, to ordinary people, the
teaching that ordinary language and psychology is based on an illusion,
that caused so many later Mahayana Buddhist teachers to take refuge in
silence.

Secondly, the denial of self is not a nihilism. Despite every refusal of
‘self’ on the conceptual and verbal level, the Buddha taught a way to
salvation which he very forcefully distinguished from nihilism or ‘annihi-
lationism’. I have suggested that the scholar cannot try himself to resolve
the paradox, to supply his own verbal account of the ‘ultimate reality’ to
which the Buddha is held to have referred, but must simply elucidate the
logic and function of particular forms of words. Accordingly, when we
find certain positive-looking descriptions of the Tathagata, it is pointless
to take this as evidence for a ‘hidden’, and more acceptably non-nihilist
doctrine which we as interpreters can then put into words. For example,
it is said that the gods cannot find the mind of a Tathdgata, since he is
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‘untraceable’. Similarly, Mara cannot find the consciousness of the Arhat
Godhika after his suicide, since, as the Buddha explains, he has attained
final nibbana, ‘with consciousness unestablished’.]3 The nun Khema, and
the Buddha after her, declare that the Buddha both before and after death
is ‘immeasurable like the vast ocean’. Elsewhere the Tathagata is
compared to an ocean, as the mind of a monk in a particular meditative
state is compared to the ‘immeasurable’ waters of the Ganges.!* The use
of ocean-imagery in the expression of ‘mystical’ feeling is widespread and
well-known, but it is not my purpose to investigate the possible ways of
concretising (and distorting) the resonances of this kind of poetic feeling.
Suffice it to say that the existence of this kind of attitude toward nibbana
and the state of the enlightened man after death precludes the nihilistic
psychological inferences which one might be tempted to draw from the
conceptual refusal to speak of a ‘self’, or nibbana — what I have called the
‘linguistic taboo’ of anatta.

Both these two points are important in considering the third reason for
misinterpretations of the Unanswered Questions. Since the Buddha was
questioned by ‘ordinary’ men, who necessarily, according to his teaching,
thought in terms of individuals, and ‘self’, and since it was necessary that
these deluded petitioners should not mistake the denial of self for
nihilism, sometimes the questions are refused because they are said to be
irrelevant to the practice of the religious life. Certain passages of this sort
are regularly quoted, and used to suggest that the Buddha’s attitude to
‘metaphysical problems’ [sic] was agnostic;!S or even that he retained at
heart an Upanisadic view of a positive, cosmic ‘Self’, and merely intended
his anatta teaching to deny the ‘small’ self, the phenomenological ‘I’. It is
vital to see here that this reason for refusing the questions is subsidiary,
and only given in narrative contexts where it has a particular connexion
with the practical, strategic aspects of religious education.1#

Rihula!” has elegantly demonstrated the necessity of seeing the
Buddha’s remarks in their narrative context in relation to his well-known
refusal to answer Vacchagotta’s question ‘is there (or is there not) a self?’
I will illustrate it with two passages concerning the refusal to answer the
Unanswered Questions. In the first, a ‘reasoning of mind’ arises in the
monk Mailunkyaputta in meditation!8 — already his views are seen as a
hindrance to his religious practice. He goes to the Buddha and bel-
ligerently demands that the questions be answered, or he will renounce
the monkhood. In this context, it is reasonable for the Buddha to reply,
as he does, that he never promised to answer such questions when he
accepted Malunkyaputta as a monk. He gives the analogy of a man
pierced by an arrow, who does not wait to find out the name, family, skin
colour, and so on, of the man who shot it, before taking it out. In the
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same way, a man pierced by the arrow of suffering should aim to get rid
of it before asking questions about the nature of the universe which
caused such a state. Within the narrative, this analogy, and the Buddha’s
insistence that the religious life does not depend on an answer to such
questions, are clearly intended to get Malunkyaputta back to his
meditation training, leaving useless questions behind. The preservation
of such a narrative in the Canon is equally clearly intended to provide
— by contrast — a model for monks to evaluate the relative importance of
practical religious training and sophisticated conceptual analysis. It does
not mean that such an analysis is not possible, nor that Buddhism as a
whole rejects all speculation because it is harmful to the attempt at
salvation. What is rejected is harmful speculation based on mistaken
premises.

Similarly, there is the story of Potthapada.!® He is able to ask the
Buddha questions about refined states of meditation, but still after that
conversation, he is said to ‘rely on’ a conception of self as an explanatory
scheme. He regards it, successively, as ‘gross-material, having form, built
up of the four elements, feeding on solid food’, then as ‘made of mind,
with all parts great and small, not deficient in any (sense-)organ’, and
finally as ‘immaterial . .. made of awareness’. He says that he finds it
impossible to do without some such assumption, and so the Buddha
remarks that it will be difficult for him to understand Buddhist teaching.
At the start of the Discourse he had been characterised as mixing with
contentious and undignified ascetics, but being unlike them in acknow-
ledging (though not understanding) the Buddha’s special eminence. The
other ascetics laugh at him, not merely because he does not understand
the teaching, but because he admires the Buddha nonetheless. It is in this
psychological context that the Buddha is depicted as telling him that the
questions are not conducive to spiritual progress. As the narrative
continues, free from the gaze of the contemptuous ascetics, the Buddha
praises Potthapada for ‘having eyes to see’, unlike the others, and
proceeds to give him a more personal instruction. All the other thinkers
who talk about the self after death, in various ways, do so ‘without any
good ground’: for example, those who say the self is perfectly happy do
so without ever having been continuously happy even for half a day, do
not know a method for the attainment of such a state of happiness, nor
have ever even heard gods reborn in a happy heaven speak of their state.
The obvious inference is that Potthapada should give up his groundless
speculations, and concentrate on what he can know for himself, namely
the Buddhist Path. Again, this is not a universal recommendation to an
‘empiricism’ or practical, anti-metaphysical agnosticism, but a piece of
advice given to an enthusiastic but easily misled admirer.
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The Buddha goes on to explain that there are three ‘modes of
personality’,20 corresponding to the ‘gross-material’, ‘mind-made’, and
‘formless’ selves which Potthapada had imagined, and that his teaching is
designed to ‘get rid of” each one. It is wrong, he says, to assume that the
personality currently in existence is ‘real’, while the others are ‘false’; he
illustrates this by an analogy with milk, butter, and ghee, which develop
naturally from each other, but which are ‘defined differently’ at different
stages. ‘Just so, ... when any one of the three modes of personality is
occurring, it does not receive the designation appropriate to another.
These are worldly forms of speech, worldly expressions, worldly conven-
tions, worldly descriptions; the Tathagata makes use of them without
being led astray.’

In this way, the dialogue builds up from a group of gossiping
mendicants, arguing over ‘perception’ and the ‘self’; leads through a
delicate handling by the Buddha of the ‘learner’ Potthapada; and ends
with a clear statement of Buddhist doctrine. At the end of the Discourse,
Potthapada becomes a lay follower only, while his companion Citta
becomes a monk. Clearly Potthapada is still impressed, but still without
deep understanding. It is in this narrative context that the Buddha is
depicted as refusing to answer the questions when put by Potthapada,
because they are not conducive to progress.

In almost all other cases where the questions are refused for this
practical reason, if one looks at the context, it is possible to see an
explicit connexion with the facts of training. For example, when the
Buddha says that the questions are ‘unprofitable reasonings’, which are
not conducive to the religious life, it is in a long series of talks concerning
what is useful for practice and what is not. When he makes the same
remark to the novice Cunda, it is as one of the many ways in which he
describes himself as a good and benevolent teacher. When Sariputta tells
Kassapa the questions are fruitless, the passage occurs in the ‘Sayings on
Kassapa’, all of which have to do with matters internal to the monastic
life of the Sangha.2

So, one of the points to be made about the Unanswered Questions is
that — like many other things — they are irrelevant to the practice of the
Path. As we have seen, this is a subsidiary aspect, dependent on the
linguistic analysis which shows them to be ill-formed, and to contain
presuppositions which do not allow a direct answer.

4.3. Quietism and careful attention

In Chapter 3, I argued that our understanding of the arguments in
support of anatta was complete only if it took into account the way in
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which the right view approach was put to use in the actual practice of the
(ideal) monk. In the approach I have been considering in the present
chapter, it is equally important to see a concern with practical matters of
spiritual education. I will discuss only one aspect of this, which might be
called ‘Quietism’. In using this term, I do not mean to refer to the
seventeenth-century Christian movement of that name, nor indeed to any
technical sense it might have in Christianity. I use it simply as a
shorthand reference to an attitude which emphasises passivity in religious
practice, and which seeks to attain as its final goal a state of beatific
‘inner quiet’.*

We have seen, in the ‘Lesser Discourse on Emptiness’ (in Chapter 4.1.2
above) that the monk is recommended to seek solitude, and to avoid
‘disturbances’, both without and within. In the same way, attachment to
views is held to lead to harmful results both externally, through
quarrelling and hostility to opposing views, and internally by the
confusion and needless diversification of experience caused by ‘imagin-
ings’ (paparica), which are held to be imposed on the simple contents of
awareness — contents, of course, defined and perceived in terms of
Buddhist dhamma theory.

4.3.1. Disturbances without

I quoted earlier a passage which declared that while householders quarrel
because of their lust for sensuality, ascetics do so through lust for views.
The concern to avoid disputes within the Buddhist monkhood is appa-
rent in many places in the Suttas.! The Buddha says that it is unpleasant
for him even to think of a place where monks are arguing, let alone go
there, and he teaches that ‘when, in a dispute, words are bandied back
and forth, with views held maliciously, angry minds, sulkiness, and
discontent, there is lack of internal peace ... (and) it is to be expected
that this will lead to protracted troubles and distress, and the monks will
not live at ease’.2 In the sections of the Sutta Nipata 1 mentioned in
connexion with the sage’s transcendence of view, many verses decry the
use of fixed views and ‘truths’ to denigrate opponents and gain praise (or
blame) for oneself. For example,

(Questioner) Those who abide in views,
And quarrel, (saying) Only this is the truth;
Do they all bring blame on themselves,

Or do they gain praise in this way?

* 1 intend to refer to a reasonably homogeneous range of attitudes and practices found, in
varying degrees, in different religious traditions. I do not intend to suggest that there is
necessarily any similarity, whether psychological, or still less ontological, in the supposed
results of the quietistic search.
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(The Buddha) These are ttifling matters, not enough to bring calm.

They are both the results of quarrelling, I say.
Seeing this, do not quarrel,
Know that tranquillity is no basis for disputes.

Just as the Buddha recommended non-violence (ahimsa) in the behaviou-
ral sphere, so too in the verbal:

Just as a knight, fed on royal food,

goes shouting after an opponent,

g0, knight, to where he [the opponent] is,
for me the time for fighting is past.”

Those who take up a view and argue,
saying ‘only this is the truth!’

to them say ‘there is no-one here

to oppose you in a war of words’.

To those who live having lain down the sword
who do not counter view with views,

what will you gain from them, Pasiira,

by whom nothing more is grasped here?3

The word visenikatva, which I have interpreted here as ‘having lain
down the sword’ is difficult to translate accurately and exactly; but it
occurs elsewhere in a similar doctrinal ambience, as does the word
visenibhiito, literally ‘having become armyless’.# The idea of ‘waging
warfare in talk’ (vadam ... patiseniyati) is found elsewhere, and is
explained as a monk cursing someone who has cursed him, angering one
who has angered him, or quarrelling with someone who has quarrelled
with him.5 There is a common form of words, used to introduce stories of
strife and discord both among ascetics generally and within the Bud-
dhist monkhood, in which the participants are described as ‘quarrel-
some, wrangling, living wounding one another with weapons of the
tongue’.é

This assimilation of verbal argument to physical contest and warfare
could be illustrated by the English terminology of debate: one ‘defends’
one’s own, and ‘attacks’ another’s position, by ‘marshalling evidence’,
‘advancing arguments’ and so on. That this verbal similarity should
conceal, or lead to, a real hostility in argumentation is an accidental
and - optimistically — rare occurrence. For Buddhism, in this quietistic
mode of thinking, the connexion is more natural and immediate.

* Literally ‘already there is nothing (here) to fight about’.
In the words ‘knight’ (siéra) and ‘opponent’ (patisiira) there is a play on the name of the

Buddha’s interlocutor, Pasira.
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4.3.2. Disturbance within

The external sources of disturbance, then, are seeking praise or blaming
others, waging verbal warfare, and so on. Internally the main sources of
disturbance are the ‘imaginings’ and ‘ideas’ which ‘assail’ a man. The
Madbupindika Sutta’ explains this clearly: the Buddha is asked ‘what is
your doctrine, what do you teach?’ He replies that according to his
teaching ‘there is no quarrelling with anyone in the world’, and that in
this way ‘ideas [or “‘perceptions”, safisid] do not obsess’ the monk
practising rightly. He explains how this comes about:

from whatever cause, monks, imaginings, ideas and estimations assail a man, if
there is nothing in that in which to find pleasure, nothing to welcome or to
become attached to, this itself is an end to the underlying tendency to lust, to
repugnance, to views, perplexity, conceit . . .; this itself is an end to taking the
stick,* taking a weapon, disputing, quarrelling, arguing, accusations, slander,
lying speech.

Subsequently, the monk Kaccana continues with this theme. In a
sequence which has strong resemblances to that of Dependent Origina-
tion, in the items mentioned, in their order, and in the use of paticca,
‘dependent on’, paccaya, ‘condition’, and nidinam, ‘cause’, he says
that:

eye-, ear-, . . . and mind-consciousness arise dependent on eye, €ar, . . . mind (and
their objects); the meeting of the three is sense-contact; with contact as condition
there is feeling; what one feels, one has ideas about; what one has ideas about one
reasons about; what one reasons about one has (vain) imaginings about. When
one (vainly) imagines, from that as cause there occur the imaginings, ideas and
estimations which assail a man.

The word paparica (Sanskrit prapasica) and its derivatives are wide-
spread in Indian religious thought, denoting mental objects and events
which hinder spiritual progress. From a root pra-pasic, meaning to
extend or spread out, the term connotes diffuseness, manifoldness, in
contrast to the ‘one-pointed’ attention and wisdom of the sage. Accord-
ing to Nanananda’s illuminating work on the subject ‘the tendency
toward proliferation in the realm of concepts may be described in any
one of those terms (diffuseness, etc.) and this is probably the primary
meaning of papasica’ 8 Elsewhere, papasica are said to have ideas (or
perception) as their cause; the ‘root of imaginings and estimations’ is said
to be the idea ‘I am the thinker’ (or, simply, ‘the thought “I am”’, manta
asmiti) an idea described as an ‘internal craving’.? We have encountered

* dand a. A great deal of Buddhist talk about non-violence uses phrases which speak of ‘not
having’ or ‘giving up the stick’.
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the thought, or ‘the conceit “l am”’ many times in these pages. One
passage describes it in a number of ways: it is ‘something conceived’,
‘something shaken’ and ‘caused to quiver’ — images which remind one of
the comparison we met earlier between the utterance ‘I’ and the sound of
a plucked lute-string — and finally ‘something (vainly) imagined’.1¢ All
these terms are past passive participles, a grammatical form which
embodies the point that the Madbupindika Sutta was concerned to stress,
that the ‘imaginings’ which ‘assail’ a man are causally produced, the
result of particular (though perhaps unconscious) actions on the part of
the unenlightened man.

4.3.3. The practice of careful attention
The form of meditative reflection appropriate here is naturally the
attempt to avoid producing these ‘imaginings’. In the ‘Discourse on the
Synopsis of Fundamentals’ (Mélapariyaya Sutta)i! all possible objects of
perception and thought — ‘earth, liquid, heat, ... the plane of infinite
space, . . . what is seen, heard, felt, cognised, . . . nibbana’ - are said to
be seen by the ignorant ordinary man in terms of some relation to himself
{much as in the four-fold relation between self and kbandba above). Both
the learner and the Arbat, on the other hand, do not do this, but see
‘earth as earth, liquid as liquid . ..’ (and so on). The group of things
‘seen, heard, felt, cognised’ is one of the earliest forms of category into
which the impersonal elements of the personality were sorted.i2 In all of
them (taking what is seen as an example), the enlightened man ‘sees what
is to be seen, but has no conceits about what is seen, what is not seen,
what is to be seen, and the seer’.!3 The way to destroy all ‘conceits’ is not
to see a relation to a ‘self’ in any of the senses, their objects, or the
corresponding sense-consciousnesses; that is, it is necessary that ‘in the
seen [etc.] there will be only the seen’. In what is seen, heard, felt, or
cognised, ‘the sage lives (with) clear (mind)’.14

We saw earlier that the practice of this kind of ‘careful attention’
(yoniso manasikara) was to be applied throughout the attainment of
states of mind approved of in Buddhist training. A good example of the
right way of seeing these states — as conditioned, and not the possession
of an ‘I’ — is that of ‘the cessation of perception and feeling’, the highest
state of meditative trance possible in Buddhism. The monk does not
think ‘I will emerge fromit. .. I am emerging fromit. .. I have emerged
from it’; rather, he knows that there comes to be emergence from that
state simply because ‘the mind has previously been prepared in such a
way as to lead to such a state (of emergence)’.15

The monk, then, is to see every state of mind, from everyday
sense-perception to the most refined levels of Buddhist meditation, as
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conditioned, ‘constructed’, empty of an ‘I’, empty of anything worth
being attached to. When this is achieved, when the ‘conceit “I am”’ is
destroyed, the monk will be able to say, in the standard and suitably
impersonalistic phrases ‘(re)birth is destroyed, the holy life has been
lived, what had to be done has been done, there will be no more of this
[samsaric] life’.16
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Part III

Personality and rebirth






5 The individual of ‘conventional
truth’

It is self-evident that every historical study is to a large extent dependent
on the condition of the tradition with which it has to work.

Erich Frauwallner (1953) p. 30

On whatever theoretical horizon we examine it, the house image would
appear to have become the topography of our intimate being.

Gaston Bachelard (1957) p. 18, English translation (1964a) p. xxxii

5.1. ‘Conventional’ and ‘ultimate truth’

5.1.1. The argument so far, and what follows

I said in the Introduction that the form of this book results from my
approach to two classic problems in the study of Buddhism. Of the first,
the doctrine of anatta, I have now completed my account. In discussing
it, I have had occasion to refer, at many times and at crucial moments, to
the second problem, ‘Buddhism and Society’ — conceived in terms of my
particular concern, of how the dimension of social and individual
differentiation within Buddhist culture is perceived by, and how it
affects, the intellectual products of its textual tradition. This problem will
now become increasingly important in the second half of the book, Parts
11 and 1v, in which I shall discuss the Theravada conception of the
person, of personal identity and continuity (both in its general form and
in the particular case of rebirth).

The dimension of ‘Buddhism and Society’ will enter into my account in
various ways, as elements both of the Theravada material and of my
interpretative grasp of it. In the first place, there is the meta-linguistic
dichotomy between ‘conventional’ truth (sammuti-sacca, Sanskrit
samurti-satya) and ‘ultimate’ truth (paramattha-sacca, Sanskrit para-
martha-satya). This has been the main means by which Buddhist
intellectualism has oriented itself in society and culture, as a conceptual
parallel of the opposition between the great tradition, of Pali texts and
virtuoso scholarship and meditation, and the various little traditions of
vernacular preaching and ritual, both ‘Buddhist’ and non-Buddhist,
which are found throughout the areas of South Asia to which Theravada
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has spread. Secondly, as I said in the Introduction, at the same time as
presenting Theravdda ideas of personality and continuity in terms of
these indigenous categories, and as parts of the conscious and rational
structure of its belief system, I shall develop an analysis of them in terms
of certain unconscious and non-rational patterns of imagery. I shall try
by this means to connect the philosophical and psychological doctrines |
shall be dealing with to wider patterns of cultural perception, to quite
simple and unsophisticated imaginative pictures of society, psychology,
and cosmology.

These are the two major ways in which ‘Buddhism and Society’ will
condition the following account. There are two other important ways in
which we shall see that the wider cultural milieu informs and determines
the doctrinal content of Theravada, two other threads from which — in
addition to its own particular and unique concerns — the fabric of its
intellectual cloth is woven. In the first place there are themes and projects
taken from the previous and ‘hegemonous’ Brahmanical tradition. We
have already seen how the general form of the samsara-karma-nirvana
system had been developed in the pre-Buddhist sacrificial culture of the
Brahmins, and how Buddhism adopted and adapted it. We shall see also
that in the details of its psychology and philosophy Theravada makes use
of motifs taken from Brahmanical thought. Secondly, we shall see that
ideas which derive from the wider and more ‘popular’ culture of what we
call ‘Buddhist societies’ intrude themselves into the doctrinal accounts of
personality and continuity, both as elements which remain more or less
unchanged, and as stimuli which provoke reactions from the intellectual
form of Theravada, reactions which themselves then form fundamental
parts of the doctrinal edifice. (In connexion with this latter, | am thinking
mainly of the need felt to systematise and hierarchise ideas of ‘individual-
ity’.)

In order to introduce both the general themes of the rest of the book,
and the particular idea of the two forms of ‘truth’ with which I shall be
immediately concerned in this chapter, 1 shall summarise briefly the
argument so far. Chapter 1 drew an outline picture of Indian religion at
the time of the Buddha, and emphasised how, in the gradual permeation
of the sub-continent by the Sanskritic culture of the invading Aryans,
there arose the great tradition of Brahmanical belief and practice, distinct
from, and culturally hegemonous in relation to, the various little tradi-
tions of each locality and tribe. Within this Brahmanical tradition,
certain crucial changes came about in eschatological ideas, changes
which centred on an increasing emphasis on the sacrificial ritual. The
final picture of the world which resulted from this, and from the
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Brahmanical interpretation of the institution of world-renouncing asce-
ticism, had as its main structural outline a dichotomy between the idea of
samsara, the world of time, the ‘round of rebirth’, and that of moksa,
final and timeless release from samsara. As both a cause and an
expression of this developing world-view, there arose a certain picture of
society: on one hand the world of caste-relations, in which the man-in-
the-world was committed to a pre-determined and ever-recurring pattern
of rights and obligations; on the other, the world-renouncer, released
from such a social position and progressing towards a truly individual
liberation. These two pictures, the metaphysical and the social, are but
two sides to the same historical coin.

Chapter 2 dealt with the great tradition of Buddhism, in which the
opposition between man-in-the-world and world-renouncer became even
more clearly institutionalised, in the figures of the layman and Buddhist
monk. After sketching something of the variety in ‘Buddhist’ culture, it
showed how the teaching of the Buddha, and of the Buddhist intellectual
tradition, developed some of the motifs of Brahmanical thinking, while
leaving some very overt and symbolic gaps in the treatment of final
release, nibbana. Briefly, the idea was that collections of impersonal
elements, pushed on by the force of action, karma, created personality
and continuity. With the later Upanisads Buddhism shared a negative
and deprecatory attitude to this process, thus reversing the positive
attitude of the Vedas, Brahmanas and early Upanisads. In connexion
with the most significant difference in the treatment of final release, a
discussion of the use of personal terms in Buddhist texts showed that its
central teaching, the denial of self, consisted in fact in what I called a
‘linguistic taboo’! in certain technical areas of discourse. In many types of
narrative — ethical, exhortatory, behavioural — the use of terms like atta,
‘self’, and puggala, ‘person’, was accepted as useful and meaningful; only
in explicitly theoretical contexts, where the discourse contained or
openly presupposed a definite system of psychology and metaphysics,
were personal terms rigorously excluded.

Chapters 3 and 4 took up this matter of theories, or views, and showed
what part they play in the intellectual and meditative life of the Buddhist
virtuoso. The right view approach emphasised the idea of impersonal
elements arranged in categories, and put this to a particular use in
meditative self-analysis. The no-view approach, on the other hand,
deprecated the activity of theorising per se; it emphasised the ‘attach-
ment’ with which fixed theoretical positions are supposed to be held,
claiming this to be a more spiritually important factor than the content of
the views themselves.
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5.1.2. ‘Conventional’ perception of self and other

In the present chapter, and the next, I will turn to the analyses of
personality and continuity which, though obviously made by intellec-
tuals, scholastic specialists, nevertheless result from and reflect the
relatively non-specialist areas of discourse, in which personal terms
denoting unitary ‘individuals’ are found. It is true that Buddhist specialist
thought — in which both meditative virtuosity and scholastic concep-
tualisation have shared a common intellectual programme — has always
been accorded the highest value, and has been the final arbiter of ‘truth’
for the Buddhist tradition as a whole. Nevertheless, most Buddhists,
whether monks or laity, have not advanced far in either scholarship or
meditation, and so have themselves not had any immediate personal
involvement with the kinds of discourse, thinking, and practice which the
last two chapters have described. Anthropological accounts of Buddhist
societies have furnished us with numerous examples of beliefs and
practices which depend on the assumption of unitary and enduring
‘persons’. To take Gombrich’s conclusions from Ceyion as an example:

Despite the doctrine that we are but a series of groups connected by actions,
people do in fact think of themselves as having a more or less stable and concrete
existence. From this it is a short step to conceiving this existence as extending
beyond death . .. prarthand (a religious aspiration or wish, ‘prayer’] for happy
rebirths and the transfer of merit to dead relatives show that the anarta doctrine
has no more affective immediacy with regard to the next life than with regard to
this, and that belief irt personal survival is a fundamental feature of Sinhalese
Buddhism in practice.?

Most Buddhists, therefore, have had a simpler view of personality and
continuity than that which I have so far discussed, and which we will see
elaborated in Part 1v. Roughly, one might say that this simpler view is the
naive westerner’s view of reincarnation, in which a series of lifetimes,
each containing a unitary ‘individual’, is somehow connected together as
the successive lives of one ‘person’. It is such an idea, or other more or
less sophisticated versions of it, on which the religious practice of most
Buddhists has depended, and which has been the main conceptual tool
with which their view of psychology and ethics has operated.

1 will choose two examples of the practice of the ordinary man, in the
‘conventional’ world, which throw light on attitudes toward personality
and continuity. Firstly, there is the self-interest inherent in the activity on
which is based all Buddhist non-meditative practice, merit-making.* The
main hope which lies behind the acquisition of merit — all those practices
which Spiro summarises as ‘kammatic’ Buddhism — is that after death the

* Indeed, from very early in the tradition, meditation itself has been one of the Ten Good
Deeds which earn merit and good rebirth.
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‘owner’ of the merit will be reborn in heaven as a god, or as a man on
earth in happy circumstances. In Gombrich’s terms, there is a ‘cognitive’
interpretation of this in line with orthodox Buddhist sentiments: it is a
process of gradual self-perfection which continues until the force of merit
is enough to allow a direct assault on the selflessness of nibbana. Indeed,
perhaps the most widespread Buddhist goal nowadays can be seen in this
light; one hopes for rebirth as a man in the time of the coming Buddha
Metteyya specifically because at that time, it is thought, the attainment of
nibbana — generally thought impossible now because of the corruption of
the age — will once again become a feasible religious aim. ‘Affectively’ of
course the desire for birth as a god or as a rich man may have little to do
with such orthodox sentiments. Gombrich tells the story of an old
layman, devout in practice and preaching, whose main preoccupation
could be gathered from his glowing accounts of the female inhabitants of
heaven, where he clearly hoped to be reborn.? There is a story recorded in
the textual tradition which closely parallels this: the monk Nanda was
being lured back to the lay life by the charms of his ex-wife. The Buddha
took him to a heaven where the female spirits were infinitely more
attractive, and promised that if he practised the religious life assiduously,
he would be reborn in that heaven. Nanda’s practice was so assiduous
that he came to see the truth of the Buddha’s teachings in their entirety,
and attained nibbana, after which naturally he had no more desire for
females, human or heavenly.?

Indeed, a Buddhist who hopes that ‘he’ will be reborn in happier

circumstances, and will eventually attain #ibbana, can point to a very
good parallel in the textual tradition — the Buddha himself. The Jataka
stories tell how through incalculable ages, in all manner of lives divine,
human, and animal, ‘the’ Bodhisatta (future Buddha), from the time of
‘his’ decision as Sumedha to attempt to attain supreme enlightenment,
gradually acquired all the ‘ten perfections’ before becoming the Buddha
in ‘his’ life as Siddhattha Gotama. The narrative context for these stories
is always given as some occasion in the Buddha’s life: the context is
given, the reason for the tale, and at the end the Buddha identifies himself
with the leading character, and usually some of his other better-
known monks with the lesser characters. For example, the first story in
the collection ends:
Having delivered his lesson and his teaching, and having told the two stories, . . .
the master concluded by identifying the birth as follows: ‘Devadatta was the
foolish young merchant of those days; his followers were the followers of that
merchant; the followers of the Buddha were the followers of the wise merchant,
who was myself.”S

As I remarked earlier, these stories (many of which incorporate folk-tales
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which have little or nothing to do with Buddhist doctrine — some are
simple morality fables like those of Aesop or the Sanskrit Pasicatantra
collection) form the major part of the literary and ethical experience of
the ordinary Buddhist peasant. An interesting story recorded in the
commentaries shows the relation between this type of discourse and that
of Buddhist doctrine in its strictest form: the monk Sati, whose mistaken
ideas about the transmigration of consciousness we met earlier (Chapter
3.2.5), is said by the commentary to have been one of the monks whose
task it was to commit the Jatakas to memory, and to be otherwise
unlearned. Hearing the words ‘at that time, monks, I was [e.g.] Vessan-
tara’, he wrongly inferred that though. all the other constituents of
personality were destroyed at death, consciousness (the presumed refe-
rent of the pronoun and verb) continued.é

The following point is crucial if we are correctly to appreciate the place
of Buddhist doctrine in the real life of Buddhists and of Buddhist society:
just as it was a narrative necessity, in the dialogue between the Buddha
and Sati, that there should be a wrong view of consciousness in order for
there to be an occasion for the Buddha’s right view, so socially and
psychologically it was and is necessary that there be both affective and
cognitive selfishness in order that the doctrine of anatta can act, or be
thought to act, as an agent of spiritual change. For Buddbist thought, the
existence of (for example) enthusiastically self-interested merit-making is
soctally, psychologically, and indeed logically necessary as the raw
material which is to be shaped by anatta.

The second example of ordinary Buddhist practice which illustrates
attitudes toward personality and continuity is that of interaction with
others who are considered to be stable and persisting individuals. Apart
from the obvious fact of ordinary human interpersonal action and
perception, there is a wide variety of such ‘others’ in the religious life of
ordinary Buddhists, from major and well-known gods to local deities and
spirits; one important type of spirit is the peta, ‘the departed’.* These
may be malevolent or dangerous spirits, or may simply be dead members
of one’s own family. An especially common practice is the transference of
merit gained from performance of religious rituals to such departed
relatives, in order to help their karmic progress through samsara. As with
the former example, there are many references to the peta and to

* There are clear historical links between this type of spirit and the ‘Fathers’ (pitaras) whom
we met in Chapter 1. Both are closely connected with the whole range of supernatural
beings (such as holman in Ceylon, nats in Burma, and phii in Thailand) whose cultural
position in South Asian societies does not depend on the belief system of samsara-karma-
moksa; indeed they doubtless existed long before the intellectual tradition came to
formulate those ideas.
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practices associated with them in the textual tradition. There is a whole
collection of ‘Stories of the Departed’ (Petavatthu) in the Canon,” and
indeed many passages incorporated into the main collections of Suttas
dealing with the life and teachings of the Buddha himself.®8 As before, a
‘cognitive’ interpretation is possible which will accommodate these ideas
to more orthodox Buddhism. For example, ethically, the idea of transfer-
ring merit can be interpreted not as a straightforward gift from one
person to another, but as the donor giving the recipient the chance to
rejoice at his (the donor’s) acquisition of merit, and thus to acquire some
himself.?> Conceptually, the idea of others’ continued life after death is no
more problematic than one’s own; as we saw in Chapter 3, according to
the strictest doctrinal accounts of psychology, the unenlightened man
must by definition have a sense of ‘I’, must find a ‘person’ within when
he introspects: this sense of self, manifested simply as a reaction-pattern,
is called asmi-mana, ‘the conceit I am”’. Naturally, in this context, ‘I
am’ implies also that ‘you are’. For Theravada doctrine, unreflective
religious practice of the sort I have exemplified, and the perception of self
and other which it involves — whether as a reaction pattern or an
explicitly formulated Personality Belief — involves one or other of these
two types of ‘selfishness’. They are both fetters on the Path — but without
fetters there would be no liberation.

5.1.3. The two truths

The distinction which Spiro makes between ‘kammatic’ Buddhism, in
which the aim is good rebirth, and ‘nibbanic’ Buddhism, in which the aim
is the cessation of rebirth, should not (as Spiro himself points out) be seen
as denoting two entirely separate systems of belief and practice.!0 Rather,
we might see these interpretative categories as representing two ends of a
continuum, two poles to which Buddhist thought and practice can be
oriented. Within the Buddhist textual tradition, it is this distinction in
orientation, this dichotomy in patterns of thinking and types of discourse
which is referred to as that between conventional and ultimate truth. As |
suggested in Chapter 2, the simple ideological categories of Buddhist
thought do not correspond directly to all observable social realities, any
more than do the categories of western anthropologists. Accordingly, the
sharp distinction between the two types of truth is not to be taken as
being supposed to correspond to any sharp distinction between classes of
individuals, or texts. We have seen that the difference between layman
and monk, despite its being a clear difference in social status, with
extensive ritual marking the transition, and clear differences in behaviour
and appearance marking an individual as one or the other, nevertheless
does not immediately confer a difference in soteriological status. In the
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same way, although the difference between the two types of truth
can — as we shall see presently — be given a clear logical outline, it should
not be thought that this in fact marks an absolutely clear division
between areas of thought and particular texts, such that specific ideas
and passages can be always and unambiguously assigned to either side of
the division.

The idea that there might be ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ truth, or knowledge, is
found in the Upanisads, and in other systems of Indian thought besides
Buddhism.1! Its earliest appearance in the Theravada tradition is in a
Sutta which refers to different kinds of Sutta, those ‘whose meaning is
literal’ and those whose ‘meaning is to be interpreted’ (mitattha,
neyyattha).l2 The commentary explains that a Sutta is one whose
meaning is to be interpreted if, for example, it speaks of ‘persons’
(puggala); this is because ‘in an absolute sense no person exists’
(paramatthato pana puggalo nama n’atthi). A Sutta whose meaning is
literal is one which ‘speaks of (the) “impermanent, unsatisfactory,
not-self”’’ 13

In the same way, in the later two truths, conventional truth is that
which speaks of selves, persons, spirits, gods, and so on; ultimate truth is
that which speaks in terms of the analytical categories of Buddhist
doctrine, the ‘categories’, ‘sense-bases’ (ayatana), ‘elements’ (dhatu) and
so on.” The commentary to a Sutta which speaks of an ‘ignorant
person’t in connexion with rebirth and conditioning, explains:

[The Buddha] uses conventional language in both these terms [i.e. purisa,
puggala); Buddhas have two types of speech, conventional and ultimate. Thus
‘being’, ‘man’, ‘person’, [the proper names] ‘Tissa’, ‘Naga’, are used as conven-
tional speech. ‘Categories’, ‘elements’, ‘sense-bases’” are used as ultimate speech.
... The fully enlightened one, the best of those who speak, declared two truths,
the conventional and the ultimate; there is no third. Words (used by) mutual
agreement are true because of worldly convention; words of ultimate meaning
are true because of the existence of elements.14

Sometimes the words which are classed as ultimate truth are more
general technical terms of doctrine. Commenting on the compound ‘the
one person’ (eka-puggala), used of the Buddha, there is the following:

* In Mahayana Buddhist thought, consonant with the approach called ‘the selflessness of
things’ (dharma-nairatmya), of which 1 spoke earlier (Chapter 4.1.3), the analytic
categories of Buddhist thinking are themselves said to be only ‘conventionally’ true, while
the ultimate truth is that of emptiness. Problems arose, however, concerning the
treatment of the twelve-fold list of Dependent Origination, on which all Buddhist
doctrine, including that of emptiness, is based. Sometimes it was classed as conventional,
sometimes as ultimate. These difficulties need not concern us here, however, as for
Theravada thought ultimate truth simply and unambiguously refers to the categories of
impersonal elements found in Buddhist doctrine.

1 Mentioned in Chapter 2.2.1.

154



‘Conventional’ and ‘ultimate truth’

The Blessed One, the Buddha, has a two-fold teaching — conventional teaching
and ultimate teaching. Thus ‘person’, ‘being’, ‘woman’, ‘man’, ‘ksatriya’,
‘brahmin’, ‘god’, ‘Mara’ [the god of death] —such is conventional teaching.
‘Impermanent’, ‘unsatisfactory’, ‘not-self’, ‘categories’, ‘elements’, ‘sense-bases’,
‘the foundations of mindfulness’ — such is ultimate teaching.!’

The Abhidhamma text, ‘Points of Controversy’, contains a long
discussion on the existence or non-existence of the person;* the Therava-
da argument throughout is that ‘there is no person in real and ultimate
fact’.16 The commentary explains how the word ‘person’ can be used, in
phrases clearly intended to echo those used in the formula for Dependent
Origination: ‘When the constituents of personality exist, there exists the
worldly usage “such and such a name, such and such a family”.’t7 It
continues by quoting the Suzta passage in which the Buddha makes use of
‘worldly forms of speech’ without being ‘led astray’, which we met in
Chapter 4. It was a constant theme of that chapter that linguistic
usage — especially in the case of ‘the Tathagata’ — was likely to confuse
and pre-judge difficult questions of doctrine. It is clear that these later
ideas of two types of truth are simply generalising the point about the
Tathagata to all persons (we saw that the commentaries to the Tathagata
passages frequently glossed tathagata as satta, ‘being’), and making 1t
explicit by the two-fold codification of linguistic usage.

In Chapters 3 and 4 we have often looked to the Visuddhimagga for
explicit accounts of ideas and attitudes implicit in the earlier teachings of
the Suttas. Here also, the following passages, taken from Chapter 17 of
that work, clarify the matter. A man is said to be able to be ‘confused’,
and to incur (bad) karma by his wrong grasp of things, in three ways.
Firstly, ‘confused about death, not understanding death as “‘everywhere
dying is the breaking up of the constituents of personality”, he describes
it as “‘a being’s transmigration from one body to another”, (thinking
that) ““a being dies’’". Secondly, in the case of birth, instead of realising
that it is merely the appearance of a new group of khandha, he thinks ‘a
being is reborn’, or that it is ‘a being’s reappearance in a new body’.
Thirdly, in the case of samsara as a whole, instead of realising that ‘the
succession of constituents of personality, of elements and sense-bases,
carrying on without a break, is what is referred to as “samsara”’, such a
person thinks that ‘a being comes and goes from world to world’.18
Similarly, in reply to the question ‘whose is the result [literally “fruit’’] of
action, if there is no experiencer?’, there is the reply:

‘Experiencer’ is a convention, for the mere occurrence of the result; as one says ‘it
fruits’ as a convention, when fruit appears on a tree. Just as it is simply owing to
the occurrence of fruit on a tree, which are one part of the phenomena (dhamma,

* For this discussion see Chapter 6.1 below.
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plural] called a tree, that it is said ‘the tree fruits’, or ‘the tree has fruited’, so it is
simply owing to the arising of the result of action [the ‘fruit’] consisting of the
pleasure and pain called experience [upabhogal), which is one of the constituents
of personality, which [together] are called ‘deities’ and ‘human beings’, that it is
said ‘a deity or a human being experiences or feels pleasure or pain’. There is
therefore no need at all here for a superfluous experiencer. [Literally: “another
experiencer’.]1?

It would, of course, be possible to say a great deal in interpretation and
evaluation of these two truths — most obviously in relation to homiletic
discourse, almost all of which, even for the virtuoso, must needs be
carried on in conventional terms. For my purpose, which is the exposi-
tion rather than the evaluation of Buddhist doctrine, it is enough to
remark that this is how the Theravada tradition has schematised the
relationship between the different areas of thinking and discourse which
its textual tradition contains; and to point out the congruence of this
meta-linguistic schematisation with the social and psychological picture
of human nature which Buddhism presents. Both types of discourse are
seen as containing truths, for two main reasons. In the first place, since
the phenomenological reality of the ‘ordinary man’ and of the ‘learner’
on the Path is necessarily patterned according to ‘the conceit “l am™”’, for
them discourse containing talk of unitary individuals will be —pro
tempore — ‘true’; secondly, as | hope to have shown in Chapters 3 and 4,
for the most refined type of virtuoso Buddhism, doctrines which can be
given verbal expression are in the last analysis simply instruments, tools
for a spiritual culture which culminates by abandoning them in the ‘silent
wisdom’ of the sage.

In the next section I will discuss the two most important concepts with
which the intellectual, scholastic tradition has systematised the conven-
tional view of personality and rebirth. These are attabhava, literally
‘self-state’, which 1 will translate as ‘individuality’ to retain the Pali
word’s flavour as a technical term; and puggala, for which 1 will use the
normal translation of ‘person’, meaning by that to imply the sense of
‘personality’ or ‘character’.

5.2. Attabbava ‘individuality’, puggala ‘person’

5.2.1. Attabbava: the word and its denotation

Attabhava is a compound formed from atta, ‘self’, and the ending
-bhaya; this latter, in both Pali and Sanskrit, is used in a similar way to
the English‘-hood’ or ‘-ness’, and means ‘the state’ or ‘condition’ of being
something. For example, from atthika, ‘needy’, comes atthikabbava, ‘the
condition of being needy’, ‘destitution’; from asarana, ‘not remember-
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ing’, asaranabhava, ‘amnesia’. With some nouns, the sense is that of
having a certain status: from samana, ‘ascetic’, samanabhdva, ‘the status
of ascetic’; bhikkhubbava, ‘the status of monk’, ‘(full) monkhood’, is a
term used to denote the status of monkhood after the ordination
ceremony, which follows a period of probation.! Attabhava, then, refers
to the fact, condition or status of being a ‘self’ — a ‘self’, that is, in the
sense in which the unenlightened man feels himself to be a separate
individual, confronting real others.

According to Buddhist thought, as we have seen, this sense of self
arises through mistakenly taking one or all of the five ‘constituents of the
personality’ as a self. Attabbhava is explained in the same way: ‘Through
either the body’s or the five categories’ being taken in the sense “this is my
self”, they are called attabhava.’ There are four ‘grounds for individual-
ity’, which are the same as the four ways of conceiving a relationship
between ‘self’ and khandha which we met in Chapter 4. According to the
Visuddhimagga, ‘attabbava is what the body is called, or else the five-fold
khandha, since its real being is only as a concept derived from (grasping)
them’.2 Although ‘only a concept’ for the most sophisticated level of
Buddhist intellectual and doctrinal analysis, this sense of self, as we have
seen, is held to be necessarily a phenomenological reality for the
unenlightened: and so in discourse which is not phrased in terms of the
category-analytic, Abhidhammic style, the word attabhava can be used
to pick out this (ultimately illusory) phenomenon for description and
comment.

5.2.2. Various forms of individuality

There are a number of different ways in which this individuality can be
seen. First, there is the sense of individuality as defined by social status.
The Buddha teaches the Brahmin Esukari:

On recollecting his ancient family lineage on his maternal and paternal sides,
wherever there is the production of an individuality, it is reckoned accordingly.
So, if there is the production of an individuality in a noble family, it is reckoned as
a noble. If there is the production of an individuality in a brabman family, it is
reckoned as a brabman. If there is the production of an individuality in a
merchant family . . . [or] in a worker family, it is reckoned as a merchant . . . [or]
a worker.* As a fire, brabman, no matter on account of what condition it burns,
is reckoned precisely as that: if the fire burns because of dry sticks it is reckoned
as a dry stick fire; if the fire burns because of chips . . . grass . . . cowdung, it is
reckoned as a fire of chips . . . grass . . . cowdung — even so, brabman, . . .3

* These are, of course, the four varnas, ‘estates’ of Brahmanical social theory, arranged as
typically in Buddhist texts with the kingly or noble ‘estate’ preceding that of the
Brahmins.
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Elsewhere, it is said that ‘in whatever individuality (a being) previously
existed’ it is possible to remember his former lives, in the following
standard phrases: ‘there I had such-and-such a name, was of such-and-
such a family, such-and-such a caste’.* In the Visuddhimagga, the idea of
‘male’ and ‘female faculties’ is used to explain why a particular indi-
viduality ‘is reckoned as a man or a woman’.#

It 1s, of course, part of the usual explanation of the caste system that
birth in a high or low caste, as man or woman, represents both the
karmic result of good or bad actions, and the potential for karmic
advance in the future — the better the caste, the better the chances for
religious success.t In this sense, social distinctions are of the same order
as distinctions between the various types of being in the cosmological
hierarchy — gods, spirits, men, and animals are all potential karmic
destinies. Accordingly, the word attabhava is used to designate particular
beings as gods, spirits, men, and animals.’

Attabhava can also be used to draw attention to the material or
immaterial nature of individuals. Frequently, it simply means ‘body’.6
For example, the ocean is said to contain many marvellous beings,
including various sea-creatures with attabhava of different lengths. In a
simile explaining the dangers involved in undertaking the life of medita-
tive solitude in the forest, the Buddha says that someone embarking on
that life will either ‘sink or float’, just as different animals (elephants,
bulls, cats) will either sink or float in water depending on the size of their
attabbhava. The years of a human being’s life from sixty to seventy are
called ‘the stooping decade’, and those from seventy to eighty ‘the bent
decade’, because in such old age the attabbava stoops and becomes bent
like a plough. Gods and monks with magic powers are said to create
attabbava of various sizes; gods can create ‘gross-material’ attabhava, so
as to be seen more clearly.”

Acquiring a ‘gross-material’ attabbava is the first of the three ways of
‘acquiring individuality’, or personality (atta-patilabha, explained as
attabhava-patilabba by the commentary) which we have already met.?
The others are the ‘mind-made’ and the ‘formless’. These three types of
individuality correspond to the three main levels of Buddhist
cosmology — the worlds of physical sensuality, refined materiality, and
immateriality. Although, therefore, attabbhava can simply refer to a
physical body as the basis for individuality, it does not necessarily do so.

* evam-vanno. This is the Pali form of Sanskrit varna, strictly speaking referring to the four
classes ot castes, rather than particular castes themselves.

t This is, of course, denied by Buddhist theory; in practice most Buddhists share the
Brahmanical attitude to caste and religious potential, excepting the particular pre-
eminence of Brahmins as such.
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We find mention of mind-made attabbava, and of attabbava as either
‘material, immaterial, with or without perception {or “consciousness”,
sanni], or as neither with nor without it’. In the ‘formless’ or ‘immaterial’
worlds, the attabhava is made up of the four mental ‘constituents of
personality’, without body.?

It is not my concern here to go into the details of the Theravada
cosmological-soteriological system, but rather to show that a series of
lives taking place anywhere in the system is referred to as a series of
attabbava. An often-repeated phrase for a series of lives is ‘a becoming,
a destiny, an abode for beings, a transmigration, a womb, a station-for-
consciousness,* an acquisition of individuality’.10 We read of someone
reaping the benefit of a good deed for ‘a hundred, a thousand, a hundred
thousand individualities’; a phrase meaning ‘from birth to (re)birth’ is
explained by a series of terms, among which is ‘the repeated production
of individualities’. The motive force for such a series of lives is, of course,
kamma. Incurring kamma through sense-desire, feelings, perception or
the ‘corruptions’, a man ‘produces an individuality born from that’. Acts
performed from greed, hatred, or delusion will have their fruit ‘wherever
the individuality is produced’. The Visuddhimagga, distinguishing be-
tween kamma results to be experienced ‘here and now’ and those ‘to be
experienced on (subsequent) rebirth’ uses the terms ‘in the present’ and
‘in the next individuality’. The ‘one-seeder’, who is to gain nibbdna in the
next lifetime, is said by the commentary to ‘produce only one (more)
individuality’; while the enlightened sage ‘does not produce individuality
in the future’. A very frequent commentarial gloss on the phrase ditthe va
dhamme, ‘in the present’, ‘here and now’ (used of kamma results,
benefits of the religious life, or nibbana) is ‘in the present individuality’.
A man who cannot understand the Four Noble Truths ‘in the present
individuality’ is said to be foolish.!!

In this latter sense, attabhava comes to refer to the whole of one
lifetime: in a pun on the word vibarati, ‘lives’, it is said that the continuity
of one life involves a sequence of four postures — standing, sitting, lying,
and walking. ‘By cutting off [ VIcchinditva) the discomfort of one posture
(by replacing it) with one of the others, he carries [HARATI] the
individuality on.” In a phrase which clearly indicates a life-long vocation
to monkhood, a monk is said to ‘dedicate his individuality’ to the Buddha
or to a meditation teacher.12

The word attabhdva, then, has as its denotation the individuality
which appears in the consciousness of the unenlightened; its connota-
tions are one or more of the senses I have exemplified. In this way, the

* On the various worlds of Theravada cosmology and the (connected) idea of ‘stations of
consciousness’ sce Chapter 7.2 and Table 2 below.
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concept is used by the Theravada intellectual tradition as a means by
which its non-personal, category-analytic mode of discourse can be made
to come half-way to meet the personalised, self-interested style of
thinking and perceiving which is held to be characteristic of all ordinary,
unenlightened discourse. For Buddhism, conventional thinking presup-
poses unitary selves or persons who are in some way subject to a series of
discrete rebirths. Ultimate thinking refers solely to collections of imper-
sonal elements, the sequence of which provides continuity both within
‘one lifetime’ and in the process of ‘rebirth’. The idea of attabbava forms
the bridge between these two.13

5.2.3. Puggala: ‘persons’ as character types

The second concept with which the intellectual tradition has systematised
the conventional view of personality and rebirth is puggala. Where
attabbava was more oriented towards expressing, in a suitably imperson-
al way, the structure of individuals and rebirth as particular forms of
existence, puggala is more oriented toward description of those indi-
viduals and reborn ‘persons’ as character-types. In Chapter 2 | said that
one of the Buddha’s immediate and pressing injunctions was to self-
control and self-knowledge; and that although the ultimate discovery of
the religious life would be the meditator’s ‘realisation’ of selflessness,
nevertheless on the way to that final goal the practitioner would find out
much about his character — in Buddhist terms, about the particular
arrangements of kamma-result which appear to him as a personality.
Chapters 3 and 4 have shown the way in which the ‘realisation’ of
selflessness is supposed to proceed; now we shall see in more detail the
genre of character-analysis which is supposed to precede the conclusion
of that process.

As with attabbava, there are a variety of senses in which puggala is
used. Generally, they may be summarised as having to do with differ-
ences in character, ethical disposition, spiritual aptitude and achieve-
ment, and karmic destiny. There are many places in the Canon where
these topics are mentioned, but the most extensive treatments are found
in the collection of Suttas known as the Anguttara Nikaya and in a work
of the Abbidhamma entirely devoted to the subject, the Puggala-
parinatti, ‘Designation of Persons’.

Examples of the most general, and not intrinsically religious sense of
puggala are when some people are said to reply to the point, others
diffusely; or when one person is said to be like a carving on a rock,
because his anger is quick to arise and long-lasting, another like a carving
in the earth because although his anger is quick to arise it does not last
long, and another is like a carving in water because ‘though he be harshly
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spoken to, rudely spoken to, yet he is easily reconciled, he becomes
agreeable and friendly’. This kind of description gains an ethical dimen-
sion in such passages as the following: some persons are ‘self-
tormentors’, like ascetics bent on a life of self-mortification; some, like
butchers, bandits, or executioners, torment others; some, like nobles or
Brahmins who indulge in ascetic practices and perform large animal-
sacrifices, torment both themselves and others; and some, like Buddhist
saints, torment neither themselves nor others.14 These kinds of difference
between ‘persons’, of which there are well over a hundred in the Sutta
Pitaka alone, to say nothing of the entire work called the ‘Designation of
Persons’, naturally become significant in the practical matter of religious
training. The ‘difference between persons’ (puggala-vemattata) is an
important consideration brought to bear on the length of the probation-
ary period required before acceptance into full monkhood.!S Once
accepted as a full monk, differences in temperament will necessitate
different types of meditation practice. The three basic categories in terms
of which these differences are depicted are the three ‘roots’ of greed,
hatred, and delusion, and their opposites. When these are combined in
various ways — a temperament may be predominantly greedy/hating, for
example — we have the six ‘roots of the person’. The Visuddhimagga
explains that the source of different temperaments are the previous
(karmic) habits, or the ‘elements’ and ‘humours’. The elements here are
earth, water, fire, and wind; the humours are phlegm, bile, and wind.
Thus for example, a person is of predominantly deluded temperament
because the earth and fire elements, and the phlegm humour are in
excess.!6 1 mentioned in Chapter 2 that the system of Ayur-Vedic
medicine, from which these ideas of elements and humours are derived, is
one of the types of explanation for human nature and experience which
co-exist with that of karma in the actual practice of Buddhist societies.
Here we can see this symbiosis reaching into the domain of Buddhist
intellectual analysis.

The examples of the different senses of puggala which 1 have given so
far have concerned synchronic differences between character-types. The
word is also used to indicate diachronic differences in karmic destiny. For
example, these are ‘four persons found in the world’, one who acts
immorally and is reborn in a hell; one who acts immorally and is reborn
in a heaven; one who acts morally and is reborn in a hell; and finally, one
who acts morally and is reborn in a heaven. (The differences are due to
kamma from previous lifetimes, and the point of the passage as a whole is
that the results of action may be either immediate or delayed.) Similarly,
‘there are ten persons found in the world’, with different behaviour and
knowledge, and different resultant rebirth. For example, ‘a certain
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person is immoral’; at death he [sic] decreases in status (literally ‘goes to
degradation’). An often-repeated schematisation of these ideas is express-
ed in a four-fold pattern of ‘darkness’ and ‘light’. ‘There are four persons;
one is dark and destined for darkness; one dark and destined for light;
one light destined for darkness; one light destined for light.” One particu-
lar and very important categorisation of persons in this way is the list of
Four Noble Persons (ariya-puggala): stream-winner, once-returner, non-
returner, and the enlightened man. By distinguishing in each case
between being on the path towards attaining a status, and actually
having attained it, these are often referred to as the ‘four pairs’, or ‘eight
persons’. With the addition of the ordinary man (puthujjana), these
become the ‘nine persons’.!”

There are many other ways in which ‘persons’ are classified in terms of
rebirth and kamma. All of them share with those I have quoted the fact of
being expressed linguistically by a single subject (noun or pronoun) and
two verbs, each of which refers to actions or states in different lifetimes.
In terms of the anatta doctrine, a strict interpretation of such phraseology
would lead to a view of an enduring self or person, and as such would be
unacceptable in Buddhist doctrinal eyes. To the charge that such usage
contradicts the anatta doctrine, Buddhism has two answers. The first is
simply to reiterate the distinction between conventional and ultimate
truth, and to relegate all discourse of the present sort to the lesser
category. The second, and more striking idea, is that the reborn person is
‘neither the same nor different’ (na ca so, na ca asisio) from the one that
died.* It is certainly true that the Buddhist tradition as a whole has not
been always and everywhere agreed on all the details of this matter: one
very numerous school called the Puggalavada (Sanskrit Pudgalavada)
‘Personalists’, accorded a special status to the concept of the person. 1
will deal with the discussion between this school and the Theravada, as
recorded in the Theravada work the Kathavatthu, in Chapter 6. Here, I
will discuss the Theravada attitude to two of the topics which were much
discussed in debates between the Puggalavada and other Buddhist
schools: the memory of former lives, and the Bharahara Sutta, the ‘Sutta
on the Bearing of the Burden’.

5.2.4. The memory of former lives; and ‘bearing the burden’

We saw, in connexion with the use of attabhava to designate a particular
social status, something of the standard phraseology in which the
memory of former lives is expressed (Chapter 5.2.2 above). The full
description is as follows, in Rhys Davids’ translation:!8

* 1 will explore some of the ramifications of this idea in Chapter 6.
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(The monk) recalls to mind his various temporary states in days gone by — one
birth, or two or three or four or five births, or ten or twenty or thirty or forty or
fifty or a hundred or a thousand or a hundred thousand births, through many an
aeon of dissolution, many an aeon of evolution, many an aeon of both dissolution
and evolution. In such a place such was my name, such my family, such my caste,
such my food, such my experience of discomfort or of ease, and such the limits of
my life. When I passed away from that state I took form again in such a place.
There 1 had such and such a name . ..

Just as one particular attabhava, ‘with such and such a name, . . .” is only
a conventional reality for the unenlightened, so the newly enlightened
monk, having reached nibbana during his lifetime — and so still having a
‘body-self’ as the referent of the pronoun and verb — can look back over a
series of such unenlightened ‘individualities’ and identify the social and
experiential details of each. The fact that the conceptual and psychologic-
al status of each attabhava should also be the status of the remembered
‘lives’ (nivasa — literally ‘abodes’ or ‘dwelling-places’, an image which we
shall presently see to be very significant) is shown by another passage
which explicitly puts the two together.!® The verb anussarati, which is
here translated as ‘remember’, or ‘recall to mind’, also means to ‘know’
or ‘be aware of’ in the present. (A cognate word, sati, is the technical
Buddhist term for that mindfulness or self-awareness, the inculcation of
which through meditation practice as a continuous psychological skill
leads to enlightenment.) The wanderer Udayin says to the Buddha: ‘I,
lord, even insofar as I have had experience of this (present) individual-
ity, am not able to recollect it in all its qualities and details. How, then,
should I recollect a variety of former abodes, thus: one birth, two, ...
We can see from this that two alleged results of Buddhist religious
practice which appear to be different, are in fact part of the same process.
First, the practice of the meditative life of mindfulness is held to teach the
monk ‘self-knowledge’ in two senses: both in that he will come to have a
general awareness of the individual character which is his karmic
inheritance, its faults, merits, and spiritual potential;* and also in that he
will become conscious, moment to moment, of what actually occurs in
the experience of that individual character. Secondly, this intensified
self-awareness may lead —should a monk choose to attempt the
practice — to a backward-moving light of recollection which first illu-
mines the past experience of the present ‘individuality’, and then an
increasing number of past ‘individualities’.

The criteria according to which each of these lives, both present and
past, is individuated consist in large measure, as we have seen, in matters
* As I remarked in Chapter 2.2.2 it is better to say that someone is a particular character,

rather than that ‘he’ bas one — there is no transcendent self behind the one which appears
in everyday life.
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of social status: ‘such and such a name, such and such a family’. It is this
aspect, I think, which allows us to empathise more fully with the
Buddhist attitude to individuality as conventional. It has become a
commonplace of western psychology to see personality and identity as in
part, if not entirely, a product of social role, interpersonal perception,
and so on. Equally, it is common in anthropology to find that the social
definition of individuals is a major part of what many different cultures
see as ‘persons’.?® There is, however, in the Buddhist case an even
stronger bridge for our understanding, thanks to the work of Dumont, to
which I have already had frequent recourse. We saw in Chapter 1 that the
complementary opposites of ‘man-in-the-world’ and ‘world-renouncer’
formed the picture of social reality, of which the soteriological picture of
samsdara and moksa, rebirth and release, was but the metaphysical
transcription. Dumont suggests that the man within caste society 1s not
an individual in our western sense, but that the renouncer 1s the only
Indian figure who is comparable as an autonomous social and spiritual
agent. In his words ‘the unreality of caste and the individual in the world
is given immediately. Transmigration does not therefore create it, it only
represents or explains 1t.’2! If, then, the man-in-samsara (at the present
level of ideological abstraction all those on this side of nibbana are
‘men-in-the-world’) is the very paradigm of ‘unreality’, it is clear that the
memory of a sequence of such lives does not give experience of a real
reincarnating individual self or soul. Indeed, the only time in the
Buddhist scriptures in which the memory of former lives is explicitly
connected with any theoretical conceptions of individuality and continui-
ty 1s precisely when certain non-Buddhist religieux are said to have such a
memory, and wrongly to conclude that there #s an eternal, transmigrat-
ing self.22 In Dumont’s words again, ‘Buddhism truly expresses the place
of the individual in Indian society.’?3

With these remarks in mind, let me turn to the other topic 1 mentioned
in connexion with the ‘Personalist’ school, the Bbharahdra Sutta.?4 In this
discourse, the Buddha speaks of ‘the burden, the bearing of the burden,
its being picked up, and set down’. These are explained as tollows: the
burden is the five khandha; picking up the burden is desire; setting it
down is the cessatior. of desire. The word bharahara ‘the bearing of the
burden’ is explained thus: ‘“the person’ is what should be said; that
venerable one, of such and such a name, of such and such a family’. Here
we have the same words which denoted the ‘individuality’ in the memory
of former lives — clearly the ‘person’ here is equally a matter of conven-
tional truth.* The commentary, after giving examples of personal names

* The emphasis on social status is increased here by the use of the honorific dyasma,
‘venerable one’. This is an etiquette term for monks, and not householders, but as |
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and lineages, to explain ‘of such and such a name, . .. family’, says ‘in
this way, in using the phrase “bearing of the burden”, he [the Buddha]
shows the person to be a matter of mere convention’. I have translated
the word bharahara here as ‘the bearing of the burden’, although many
others (including some very influential scholars)25 have translated it as if
it were an agent noun, ‘the bearer of the burden’. The word hara,
however, in both Pali and Sanskrit, can only be either an adjective used of
someone ‘carrying’ something; or a noun, meaning ‘the act of carrying’
something. Here, the compound bharahara is almost certainly a noun,
since it appears in a list of three compounds of which the first two are
definitely neuter nouns.2¢é The idea, then, is that the ‘person’ is a state
created by the act of ‘picking up’ the burden of the khandha, through
desire, a state which simply consists in the act of ‘bearing the burden’.

I have tried in this section to thread my way through some of the
complexities and paradoxes which result from the existence of different
types of discourse in the Theravada tradition. I have tried to show how
the apparent contradiction between the strict anattd doctrine and those
many passages which speak of unitary individuals has been explained by
Buddhist intellectual thought: first, by the distinction between conven-
tional and ultimate truth; and second, by the systematisation of conven-
tional truth in terms of the two concepts of attabhdva and puggala. Two
things will be glaringly obvious: the vast majority of actual Buddhists
will have had neither the interest nor the intellectual sophistication to
have bothered with the scholastic texts which contain these ideas. For
them, talk of ‘persons’ who are reborn will simply and directly relate to
their religious feelings and ideas. In the second place, although these
meta-linguistic doctrines do succeed — given Buddhist presuppositions —
in making a coherent whole of Buddhist teaching, it can scarcely be
denied that they have the flavour of rationalisations after the event,
rather than an original and determining influence on the development of
Buddhistic culture. I wish now to turn to something which I think has
been such a determining influence, to a pattern of thinking and imagina-
tion which has united scholarly analysis and ‘popular’ culture into one
‘collective representation’.

5.3. House imagery

So far in my study of Buddhist thought, I have made use of two kinds of
interpretation. First and foremost, by means of a logical and linguistic

remarked, at this level of ideological abstraction all the unenlightened are equally
‘men-in-samsara’.
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analysis of certain Buddhist doctrines, I have tried to show the internal
structure and coherence which, to Buddhist eyes, they possess. Second, |
have given some very general outlines of the social setting in which these
doctrines arose, and in which they function. Moreover, | have tried in
some measure to relate the results of these two types of interpretation to
each other. In this section I will introduce a kind of analysis which will
recur throughout the rest of this study: that is, I will try to depict a
certain pattern of imagery contained in the texts. I will argue that such
patterns of imagery give us access to fundamental and unconscious
structures of the imagination in Buddhist culture; and that these struc-
tures unite all Buddhists, from the meditators and scholastics to the
ordinary peasant, into one cultural world. They do this by providing the
possibility of shared patterns of self-perception, and by placing this
self-perception in a single social and psychological universe. The uses of
imagery which I will quote and discuss are taken solely from the textual
tradition of Theravada; but I think it will be clear that they reflect modes
of perception which are much more widely distributed throughout
Buddhist societies,

The type of imagery I will investigate in the present context is that of
the house. Speculation on the psychological and religious significance of
the house has not been lacking in the west. For Freudian psychoanalysis,
the symbolic representation in dreams and neurotic fantasy of the body
by images of a house is common.! For Martin Buber’s religious and
poetic imagination ‘there is a cosmos for man only when the universe
becomes a home for him with a holy hearth where h- sacrifices’.2 Mircea
Eliade — typically perhaps with more synthetic enthusiasm than analytic-
al precision — suggests that: ‘having a body and taking up residence in a
house are equivalent to assuming an existential situation in the cosmos
.. . passing beyond the human condition finds figural expression in the
destruction of the “house”, that is, of the personal cosmos that one has
chosen to inhabit’.3 In the patient but daring reconstructions of western
scientific and literary imagination made by the French critic Gaston
Bachelard, ‘a house constitutes a body of images that give mankind
proofs or illusions of stability. We are constantly re-imagining its reality:
to distinguish all these images would be to describe the soul of the house;
it would mean developing a veritable psychology of the house.™*

It is not at all my intention to suggest by this mention of western ideas
any simple and premature conclusions for the comparative study of
psychology and religion. Rather, I will take Bachelard’s words as
programmatic, and attempt to distinguish the place of house-imagery in
the Theravada Buddhist imagination. This place is coherent and com-
plete as a manifestation of Indian culture; only when we have many more
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detailed studies of particular traditions will any attempt at general
conclusions be possible. Using the Theravada material, I shall, in the first
of the following two sections, describe the entire soteriological scheme of
Buddhism in terms of various aspects of the image of ‘leaving home for
homelessness’; in the second I shall recapitulate this scheme, using the
tradition’s own idea of the three ‘seclusions’ (viveka).

5.3.1. Leaving home for homelessness
The idea of the physical body as a house is easily exemplified: ‘Just as
when a space is enclosed by timbers, creepers, grass and clay, it is called a
“house”, so when a space is enclosed by bones, sinews, flesh and skin, it
comes to be called “body”.’S Just as many different types of people —
Brahmins, merchants, and so on ~ come from all the four quarters to
stay in a guest-house, so many different types of feeling come to arise in
the body. A monk is recommended to accept alms-food for the mainte-
nance of his body, just as the owner of a decaying house uses props for its
maintenance.b

Similarly, the mind is regarded as a house. When a house has an
ill-thatched roof, rain enters and soaks the roof-beams and walls; in the
same way, it is said, when a mind is ‘undeveloped’ or ‘unguarded’, desire
enters, to penetrate and saturate all actions, whether of body, speech, or
mind.” The commentary to one of these passages, which tells the story of
the monk Nanda (in Chapter 5.1.2 above), makes the Buddha remark
that formerly, when Nanda was inclined to return to the lay life, his
‘individuality’ was like an ill-thatched house, but that now he has
attained nibbdana, it is well-thatched.® Many passages which speak of
houses or ‘huts’ (kut — a term both for a monk’s cell within a monastery,
and a hermitage retreat) are explained by the commentaries as referring
metaphorically to the attabhava, which may be closed or open to the rain
of the ‘defilements’.? The attabbava, as we have seen, is the sense of
individuality which appears to the unenlightened man, through the
physical fact of the body, and the psychological fact of asmi-mana; what
it ‘really’ (in ‘ultimate’ terms) refers to is the group of five khandha in
existence at any given moment in time. Accordingly, we find the kbhandha
spoken of as a house. Just as children play with houses made of earth
(pamsvagara — perhaps ‘sandcastles’) only so long as they retain desire
and affection for them, and afterwards break them up and cease to play
with them, so a monk should break up and abandon the five khandha by
destroying desire for them. Just as an old house thatched with dry,
inflammable grass allows easy access to a fire, so a man who has desire
for any of the objects of the six senses (including mind) allows easy access
to Mara (the god of death). A man who grasps the kbandha as ‘I’ or
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‘mine’ and then sees the terrible danger in this when he begins to practise
the Buddhist Path is said to be like a sleeping house-owner who awakens
to see his house on fire. The foolish man prey to fears and misfortunes
(without the certainty which comes from wise practice of the Buddhist
Path) is like an ill-thatched house prey to fire.*10

Traditionally in South Asian society, to speak of life as a householder
is to speak of life in a village. We saw that as early as the Upanisads, the
picture of the renouncer is of one who leaves the village for the forest.
Accordingly, images of the village are used to express ideas of the
individual and his psychology in the same way as images of a house. The
six sense-bases are to be seen as an empty village, because they have no
inhabiting self; and their corresponding external objects are like village-
robbers who oppress and plunder the village. Birth, old age, and death
‘afflict’ the khandha as village-robbers do a village. The body with its
thirty-two parts (as defined in the meditation on the foulness of the body)
is like a village with thirty-two families.!!

Given that the individual is seen as a house or a village in this way, it is
not surprising to find that the locus classicus for the memory of former
lives, and the ‘divine eye’ which sees the death and rebirth of other
beings, incorporates these images. When a monk remembers his past
‘abodes’, in the standard phrases we have met, it is said to be like a man
going from one village to another; he knows with regard to each village
‘there I stood in such and such a way, sat, spoke, and remained silent in
such and such a way’. Similarly, when a monk sees the death and rebirth
of other beings, it is like a man watching people come out of one house
and enter another. The Buddha says that he sees people being reborn in a
heaven just as one might watch a man walking towards, and entering a
palatial house. Desire is the ‘house-builder’ who causes rebirth in
samsara. The commentaries here explain the ‘house’ as attabhava;
similarly, to the verse ‘This was your old hut [kuti], you desire a new one.
Discard the hope of a hut; a new hut will be painful again’, the
commentary explains the series of huts as a series of rebirths, a series of
attabhava. The word niketa, which can mean simply ‘a house’, is used in
a series of terms designating a series of lives: ‘in whatever former birth,
former becoming, former dwelling-place [niketa]’.12

To live any one life in samsara, then, is to live like a householder in a
village, in the house of each ‘individuality’. The association of ideas
between the household life and rebirth, of course, is not limited to such
figurative representations. Not to renounce desire by leaving home for the
life of monkhood is par excellence the condition for further rebirth. It is

* The idea of ordinary life as being ‘on fire’ with the flames of desire is a common one, as
we have seen.
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said that just as an elephant trainer ties an elephant to a post to *subdue
his forest habits’, so a monk is tied to the post of the Four Foundations of
Mindfulness to subdue his ‘householders’ ways’. The commentary here
explains ‘householders’ ways’ as dependence on the ‘five strands of
sense-pleasure’ (parica-kama-guna); and this connexion is frequent. Both
the Buddha and the previous Buddha Vipassi left their lives as princes —
symbolically leaving the epitome of the householder’s life for that of the
renouncer — and in doing so renounced a life of dependence on the ‘five
strands of sense-pleasure’. This connexion is so obvious to Buddhist eyes
as to follow automatically: ‘giving up the five strands of sense-pleasure,
.. . leaving your home!” urges the Buddha. ‘Living homeless’ is explained
by the commentary as ‘not making a home in the five strands of
sense-pleasure’; a monk is to reflect that it is unseemly for him to pursue
the passions, since he has ‘forsaken the passions, going forth from home
to homelessness’. Leaving a home in the village is to leave family and kin:
‘Leaving father and mother, sisters, kinsmen and brothers, abandoning
the five strands of sense-pleasure Anuruddha indeed meditates.” The
connexion of ideas is expressed in the comic evolution myth of the
Aggarifia Sutta, which satirises Brahmanical cosmogony. When first the
characteristics distinguishing male and female appeared, sensual passion
for each others’ bodies arose in scme beings, and because of this they
began to indulge in sexual intercourse; other beings, disgusted, stoned
them and forced them to build houses to conceal their immorality.!3
We can see the way in which the literal and metaphorical senses of

‘home’ and ‘homelessness’ are blended immediately and naturally in
Theravada thought by two exegeses of a verse from the Sutta Nipata. It
occurs in the ‘Chapter of Eights’, from which I quoted a number of verses
in Chapter 4, and pictures the ‘ideal type’ of the homeless wandering
sage:

Leaving home, wandering homeless,

a sage makes no ties with the village.

Empty of sense-desire, putting nothing before htm

he has no quarrel to make with anyone. !4
The verse is explained both by its commentary, and by the Haliddikani
Sutta of the Samyutta Nikaya.lS In the Sutta, the monk Mahakaccana
explains as follows: in ‘leaving home’ (okam pahaya), the ‘home’ is each
of the first four khandha (bndy, feeling, sensation, mental formations), in
which consciousness ‘frequents the home’ by being ‘tied there through
lust’. One ‘does not frequent the home’ by abandoning such lust.
‘Wandering homeless’ (aniketa-sari) is explained metaphorically also, as
not being bound to the impressions of the six senses. ‘Making no ties in
the village’ and ‘empty of sense-desire’ are both explained literally. The
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word apurekkbarano, which 1 have translated literally as ‘putting
nothing before him’, usually has the sense of not ‘honouring’ or
‘choosing’; here it is taken as having more the sense of not ‘anticipating’
anything.!6 It is explained as not thinking ‘may I have such-and-such a
body [and the other khandha) in the future’. The sage’s having no quarrel
with anyone has, of course, all the resonances which I described in
Chapter 4.

The Sutta Nipata’s own commentary!” explains ‘leaving home’ as
‘rejecting (any) occasion [0kasa] for [the continuance of] consciousness
based on (the other four khandha),* by abandoning lust and desire’;
‘wandering homeless’ is explained as ‘not frequenting the home(s) of the
sense-objects, on account of desire’. ‘Making no ties in the village’ and
‘empty of sense-desire’ are again taken literally; while ‘putting nothing
before him’ is explained as ‘producing no future individuality’.

It is through this association of ideas that oko and anoko, originally
‘home’ and ‘homeless(ness)’ come to have the direct meanings ‘attach-
ment’ and ‘non-attachment’.!8 We can see exactly the same thing with
the word alaya. It has a simple meaning as ‘home’ or ‘abode’ in a quite
literal sense; the extended meaning of ‘attachment’ is very frequent, and
is found in a well-known passage where the Buddha hesitates to preach,
immediately after his enlightenment. He thinks that no-one will under-
stand his message, because ‘beings are devoted to attachment, take
pleasure in it, delight in it’.1% The standard commentarial explanation of
these phrases is that beings ‘cling’ (alayanti) to the five strands of
sense-pleasure. We have seen how closely the idea of these five strands is
associated with the household life: if we follow the commentary to three
of the hesitation-passages a little further, the connexion is put beyond
doubt.29 It is just like a king, we are told ~ again the king is taken as the
epitome of the householder — who retires to his private pleasure garden,
happily to enjoy its pleasures, and who ‘is not willing to leave’. The verb
used here, nikkhamati, can also refer as a technical term to the act of
‘leaving home’ to become a monk, and I think there are resonances of
that sense here. The commentaries continue by likening to such a king all
beings who ‘take pleasure in their homes of [attachment to] sense-
pleasure and desire’, and so ‘dwell in the round of samsara’.

That the metaphor implicit in the use of alaya to mean ‘attachment’ is
not dead is shown by a conscious pun on it in the Milinda Pa#iha.2! The
king Milinda asks the monk Nagasena a question: did not the Buddha
say two contradictory things? He said both that ‘danger is born from
intimacy, dust is born of a house; the sage’s vision is to be homeless and

* The sense of this phrase will be explained in Chapter 7.2.2.
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without intimacy’, and that ‘one should build charming dwelling-places
and lodge the learned (monks) therein’. Nagasena explains that dwelling-
places should be built in two cases: for nuns, and in the case of their
being given to the order by pious laymen; but that ‘a son of the
Buddha’ — that is, 2 monk who has left his home and family for the
‘family’ of the monkhood — ‘should not feel attachment [or, “make a
home”] out of his dwelling place’ (na . . . alayo karaniyo nikete ti).

The negative term analayo, ‘without alaya’, in both its literal and
metaphorical senses, becomes a regular epithet for the enlightened
sage;?? alaya-samugghata, ‘the destruction of “home-attachment”’ be-
comes a regular epithet for nibbana,?3 while the man who abandons all
alayani is no longer subject to rebirth.24

Now that I have reconstructed the social and psychological resonances
of house-imagery, we can see that the act of ‘leaving home’ has three
stages: first, one must leave home physically by abandoning household
life for the monkhood. Then, one must abandon home psychologically,
by destroying desire for and attachment to the present ‘individuality’.
Third and last, one must — at the death of the ‘body-house’ — leave home
ontologically by abandoning forever the village of samsara.

5.3.2. Three forms of ‘seclusion’
The division of ‘leaving home’ into three stages which I have just made
follows a similar division into three of the concept of viveka, ‘seclusion’,
contained in the Theravada texts themselves. The three stages are
‘seclusion of body, of mind, and of substrate’.25 These three seclusions
are given technical meanings in Buddhist specialist discourse, which I will
explain in due course; I will also use them as pegs on which to hang an
imaginative picture of the progress from ordinary man to enlightened
saint, seen in terms of the gradual change from ‘home’ to ‘homelessness’.
In the first place, one must leave home to become a monk: the standard
term is pabbajja, ‘going forth’, and the standard phrase is agarasma
anagariyam pabbajja, ‘going forth from home to homelessness’.26 The
standard scene is depicted as follows:

A householder, or householder’s son, or one reborn into another family hears
[Buddhist teaching]. Through hearing that teaching, he acquires faith in the
Tathagata. Endowed with this faith that he has acquired, he reflects: the
household life is confined, full of dust;* going forth is in the open. It is not easy
for one who inhabits a house to live the holy life, wholly fulfilled and purified,
polished like a conch-shell. Suppose now that I cut off hair and beard, put on the
saffron robes, and go forth from home into homelessness?2”

* The commentaries often explain this as ‘the dust of the passions’; the image is clearly
connected with the idea of religious progress as ‘cleansing’ or ‘purification’.
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In the earliest texts, this act of ‘going forth’ is sufficient basis for an
individual to be thought directly and actively on the Path to nibbana.
Later, when matters had become more complex, and the distinction
between village- and forest-dwelling monks had become a socially and
symbolically accepted fact, the term ‘seclusion of body’ came to refer, in
a technical sense, to the forest life as the ideal type of active
renunciation.28

Becoming a monk, even as a forest ascetic, is not enough, of course: the
Buddha tells a monk who ‘lives alone and proclaims the virtues of living
alone’ that he (the Buddha) does not consider simple physical seclusion to
be enough. There is another way, he says, of ‘perfecting the solitary life’;
‘when what is past is renounced; what is future is given up; when with
regard to the individuality presently existing desire and lust are thor-
oughly subdued’. ‘Living alone’ is elsewhere explained as not having
desire as a companion (literally ‘as a second’); although a monk might
dwell in forest hermitages, free from the noise and commotion of human
society, still if he feels desire for the senses and their objects, he dwells
‘with a companion’. The Visuddhimagga contains a story of two monks,
one living in the forest, one in a large city temple. The forest-dweller
visits the city-dweller, and surprised at his lack of possessions, his simple
life free from material comforts, says ‘For those like you, venerable sir,
everywhere is a forest-dwelling.’2%

The second stage, seclusion of mind, is given in the later literature a
technical sense, referring to successive purifications of the mind through
increased meditative absorption, or through the progressive abandoning
of the fetters on the gradual path to enlightenment. In a larger perspec-
tive, this seclusion of mind can be seen as a metaphor for the entire
orientation of Buddhist religious practice. We have seen that ‘household
life’ is equated with the psychological fact of attachment to sense-
pleasure; and that body and mind, both separately and together as an
‘individuality’ are expressed imaginatively as a house. ‘Leaving home’ in
this sense simply means to undergo the appropriate behavioural and
psychological changes which are held to lead to the cessation of rebirth.
There is, however, a particular use to which the image is put, which
expresses the experience and aims of someone during the process of
‘mental cultivation’. Although an individual may have left home to
become a monk, and although he may have begun on the specialist
meditative life, still — according to Buddhist psychology — he will find
that to his unenlightened mind there is an ‘I, a ‘self within’. Given
the — temporary — reality of this ‘inhabiting self’, the image of the mind
as a house, village, and so on, can be used to express this state of affairs.
The modern Theravada monk Nyanaponika, himself quoting from an
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older text, provides an illuminating example. I spoke in Chapter 3 of the
process of ‘insight’ meditation, by which the process of experience is
analysed in terms of the various categories of Buddhist psychology: ‘the
ability to classify any experience or concept into a known, non-valued
impersonal category was held to be a technique for avoiding desire for
the object thus classified’ (Chapter 3.3.2). It was this technique which led
to the simplification and ordering of experience called Purity of View.
William James, writing of the appetite for purity in religion, remarked
that: “The saintly person becomes exceedingly sensitive to inner incon-
sistency, or discord, and mixture and confusion grow intolerable. All the
mind’s objects must be ordered with reference to the special spiritual
excitement which is its keynote.’ In relation to the ‘retiring pietist’, who
resembles the ‘quietistic Buddhist” whom I described in Chapter 4, he
continues by suggesting that such a person avoids ‘variety and confusion’
by ‘leaving disorder in the world at large, but making a smaller world in
which he dwells himself and from which he eliminates it altogether’.30
Nyanaponika, in his pamphlet The Power of Mindfulness,3! speaks of
the practice of insight meditation as having ‘The Functions of “Tidying”
and “Naming”’, and as being a process of ‘tidying up the mental
household’ by identifying the elements of mental and physical activity in
terms of Buddhist category analysis. He predicts that the meditator

will everywhere be faced with a tangled mass of perceptions, thoughts, feelings,
casual bodily movements, etc., showing a disorderliness which he certainly would
not tolerate, for instance, in his living room. . . . It is the little daily negligence in
thoughts, words, and deeds, going on for many years of our life (and as the
Buddha teaches, for many existences) that is chiefly responsible for creating and
tolerating that untidiness and confusion in our minds which we have described.
The old Buddhist Teachers said ‘Negligence produces a lot of dirt and dust, even a
whole heap of refuse. It is as if in a house only a very little dirt collects in a day or
two; but if this goes on for many years, it will grow into a vast heap of refuse.’*

The commentarial passage quoted here makes these remarks in explana-
tion of the ideas that ‘negligence is dust’. (We have seen the idea that the
household life is ‘dusty’.) The point is made that a young monk should
not think that he can wait till he is older before he comes to ‘understand-
ing’ through the practice of the Path.

The image of such an unenlightened ‘self’ living in a body-house is then
used in Buddhism in a way which is common to other Indian systems.
The senses are seen as ‘doors’ to the body-house; the paramount virtue of
Buddhist practice, mindfulness (sati), is then expressed as ‘being guarded

* Using a modern English phrase, we might say that the unenlightened meditator might be
condemned to living in the house of his ‘individuality’, but he should not ‘make 2 home’
out of it.

173



The individual of ‘conventional truth’

as to the sense-doors’.32 We have seen that in many ways village-imagery
replicates house-imagery: an extended simile tells us of a ‘border town’
whose six gates are well guarded by a wise door-keeper, who only allows
certain messengers through to the ‘lord of the town’. ‘The town is a
metaphor [adhivacanam) for the body . . . the six gates a metaphor for
the six senses . . . the door-keeper mindfulness . . . the lord of the town
consciousness.’33

This sort of imagery, as I have said, is specific to a particular stage of
practice and experience, according to Buddhist psychology, and should
not be mistaken for representation of a theoretical idea of a ‘self within’.
This is shown clearly by a passage in the Milinda Panha.3* The king asks
Nigasena whether ‘an experiencer’ (vedagu) exists; the monk asks what
he means by this, and the king explains it as an ‘inner soul’ (abbhantare
jiva). This soul sees with the eye, hears with the ear, smells with the nose,
... and is conscious of objects of thought with the mind. In just the way,
he says, that they are sitting in the palace and can look out of any
window they wish, so the ‘inner soul’ can look out of any sense-door it
wishes. Nagasena refuses to accept this picture, stressing the need for all
the appropriate conditions to be present in order that any particular
sensory or mental experience can take place. For instance, one cannot see
a material object with the ear, hear a sound with the eye, and so on. His
most important argument, for my present purposes, is this: if the latticed
windows of the palace were removed, then they would be able to see
material objects outside more easily; but if the eye were removed, it
would be impossible to see any objects in ‘the great space” which would
remain.3% From these and other considerations, he argues for the
Buddhist explanation of sense-experience, ‘in a talk connected with
Abbhidhamma’ (that is, in terms of ‘ultimately true’ elements): ‘Depen-
dent on eye and material objects arises visual consciousness; co-nascent
with it are sensory contact, feeling, perception, volition, one-pointedness
[i.e. attention] and the life-principle.* Thus all these things arise through
conditions, and no experiencer exists.’36

I showed earlier that Buddhism sees any talk of a self or an ‘I’ beyond
the process of experience as a ‘conceit’; here again, the causal account of
experience is given, and the complementary lack of any use for the
concept of an ‘I’ beyond it. In most other Indian systems which use the
imagery of a self within the body-house — particularly those influenced
by the Samkhya conceptions 1 earlier contrasted with those of
Buddhism — there is a soul or self within which is the ‘owner of the body’
(dehin, saririn) and ‘the knower of the (sense-) field’ (ksetra-jna). It is

* On the ‘life-principle’, see Chapter 8.1.2.
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because this is not the case for Buddhism that the following lines can be
given as one of a list of wrong views which include the basic heresy of
denying the validity of karma: ‘Just as someone leaves one village and
enters another, . . . just as someone leaves a house and enters another, so
the soul enters another body.’37

When an individual comes to ‘realise’ the truth of the anatta doctrine
which invalidates, ‘ultimately’, the use of such imagery, he reaches the
third stage of ‘leaving home’, the third type of seclusion, seclusion from
substrate.3® The term ‘substrate’ refers to any and all of the things which
form the basis of rebirth — desire, attachment, karma, the five khandha;
and the ‘rejection’ or ‘absence’ of substrate is a synonym for nibbana.3?
Seclusion from substrate is thus explained in one place as follows:
‘Defilement, the khandha, and accumulation of karma, [abhisam-
khara}* are called substrate. Deathless nibbana, the coming to rest of all
conditioned things, is called ‘“‘seclusion from substrate”.’#® The ‘condi-
tion of seclusion’ is said by a commentary to be ‘the state of nibbana,
secluded from all conditioned things’.#! This, then, is the final act of
‘leaving home’. In a famous verse, the Buddha exclaims, on reaching
enlightenment: ‘I have wandered through many births in samsara,
seeking but not finding the housebuilder; repeated birth is full of
suffering. Housebuilder! You are seen, you will not build a house again.
All your rafters are broken, your ridge-pole is shattered. My mind is
beyond conditioning, and has reached the end of desire.’*2

I hope that all these pages of examples will have made evident the
ubiquity and regularity of house-imagery in Theravada thinking. I said
earlier that this pattern of imagery represents a fundamental structure
of the imagination, which unites all Buddhists, whatever their conceptual
sophistication, into a single cultural world. Moreover, where Dumont’s
analysis of renunciation in India, and its metaphysical transcription as
samsdra/moksa, was able to connect together the indigenous perception
of the social system of Indian society with the soteriological ideas of its
religious thought as a structural correspondence, our present immersion
in the world of Theravada imagination gives this formal connexion
greater psychological content and depth. It is, perhaps, a misleading
reification to speak in terms of ‘vehicles’ of thought. Nevertheless, we
can, | think, differentiate thinking according to whether it is connected
with more or less concrete images, whether it is more or less accompa-
nied by immediate and unquestioned affective connotations and infer-
ences, and whether it can more or less easily be appropriated consciously

* On this term, and its important use in connexion with consciousness as the vehicle of
rebirth, see Chapter 7.1.1 and 7.1.3.
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in an ‘abstract’ theoretical discourse. For the sociology of knowledge this
differentiation would be made according to the relative distance of
cognitive representations from their social basis, from their immersion in
everyday behaviour and perception. In Chapter 5.1, we saw something of
the everyday religious practices and assumptions of the ordinary Buddh-
ist. In Chapter 5.2, we saw two concepts with which the intellectual
tradition has systematised these ‘conventional’ practices and
assumptions, and has related them to the ‘ultimate’ doctrine of anatta,
and the complex analyses of personality and continuity which it entails.
The discussion of house-imagery in the present section has, I hope,
shown how this assimilation and hierarchisation of ideas into two
‘truths’ is possible; and how the thought of different individuals, or of
one individual in moments of different reflective abstraction, can at one
and the same time be characterised by great differences in the surface
level of conceptual content and sophistication, and also represent
manifestations of a single Indian and Buddhist cultural tradition.
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6 ‘Neither the same nor different’

Another occasion the mind often takes of comparing, is the very being
of things; when, considering anything as existing at any determined
time and place, we compare it with itself existing at another time, and
thereon form the ideas of identity and diversity.
John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, Book 2,
Chapter 27
If I say ‘It will not be me, but one of my future selves’, I do not imply
that I will be that future self. He is one of my later selves, and [ am one
of his earlier selves. There is no underlying person who we both are . . .
It is sometimes thought to be especially rational to act in our own best
interests. But I suggest that the principle of self-interest has no force.
There are only two genuine competitors in this particular field. One is
the principle of biased rationality: do what will best achieve what you
actually want. The other is the principle of impartiality: do what is in
the best interests of everyone concerned.

Derek Parfit (1971)*

At this point in my study of Buddhist thought, I will turn to some of those
questions which I mentioned in the Introduction as arising from the
denial of self. I will try to show where in Buddhist thinking we should
look for an answer to them, and thus how the taboo on speaking of ‘self’
or ‘person’ in ‘ultimate’ discourse is integrated into a psychological and
moral attitude of greater coherence than that which the doctrinal rigidity
of the denial of self might seem to imply. In particular, I will deal with the
problems of identity and difference in personality (with special reference
to the sequence of lives in rebirth), and with the resulting attitude toward
action and moral responsibility. In the first section of this chapter, I will
discuss the doctrine of anatta in its later Theravada application to the
‘person’, and will show how the rigorous insistence on the taboo against
speaking of ‘self’ or ‘person’ is maintained. In the second section, 1 will
deal with a style of Buddhist thinking which is less rigid, and which
admits certain imagistic representations of continuity and rebirth as a

* In a note appended to a reprint of the paper in Burnyeat and Honderich (1979), entitled
‘Postscript 1976’, Parfit adds that ‘talk about “successive selves” is only a fagon de parler:
taken as anything more it can be misleading’. Given that the conventional truth of
Buddhism which speaks of a series of ‘persons’ is equally a fagon de parler, the quotation
is all the more apt to illustrate Buddhist ideas here.
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means of explaining identity and difference. In both these sections I will
be, for the most part, content simply to represent in more or less as many
words the ideas and arguments which are found on the surface level of
discourse in three theoretical texts of the Theravada tradition, the
Kathavatthu, Milinda Pafiba and Visuddhimagga. In the third section |
will try to go beneath this surface level, to discover (using, loosely, the
Chomskyan metaphor) the ‘deep structure’ of Buddhist thought about
action, ‘self’ and ‘other’. I will try to show how at this level moral
responsibility for ‘oneself’ and compassionate concern for ‘others’ in
samsara are coalesced into a single underlying attitude; an attitude which
then ‘generates the surface syntax’ of ideas about personality, rebirth,
and moral action.

6.1. ‘A person is not found’

The three texts from which I shall draw my material here all continue
that style of Buddhist thinking which 1 described in Chapter 3 under the
heading of ‘right view’; that is, where a specific contentful theory is held
to be correct, and is set against an opposing position which is represented
as ‘wrong view’. The Kathavatthu, ‘Points of Controversy’, is a compila-
tion of scholastic problems looked at from the Theravada point of view.
Traditionally it is a record of the different opinions expressed at the third
Buddhist Council.! The ‘dialogues’ between the Theravadin and his
opponents are markedly Socratic in character; their rigid logical pattern
is of interest to the historian of Indian logic, but in my account I will
replace the complex dialectics of the exchanges for a more discursive
presentation of the Theravada view. The Milinda Pa#iba is traditionally
held to be the record of a meeting — perhaps based on some real
event — between the Bactrian king Milinda (Menander) and the Indian
monk Nagasena. The king puts a series of beginners’ or outsiders’
questions to the monk, which allows the monk both to re-state and to
develop certain basic Buddhist ideas. Although the monk’s answers are
phrased in such a way as to give an impression of logical argumentation
and persuasion, the text equally bears something of the flavour of a
Buddhist ‘catechism’. The Visuddhimagga, finally, is as we have seen a
masterpiece of scholarship, both as a summary of Theravada doctrine
and, as Nanamoli has suggested,? ‘a detailed manual for meditation
masters’.

6.1.1. Four arguments
The relevant sections of the Kathavatthu contain a debate between
representatives of the Theravada and the ‘Personalist’ school, which I
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mentioned in Chapter 5. We have very little evidence on which to base a
reconstruction of their doctrine, and most of what we have, like the
Kathavatthu, is written from an opposing, and probably distorting, point
of view.3 I will restrict myself to presenting the Theravada position. This
can be organised as four main arguments: all of them are linguistic, the
last explicitly so, and rest on the distinction between ‘ultimate’ and
‘conventional’ truth.

(1) The first point concerns the epistemological and ontological status
of the ‘person’. We have already met the basic argument: the impersonal
elements of existence (dhamma) are the contents of ultimate truth, while
the ‘person’, the sense of ‘I’ which appears in the thought and discourse
of the unenlightened, is only conventionally true. The Kathavatthu
merely expresses this in abstract form. The elements of existence — by
this time numbering fifty-seven* — are ‘found’ or ‘known in real and
ultimate fact’ whereas the ‘person’ cannot be said to exist or be known in
this way.* Moreover, the fifty-seven ‘ultimate existents’ are all necessarily
separate from one another, and so the ‘person’ —if it exists — must be
equally separate from any or all of them; but, in this case, any relation
between (for example) the element ‘body’ (r#pa) and the ‘person’ will be
the same as any relation between body and ‘soul’, which the entire
Buddhist tradition rejects as the fifth and sixth of the Unanswered
Questions. The same point is then put in a different way in the claim that
any relationship between the ‘person’ and the ‘ultimate existents’ must be
the same as one of the four possible relationships between a ‘self’ and the
khandha — as identical, self ‘having’ the khandha, self ‘in’ the khandha,
or khandha ‘in’ the self - which, as we have seen, are the kinds of
assumption which are alleged to lie behind any Personality Belief, any
mistaken view on the Unanswered Questions, and the phenomenological
reality of the attabhdva, ‘individuality’.’

(1) The second argument concerns the description of rebirth in terms
of a ‘person’: is it ‘the same’ or ‘different’? To allege that ‘a person
transmigrates’ is impossible, because the ‘person’ involved in the process
cannot be said to remain the same, different, both or neither. (This is the
standard four-fold disjunction of Indian logic.)é It is clear that this
argument develops the fourth argument for anatta, which replaced the
idea of a self as agent and experiencer with the lists of causally connected
impersonal elements. The ‘Collected Sayings on Cause’ of the Sutta-
Pitaka had asked whether ‘one person acts’ and ‘the same’ or ‘another
experiences (the result)’; and whether the factors of Dependent Origina-

* Five kbandhd, twelve ‘sense-bases’ (dyatana), eighteen ‘elements’ (dhatu), twenty-two
‘controlling powers’, or ‘faculties’ (indriya).
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tion are caused by (the same) ‘self’ or (a different) ‘other’. In both cases
all four possible alternatives are rejected.” It is important to notice here
that the fourth alternative, ‘neither the same nor different’, is explicitly
rejected both by the Sutta and Kathavatthu passages. This is because in
these contexts we are in the realm of ultimate truth, in which the theory
of impersonal elements is simply asserted categorically, as a denial of the
opposed ‘self-theory’. As we shall soon see, when more ‘conventional’
matters of moral agency and continuity are confronted (rather than
ignored), it is this fourth alternative which is chosen to represent the
relationship between the ‘person” who acts and the one who is reborn to
experience the consequences.

The Kathavatthu continues by arguing that the straightforward idea
that one and the same ‘person’ is subject to rebirth is unacceptable,
because in a change of state from man to that of god, spirit, animal, from
Brahmin to noble (or whatever), there must be some definite change,
since otherwise there would be nothing to describe as ‘death’, nor could
there be a series of different karmic results, good and bad states arising in
sequence from good and bad actions.® The whole argument is summa-
rised in the following way: since the impersonal elements are accepted by
all Buddhist schools to be impermanent and subject to destruction, to
speak of a ‘person’ here involves the inescapable dilemma between
annihilationism and eternalism. ‘If (one says that) when the khandha
disintegrate a person disintegrates, this is the view of annihilation, which
the Buddha avoided; if (one says that) when the khandhba disintegrate the
person does not disintegrate, the person is then eternal, just like
nibbana.”?

(iii) The third Theravadda argument concerns the allegedly needless
superimposition of a ‘person’ on top of the impersonal elements as a
description of action and experience. This takes up certain of the ideas in
the third argument for anatta of the Suttas. In that argument, the ‘self’
could not be identical with feelings, since feelings must be pleasant,
painful, or neutral; in all three cases they are impermanent, causally
conditioned phenomena, none of which descriptions could apply to a
‘self’. Here the Kathavatthu argues that if the ‘person’ is ‘a concept
derived from the khandha it must be subject to the same types of
description as they are.10 That is, for example, if derived from a material
form of a particular colour, the ‘person’ would have to be that colour; if
derived from ‘good feeling’, ‘bad feeling’, or ‘neutral feeling’, it would
have to be good, bad, or neutral. The point here is that ordinary
experience always contains all three types of feeling (and many other
mutually exclusive phenomena) in constantly changing succession; the
‘person’, as a concept derived from these phenomena, would have also to
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change constantly — an idea taken to be evidently repugnant. Moreover,
since the elements of existence always appear at any moment in
conjunction, why does one not derive the concept of a number of
‘persons’ equal to the number of elements in any given conjunction?!!
The fact of reflexivity in consciousness, the fact of ‘self-awareness’ does
not prove there is a ‘person’ above and beyond any particular experience,
since experience can, it is argued, occur without such awareness, and in
that case does the ‘person’ not exist? In any case, whether one speaks of
‘he who feels’, the ‘contemplator’, or the one who ‘looks on’, there
always remains the problem of the relation of this ‘spectator-self’ to the
elements — is it the same or different?12

Just as the description of experience in terms of the impersonal
elements is deemed to be sufficient, and the postulation of a ‘person’
beyond them pointless, so in the description of karma there is no need for
any additional agent: if there is a ‘doer’ or ‘instigator’ (literally ‘causer to
be done’) of action, who causes or instigates the ‘doer/instigator’?
Equally, if there is a ‘person’ who experiences the karmic result, separate
from that result, why is there no ‘experiencer of the person’ and so on,
according to the commentary, in an endless ‘series of persons’? Putting
the two together, there is the inevitable question ‘are ‘“doer” and
“experiencer of the result” the same or different?’ No answer is possible,
since the four possible explanations for the causation of happiness and
suffering — by self, other, both or neither — are all untenable.13

(iv) The first three arguments are all implicitly linguistic: they rest on
the doctrine that ultimate truth in conceptual description and analysis
consists solely of the separate, mutually discriminable impersonal ele-
ments of existence (dhamma), and that therefore any use of personal
terms, like ‘self’ or ‘person’, in such discourse must necessarily violate the
logical rules which determine the possible relationships of identity and
difference between the various elements. The fourth and last argument
explicitly confronts the citation by the ‘Personalist’ opponent of various
passages in the Suttas in which the Buddha uses personal terms.
Examples given include: ‘there is the person who works for his own
good’; ‘that person (who attains nibbana) after being reborn seven times
at most’; the Four Pairs of Men and the Eight Persons.!* To these and
other examples, the Theravadin counters first by citing passages from the
Suttas which state the doctrine of anatta clearly: ‘all things are not-self’, a
‘being’ i1s composite, like a chariot, everything should be looked on as
empty,!5 and so on, in the manner to which Chapters 3 and 4 have
accustomed us. There are three types of teacher in the world, we are then
told: one who teaches the existence of a self ‘in real and established fact’
both in this life and in the next — this is eternalism; the second teaches a
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self in this life but not after death — this is annihilationism; the third
teaches neither — this is the Supreme Buddha.16 This re-statement of the
original anarta position is accommodated to the use of personal terms
cited by the opponent by an implicit appeal (made explicit by the
commentary) to the two levels of truth. Did not the Buddha also speak of
a ‘butter-jar’ and ‘a constant supply of milk-rice’, when it is impossible to
make a jar out of butter, and there is no milk-rice which is ‘permanent,
fixed, eternal, not subject to change’? The commentary explains that ‘the
meaning of teachings is not always to be grasped according to the form of
the verbal expression’. A ‘butter-jar’ or ‘oil-jar’ is not made out of butter
or oil, but out of gold; it merely contains butter or oil. The phrase
‘constant supply of milk-rice’ refers simply to a guaranteed daily supply
of rice. In the same way, ‘person’ is a conventional usage, dependent on
the existence of the khandbha; Buddhas make use of two kinds of
teaching, the conventional and the ultimate (as in Chapter 5.1.3
above).17
The Visuddhimagga makes the same point:

In all becomings, births, destinies, stations and abodes, there appears only
name-and-form,* occurring by means of the connexion between cause and effect.
So (the wise man) sees no doer beyond the doing, no experiencer of the result
beyond the occurrence of the result. He sees clearly, with right insight, that the
wise use conventional forms of speech, (such that) when there is a doing, they
speak of a ‘doer’, when the result occurs, they speak of ‘one who experiences the
result’. Here the Ancients said ‘there is no doer of the deed, no experiencer of the
result. Elements alone occur, that is right vision.’18

6.1.2, Acceptance of a taboo
It does not, I think, require an unusually developed critical curiosity to
feel that this kind of argumentation in the later Theravada texts perhaps
still leaves some further questions to be asked, and perhaps does not in
itself suggest how an individual Buddhist aspirant might situate himself
in a moral universe — a universe which, while not necessarily peopled by
Kantian subjects, all citizens in a ‘Kingdom of Ends’, still might offer a
more recognisably human face to action and responsibility than does the
theory of impersonal elements bound together by the automatic laws of
karma. Before we see how such a moral universe comes to be built in
Theravada thought and imagination, we must be clear what precise
function the relentless assertion of the ultimate truth of the anatta
teaching has in the dynamics of Buddhist belief.

A forthright declaration that ‘no person is to be found’ occurs in the
Milinda Pasiba. At the beginning of their conversation the king politely

* The most simple, two-fold classification, which subsumes all the rest.
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asks the monk his name, and receives the following reply: ‘Sir, I am
known as “Nagasena”; my fellows in the religious life address me as
“Nagasena”. Although my parents gave (me) the name ‘“Nagasena”,
. it is just an appellation, a form of speech, a description, a
conventional usage; ‘‘Nagasena” is only a name, for no person is found
here.’1? The king, not surprisingly perhaps rather taken aback, expost-
ulates that if this is the case, who gives and receives alms, who keeps or
breaks Buddhist precepts as a moral agent? These questions are left
unanswered, however, as the king changes his approach and asks a
different question (obviously intended by the Buddhist author(s) of the
text to lead simply and directly into a Buddhist mode of explanation): if
the monk is addressed as ‘Nagasena’, what is the referent of this name?
He enumerates the parts of the body, in the standard thirty-two phrases
of Buddhist tradition, and the five khandha, and is told that none of these
1s Nagasena, nor does Nagasena exist apart from them. He complains
that ‘Nagasena’ is then only a sound, and that the monk is not telling the
truth. His interlocutor then turns the tables on him, asking whether the
chariot in which he (the king) came can be identified as the pole, axle, or
any of the parts which make it up. The king explains that because of the
existence of the parts, the word ‘chariot’ exists ‘as an appellation, a form
of speech’ and so on, using exactly the same words as had Nagasena
about his own name. The monk then quotes the comparison between a
‘being’ and a ‘chariot’ which we met earlier. This is how ‘ultimately’, he
says ‘no person is found’.20
I have argued that the doctrine of anatta is, in the last analysis, a
linguistic taboo in technical discourse; and that this taboo functions as a
soteriological strategy, in two ways: in detail it forms part of a particular
style of meditative self-analysis within the practice of Buddhist
specialists; in general, acceptance of the linguistic taboo preserves the
identity and integrity of Buddhism as an Indian system separate from
Brahmanism. The fashion in which the text of the Milinda Pariha places
the categorical, not to say dogmatic, assertion of this taboo in the face of
the king’s understandable and reasonable questions shows how the
doctrine here has, in the conceptual sphere, that air of ineluctable and
incontestable necessity which is associated with the idea of taboo as a
general category in the determination of behaviour; that is, where the
term is taken to denote ‘all those mechanisms of obedience which have
ritual significance’.2! We are here seeing how the linguistic taboo of
anatta functions as an agent of what we might call ‘Buddhicisation’,
through what Steiner calls ‘the classification and identification of trans-
gressions (which is associated with . .. processes of social learning)’.22
Certainly, there is a Buddhist account of morality and responsibility
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which would answer the king’s questions — the second and third sections
of this chapter will approach it from the point of view of the apparent
‘agent’s’ psychology, and Chapters 7 and 8 will approach it in terms of
the general theory of continuity. The crucial point is, however, that any
intellectual or personal dealings with such an account must be preceded
by an assertion and acceptance of the anatta teaching as a right view, and
a submission (or at least theoretical allegiance) to the soteriological
strategy of which it forms the basis.

I can illustrate what I mean here by quoting another passage from the
Milinda. It follows immediately after the one I have just mentioned: the
conversation between monk and king has been broken off, to be resumed
at the palace on the next day. On the way to it, one of the king’s servants,
who is accompanying the monk, takes up the thread of the previous
conversation. He asks Sir, what is it which I address as “Nagasena™?’
The monk asks him what he thinks it is, and he replies ‘the soul, the inner
wind, which enters and comes out [as, or with the breath}, that I conceive
as “Nagasena”’. We saw in Chapters 1 and 2 how a major part of the
Brahmanical idea of atman had to do with the idea of a ‘life-breath’,
which developed into that of an enlivening self behind all bodily and
mental functions, including breath. The reply put in the servant’s mouth
clearly partakes of that style of thinking. The monk, however, refuses to
consider any of the subtler nuances of that sort of ‘breath-mysticism’,
and proceeds matter-of-factly with a Buddhist approach. If this ‘wind-
breath’ were to enter the body without leaving again, or leave without
re-entering, would a man remain alive? At the servant’s negative reply,
Nigasena proceeds by adducing the examples of conch-, bamboo-pipe-,
and horn-blowers, whose expelled breath does not return, without their
dying because of it. The servant declares himself incompetent to continue
the conversation, and asks for an explanation. Nagasena concludes ‘this
is not a soul; in-breathing and out-breathing are just activities set in
motion by the body’.23 He then gives the servant ‘a talk on
Abbidhamma’ — that is, no doubt, a discussion in which all human
phenomena are exhaustively explained by categories of impersonal
elements. My point here is this: the text of the Milinda places this
seemingly inconclusive episode in a prominent position at the start of the
work, immediately after the assertion that ‘a person is not found’. The
servant’s idea contains an oblique, but obvious reference to that whole
strain of Indian religious thinking exemplified and symbolised by the
Upanisads. Just as the episode is bracketed from the main narrative of the
conversation between the king and the monk, so at the level of allusion
and presupposition, the Brahmanical, Upanisadic, style of thinking is
referred to in an aside, and dismissed. Within the narrative, the servant
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becomes a lay-follower. Taken as a whole, I would argue, the episode is
an example of the way in which Buddhism — when adopting the right
view stance — insists that all who are on the Path, lay-followers and
beginning monks, accept en bloc the ‘correct’, Buddhist approach to
psychological and spiritual conceptualisation, and equally reject all
others.

6.2. Images of identity and difference

For Buddhism categorically to assert the distinction between convention-
al and ultimate truth is, of course, not enough. The questions which arise
from its acceptance of the samsara/karma belief system, and its simul-
taneous denial of a permanent self or person are legion, and King
Milinda asks many of them, for example ‘Who is reborn?’ Nagasena
replies ‘name-and-form’; not in the sense that it is reborn unchanged, but
in the sense that ‘one does a good or evil deed with (one) name-and-form,
and because [or “by means”] of this deed [instrumental case] another
name-and-form is reborn’.! If any ‘individual’ needs to be identified as
the subject of the first verb here, it is the illusory and impermanent ‘I’ of
each lifetime, the attabhava. Each lifetime, delimited by the birth and
death of the physical element, is a collection of impersonal elements —
summarised here as ‘name-and-form’. From this collection, with the help
of ‘the conceit “I am™’, arises the phenomenological sense of personal
agency which, in Buddhist eyes, is the only truth corresponding to the
linguistic usage of active verbs with an implied subject. The monk
continues by adducing a number of comparisons: a man who has stolen
some mangoes claims himself to be innocent of theft, on the grounds that
the mangoes he stole were different from the mangoes the owner had
planted. A man lit a fire to warm himself, and left it alight when he went
away; it burned a neighbour’s field, but the man claims himself to be
innocent on the grounds that the fire he failed to put out was different
from the fire which burned the field. Similar defences are given by a man
whose lamp set fire first to a house then to a whole village; and by a man
who married a girl who had previously, as a child, been betrothed to
another (along with the bride-price). Finally, a man who bought some
milk from a herdsman left it for a day, during which time it turned to
curds; on returning the next day, he demanded the milk he had bought,
claiming that he had bought milk, not curds. In all these cases, the king is
made to agree that the arguments are not to be accepted, as the
phenomena in sequence are connected, the latter being ‘produced from’
the former. In the same way, the monk argues, ‘however much one
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name-and-form ends with death, at rebirth there is another name-and-
form produced from the former’.2

I argued in Chapter § that the ubiquity of house-imagery in the
imagination of the Theravada tradition enables us to connect together, as
parts of a single cultural whole, the abstract constructions of Buddhist
theory and the vivid ‘perceptions’ of psychology and ethics in everyday
Buddhist life. In a similar way, in the present context, we can see that
both at the ultimate level of Buddhist thinking about the continuity of
impersonal phenomena, and at the conventional level at which the
unenlightened ‘I’ needs to use concrete images to relate ‘himself’ to past
and future births, use is made of regular and standard patterns of simile
and imagery.

In the Milinda Pariha, the king asks another of the questions which
Buddhism has had to face in connexion with its ideas of rebirth: ‘is he
who is reborn the same or different?’ (from the one who died).?
Nagasena, accepting the conventional use of the personal pronoun, gives
the answer which has become so common in the Theravada tradition,
both ancient and modern: ‘neither the same nor different’ (na ca so na ca
anifio). He argues this by a comparison with the connexion between
youth and old age. When the king, in answer to the monk’s question,
declares that ‘the young boy, tender, lying on his back, was one thing, |
who am now full-grown am another’, Nagasena argues that in this case,
‘you can have no mother or father, . . . nor be one of moral habit or of
wisdom . . . Can it be that one (person) trains in a craft, another becomes
preficient, (or) . .. that one (person) does an evil deed and they cut off
the hands of another?’ The king replies that this is not so, but asks for the
explanation (since, of course, the previous discussion in which he was
told that ‘a person is not found’ has warned him away from the idea that
‘the same’ person is young, old, and reborn). The monk explains ‘I was a
young boy, ... and I am now full-grown; all these [plural] are held
together as one in dependence on the same body.” Two similes are given:
a lamp burning all night long, which has different flames at different
times, all held together in dependence on the same lamp; and milk,
turning to curds, then to butter, then to ghee. ‘Even so, a continuity of
elements runs on; one arises, another ceases.” We have just met versions
of both these similes, in the list of comparisons Nagasena gave to the
question ‘who is reborn?’ The image of milk-into-ghee we met in a
previous chapter (4.2.3) in connexion with the different ‘acquisitions of
individuality’. The use of flame-imagery as a means of picturing continui-
ty naturally gains breadth and resonance from its use in general
psychology and ethics, most obviously as the flame of desire, and of
‘life-as-suffering’. When the king asks how ‘that which does not transmi-
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grate, nevertheless is reborn’# the monk offers the famous image of one
lamp’s flame being lit from another. The Visuddhimagga explains:
P g 884 exp

while the flame of a lamp does not move over from one wick to another, yet the
flame does not because of that fail to be produced, so too, while nothing
whatever moves over from the past life to this life, nevertheless aggregates, bases
and elements do not fail to be produced here, with aggregates, bases and elements
in the past life as their condition, or in the future life with those] here as their
condition.’

On the ultimate level, then, the image of a sequence of flames expresses
the idea of continuity without absolute identity; on the conventional
level, the unenlightened individual can picture ‘himself and ‘his’ part in
such a sequence as one flame — an image which, as I have suggested, will
impress its suitability on a Buddhist mind for psychological and ethical
reasons more general than that of its conceptual fitness to express
identity and difference in continuity.

The same thing is true of the other main means of picturing
continuity - the image of seeds and fruit. This also has many other
ramifications in the imaginative self-perception of Buddhist psychology.*
When king Milinda asks if there is any ‘being’ which ‘passes over’ from
one body to another, and receives a negative reply, he concludes that
moral responsibility is therefore abrogated (literally ‘one is freed from
evil deeds’). The monk argues that this is not so, and repeats the
argument about stolen mangoes we have just met. Just as the stolen fruit
exist ‘in (causal) dependence’ on the seeds planted by the owner, so
‘because of deeds done by one name-and-form, another name-and-form
is reborn’, and so moral responsibility is not abrogated. The king next
asks where deeds done by one name-and-form remain; the monk
explains that it is not possible to point to a place where they remain, just
as one cannot point to the fruit of a tree which has not yet borne fruit. ‘As
long as a continuity is not broken off’, it is not possible to locate the
‘storing’ of karmic responsibility. The king next asks whether one who is
reborn knows that he is to be reborn; the monk answers that he does, in
the same way that ‘a householder-farmer who casts seed on the earth,
when it rains well (knows) ““crops will be produced”’.6

On being asked the very general question ‘what is samsira?’ Nagasena
replies:

Sir, what is born here dies here; having died here it uprises elsewhere; being born
there, there it dies; having died there it uprises elsewhere . . . Suppose, sir, some
man, having eaten a ripe mango, should plant the stone and a large mango-tree

should grow from it and yield fruit; and that the man, having eaten a ripe mango
from it too, should plant the stone and a large mango-tree should grow from it

* Which I shall explore in Chapter 7.3 below.
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and yield fruit. In this wa;' no end to those trees can be seen. Even so, sir, what is
born here dies here . . .

Exactly the same image had previously been used to express the idea that
no ‘earliest point’ of samsara could be found.8 We have seen that the
Visuddhimagga answers the question ‘whose is the result [phala, also
literally ‘fruit’] of action, if there is no experiencer?’ by an appeal to the
imagery of fruit appearing on trees.? In the verses immediately following
the categorical assertion that there is no ‘doer’ or ‘experiencer’ (cited in
Chapter 6.1.1 above), it is said ‘and so, while kamma and result thus
causally maintain their round, as seed and tree succeed in turn, no first
beginning can be shown’.10

These two types of imagery, of flames and seeds-and-fruit, are not the
only means used to picture identity and difference between lives in the
process of rebirth. Others include the transmission of learning from
teacher to pupil and a person’s reflection in a mirror.1! The Visuddhi-
magga clearly summarises the point of them all. Explaining how rebirth
does not involve consciousness moving from one place to another, nor its
coming into existence without karmic conditions, it says:

Let [the similes of] an echo and so on [others given here include a lamp, the
impression made by a seal, and a mirror-image] be the illustration here: there is
neither identity nor difference in a sequence of continuity . . . If there were
complete identity in a sequence of continuity there would be no curds (formed)
from milk; if there were complete difference, the owner of the milk would not be
(entitled to) the curds. This is the case with all conditioned things . . .12

6.3. Self and other: compassion

6.3.1. The perception of self and other in memory and anticipation

These, then, are some of the main images which Buddhism has used to
picture identity and difference in karmic continuity. A fundamental
question still remains: granted that a Buddhist might accept these images
as giving an adequate account of rebirth on the cognitive level, and
granted that he is prepared to see ‘himself’ as one flame of a continuously
burning fire, or as one part of a sequence from seed to fruit, what
motivation can the theory provide for one ‘I’ both to accept the karmic
inheritance from past ‘selves’, and to work for the benefit of those in the
future?* Put very simply, if someone is told by Buddhism that he is an
unenlightened, illusory, and impermanent phenomenon, destined to

* Iam not concerned with what the actual motives of Buddhists may have been, or may be,

as they are discovered by empirical psychology and sociology. | am concerned with the
inner logic of Buddhist ideas, with what their ‘deep structure’ is empowered to generate.
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come to an end at the death of the body, but leaving a karmic inheritance
for a future ‘I’ who is ‘neither the same nor different’ — why should he
not reply ‘what do I care?’ The Buddhist answer to this, as we shall see,
will never be without a moral exhortation, but it will be seen to be a
religious prescription for action whose appeal rests on a far wider
psychological basis than that provided by the question of moral retribu-
tion alone.

Let us look at the process of rebirth from the point of view of an
unenlightened Buddhist, necessarily conceiving an ‘I’ as the subject of
experience and agent of karmic action, but convinced by Buddhist theory
that this ‘conceit’ is the most basic reason for his continuing lack of
enlightenment. How is this ‘I’ to be related to past and future ‘selves’? In
the first place, as we saw in Chapter 4.1.1, concern for the past and
future in the manner ‘what was I’, ‘what will I be’ and so on, is
specifically castigated as a form of ‘not paying careful attention’ and as a
manifestation of ‘the conceit “I am”’ in the past and future tenses.! This
fact helps to explain the marked lack of emphasis on memory of former
lives in Buddhist thought.2 In western philosophical and psychological
thinking, memory has always had a crucial role in the problem of
personal identity and continuity; whether or not some other criterion of
identity — such as the numerical identity of a space-occupying body or
the possession of experiences by a pure Ego, for example — is thought
more important theoretically, it has always been accepted that on the
phenomenological level, a major part of the sense of continuity consists
in a given relation of experiences in different times and places to a more
or less unitary central nexus of self-interest, to what William James called
the ‘particular feeling of warmth and intimacy’ which characterises
subjectivity and memory alike.? It should be clear by now, I hope, that
this ‘central self-interest’ is the prime target of Buddhist religious action,
and so its extension into the past by memory is hardly likely to receive
much emphasis. We have also seen that when the memory of past lives
does take place, it gives access only to a series of attabbava, to a
collection of ‘individualities’ determined as such by, amongst other
things, social position and status. Again, since the whole burden of
Buddhist soteriology — in the actual practice of virtuosos, and in the
symbolic, orienting sense in which non-specialists appropriate the con-
ceptual products of asceticism — is to destroy any position in the social
system of samsara, it is not surprising that such a memory plays little
active part in religious life. Although the memory-of-former-lives forms
part of one of the standard versions of the Buddha’s enlightenment, it is
by no means necessary for every person’s enlightenment.* According to a
text of the Indian Sarvéstivada school,’ the purpose of the attainment is
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not verification of karma, rebirth, and so on, but the increase of disgust
for samsdra.

If any individual attains to such a memory, what is to be the relation
between the present, remembering ‘self’, and the ‘individualities’ of past
lives which are remembered?¢ If the ‘person’ who is reborn from one life
to the next is ‘neither the same nor different’ from the one that died, it
seems obvious that the balance will shift towards the ‘different’ pole the
further from any given life memory goes. To be sure, there 1s some
‘sameness’ preserved through the impersonal connexion of karma,
through the objective fact that the collections of impersonal elements in
past lives happen to be connected in temporal extension with those of the
present. But subjectively, as far as any ‘“I”-conceiving individual’ is
concerned, the ‘persons’ are as much, if not more, like ‘others’ as ‘selves’.
As Demieville has shown,” the attainment of memory-of-past-lives is
always accompanied in Buddhist texts by other ‘special attainments’,
especially by that of the ‘divine eye’ which sees the death and rebirth of
other beings in samsara. While these two attainments can be differenti-
ated cognitively — there is obviously a theoretical distinction to be drawn
between one line or one series of rebirths and all other such lines or
series — nevertheless, affectively the past ‘selves’ seen in the memory-of-
former-lives and the ‘others’ seen with the ‘divine eye’ are equidistant
from the present, observing ‘I’.

The idea that self and other have the same epistemological and
soteriological status can be seen in a large number of different contexts in
Buddhist thought. We saw in Chapter 5 that the phrase ‘in this
individuality’ was used to distinguish the present life from those of past
and future in a sequence of rebirths. The very same phrase is also used to
differentiate a present ‘self’ from contemporary ‘others’ in matters of
meditation practice and ethics.!# We have encountered ‘the conceit “l
am’’’ many times, in many contexts, but so far only in relation to the
psychology of an individual, considered in itself. It is, however, often
referred to in connexion with a comparison between self and others:
there are three forms, that one is ‘better’, ‘equal’, or ‘worse’ than others.?
When these three forms of ‘conceit’ are lost by a monk at the attainment
of Arhatship, it is said — very significantly — that as well as being
indifferent to sense-pleasures and ‘having nothing’ he remains ‘engaged
in the practice of mercy and compassion for (all) living things’.1® We can
begin now to connect the ethical and psychological relation between lives
in one continuity with the mainstream of Buddhist ethics and psychology
generally. In the meditation practice of the Divine Abidings (which is
recommended for all character-types)!! the practice of the first, ‘loving-
kindness’, takes as its objects ‘beings’, ‘persons’, ‘those endowed with
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individuality’. The object of the practice is ‘breaking down the barriers’
between self, and others, whether these be dear friends, neutral persons,
or enemies. The monk is to see the equality of all beings to himself — not
in the sense that he is to have the ‘conceit’ of equality between real selves,
but in the sense of ‘not making the distinction “this is another being”’.
The end result of this practice, as of the second and third — ‘compassion’
and ‘sympathetic joy’ —is the attainment of the fourth Abiding,
‘equanimity’, which ‘sees the equality of (all) beings’. That is, it regards
the attabhava of ‘self’ and ‘others’ with the same serene, impartial eye,
since the objects of all the Abidings are but ‘mental objects consisting in
concepts’.12

6.3.2. What is suffering?

A detailed analysis of the concept of dukkha, variously translatable as
‘suffering’, ‘pain’, ‘unhappiness’, ‘unsatisfactoriness’, and so on, leads to
the same conclusion. For the monk, it is both diagnosis of and
homeopathic treatment for life-in-samsara. Interpreters of Buddhism
have often been puzzled by the idea of dukkha — it is clearly wrong to
suggest that life is experienced as continuous suffering, and Buddhism
has been thought a little over-pessimistic and peevish to suggest that
what suffering there is overshadows any pleasure. Two things lead one to
a correct understanding. First, dukkba is most precisely translated as
‘frustration’ or ‘unsatisfactoriness’ — and this is a judgement passed not
as a description of life but as a reflective conclusion drawn from
soteriologically oriented premises. Second, the suffering, or ‘unsatisfac-
toriness’ is not purely personal, but includes the experience of all beings,
as a characterisation of samsaric life as a whole, when considered in
contrast to the state of nibbana. There are, we are told,!3 three kinds of
dukkba. ‘Ordinary suffering’ is everyday physical and mental pain,
contrasted with ordinary happiness, or indifferent feelings. ‘Suffering
through change’ is the unsatisfactoriness alleged to be inherent in the fact
that all feelings, all mental and physical states are impermanent and
subject to change. This sort of suffering can be registered phenomenolo-
gically as ‘ordinary suffering’ through distress at the cessation of pleasant
feeling; but more generally, it is not so much an actual state of distress as
a proper seriousness in the face of impermanence and death: “When it is
seen that that which is impermanent is unsatisfactory, there can be no
occurrence of blissful feeling.’14 It was the reflection, arrived at in
meditative solitude, that ‘indeed this world is in distress: one is born,
grows old, dies and is reborn. No-one knows the escape from this
suffering, this growing old and dying’, which led the previous Buddha
Vipassi to leave his life of ease as a prince and seek release.!$
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The third form of dukkba is ‘suffering through (the fact of) con-
ditioned existence’. In part, this is connected with the previous idea of
suffering through change and impermanence. The Buddha declares:
‘When I said “whatever is experienced is (a case of) suffering”, it was
spoken in connexion with the nature of constructed things to decay,
waste away, fade away and cease, and change.’16 Generally, the idea that
what is ‘constructed’ or ‘conditioned’ is in itself a form of suffering
depends on the whole of Buddhist doctrine, on the disjunction between
what is causally conditioned and the unconditioned nibbana, and on the
system of value-judgements which is entailed by it.* Thus dukkha in
Buddhist thought represents not a life-denying pessimism, but (part of) a
specific soteriological project. Earlier I used the medical metaphor of
describing dukkha as homeopathic treatment of samsaric life diagnosed
as ‘unsatisfactory’. Robinson,!” who rightly draws attention to the
positive descriptions of life, both as a man and as a god, in Buddhist
texts, uses an idea from comparative religion to make a similar point.
Arguing from the observation that in many cultures initiation into a
warrior brotherhood or shamanistic guild takes the form of an ordeal by
suffering ~ perhaps ritualised — before the transformation into the new
status, he says that concentration on dukkba in Buddhism is thus ‘a state
of prolonged initiation, lasting until nirvdana is attained. The Buddha
rejected physical mortification, but in its place he put mental mortifica-
tion, the contemplation of universal suffering.” This comparison should
certainly not be taken too far, but I think its basic point is sound. That is,
to see life as ‘suffering’ represents not an empirically derived judgement
on life, but a goal-oriented soteriological project. It is an attitude which
devalues ordinary life in comparison with nibbana; an attitude in which
any individual experience, however fortunate (like that of the Buddhas
Vipassi and Gotama before they renounced the life of privileged royalty
for that of a mendicant), is submerged in a wider reflection on the
impermanence and conditionality of samsaric existence as a whole.

The most important and fundamental practice of the Theravada life
which aims to put an end to suffering is that of insight meditation, in
which what appears to be ‘personal experience’ is broken down into its
constituent, impersonal elements and their impermanence seen as a form
of ‘unsatisfactoriness’. When I discussed this practice in Chapter 3, I
spoke of it only as a form of self-perception. In fact, it is always said that
the analyses must be carried out both ‘internally’ and ‘externally’ - that
is, as the commentaries!8 gloss, with regard to the groups of khandha of
both ‘self’ and ‘others’. The ‘Great Discourse on the Foundations of

* Rahula’s modern exposition ((1967) pp. 20~6) of this type of dukkha has to interpolate
several pages of doctrine in order to make explicit why it is ‘suffering’.
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Mindfulness’!? repeats this injunction in every paragraph. While of
course it will be far easier, more vivid and compelling to apply any sort of
meditative reflection to one’s own experience, the conclusions drawn
from it, according to Buddhism, are to be applied to all ‘beings’.

6.3.3. Compassion and the rationality of Buddhist action

If we recognise the close connexions between the perception of universal
dukkha, ‘self’ and ‘other’ seen as attabhava of equal significance, and the
sequence of rebirths as containing ‘persons’ who are ‘neither the same
nor different’ from one another, we will be able to appreciate the insight
behind Poussin’s words: ‘if a Buddhist undergoes the discipline which
leads to nirvana — that is, the discipline owing to which no new being is
to be born in his stead — it is in order to diminish by one the number of
living and suffering beings’.20 Dumont has also seen the connexion:
‘Again, it is not one man with a particular existence who is liberated, a
whole string of existences comes to an end, having previously become
condensed in the renouncing individual: he is not only himself; there is
here a necessary link with what has been called Buddhist charity.’2! We
might express the point of view of any given, individual ‘I’ in the
following way. The world of samsara represents, as it were, a four-
dimensional throng of ‘individualities’: some of these happen to be
connected with ‘him’ in a linear temporal series, and so represent past
and future ‘selves’; some are not thus connected, and so remain for ever
‘others’. The crucial point is this: unless he is an omniscient Buddha, or a
monk who has acquired the memory of former lives (that is to say, for
Buddhist theory itself practically no-one) any given individual cannot
know which of these are which. Accordingly, the rationale for action
which acceptance of Buddhism furnishes provides neither for simple
self-interest nor for self-denying altruism. The attitude to all ‘individuali-
ties’, whether past and future ‘selves’, past, future, or contemporary
‘others’ is the same — loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and
equanimity.

Those familiar with contemporary discussions of personal identity in
English-language philosophy will see how the Buddhist attitude fits in
with what is called the qualitative notion of identity; and, since inheri-
tances from the past and — especially — anticipations of the future are
crucial to notions of rationality in moral thought and assessment, how,
through the idea that moral agency in karma provides at one and the
same time for the future benefit of descendant ‘selves’ (who are ‘neither
the same (as) nor different (from)’ the agent) and ‘others’ (which two
categories, indeed, a present ‘self’ cannot distinguish from each other),
Buddhism conceives as part of such a qualitative identity a version
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of rational action which includes necessarily the dimension of
altruism.22

Equally, those familiar with Mahayana Buddhist thought will have
been struck immediately by the similarity between the ‘deep structure’ 1
have claimed for Theravada ideas, and the image of the ideal religious
agent of Mahaydna: the Bodbisattva, who combines deep insight into the
selflessness of persons and things with universal compassion for suffering
beings, and who takes as his motto for action ‘the equality of self and
other’.23 One could say that the appearance on the surface level of
Mabhayana discourse of such an idea represents not a new departure in
Buddhist thought, but a bringing to consciousness of what remains in
Theravada at an unconscious, ‘deep structure’ level.

Many parallels to the ideal conduct of a Bodhisattva can be adduced
from Theravada sources. In an earlier life as Sumedha, Gotama - the
Buddha of our era — made the vow to become a ‘Supreme Buddha’, to
help all beings cross to the ‘other shore’ of nibbana, rather than attain
Arhatship, enlightenment in and for itself. The birth of a Buddha is the
birth of the ‘one person’ who conduces to ‘the good of the many, the
happiness of the many, (who is born) out of compassion for the world,
for the welfare, good and happiness of gods and men’. His decision to
preach the Buddhist Dhamma, having reached enlightenment, but then
hesitating to do so, was taken ‘out of compassion for beings’. Towards
the end of his life he told his followers more than once that ‘whatever is
to be done by a teacher seeking the welfare of his disciples, that has been
done by me out of compassion for you’, and he was begged to stay alive
for the same reason. He tells his first disciples to go and preach ‘for the
good of the many, the happiness of the many, out of compassion’; the
released man teaches because his mind is moved by ‘mercy and compas-
sion’ and the same compassion is said to be the reason for monks
teaching generally. As we have seen, in Theravada history there has come
to be recognised a distinction between two types of monk, the village-
dwelling ‘priest’, ministering to the needs of ordinary people, and the
forest-dwelling ‘hermit’, whose life is oriented towards meditative seclu-
sion. One of the earliest and most prestigious practitioners of the hermit
life recognised by the tradition is Mahakassapa, who is made to say that
the purpose of such a life is one’s own present happiness, and one’s
compassion for others in the future who may be inspired to imitate the
example.24

It is not my concern here to discuss why the Theravada tradition has
chosen to emphasise the ideals of renunciation and ascetic self-restraint
rather than compassion and involvement. One hopes that nowadays we
have superseded the simplistic a priori ethnography which seeks to
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deduce cultural traits such as ‘life-affirmation’, ‘life-denial’, ‘world-
acceptance’, or ‘world-rejection’, from the apparent logic of the ideals
pictured in the textual tradition. Certainly, we possess ethnographic
accounts which have stressed the positive, ‘loving’ aspects of modern
Theravada, and the negative ‘individualistic’ aspects of Mahayana
societies.?> In any case, my point here is neither ethnographic nor
historical. Because of the inner logic of its ideas, Buddhism has been able
to achieve a number of things which prima facie acquaintance with the
doctrine of anatta would seem to render impossible. On the social level, it
has been able to legitimate a full and positive involvement with the
‘conventional’ world of society, providing a rubric for those who appear
to themselves as individuals under which they might feel both a
justifiable moral concern for themselves, and also a non-ascetic, ‘non-
heroic’ altruistic concern for others (at least in aspiration). On the
individual level, the fact that moral action of any sort involves compas-
sion avoids the cold, nihilistic aloofness which has seemed inherent in the
denial of self.* This underlying and unconscious structure of ideas
provides the possibility of individual feeling for moral responsibility. The
patterns of imagery which we met in the second section of this chapter
provide the concrete, conscious means of karmic self-perception in a
doctrine of rebirth without reincarnation. It is against this background of
Buddhism as practised and experienced, that the intellectual tradition of
Theravada —in verbal contest with Brahmanical thought and with
scholastic opponents within the Buddhist fold — has been able to insist so
fiercely and rigidly, as we saw in the first section, that ‘in ultimate truth’
no permanent ‘self’ or ‘person is found’,

* As it seemed, influentially, to Weber and Schweitzer, by whom the terms ‘cold’, ‘aloof’,
‘world-denying’ and so on were first used.
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7  Conditioning and consciousness

It is around the verb samskr—the activity which shapes, arranges
together, consolidates, and brings to completion — that the reflections of
the Buddha are concentrated, as were concentrated those of the
Brabmanas before him, for it is in it that one finds the key to these two
systems which posit a certain kind of action as the source of reality.

Lilian Silburn (1955) p. 200

Man, to be sure, merits and earns much in his dwelling. For he cultivates
the growing things of the earth and takes care of his increase.

Martin Heidegger (1971) p. z17*

Chapters § and 6 have dealt with ‘conventional’ matters of personality
and rebirth, and with the form of self-perception and the attitude to
action in Buddhism, which result from this Weltanschauung. In this
chapter, and the next, I will turn to the Theravada’s ‘ultimate’ account of
continuity (in any form, whether within one life or across ‘lifetimes’ in
rebirth). My discussion of this account will have two main levels. On one
hand, I will simply present the facts of Theravada thought on the matter,
and show the ways in which it has manipulated the lists of impersonal
element-categories in which alone ultimate doctrine consists, in order to
provide an answer to the problem. On the other hand, along with this
presentation of Theravada thinking, I shall be concerned to relate it to its
cultural and social context; that is, to its Brahmanical cultural heritage
and to its continuing place in the peasant society of South Asia. It is
possible to regard Theravada doctrine here simply as an inter-related
conceptual whole, as an ensemble addressed to, and designed to provide
a coherent account of, the more or less single issue of continuity in time.
Naturally, modern Theravada authors tend to take this approach.! While
not denying that this is a possible and valid approach to doctrine, I shall
wish rather to examine the various steps of the Theravada conceptual
dance separately, and to derive their choreographed unity not from the
essential logical nexus of a philosophical position, but from the various
historical realities of Indian and Buddhist culture, from the various
conceptual needs and projects which have arisen in the particular
circumstances of the Buddhist tradition.

* From a discussion of a poem by Holderlin, entitled Poetically, man dwells.
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In this chapter, I shall be concerned with the overall Buddhist account
of temporality, with its attitude to continuity in time as the result of a
‘constructive activity’ which produces and conditions the existence and
nature of further life, and with the ‘constructed’ nature of consciousness
in the life thus produced. In the first two sections, I will present these
ideas, setting them firmly in their specific cultural context. In the third
section, | will continue the study of Buddhist imagery which I began in
Chapter 5. Here 1 will explore the use of vegetation imagery in
representing the ideas of ‘construction’, consciousness, and time. I will,
as in the case of house imagery, try to use this pattern of imagistic
representation as a means both to understand the ‘deep structure’ of
Buddhist thought, and to appreciate the relation of this specialist,
intellectual thinking to certain general features of life in Buddhist society.

7.1. The construction(s) of temporal existence

7.1.1. Abbisamkbara: ‘constructing’ and ‘constructed’

The two fundamental themes in the Buddhist attitude to the continuity of
life and time, its creation and cessation, are both derived from the
previous Brahmanical tradition, in slightly different ways. The first of
these is the idea of constructing future existence by action; and the
second is the focus on the consciousness of the religious virtuoso as the
theatre of religious achievement, and the criterion of religious value. It is
in this consciousness that it is possible for the process of constructing
future existence in samsara gradually to cease.

We saw in Chapter 1 how, in the Brahmanas, the Brahmin priesthood
urged their clients — actual and potential — to concentrate on sacrificial
ritual as the only means by which they could ‘produce and order a
sequence of time in which to live’. ‘Time and continuity’, I said, ‘were not
simply and deterministically given to man; rather, they are the result of a
constant effort at prolongation, a constant pushing forward of life
supported by the magical power of the sacrifice.” This constructive
activity of the ritual produced both the ordering and continuation of the
cosmic cycle as a whole, and a new life after death for the particular
person who had performed the sacrifice. We saw also, in connexion with
the evolution of the idea of karma as the generalisation to all action of
motifs previously associated with sacrificial ritual, that words derived
from the verbs kr, or sams-kr, to ‘do, perform, make, form, construct’,
were ubiquitous. For example, the word karma itself, the term for
the ‘world of what is well-performed’ (sukrtam/sukrtasya loka), and the
idea of constructing a self or person by sacrifice (aistikam atmanam
samskaroti).
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Buddhism adopted both the attitude and the terminology, making
constructions, or ‘formations’ (samkhbara) basic to its account of karma
and rebirth. Perhaps Buddhism’s most impoertant contribution to this
development of the concept of karma was to have made the crucial act a
mental one, a ‘volition’ or ‘intention’ (cetand) such that it was the
presence of this, rather than the external act alone, which became the
karmically significant force. It was the French scholar Silburn who first
drew detailed attention to the complex of ideas in Brahmanical thought
relating sacrificial activity to the construction of temporal existence, and
who stressed that it is this intellectual heritage which informs Buddhist
thinking: speaking of the Buddhist idea of abhisamskara (Pali abhisam-
khara), which she translates as ‘intention and organisation’, she writes
in order that (an) act should have a temporal consequence, it must be brought to
completion and taken on [as one’s own}. This bringing to completion is expressed
by the verb abhisamskr — and is not unconnected with the bringing to completion
of the sacrificial activity in which the sacrificer ‘takes on the sacrifice as a whole
to make of it his enduring person’.1

We saw also in Chapter 1 that the final version of the samsara-karma-
moksa belief system incorporated the Brahmanical interpretation of —
perhaps one should say also its reaction to — the institution of world-
renunciatory asceticism. In this interpretation, apart from the simple
parallel between the social polarity of life-in-society and world-
renunciation and the metaphysical polarity of samsara and moksa, the
crucial development for my present purpose was that in which the motifs
of earlier Brahmanical thought — including that of the construction of
future life in time through activity — were changed from being descrip-
tions of a system of external ritual to being parts of an interiorised
pattern of self-perception. In this development there took place the
crucial reversal of values, which I have mentioned; that is, whereas in
earlier Brahmanical thought, the construction, by sacrifice, of a sequence
of time and of a new life for the reborn person had been claimed as a
possible, desirable, but by no means inevitable eventuality, now it came
to be accepted as the inevitable result of all such action. This fate was
consigned to the ordinary man as a lesser goal, while the highest religious
aim, that of the renouncer, became precisely the opposite — escape from
the inevitable sequence of action and rebirth altogether, by the manipula-
tion of conscious self-perception in order to attain ‘saving knowledge’.

There are, then, two ways in which Buddhist thought organised
psychological space in a manner derived from its Indian cultural heritage.
In the first place, it accepted the general perception of the cosmos in
terms of samsara, karma and moksa as a conceptual background. In the
second place, as the important figure against this background, it placed
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the consciousness of the religious virtuoso as focus and criterion of
soteriological activity, and in opposition to the acquisition by the
specialist (in this case the Buddhist virtuoso monk) of ‘saving knowledge’
(here ‘insight’ or ‘wisdom’), it set the inevitable prolongation of life-in-
samsara by the ‘ignorant’ action of the ordinary man. It is in this light,
think, that we can understand the position of the concepts of samkhara
and abhisamkhara in Buddhist psychological thought, and how it is that
these concepts were seen in conjunction with that of visifiana, ‘conscious-
ness’, as the basis of the ultimate Buddhist account of temporality and
continuity.

The concept of (abhi)samkhara contains within it both active and
passive meanings: using the distinction between the Latin indicative
present for ‘he makes’ and the past passive participle for ‘(is) made’,
Poussin writes ‘samskara can mean equally “that which conficit” as
“that which is confectus”’.2 Frauwallner, making a similar distinction in
German, translates samkhara as Gestaltung, ‘formation’, and remarks
that it can refer not only to what ‘is formed’ (gestaltet), but also, because
‘it means that something is put into a state of readiness, which will
continue to take effect in the future’, to ‘impulses of will’ or ‘intentions’
(Willensregungen).3 Both the activity which constructs temporal reality,
and the temporal reality thus constructed, are samkhara. In the tax-
onomy of phenomena in Buddhist thought, samkhara is the fourth of the
five ‘categories’ (khandha) which make up the human person. It is a
mental category (‘name’ as opposed to ‘form’) and is thus normally
translated ‘mental formations’; ‘inherited forces™ is a good alternative,
as it suggests both the dynamic, forward-looking ideas of volition, desire,
and so on, and also the fact that these samsaric phenomena are
themselves held to be conditioned by and arise out of former karma.

In the following quotations, words derived from the roots sam-kr and
abbisam-kr are ubiquitous and are held to be mutually defining: the
technical term ‘formation’ (samkhara) is explained as ‘(people) form a
construction, thus they are “formations”’ (samkhatam abhisamkharotiti
tasma samkhara). Similarly, those who ‘take delight in formations’ are
said to ‘construct (further) formations which conduce to rebirth’. Happi-
ness and suffering are said not to arise out of the activity of a self,
another, and so on, but ‘have as their cause the intention behind (acts of)
body, . . . speech, . . . (and) mind’. ‘If an ignorant person performs
(such) a meritorious, demeritorious or neutral act, (his) consciousness is
on its way to merit, demerit (or) neither.*$ The body is not to be seen
* I have deliberately translated the words samkhatam/samkharam abbisamkbaroti in three

ways, as ‘form a construction’, ‘construct a formation’, and ‘perform an act’. This is very
inelegant as English translation, but it is meant to convey something of the different
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as belonging to any self — it is neither ‘yours’ nor ‘others’ — but as ‘(a
product of) previous karma, (as) something constructed and willed (into
existence)’. “Whatever a man wills, intends, and is obsessed by,* that
becomes an object for the persistence of consciousness . . .; conscious-
ness thus persisting, thus having grown, there comes to be the appearance
of future rebirth.” It is only when ‘consciousness is not persisting, not
growing, not forming constructions’, that there comes to be release.

7.1.2. Different versions of the Dependent Origination list

The technical term samkhara, as well as being the fourth of the five
khandha, is also found as the second of the twelve elements of the
Dependent Origination list, connecting the first, ‘ignorance’, and the
third, ‘consciousness’. It is clear that the passages I have just quoted
which use words derived from (abhi)sams-kr are equivalent to these
first steps of Dependent Origination, expressed in an expanded prose
style, instead of the simple formulae ‘conditioned by ignorance there
arise formations, conditioned by formations there arises consciousness’.
When I discussed Dependent Origination in Chapter 3, I mentioned that
one of the difficulties in its interpretation arises from the presence in it of
two ‘births’, that of consciousness/name-and-form (numbers three and
four) and of ‘birth’ itself (number eleven). The Theravada tradition has
resolved this difficulty by taking the twelve-fold sequence as a whole to
refer to three lives, as shown by the left-hand column of Table 1.

The list can also be taken in other ways: for example, in two sections
((i) and (1i)), from ignorance to sense-contact (numbers one to six) as the
past into the present, and from feeling to old age and death (numbers
seven to twelve) as the present into the future. The idea thrown into relief
by this temporal perspective is that present experience (sense-contact and
feeling together as the presently occurring moment) exist as the result of
previous karma; while desire for that experience sets the karmic wheel
spinning onwards again into the future.” Yet another interpretation, in
four sections, starts from this idea of desire or craving as the cause of
karmic continutity. {The list, of course, includes both the ‘original sins’ of
Indian religion — desire and ignorance.) In the four-fold interpretation
shown in the right-hand column of Table 1, the elements numbered eight
to ten (karma-process A) are taken as ‘past causes’; numbers eleven and
twelve (rebirth-process B) as ‘present effects’; numbers one and two

senses of the words, as technical Buddhist terms with the cultural history I have described
in the text, but which refer also to a straightforward idea of moral agency.

* This last verb is from the same root as anusaya, the ‘latent tendencies’ which, though
unconscious, condition character and behaviour as seen in Chapter 3.2.4.
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Table 1

2 formations

3 consciousness

4 name-and-form 1)

5 the six senses * rebirth-process D
ii)

past life ( 1 ignorance I }lzarma-process C

—

present 6 sense-contact
life 7 feeling
8 craving
9 grasping
10 becoming (
future ! 11 birth
life 12 old age and death

karma-process A

} rebirth-process B

(karma-process C) as present causes; and numbers three to seven
(rebirth-process D) as future effects. Hence the linear sequence A-D runs
from numbers eight to twelve, and one to seven.8

There are, then, various ways of interpreting the list, of which the
division into three lives is but one. The existence of mutually compatible
interpretations both bears witness to the ingenuity of Buddhist scholas-
ticism, and also suggests the nature of the criteria according to which the
twelve elements were arranged into their final form. In this final form,
ethical concerns and eschatological theory are woven together as warp
and woof of a single cloth. The pattern of this cloth expresses, exhaus-
tively and consistently, the entirety of basic Buddhist doctrine, in such a
way as to allow any one focal point of teaching — needed for preaching,
commentarial explanation, and so on — to be extracted, while at the same
time allowing a means to connect this focal point with Buddhist doctrine
as a whole. The fundamental function of the Dependent Origination list,
both in these interpretative details and en masse as a symbol, is to express
the Buddhist idea of the ‘Wheel of Life’ turning continuously without any
self as a causal agent or persisting subject of karma. The particular
interpretation of the sequence as referring to three lives certainly makes
good sense, representing in a certain perspective one segment of the
continuously turning wheel. Nevertheless it cannot be doubted, 1 think,
that this sort of presentation of the Dependent Origination list demon-
strates a surface rationalisation and organisation of symbols and technic-
al terms of the system once generated, rather than a determining
influence on the generation of the system in itself. One such original
determinant, | would argue, is precisely the connexion of ideas I have
been tracing between (abhi-)samkhara and vinifiana, ‘constructions’ and
‘consciousness’. So far, | have outlined the early history of this connexion
of ideas in Brahmanical thought and early Buddhist psychology. I will
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now continue by following its further elaboration in the commentarial
literature.

7.1.3. ‘Construction-consciousness’; and its cessation
The word abhisamkhdra is used in the Suttas outside the eschatological
context to express the idea of a previously determined or arranged force.
A monk who arranges in advance that his absorption in a certain
meditative state will last a particular length of time, is said to make a
‘previous determination’ (pubbe abbisamkhara) to that effect.” A wheel
will roll along as long as lasts ‘the impulse which set it moving’ (yavatika
abhisamkharassa gati).1© When used in the eschatological context, then,
the term abhisamkhbara denotes a karmically forceful, ‘constructive’ act,
which determines a specific length of samsaric continuity. There are said
to be three types of such acts, as we have already seen: meritorious,
demeritorious, and neutral.1! It is this ‘basis of constructions’ which
‘determines the suffering experienced through rebirth’.12 The idea of such
constructions, such acts, as being conditions for the future occurrence of
an appropriate form of consciousness, which is itself the ‘dependently
originated’ condition for psycho-physical individuality (‘name-and-
form’) and so on, is expressed also by the use of the term ‘construction-
consciousness’ (abhisamkbara-vifiriana); a term which simply omits the
sense of temporal-causal sequence from the use of its two component
words in conjunction. A poem of the Sutta Nipata consists of a dialogue
between a householder and the Buddha on the respective merits of
household and homeless life. Both the poem and its commentary are full
of allusions to, and resonances of, that whole strain of house-imagery
which I depicted in Chapter 5. When the Buddha telis the householder
that he has no cow, no bull as ‘leader of the herd’, and so on, the
commentary explains that the herd of cows are various types of
samkhbara and abhisamkhara, while the ‘leader of the herd’ is ‘construc-
tion-consciousness’.13 In a similar vein, as an explanation of the idea that
a sage lives ‘homeless’, we read that this is because ‘he makes no occasion
for consciousness associated with constructions’. The other commentary
on the same passage explains ‘there is for him no occasion for construc-
tion-consciousness and the like’.14

The creation of continued life in time through this construction-
consciousness, then, expresses in a technical sense the basic Buddhist idea
of conditioning, itself derived from the previous Brahmanical ideas on
the creation and maintenance of temporality. Now that the cessation of
this process is the desired goal, a corresponding way of not creating
future life (seen as inevitable, rather than desirable but not inevitable) has
to be incorporated into the elucidation of construction-consciousness.
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This was done, in the following way. Just as in the pattern of house-
imagery, the first, physical act of leaving home to become a monk is the
first step of a gradual process of psychological and ontological ‘leaving
home’, so in the case of construction-consciousness, the path from
household life-in-samsdra to release in nirvana involves a gradual
lessening of the karmic construction of future life. This is expressed in the
texts, as usual, as a progression through the four stages of the stream-
winner, once-returner, non-returner, and Arhat. In the case of the first of
these, ‘through the destruction of construction-consciousness {(conse-
quent on) the insight belonging to the path of stream-winning, whatever
name-and-form might arise in beginningless samsara — apart from the
seven lives [which are left] — is destroyed, calmed, sets (like the sun), and
subsides’.1s The same thing is true of the once-returner and non-returner,
who have ended samisaric existence, apart from the two lives and one life
they have left respectively. In the case of the Arbat, all name-and-form
whatever are destroyed.

In considering the detailed nature of the destruction of construction-
consciousness, especially when it applies to the released man, the Arbat,
we must bear in mind two things. First, that ‘the attainment of nibbana’
can be spoken of in two ways, general/imprecise and specific/precise; that
is, in the general sense in which nibbana simply reverses or ends all those
processes which engender life-in-samsara, and the particular sense in
which nibbana has two stages. These two stages are nibbana-in-life, or
‘nibbana-with-substrate’, where the monk is released from desire and
suffering, but still has a psycho-physical name-and-form as the basis of
continued life; and ‘nibbana-without-substrate’, final nibbana, when he
dies. The second thing to be borne in mind is the difference between the
active and passive senses of (abhi)samkhara, as ‘that which conficit’ and
‘that which is confectus’. The texts which speak of the destruction or
cessation of construction-consciousness sometimes do so in the general
sense, in which the process of conditioning, as 1 have described it, is
simply imagined or stated to be stopped. In the exposition of the
Dependent Origination list, corresponding to the form ‘conditioned by A
there is B’, there is a negative form ‘through the cessation of A there is the
cessation of B’ (A-nirodha B-nirodho). In one of the versions of the list, it
is said that suffering arises conditioned by (inter alia) ‘formations’ and
‘consciousness’, and ceases with their cessation. The commentary ex-
plains ‘formations’ as the three types of construction, and consciousness
as ‘construction-consciousness born together with karma’.16 Similarly,
when the Buddha explains that for a sage who is not caught in
sense-pleasure, consciousness ‘is not fixed in (the round of) rebirth’ and
‘is destroyed’, the commentaries explain this consciousness as construc-
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tion-consciousness.!” In these kinds of context, the idea of ‘destroying
construction-consciousness’ is to be understood only in the general way
in which nibbana as reversal and cessation ot samsara is understood.
It is in connexion with the precise, two-stage sense of nibbana that we
can use the distinction between active and passive senses of (abhi)-
samkhara to elucidate the texts which speak in this context of the
cessation of construction-consciousness. Corresponding to the active and
passive senses here, we might translate abhisamkhbara-vififiana as either
constructive-consciousness or as constructed-consciousness. Thus, when
the preliminary nibbana-with-substrate occurs, then constructive-
consciousness is completely destroyed and no further life will be con-
structed. However, there is still a constructed-consciousness which exists
as a ‘karmically-resultant-consciousness’ (vipaka-vifisiana). In general,
enlightened men are said to be still affected by the results of their past
bad karma, although they create no new karma: the most famous
example is of Moggallana, one of the Buddha’s chief disciples, who —
though enlightened — died a violent death as a result of having killed his
parents in a former life. Each released saint preserves a particular
character, an individual personality, thanks to the presence of the ‘traces’
or ‘impregnations’ of his particular karmic heritage.!® Of course, the very
fact that there is a psycho-physical substrate during the remainder of a
released saint’s lifetime shows the continuing effect of karma.
Although an enlightened man’s consciousness is a karmic result, it is
not limited by usual samsaric constraints. It is ‘indescribable, infinite,
radiant on every side’.!” We should not misinterpret this kind of
consciousness as a ‘cosmic consciousness’, in the manner of the Vedanta
picture of ultimate reality as sat-cit-ananda, ‘Being-Consciousness-Bliss’.
Rather, like the ‘widespread, far-reaching, immeasurable’ mind with
which the monk experiencing the Divine Abidings is endowed, and like
the ‘immeasurable mind’ of a monk in the fourth meditative stage,2% and
like the Sphere of Infinite Consciousness attained as the seventh stage,
this consciousness will cease, at final nibbana. When final nibbana is
attained, everything ceases, even those states and virtues which Buddh-
ism itself holds dear. The passage I quoted earlier which spoke of the
destruction of construction-consciousness by a stream-winner, says in the
case of the Arbat: ‘through the cessation of the last consciousness of an
Arhat who is dying into final #ibbana-without-substrate, wisdom, mind-
fulness, and (all) name-and-form cease’.?! This ‘last consciousness’ is said
to be a constructed-consciousness, and it is through the ‘cessation by
non-arising, in virtue of the non-arising’ of this constructed-
consciousness that nibbana becomes final.22 It is in this way that in final
nibbana the cessation of constructed-consciousness succeeds that of
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constructive-consciousness which took place at the attainment of nibba-
na-in-life.

The concept of abhisamkhara-vififiana, then, refers to that conscious-
ness which continues throughout samsdra, both constructing future
temporal existence, and itself constituting the medium for the temporal
reality thus constructed. One should not think that this construction-
consciousness refers to some special type or level of consciousness which
is different from the ordinary element vififiana. It is, rather, a means of
describing that ordinary element, a way of depicting it as an unenlight-
ened constructed phenomenon, which produces continuity and rebirth
for the ‘persons’ who appear in it. It does not refer to the elongation of a
personalised consciousness through time, but to the creation of time by
the accumulation of instances — or as we shall see in the next chapter, of
‘moments’ — of the impersonal element-category consciousness; on to this
consciousness, as on to a screen, are projected a series of lives, a sequence
of ‘individualities’.

7.1.4. Food and the ‘descending spirit’

In the introduction to this chapter, 1 said I would present Buddhist
ultimate ideas in terms of their Brahmanical antecedents, and their
continuing cultural depth. We have now seen how the idea of the
construction of temporal existence by sacrifice in Brahmanical thought,
and the project of internalising sacrificial motifs which was initiated by
the institution of world-renunciation, issued finally in Buddhism in the
complexities of the scholastic commentarial idea of a construction-
consciousness. Let me now turn to two other ideas, which are found in
the Buddhist textual tradition at all levels of intellectual sophistication,
but which also reflect modes and patterns of thinking more accessible to
the ordinary man. Often, this kind of connexion is phrased as a
‘popularisation’, or even ‘distortion’ of ‘real’ Buddhist thought. Rather,
let us say that Buddhist ultimate doctrine systematises, from a virtuoso
point of view, structures of thought which existed previously, and which
continue to exist, in a wider cultural dispersion. The two such ideas I will
examine here are those of consciousness as a ‘food’ for the sustenance of
future life; and of the ‘descent’ of consciousness, seen as a gandhabba-
spirit, as an explanation of rebirth.

We met in Chapter 1 the idea that the inhabitants of other worlds, or
of the next life, needed food to sustain their existence: the sacrifice was
the food of the gods, the Fathers needed food to continue their shadowy
existence, and the ‘store’ of good deeds was seen as a kind of nourish-
ment for the next life, equivalent to food in this world. This theme was
taken up again in the Upanisads, in a variety of speculative elaborations:
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‘from food arise all beings . . . verily, they obtain all food, who worship
Brabman as food’. If we remember the complex of ideas about fire, as the
‘soul within’, which was the microcosmic correlate of the Sun as symbol
of the vivifying warmth of the universe, we will understand the follow-

ing:

The sun takes food (to itself) by means of its rays; by this means it gives out heat.
Supplied with food, living beings here digest [pacanti, literally ‘cook’]; fire burns
by means of food. Food is the source of this whole (universe); the source of food
is time; the source of time is the sun . . . The oblation which is offered in the fire,
that it leads to the sun. The sun rains it down with its rays; from that there is
food, and from food there is the arising of beings.

As in earlier Brahmanical sacrificial speculation, then, the revolutions of
the sun in a sequence of days and nights produce the possibility of life
and continuity in time for living beings; and this process is maintained by
the sacrificial fire. In the new developments of the Upanisads, however, it
is not surprising to read that ‘there is something else to be known. There
is a further development of the Self-sacrifice, namely food and the eater
of food . . . The conscious person is within material nature; he is the
eater who eats the food of the material world.”?3 One can see here, |
think, an Indian correlate of the pattern of ideas described by Bachelard,
in his investigation of the western imaginative picture of fire in past
centuries: ‘it is perhaps the idea that fire feeds itself like a living creature
which is foremost in the opinions developed about fire by our uncon-
scious’. Proceeding by an analysis of the idea that the stars and sun feed
themselves by consuming ‘terrestrial exhalations’, he concludes) ‘Were it
not for the myth of digestion, were it not for this entirely stomachal
rhythm of the Greater Being that is the Universe, a Being who sleeps and
eats, adjusting his diet to the day and to the night, many prescientific or
poetic intuitions would be inexplicable.’24

The development of this strain of speculative thought in virtuoso
Indian religion took place against a general cultural background — not,
indeed, confined to India — in which offerings of food to spirits, gods,
dead ancestors, and the like, formed the major instrument of magico-
religious practice and aspiration.2’> Throughout the development of
Buddhist virtuoso ideas, equally, these ‘magical-animistic’ ideas and
practices, as Ames called them, have held sway over ‘popular’
Buddhism.2¢

It is in this light that one should see the use of the idea of food (ahara)
in Buddhist eschatology. The Buddha teaches that ‘all beings subsist on
food’.2” There is much emphasis in Buddhist teaching on the physical
facts of food — its necessity for the creation and maintenance of the body
(it 1s regularly said to be ‘originated from food’), the moral need to avoid
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delight and over-indulgence in it (for what are ultimately, of course,
eschatological reasons), and so on. The idea of particular importance
here, however, is that of the Four Foods— ‘solid (physical) food’,
‘sense-impressions’, ‘mental volitions’, and ‘consciousness’.28 These four
foods are instruments of continuity, ‘for the maintenance of beings that
exist or are seeking to exist’, in two connected senses. First, existence and
experience in any one lifetime will last as long as there is physical and
mental material for it, just as a lamp will burn for as long as it has
‘nourishing fuel’ (@hara), but will go out when without such nourish-
ment. Secondly, it is desire for all four forms of nourishment which
conditions future life: ‘these four foods have desire as their cause, arise
from it, are born from it, and originate from it’. ‘Desire’ in this passage is
then traced back through the normal Dependent Origination sequence,
through feeling, sense-contact, the six senses, name-and-form, conscious-
ness, to formations and ignorance. If we take this sequence in its forward
direction, ahara will be seen to stand for number nine, ‘grasping’
(upadana),?® and to imply the future process of rebirth (‘becoming, birth,
old age and death’) en masse. Elsewhere we read that ‘what is born,
become, arisen, made, constructed, is impermanent, formed of decay and
death, a seat of disease, perishable, originated from food . . .; the escape
from this is peace, . . . the coming to rest of (all) formations, bliss’.30

We have seen how closely the idea of ‘volition’ or ‘intention’ is tied to
that of ‘forming constructions’ which condition consciousness in the
process of karma. In the doctrine of the Four Foods, the third and fourth,
‘mental volitions’ and ‘consciousness’, clearly represent that same pro-
cess. In the commentarial tradition, the consciousness-food is often
explained technically as the first ‘moment’ of consciousness at rebirth
(‘re-linking’, patisandhi), and also at least once as construction-
consciousness.3! The ‘ultimate’ Buddhist attitude here is well demon-
strated by the following passage: a monk asks the Buddha ‘who eats
consciousness-food?’ The Buddha reproves him strongly for asking an
‘unfit question’, and replaces it with the more correct formulation ‘of
what is consciousness the food?’ The answer is that ‘consciousness-food
is the cause of the appearance of rebirth in the future’. In a similar vein,
we read that when there is desire for any of the Four Foods, ‘consciousness
is established and grows; (when this is so) there is descent of name-and-
form, . . . increase in constructions, . . . the appearance of rebirth in
the future’.32

In this last passage we find mention of the second theme from
‘popular’ religion which is adapted in Buddhist virtuoso thought. This is
the idea of name-and-form, consciousness, or a gandhabba-spirit ‘de-
scending’ at the moment of (re)birth. Already early in the present
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century, Poussin,33 speaking of the distinction between Buddhism as a
‘discipline of salvation’ and the ‘religions’ with which it combines in
social and historical actuality, had remarked on a regular pattern of
ideas, which he expressed as follows (using somewhat outmoded termi-
nology): ‘we know that the aborigines [of India}, as is the case with many
savages, believed in reincarnations; they explained conception by the
descent of some disincarnated spirit who had previously inhabited a
human or an animal body, or even a tree’. We can see a version of this
idea in the use of the gandhabba (Sanskrit gandharva) in Buddhism. In
Indian mythology from earliest Vedic times, the gandharva was a
celestial spirit, particularly a musician, who lived in a city in the clouds.
We saw earlier how in the Upanisads, the vitalising cycle of water from
clouds to earth was used to represent the samsaric.life-cycle. Moreover,
the gandharva was associated also in mythology with the ‘cosmic waters’
which existed before the creation of the world. From both these ideas, the
gandharva came to be linked with the ideas of generation of life, of birth
from the womb.3* In Buddhist texts, the gandhabba appears ordinarily as
one of the many types of spirit; but also in the following way: ‘Monks, it
is on conjunction of three things that there is conception . . . If there is
coitus of the parents, and it is the mother’s season, and the gandhabba is
present, . . . there is conception.” The idea is repeated in the Milinda
Pafiha, where a further element from mythology is added. The king
quotes this passage concerning the need for three things in conjunction if
conception is to take place, and then adduces certain apparently contra-
dictory cases of miraculous births where no coitus occurred. This is
explained by the monk as resulting from the entreaty by Sakka, king of
the gods, to various devas in the heavens, that when their lifespan there is
exhausted they should ‘descend’ into an earthly womb, out of compas-
sion for the needs of the ‘parents’. (One example is the need of two
elderly ascetics, who cannot have children in the normal way because of
their vows of asceticism, for an attendant in their old age.) This
application of the idea obviously shares a common mythopoeic origin
with the legendary birth of the Buddha, who descends consciously and
out of choice from the Tusita heaven into his mother’s womb.35

The term ‘descent’ is also used in connexion with certain of the
elements of ultimate Buddhist theory to denote birth.36 It is found by
itself as a regular synonym of birth: ‘birth, origin, descent, appearance’.
We read that for a man who lives seeing enjoyment in the ‘fetters’, ‘there
is descent of consciousness. Conditioned by consciousness there is
name-and-form’ (and so on in the usual list). Similarly, ‘there is descent
of consciousness; when there is descent, there is name-and-form’ (and so
on). The Buddha asks ‘were consciousness not to descend into the
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mother’s wemb, would there arise therein name-and-form?’ and ‘were
consciousness, once descended, to become extinguished, would name-
and-form appear in this world?”” (He receives, naturally, negative
replies. )37

The relationship between consciousness and name-and-form in the
Dependent Origination list is very close; indeed they are on occasion said
to be mutually conditioning, like two bundles of reeds which lean against
one another for support. Accordingly, we read also of the ‘descent of
name-and-form’. A man who lives seeing enjoyment in the fetters brings
about future ‘descent of name-and-form’. “Whatever a man wills, . .
becomes an object for the persistence of consciousness [as in Chapter
7.1.1 above] . . . Consciousness thus persisting and having grown, there
is descent of name-and-form.” When there is desire for the Four Foods, it
is said, then consciousness ‘persists and grows’ and there is ‘descent of
name-and-form’. The Visuddhimagga explains consciousness in the
Dependent Origination lists as ‘re-linking’, and name-and-form as
‘descent’.38

For the sake of formal clarity, we can distinguish these two uses of the
term ‘descent’, in connexion with the two ultimate elements of conscious-
ness and name-and-form, in the following way: in the former case, the
first ‘moment’ of consciousness, when it is about to join with the material
causes of an embryo, is the descent. In technical terms this is ‘re-linking
consciousness’, in ‘popular’ language it is the gandbabba, or the ‘being
seeking rebirth’, or ‘the being about to enter the womb’.3% In the latter
case, it is at the moment when these elements have already been
conjoined, and the psycho-physical unity of the embryo (‘name-and-
form’) is thus formed, that there is said to be descent.

In this first section, I have described the development in which certain
ideas from Brahmanical sacrificial thought previous to the Buddha, and
from the continuing thought and practice of the ordinary Buddhist, have
been taken up in Buddhist philosophy. We can thus understand how
Buddhism represents a single, though internally differentiated cultural
field. At one extreme of this range, there is the peasant, for whom the life
of constant agricultural toil, repeatedly engaged on the same tasks and in
the same social hierarchy, is the concrete form in which samsara exists.
Drawing on millennia of cultural history, in which such a life has been set
against the ideal renouncer-monk’s escape from such toil and suffering, it
will be easy for him (should he bother with matters of such abstracted-
ness) to imagine the truth of the Buddhist doctrine he hears preached,
that the construction of continuity in time consists in the continual and
repeated creation of the necessary nourishment. Similarly, understanding

212



The stations of evolving consciousness

birth as the descent of a (doubtless ill-defined) spirit, he will be able more
or less easily to construe the transformation of this idea in Buddhist
doctrine, that consciousness descends into the mother’s body, to form a
being constructed out of the karma resulting from previous lives-in-
samsara.

At the other extreme of the cultural field of Buddhism, there is (for
example) the modern western intellectual monk- Nyanatiloka. In a
suitably modern ‘scientific’ spirit, he replaces the idea of karmic ‘forma-
tions’ or ‘constructions’ with that of ‘karma-energy’, in explaining
rebirth as follows:

According to Buddhism, there are three factors necessary for the rebirth of a
human being, that is, for the formation of the embryo in the mother’s womb.
They are: the female ovum, the male sperm, and the karma-energy, kamma-vega,
which in the Suttas is metaphorically called the gandhabba, i.e. ‘ghost’. This
karma-energy is sent forth by a dying individual at the moment of his death.
Father and mother only provide the necessary physical material for the formation
of the embryonic body. With regard to the characteristic features, the tendencies
and faculties lying latent in the embryo, the Buddha’s teaching may be explained
in the following way: The dying individual, with his whole being convulsively
clinging to life, at the very moment of his death, sends forth karmic energies
which, like a flash of lightning, hit at a new mother’s womb ready for conception.
Thus, through the impinging of the karma-energies on the ovum and the sperm,
there arises, just as a precipitate, the so-called primary cell .40

7.2. The stations of evolving consciousness

We have seen that the thought of certain very influential religious
specialists in India at the time of the Buddha took as a fundamental
project the internalising and psychologising of Brahmanical sacrificial
ideas. In the previous section I identified as one result of this project the
Buddhist idea of a construction-consciousness, which was the agentive
element, and medium, of continuity in time. In the present section, | will
pursue further the role of consciousness in continuity; and we shall see
how certain elements from Buddhist ethical theory, and from the
supposed meditative experience of monks, were transformed into a
system of temporal and cosmological extension.

7.2.1. Consciousness transmigrates

We have seen that the Buddha vigorously repudiated the idea that it was
consciousness which transmigrated unchanged.! It is quite clear, never-
theless, that consciousness is the element whose appearance in a new life
constitutes birth (as we have seen, this is its ‘descent’); and it is its
departure which signifies death. When a man dies, his body ‘with
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consciousness gone’ lies like a lump of wood, abandoned by disgusted
relatives. When ‘vitality, heat and consciousness’ leave the body at death,
it lies like a ‘senseless’ (or ‘mindless’) lump of wood. Although the good
disciple’s body at death will be scattered and devoured by dogs, still his
mind (citta) will ‘rise up and reach the heights’. In answer to the general
question ‘what part of (a man) transmigrates?” we read ‘mind’.2
(Although for some purposes the terms vifinana, ‘consciousness’, and
citta, ‘mind’ are differentiated in Buddhist thought, here they amount to
the same thing. Indeed, they are explicitly said to be synonyms: ‘that
which is called “mind”, “thought™ [manas)], ‘“‘consciousness”.)3 The
solution to the apparent paradox here of course is to see consciousness or
mind as a constantly changing continuant; ultimately, this solution
evolved into the theory of the momentariness, which I shall treat at
length in Chapter 8. Here I want to stress that although consciousness is
said to change constantly, and is not thought of as a unitary or personal
‘soul’, still it is the element whose evolution is the thread on which
continuity and the series of lives-in-samsara are woven.

Consciousness is not only the agentive element of rebirth, but of
continuity in time in any sense. The concept which Buddhism employs
here is that of the ‘stations’ of consciousness (vififidna-tthiti). When
consciousness is ‘stationed’ in any of these, it produces and continues the
phenomenal world. The Pali Text Society’s Dictionary translates viririana-
tthiti as ‘vinniana-duration, phase of mental life’, and comments that
‘the emphasis is on duration or continuation rather than place,
which would be thana’.# We shall see, however, that there is a con-
siderable ambiguity and homogeneity between this idea of the stations
of consciousness and the static places of heaven and hell in Buddhist
cosmology.

In order to understand the way in which Buddhist thought uses this
concept to cover two rather different groups of stations — as we shall see,
the ‘four’ and the ‘seven’ — and the way in which the idea is transformed
into a system of cosmology, we must remember the fundamental
ambiguity in the Brahmanical idea of loka, on which I remarked earlier,
in Chapter 1.2.5. That is, in the speculations of Brahmanical sacrificial
thought, a loka was both a sphere to which sacrificial action gave
temporary, ‘sacred’, access in this life, and also a destiny which might be
attained continuously after death. In the Brahmanas, as Gonda says

that these states of existence in which one is ritually reborn are made by oneself
and that in the future one will receive that form of existence and those
circumstances in life which one has gained or brought on oneself before that
future birth may be understood from . . . {the phrase] ‘man (or the personal
principle in him) is born into the existence made (by him)’.S

214



The stations of evolving consciousness

In the Upanisads, where sacrificial action is replaced by psychological
practices, ‘spiritual growth culminating in mental identification with
provinces or aspects of material or immaterial reality leads to participa-
tion in the respective lokas’.¢ Thus, in the Upanisads we read ‘he who
meditates on mind [citta] as Brahman, he obtains the mind-worlds;
himself fixed, stationed, imperturbable, he obtains worlds that are fixed,
stationed, imperturbable. As far as mind extends, so far he has freedom
of movement.””

7.2.2. The four and the seven ‘stations’

The ambiguity and homogeneity between states of mind which may be
attained temporarily through religious practice and destinies to be
attained continuously after death, can be seen also in the Buddhist idea of
an ‘evolving consciousness’ (samvattanika-vinnana). We have already
met the simple term samvattanika, ‘evolve’, ‘leads to’, etc., in the phrase
‘constructions which lead to (re)birth’. It is also used to speak of ‘beings
coming to {rebirth in) the Radiant World’, of meritorious acts which
‘lead to heaven’, of bad deeds which ‘lead to hell, an animal’s womb, or
the Peta-realm’, and of ways of thinking which do or do not ‘lead to
nibbana’® In the Sutta which speaks of ‘evolving consciousness’, and the
commentary to it, the terms used to denote the places or spheres to which
consciousness evolves display the two senses of the word loka.% In the
first place, there are three types of meditative reflection through which ‘at
the break-up of the body, after death, it is possible that (the monk’s)
evolving consciousness might reach imperturbability’. We have seen that
through meritorious, demeritorious or ‘neutral’ {(‘imperturbable’) con-
structions, consciousness attains to these three types of existence. The
commentary here mentions this idea, saying that the ‘mperturbable’
types here lead to the fourth, fifth and sixth meditative states (the fourth
jhana, the plane of ‘infinite space’, and that of ‘infinite consciousness’).
These remarks were doubtless made in order to accord with the text of
the Sutta, which goes on to show types of meditative reflection which
lead to the seventh and eighth stages, the planes of ‘nothing” and ‘neither
perception nor non-perception’. On all these occasions, it is possible for
‘evolving consciousness’ after death to attain each particular stage.
Elsewhere, of course, these stages are attained before death, temporarily,
during the course of meditation.

With a similar ambiguity and homogeneity, the concept of stations of
consciousness covers both meditative states and ethical attitudes of mind
in the present life, and also destinies for it after death. We have already
met the general idea of consciousness being stationed, or ‘persisting’:
‘whatever a man wills, intends, . . . becomes an object for the persist-
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ence {or stationing] of consciousness; consciousness thus persisting
[stationed]’ (and so on).10 Similarly, we learnt that ‘all beings subsist on
(or “‘persist through”) (the four) foods’, while the foods function ‘for the
maintenance (or ‘“‘persistence”) of beings’. (All words here for ‘station-
ing’, ‘persistence’, ‘maintenance’ are connected with thiti.) It is, then, the
persistence, maintenance or stationing of consciousness which is fun-
damental to continuity. In the first place, this stationing comes about
through the moral (or rather, immoral) event of attachment, and the
constructions which are thereby created. When a poem declares that the
Buddha ‘knows all stations of consciousness’, the commentary explains
that there are two sorts: four stations ‘by virtue of constructions’, and
seven stations ‘by virtue of rebirth’.!! In the former case, the four stations
are the four other khandha, the constituents of personality; and it is by
becoming attached to these four that consciousness ‘is maintained and
persists’.12 The commentaries here explain consciousness as construc-
tion-consciousness, or karma-consciousness. We saw In a previous
chapter that consciousness ‘makes a home’ for itself in the four other
khandha.!3 The commentary to this passage speaks of the four khandha
as objects for ‘the stationing of construction-consciousness’. In this first
case, then, the four stations of consciousness are derived from a
this-worldly, ethical idea of psychological attachment or non-attachment
to the phenomenal personality.

The seven stations are derived from a mélange of virtuoso meditative
analysis and ordinary Buddhist cosmology. They are four types of
heaven, of which three correspond to the first, second, and third
meditation stages (jbdna); and then in addition the fifth, sixth, and
seventh stages. The fourth and eighth stages are said elsewhere to be two
additional ‘spheres’ (@yatanani). All of these stations and spheres are said
by the commentaries to be ‘places for rebirth-consciousness’.!# Similarly,
there are said to be nine Abodes for Beings* which also correspond to
meditative stages.!S Both of these enumerations, the seven stations and
the nine Abodes, are found in the Visuddhimagga, where death (in the
memory of former lives) is also explained in the words ‘having passed
away from one becoming, womb, destiny, station for consciousness,
Abode of Beings, class of Beings’.!6 It is, accordingly, only when
consciousness is not thus stationed, does not have such an Abode, that
rebirth does not take place and the monk is released; in this case,
however much Mara (the god of death) or the gods generally may search,
they will not be able to trace the man who, ‘with consciousness not
stationed, has reached final nibbana’.”?

* The commentaries explain this often as ‘places to dwell’. There are obvious resonances
here of the pattern of house-imagery I emphasised in Chapter 5.3.
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In the case of the seven stages of consciousness, the hierarchical
arrangement clearly began from the attempt to distinguish a hierarchy of
states of mind attained through meditation. It is through the collocation
of these meditative levels with the various heavens and hells of Buddhist
mythology that a full cosmology is achieved. Table 2 gives the final
Theravada schematisation of all these levels and heavens.!8

Table 2. Buddhist psychological cosmology

Meditation level/Destiny at rebirth Length of life

Formless Worlds

8 Plane of neither perception 80,000 Great Aeons
nor non-perception

7 Plane of nothingness 60,000 Great Aeons

6 Plane of Infinite Consciousness 40,000 Great Aeons

5 Plane of Infinite Space 20,000 Great Aeons

Worlds of (refined) Material Form

4 Fourth Meditation level, with From 16,000 down to soo Great Aeons
six heavens

3 Third Meditation level, with 64, 32, 16 Great Aeons
three heavens

2 Second Meditation level, with 8, 4, 2 Great Aeons
three heavens

1 First Meditation level, with One, a half or one-third
three heavens ‘incalculable’ aeons

Worlds of Desire

Six divine worlds } ood From 16,000 down to 500 celestial years

Human World g No determined length

World of demons No determined length

World of spirits bad No determined length

World of animals No determined length

Hell No determined length

It seems clear that a number of different elements have gone to make
up the final more or less organised doctrine of the stations of conscious-
ness. In the first place, there is the Buddhist ethical and psychological
teaching — which can be taken without any temporal reference — that
when consciousness becomes attached to any part of ordinary phe-
nomenal experience (symbolised as the four other khandha), it consti-
tutes an unenlightened, samsaric phenomenon. When this idea is con-
nected with the idea of karma —and taken with temporal reference —
there results the concept of a karmically active construction-
consciousness, which ‘evolves’ through the constant repetition of such
occasions of attachment in the four stations of consciousness. In the
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second place, the emphasis among virtuoso Buddhist practitioners on
internal meditative experience naturally produced the idea of an inner
universe of states of mind held to be brought about by meditation. Taken
in their immediate context, this range of states of mind represents simply
an attempt to describe, and prescribe, a common inner world which the
practitioners of Buddhist ‘mental culture’ might share. Thanks to the
general pattern of Indian specialist thinking, however, this shared inner
world was also seen as a shared cosmological universe, a system of
shared destinies in the seven stations of consciousness.

I said earlier that the place of consciousness as focus and criterion of
soteriological activity was one of the means by which Buddhist thought
organised psychological space in ways derived from its Indian cultural
heritage. Buddhist psychology, along with the Upanisads and the earlier
Brahmanical sacrificial thought, all see the different worlds or realms of
the universe as both spheres or aspects of reality to which access can be
gained in the present life (by meditation or sacrifice respectively), and
also as destinies which can be attained more permanently in a new life
after death. Without this double nature of the concept of loka, Buddhist
thinking about continuity could not have combined, as it has, ideas taken
from ethico-psychological analysis and meditative self-perception with
those of general cosmology in order to produce finally the concept of
consciousness continuing in time by means of the activity of stationing
itself, both within the human personality and in the various heavens and
‘planes’ which make up the cosmos.

7.3. Vegetation imagery

In this section, I will continue the style of analysis I began in Chapter §
when investigating the place of house imagery in the Theravada imagina-
tion. Here I will concentrate on vegetation imagery, in relation to the
themes of the chapter as a whole: conditioning, consciousness, and time.
It will be clear throughout that these two patterns of imagery are closely
linked parts of the same form of cultural perception (a point to which 1
shall return in the Conclusion). I have, indeed, already adumbrated this
imaginative world, in speaking of ‘popular’ ideas earlier in this chapter
(at the end of 7.1.4). We saw in Chapter 6 how the imagery of seeds and
fruit was used to represent the Buddhist attitude to identity and
difference in a psychological continuum, and to the various ‘persons’
reborn in it. Indeed, this pattern of imagery is also enshrined in the
pan-Indian terms for causation (or, as Buddhism prefers, ‘conditioning’).
For example, miila, ‘root’, and bija, ‘seed’, are frequent terms for a cause;
while phala, ‘fruit’, and vipaka, ‘ripening’, are standard terms for the
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effect. Of course, in most instances these are dead metaphors; I hope to
show that in Theravada thought the metaphor is only recently deceased,
and always liable to resuscitation.

7.3.1. Continuity through the karma of agriculture
It is not surprising perhaps that the overwhelmingly agricultural peasant
society of South Asia should picture human activity and its causal
efficacy as a process of husbandry, whether in the natural or religious
spheres. To take but one example at random from Brahmanical litera-
ture, it is said that ‘the objects given to Brahmins become treasures in the
next world, and there is no end to the fruits produced by the seed-like
gifts sown in the land-like Brahmins and cultivated with the plough of the
Vedas’.! Similarly, for the lay Buddhist activity of acquiring ‘merit’
(pusiria) ‘like fields are the Arhats; the givers are like farmers. The gift is
like the seed, (and) from this arises the fruit.” For ‘(lay)men “offering
sacrifice”,* . . . doing good deeds which bring rebirth, what is given to
the monkhood is rich in fruit’.2 ‘Gifts to those who in this world are
worthy of gifts [i.e. monks] bring great fruit, just like seeds sown in a
good field.” Accordingly, the Buddha, individual accomplished monks,
and the monkhood as a whole are said to be the ‘unsurpassable field of
merit’ for the other-worldly aspirations of the peasant Buddhist.3

The 1image of monkhood as a field is elaborated in other ways: for
example, it is a good field for the ‘seed of the Teaching’ (dhamma),
whereas laymen are only a middling field, and those of opposing views a
bad field. In a connected and rather charming figure, young monks who
do not see the Buddha in person and who are not thus encouraged to
practise, are compared to seedlings which wither away for lack of water.
In a less charming figure, it is said that just as when mildew falls on a
field, its crops will not last long, so wherever women are admitted to the
order, the dhamma will not last long.4

In these, and in other ways, the institution of the monkhood is seen as
providing a means of religious action which parallels the agricultural
activity which characterises secular life. In this perspective, we can see
that imaginatively, for the lay Buddhist, activity of any sort will be
described as a process of inculcating the growth of seeds into fruit.
Certainly, lay life is uncompromisingly described in these terms in the
texts: when two young men discuss the possibility of becoming monks,
one of them describes ‘what belongs to the household life’. It is constant
application to the tasks of agriculture, to ploughing, sowing, irrigation,

* The use of inverted commas here is meant to indicate that, of course, the verb yajati does
not mean literally ‘to sacrifice’ in the Brahmanic sense, but generally to perform religious
practices, and in particular to give food to monks.
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reaping, and so on, year after year. ‘These activities never stop, there is
no end to them’ (‘activities’ here translates kamma in the plural). It is
impossible therefore that householders, ‘possessed of, provided with the
five strands of sense-pleasure’, should ever know unconcerned
happiness. We have seen that at the level of ideological abstraction
household life constrained within the ‘five strands of sense-pleasure’, and
‘going forth from home to homelessness’, represent the two realms of
samsdra and nirvana. Moreover, we have seen that the succession of lives
in samsdra is like the ever-recurring cycle of the production of seeds and
fruit. We can then understand the symbolic dichotomy further by seeing
that samsara is a life of constant agriculture, planting seeds and reaping
their fruit, while nirvana is the abandonment of such a life. Of course, it
is only at the simplest level of ideological abstraction that such a
dichotomy operates: in fact, as we saw, ‘leaving home’ comes in gradual
stages, of which the physical and social act of becoming a monk is but the
first, to be followed by the psychological and ontological forms of ‘going
forth’. Accordingly, the agricultural life of samsara is not restricted to the
material husbandry of the layman; it includes all the metaphorical
agriculture of karma, in which the unenlightened monk participates as
much as the lay believer.

In general it is said that ‘like the seed that is sown, so is the fruit that is
harvested. The doer of good (plants and reaps) good, the doer of bad,
bad. When the seed is sown and planted, you shall experience the
(appropriate) fruit.” Actions performed with greed, hatred, and delusion
come to fruition through rebirth, like seeds planted in fertile soil with
abundant rain; actions performed without these faults, like seeds burnt
and thrown away, do not come to such fruition. These three faults are
called the ‘roots’ of what is bad (and their reverse, of what is good), and
they are weeds in the field of mankind. When ‘the roots of good and evil’
are not cut off in a person, then he will experience future happiness or
suffering as surely as seeds thrown on a fertile or stony field do or do not
come to fruition. Actions performed by men of good or bad view
conduce to happiness or suffering as bitter or sweet seeds grow to bitter
or sweet plants. A man who offers a traditional Brahmanical sacrifice,
involving the killing of animals, and who has wrong views, intentions,
and so on, will not gain any good result, like a man planting bad seed in
unfavourable soil .6

In a connected image, continuity is seen as the growth of a tree: just as
when the roots of a tree are watered, it grows and ‘with such nourish-
ment, such fuel, it may stand for a long time to come’, so when a man
lives ‘seeing enjoyment in things which can be grasped’ there comes to be
growth of craving, ‘descent’ of consciousness and name-and-form, and so
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on. When a man does not live in this way he is like a man who cuts the
roots of the tree, with the result that he becomes ‘like a palm-tree stump,
cut off at the roots, coming to no further existence and unable to arise
again in the future’. (This last phrase is often used in speaking of a
released man, in contexts where no explicit vegetation imagery is found.)
Similarly, it is said that ‘just as a tree, whose roots are undamaged and
firm, may be cut and still grow again, so when the underlying tendency to
craving is not destroyed, this suffering appears again and again’. Just as
when someone cuts a living tree with an axe, sap flows, so when objects
of sense or mind come into the range of a man with greed, hatred, and
delusion, they ‘obsess the mind’.”

7.3.2. Seeds of good karma

Once this pattern of imagery is regularly used to represent action and its
results, the underlying idea — that all growth of karma-seeds is eventually
to be stopped — can be lain aside in particular contexts, and the image
used more positively. That is, good karmic action and its results can be
pictured as a desirable form of agriculture. We find many examples of
this type of imagery being used in relation to the practice of the Buddhist
religious life. In a famous passage found twice in the Canon8 a farmer,
having been approached by the Buddha for alms, exclaims that while he
(the farmer) works in the fields, ploughing and sowing, and after that
eats his food, mendicants like the Buddha do no such work. The Buddha
replies that he too ploughs and sows, and explains as follows: ‘My seed is
faith, austerity the rain; insight is my yoke and plough, my pole modesty,
mind the strap; mindfulness my plough-share and goad; . . . energy is
for me the ox which bears the yoke, drawing on towards rest from work
[yogakkhema — a frequent synonym for nibbdna).” The image is used for
the practice of the Path, with its three component parts of Morality,
Concentration (Meditation), and Insight (Wisdom). Thus, ‘two qualities
of a seed are to be adopted’.® These are, first, that though a seed may be
small, still when sown in a good field with sufficient rain it will yield
abundant fruit: similarly, morality will yield the whole fruit of renuncia-
tion if the religious life is practised properly. Secondly, a seed planted in a
well-cleared field germinates quickly; equally, the mind of a practising
mondk, if ‘purified in an empty place, planted in the excellent field of the
Foundations of Mindfulness’, will develop quickly. In general, growth in
the religious life is said to depend on morality, just as all seeds and
vegetation depend on the earth. The right or wrong attitude of the
disciple determining the effect of his hearing or practising the Buddhist
dhamma is likened to good or bad seeds growing (or not growing) in a
field; while good and bad preaching of the dbamma, and those who
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practise in accordance with both kinds, are likened to good and bad
fields and seeds, respectively. Just as a tree without branches and leaves
does not put forth shoots, nor come to fruition, so a man without
morality and concentration will not come to insight in the life of ‘mental
culture’.10

We can, I think, gain empathy into the psychological attitude recom-
mended here from one particularly ingenious application of the image.!!
There are three ‘urgent duties’ of a householding farmer. He must plough
and harrow his field quickly, he must plant the seed quickly, and he must
be quick to water it. Although he has these three urgent duties to
perform, he cannot hasten the growth of his crops by saying ‘let the crops
spring up today . . . ear tomorrow . . . ripen on the next day? It is,
rather, a natural process of seasonal change which brings the crops to
ripening. In the same way, although a monk has the three urgent duties of
the ‘higher training in morality, concentration, and insight’, he has no
‘magic powers or influence’ to hasten their development. In a psycholo-
gical perspective, this depiction of Buddhist training suggests the feeling
of inculcating a natural process of personal growth, rather than the
magical or ‘occult’ production of spiritual states. Seeds work slowly,
beneath the ground, as the process of character development in Buddhist
training is meant to work slowly, beneath the level of conscious
perception. In a social perspective, this kind of attitude toward religious
practice is perhaps intended to separate Buddhism from the ubiquitous
magicians, astrologers, and the like, with whom at the village level
Buddhist monks have had to share the role of religious specialist.*

7.3.3. Imagery and doctrine

In all these examples of the use of vegetation imagery, we have seen a
progression from the idea that the activity of the layman is always
agricultural, in both material and religious spheres, to the idea that the
entire ‘lay-life of samsara’ demands and is constituted by the cultivation
of ‘seeds’, ‘fruit’, ‘fields’, and so on — both in the general sense referring
to any action, karma, of laymen and unenlightened monks alike, and in
the particular sense that the practice of the renouncer-monk’s life of
‘mental culture’ operates in the same agricultural manner as the husban-
dry of the householding peasant. Given this range over which vegetation

* A similar intention may be seen to lie behind the inclusion of ‘false claims to magical
powers’ in the four most serious offences in the monks’ code of discipline (parajika —
the others being sexual intercourse, theft, and murder). Even truthful claims to such
powers have been classed as a minor offence. The point here is that by dissociating itself
from the attitudes and claims of magicians and their ilk (at least in doctrinal ideal),
Buddhism attempts to characterise itself as a serious, sober, tradition of religious
exertion.
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imagery is applicable, it is not surprising to find it applied further to more
specific matters of doctrine. In the Visuddhimagga, the ‘non-
interruptedness of continuity’ through the successive elements of the
Dependent Origination list is said to be like ‘a seed’s reaching the stage of
being a tree, through the stage of being a shoot [and so on]’; and

The six-fold sense-base planted in name-and-form reaches growth, increase and
fulfilment, as a forest thicket does when planted in good soil; . . . when there is

becoming there is birth, as when there is a seed there is a shoot, and death is
nevitable for one who is born, as falling down is for a tree that has grown up.

Formations are ‘like the seeds of a poison-tree, because they are the cause
of the continuity of the kbandba’. Birth, old age, and death grow in the
kbandbha as weeds, creepers, and so on, grow in the ground, and as
sprouts, flowers and fruits grow on trees. The continued occurrence of
kbandha in successive lives is likened to a great tree, growing on the
earth’s surface, and ‘continuing the tree’s lineage through the succession
of seeds up to the end of the aeon’. A man who feels revulsion for the
process and practises the Buddhist Path is like a man who poisons the
tree and prevents its further growth.12

A sequence of ‘individualities’, attabbava, also is a process of vegeta-
tive growth: the ‘human puppet’ arises neither through the agency of self
nor other, but ‘by reason of a cause’, just as a seed grows in a field
nourished by moisture. Different persons (puggala) are produced, with
different physical and psychological attributes, through differences in
karma, just as different trees are produced by different seeds. The
once-returner, who is to produce but one more ‘individuality’ before
attaining nibbana, is called a ‘one-seeder’ while the released Arbat has
‘rendered consciousness seedless’.13

This idea of consciousness as ‘seeded’ or ‘seedless’ is very important in
all Buddhist thought, not only in the Theravada tradition; and it enables
us to summarise and conclude the ‘ultimate’ ideas of this chapter. We have
seen how Buddhism drew on Brahmanical ideas of ‘constructive activity’
as the producer of temporal continuity, and on the renouncers’ introjec-
tion of sacrificial motifs into individual consciousness, to elaborate its
doctrine of constructions and construction-consciousness as the agents
and vehicles of karma. Accordingly, when men have ‘a mind with no
desire for future existence’, and have ‘no desire for growth’, then their
‘seeds are destroyed’, just as they have destroyed rebirth. When a verse
tells us that the sage who ‘examines the ground and destroys the seed
. . . sees the end of birth and death’, the commentary explains that the
seed here is construction-consciousness. Similarly, when it is said that
consciousness becomes ‘established’ (or ‘stationed’) as a seed in the field
of karma, with desire as the moisture (as an explanation of how there
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comes to be future rebirth), the commentary explains that consciousness
here is construction-consciousness. It is said that all types of seed depend
on earth and water for their successful growth: ‘The four stations of
consciousness should be seen as the earth [that is, as the Sutta explains,
the four other khandha) . . . lust and desire as the water . . . and
consciousness and its food as the seed.’14

In other schools of Buddhism, the imagery of seeds and their fruit in
relation to consciousness was even further developed. For example, the
Mabhasamghika school spoke of a ‘root-consciousness’ which was the
basis of continuity in samsara; similarly, the Vijfidnavada tradition’s
‘home-consciousness’ (alaya-vijsiana) which has the same role, is regular-
ly said to ‘contain all the seeds’ of karma. In these ideas, the original
metaphor inherent in the use of such imagery becomes deadened, and the
words take on the character of dry technical terms. In Theravada, on the
other hand, the imagery of seeds and fruit is never regularised to the
extent of becoming technical terminology built into the ultimate account
of continuity; correspondingly, the metaphor remains more alive. Ther-
avada tradition does speak of a type of mental phenomenon which
assures continuity — the bbavanga-mind; and it does have a preferred
metaphor to represent it — the image of a stream or river. To understand
these ideas, however, requires considerable background preparation: it is
to this task that I turn in Chapter 8.
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8 Momentariness and the
bhavanga-mind

Scholasticism. 2. Servile adherence to the methods and teaching of the
schools; narrow or unenlightened insistence on traditional doctrines
and forms of exposition.

Oxford English Dictionary

Nothing is more dangerous to reason than flights of the imagination,
and nothing has been the occasion of more mistakes among philo-
sophers.

David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 1, Part 1v, Section

. . the power of imagination, a blind but indispensable function of the
soul, without which we should have no knowledge whatsoever, but of
which we are scarcely ever conscious.*

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Transcendental Analytic,
Book 1, Chapter 1, Section 3 (A78, B103)

In Chapter 7, I discussed the fundamental attitude to, and some crucial
ideas about, temporality and continuity in Theravada thought; and 1
connected these with certain broad themes in socio-cultural perception in
the peasant, agricultural life of Buddhist societies. In the present chapter,
I shall continue and complete the ‘ultimate’ account of continuity in
Theravada thought, in the ideas (found largely in the commentarial
tradition and thereafter) of ‘momentariness’ and of ‘the bhavanga’. This
larter is a term usually suffixed by -citta or -manas, ‘-mind’ or -sotas,
‘stream’. I shall continue with the method of studying patterns of
imagery — here those of a chariot, and of rivers or streams, and water
generally — but 1 shall not be concerned to trace any direct connexion
between the use of such images in the philosophy and psychology of
Buddhism and wider structures of social perception. I shall, rather, trace
a connexion between this imagery and certain wider and simpler patterns
of thinking within Buddhist doctrine, in its ethics and psychology; and,
secondarily in the case of river imagery I shall attempt firmly to disengage
these patterns of thinking from certain themes in western thought, which
have often been alleged to be similar: that is, specifically, from western
ideas of a ‘stream of consciousness’ and of a (Heraclitean) Doctrine of
Flux. In this way, I shall argue, the study of imagery can reveal not only

* Kemp Smith translation, p. 112,
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the wider imaginative world in which religious or philosophical ideas are
embedded, but also how unanalysed and unconscious metaphors can be
built into modern interpretative thinking.

The image of the bhavanga as a stream is certainly built into much of
the writing of modern Theravada thinkers, for whom, indeed, the
concept is basic to any ‘ultimately true’ account of personal continuity:

The existence of the sub-conscious life-stream, or bhavanga-sota, is a necessary
postulate of our thinking . . . whatever constitutes the true and innermost
nature of man or any other being is this subconscious life-stream . . . [Itis] the
sine qua non of life, having the nature of a process, lit. a flux or stream (sota).!

The stream of being, then, is an indispensable condition or factor, the sine qua
non of present conscious existence; it is the raison d’étre of individual life; it is the
life-continuum; it is, as it were, the background on which thought-pictures are
drawn.?

It is the concept of bhavanga which can ‘give a satisfactory theory of
personality and survival without introducing a permanent and unchang-
ing entity like a soul’.3 It explains continuity generally, as well as rebirth;
thus we read not only that ‘this law of rebirth can be made comprehensi-
ble only by the subconscious “life-stream” in Pali bhavanga-sota’,* and
that ‘the karma of a human being who has died produces another form,
appropriate to its particular realm, to carry on the world-line of cause
and effect belonging to that specific current of existence’,’ but also that
the ‘dying and being reborn’ process is actually continuous throughout life, for
consciousness consists of a succession of thought-moments or citta-vithi (Courses
of Cognition), which are like beads strung on the connecting thread of bhavanga,

or the unconscious life-continuum. Each conscious moment in its arising and
passing away is a little birth and a little death.¢

Apart from the imagery of rivers or streams, the major source of the
development of the bhavanga concept in Theravada thinking is the
theory of momentariness; that is, the developed Buddhist idea that all
continuity, whether psychological or material, is produced by a sequence
of ‘moments’ (khana), of minute, temporally ‘atomic’, particles of
matter, consciousness (and in the case of bhavanga, ‘un-consciousness’).
In tracing the origin of this theory from its more general parent idea of
impermanence, 1 shall have occasion to discuss a number of other
Buddhist concepts, such as the ‘life-faculty’, which also have a role to
play in accounts of continuity.

8.1. ‘Impermanent are conditioned things’

In Buddhist legend, the very first convert to Buddhism obtained release at
the thought, occurring to him during the Buddha’s first sermon, that
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‘whatever is subject to origination, all that is subject to cessation’.!
Similarly, the Buddha’s dying injunction was to remember that ‘subject
to decay are conditioned things’.2 It is this perception of impermanence

and death which,

when developed and made much of, destroys all sense-desire, all desire for body
and existence [bhaval, and destroys all ignorance, all conceit ‘I am’. Just as a
farmer in the autumn, ploughing with his ploughshare cuts through all spreading
roots, so the perception of impermanence, . . . destroys sense-desire, ., . . all
conceit of ‘I am’ . . . In what way? . . . By seeing ‘such is body (feeling,
perception, mental formations and consciousness), such their arising, such their
cessation’.3

As Nyanatiloka says, ‘It is from the fact of impermanence that, in most
texts, the other two Characteristics, suffering [dukkhba] and not-self
[anatta) are derived.’® This emphasis on impermanence is developed a
great deal in ethics, and (as we shall see) in meditative reflection. Its
extension into theoretical psychology was to lead finally to the radical
shortening of the life of all existents to the duration of an infinitesimal
‘moment’. Such a theoretical account, however, had also to deal with the
intermediary problem of accounting for the fact of a human lifetime as
‘conventionally’ understood, howsoever short and doomed to death it
might be. What provides its temporary stability? How is it that the
interim between the moments called (in ‘conventional’ terms) ‘birth’ and
‘death’ is generated in the process of karma as a meaningful unit?

8.1.1. What constitutes a lifetime?

We saw in Chapter 7 that the overall answer to the question is that the
energy and impetus of time, and life within it, are provided by the
‘construction(s)’ of renewed consciousness in samsdra. More specifically,
to answer the sorts of problem to which the questions 1 posed above
refer, there arose the concept of particular constructions, called various-
ly, ‘life-formations’ (ayu-samkhara), ‘life’ (ayu) simpliciter, or the ‘life-
faculty’ (jivitindriya), whose function it is to condition the temporary
unity and stability of a lifetime.

Certain passages in the Canon speak of the differences between life and
death as being due to the presence or absence of ‘life, heat, and
consciousness’.’ Just as a ball of iron is lighter, softer, and more pliable
when hot than when cold, as it has heat and air, so a human being is
lighter, softer, and more pliable when possessing life, heat, and
consciousness; just as a conch-shell is capable of producing sound if there
is a man (to blow it), if the man makes an effort to do so, and if he
actually succeeds in producing breath, so the body is capable of
experience through the six senses if there are present life, heat, and
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consciousness. Elsewhere it is argued that the sense-organs ‘continue to
exist dependent on life’, while this life depends on heat; heat, in its turn,
depends on life. The relationship of mutual dependence here is explained
by an analogy with light and a flame: it is the flame which produces light,
but it is visible only by means of the light which it has produced. The text
goes on to say that these ‘life-formations’ are not ‘phenomena which can
be experienced’, since although a monk might have attained to the
meditative state of the ‘cessation of experience’ (literally of ‘perception
and feeling’), still his ‘life is not spent, (his) heat not allayed, (his)
sense-faculties are purified’. In death, on the other hand, ‘life is spent,
heat is allayed’, and ‘the sense-faculties are broken apart’.

The life, heat, and ‘faculties’ (purified or not) which are necessary for
any kind of existence, even that minimal subsistence which is the state of
‘cessation’, are of course ‘formations’, ‘constructed’ out of karma. Such
‘life-formations’ are equally obviously impermanent: they are said to
pass away with greater speed than that shown by anything imaginable. It
is impossible for anyone to avoid the final passing away of life forma-
tions, although the Buddha, when afflicted by a grievous illness, by an act
of will suppressed his disease, ‘took control of his life-formations and
lived on’. Indeed, he might have prolonged his ‘life-formations’ until the
end of the present cosmic aeon, had not his attendant monk Ananda
omitted to request him to do so. Any monk who attains Arhatship
by the practice of certain meditations can come to know exactly
how long his life-formations will last, and thus how long will be his
‘life-term’.”

8.1.2. The life-faculty

The fundamental idea we have been considering, that the difference
between life and death is due to the presence of —amongst other
things — ‘life’, has the same logical peculiarities as that of Moliere’s
young doctor, who derived the power of opium to induce sleep from its
virtus dormitiva.8 Much the same thing might also be said of the use of
the idea of an hypostatised entity called the ‘life-faculty’ (jivitindriya) as
an explanation of stability and unity in one lifetime. The commentaries
to two of the passage. I quoted as speaking of ‘life, heat, and conscious-
ness’, gloss the term ‘life’ by the term ‘life-faculty’.? The standard
definition of the term is given in a series of synonyms, as follows: ‘the life,
persistence, going on, keeping going, progress, continuance, preserva-
tion, existence of phenomena’.l? In a list of ‘most important factors’
(literally, ‘heads’), the ‘most important factor of continuity’ is said to be
the life-faculty. It 1s known as ‘a real and ultmate fact’. Where
conventional truth speaks of the life and death of ‘beings’, or ‘breathing
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things’,* ultimate truth speaks of the existence and cessation of the
life-faculey. !

The life-faculty is of two kinds: bodily and mental (or ‘material’ and
‘immaterial’). (The same general definition I quoted above is given
separately in the case of both bodily and mental life-faculties.) The
former is counted as part of the ‘category of body’, the latter as part of
the ‘category of mental formations’. The latter mental phenomenon is
later said to be one of the seven ‘concomitants of consciousness
accompanying all mental events’.!2 The function of both kinds of
life-faculty is said to be that of maintaining the (conventional) unity
called a person, formed, as it is in fact, of a plurality of groups of
simultaneous impersonal elements: ‘the function of the life-faculty is to
maintain elements which arise together’. It is this function which makes it
‘the controlling factor in a continuing process’. It is said to ‘watch over’
or ‘preserve’ the groups of elements as a wet-nurse does a child; but at the
same time it is not itself independent of the elements which are to be
maintained together, as a pilot cannot exist without a boat.!3

We might describe the part played by the concept of the life-faculty in
an overall Buddhist account of personality and continuity in the follow-
ing way: what is conventionally called a human being, or a person, is in
fact a series of groups of impersonal elements (dhamma); these elements
are, paradigmatically, grouped for the purposes of analysis into five
categories (khandha). The general, overriding force which moves and
preserves the sequence is karma; in particular, within the group of
constructed elements which exist at any given moment of the sequence,
there are two karmically resultant formations (that is, within the
body-category the material life-faculty, and within the mental-
formations-category the immaterial life-faculty) whose function it is to
maintain together, as a temporary unity, that collection of elements of
which they are members. As we shall see presently, both forms of
life-faculty are, like the other elements which they maintain together,
only momentarily existent. When the ‘moment’ arrives in which neither
form of life-faculty is ‘re-constructed’ or ‘re-formed’ by karma, then the
unity of the psycho-physical elements with which they were formerly
associated in one name-and-form is dissipated, and the ‘individual’ ‘dies’.

Theravada needs to divide the life-faculty into two forms, for a number
of different reasons. In Buddhist cosmology, there are ‘worlds’ without
matter, where a purely immaterial life-faculty is required; and there are
equally ‘unconscious beings’, and states of complete unconsciousness
during human life, which require a material life-faculty.!4 The most

* Pana, as in the first of the Five Precepts, against ‘the killing of living beings’, panatipata’.
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important state of unconsciousness here is the meditative state, to which 1
have already referred, of the ‘cessation of perception and feeling’. For
other Buddhist schools, it was, amongst other things, the problem of
maintaining individual continuity through periods where no conscious
activity was thought to occur — most obviously in ‘cessation’ and dream-
less sleep — which led to the postulation of a ‘deeper’ level or type of
consciousness, which guaranteed continuity.!S For Theravada it is the
material life-faculty which continues to exist during cessation. We saw
that a monk who has attained to the state still has ‘life’: the commentary
explains that by this is meant the material life-faculty. The process is
likened to the damping down and re-kindling of a fire: a monk becomes
weary of mental activity, and enters cessation, just as a man might weary
of ‘the occurrence of a fire’, and so put it out and cover it with ashes. He
then sits quietly until he wants fire again, when he takes away the ashes
and re-kindles the flames. The coals covered with ashes correspond to the
material life-faculty during cessation, while the uncovering of the ashes
and the re-appearance of flames correspond to the emergence from the
state and the re-appearance of immaterial mental phenomena.!6

8.1.3. Chariot imagery
The use of fire-imagery here fits neatly into the general pattern of
Buddhism: life-in-samsara and temporally extended expenence seen as a
flame burning in the fire of desire, whose * going out’ when temporary is
cessation, when permanent nibbana. There is another pattern of imagery
which will illuminate the particular problem of unity and continuity
within one lifetime with which we are immediately concerned. The image
is that of a moving chariot, or cart. In order to give a full idea of the
flavour of this image, let me first mention another idea relevant to
continuity here: life as a sequence of the four ‘postures’ (iriya-patha),
standing, sitting, lying down and walking. ‘This life is weak and frail,
. it is tied up with the (four) postures . . .; it continues only when
they are occurring evenly; when any one of them prevails (unchangingly),
the life-formations are stopped.” ‘Breaking the (sequence of the) postures’
is equivalent to ‘cutting off the life-faculty’ as a description of the danger
avoided by the possession of ‘the livelihood known as lasting-a-long-
time’.17
The term iriya-patha means literally ‘ways of going’; in the passage just
cited, the terms translated as ‘livelihood’ and ‘lasting’ (yatra, gamana) are
equally derived from basic verbal roots meaning ‘to go’. The sequence of
words | have quoted above as synonymous defining terms for the
life-faculty similarly have this flavour. The word vibarati, which is used
to refer to both the temporary ‘abiding’ in a meditative state and the
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ordinary, continuous ‘living’ of life, is defined by a similar sequence of
terms, which differ only in that their grammatical form is verbal:
‘progresses, continues, preserves, goes, keeps going, moves on, lives’.18
The commentary explains all these verbs by means of the idea of the
sequence of the four postures: for example, the occurrence within the list
of synonyms of the verb ‘lives’ (vibarati) is explained as referring to ‘the
carrying on of life through cutting off one posture by another’. We have
already met the pun on wvibarati which speaks of ‘carrying on the
individuality’ by means of the sequence of postures. The term vibarati
used for meditative abiding, is explained similarly: ‘by abiding in a
posture . . . he produces the progress, conduct, preservation, keeping
going, moving on, abiding of individuality’.1?

The Vibhanga commentary which elaborates the sequence of verbs
synonymous with vibarati in terms of the four postures, explains vattat:
(which I have rendered as ‘continues’, but which comes from a basic root
meaning ‘to turn’) as ‘the continuance of the chariot of the body by the
four postures’. As a commentarial explanation of the description of the
body as ‘four-wheeled’ we read that the wheels are the four postures.
(The same idea is given somewhat artificially as an explanation of the
term cakka-vatti, meaning ‘wheel-turner’ in the sense of ‘conquering
king’, and of the simple idea of ‘mounting a chariot’ to escape bandits.)20
The importance of chariot imagery in this area of Buddhist thought is not
limited to this simple literary conceit. The use of the image of a chariot
for the continuance of the physical body, and the metaphor of chariot-
driving in matters of psychology, both connect Buddhist thought with,
and differentiate it from, a very general pattern of thinking about time
and continuity in Indian culture.*

The standard point made about the monk’s use of alms-food has it that
such food is not for enjoyment, or personal beautification, but for ‘the
maintenance, the keeping going of the body’.2! The Visuddhimagga
explains that here ‘maintenance is a synonym for the life-faculty; thus,
“for the maintenance and keeping going of this body” means for the
purpose of causing the life-faculty of this body to continue’. The monk is
thus to use alms-food in the same way that a charioteer uses axle-grease,
not for enjoyment or embellishment, but simply to keep his chariot
going.2? The image of the physical body as a chariot is common
elsewhere in the Visuddhimagga: the fourteen chest-bones resemble a
decaying chariot frame; the heart in the body is like a piece of meat
lodged in an old chariot frame; the joints of the body lubricated by
synovial fluid are like a well-greased axle.23 In the Suttas, we are urged to

* I'shall speak, for simplicity, of ‘chariot’-imagery. The terms so translated can in fact often
denote vehicles we should rather term ‘carts’, ‘wagons’, and so on.
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remember that the body will come to old age and death, just as splendid
royal chariots decay. The Buddha compares his old body to a ‘worn-out
chariot’, only kept going by supports, and soon to fall apart. Indeed, one
is urged to see the whole world as a painted royal chariot as wise men do,
and have no attachment for it. For those without this vision ‘the world
turns by karma, beings move on through karma; beings are bound to
karma, like the lynch-pin of a moving chariot’.24

The image is used also psychologically. Where the body was a
four-wheeled chariot, it is said that ‘the one-wheeled chariot rolls on’,
with the meaning that the chariot is the monk’s body, and the wheel his
mindfulness. A monk is to regard mind and mental factors with
equanimity, as a charioteer is indifferent to his horses; equally, the monk
practising mindfulness over the senses, or concentrating his mind to
attain the ‘higher powers’, is like a driver keeping guard over his horses
and chariot.2$

The fundamental spirit behind the use of the image of a moving chariot
to express the Buddhist attitude to continuity in one lifetime is this: 1
have argued already that ‘for Brahmanical thinking, time and continuity
were not simply and deterministically given to man; rather, they are the
result of a constant effort at prolongation, a constant pushing forward of
life’; and that Buddhism took over this attitude, with the value-
judgements reversed. The dynamic, forward-moving connotations of the
series of synonymous terms which are given in definition of the life-
faculty, and of ‘living’ as a ‘sequence of the four postures’, bear witness
to such an underlying attitude. The unifying spirit behind all these highly
technical, ultimate ideas is illustrated by the image of the frail combina-
tion of physical and mental states called a ‘person’, or a ‘life’, being
pushed along by the constant driving force of karma, just as a chariot is
driven along a road, until it decays and falls apart through age.

Of the wider uses of chariot-imagery in India, a few egregious
examples must suffice. In one of the great hymns to time of the Atharva
Veda, time is said to be like a horse drawing a chariot, ‘whose wheels are
all beings, . . . whose axle is immortality’; a long hymn of the Rg Veda
speaks of the movement of the sun and time as that of a horse-drawn
chariot, with much numerical symbolism ~ the seven horses (days), the
three-axled wheel (the three seasons), the wheel (of the year) with its
twelve spokes (months), carrying seven hundred and twenty children (the
nights and days of a year).26 This kind of imaginative thinking is
common in early India.2” Common also in India (and indeed elsewhere)
was the use of the metaphor of chariot-driving for individual psychology:
in a famous passage of the Katha Upanisad, the body is compared to a
chariot, with the self, its owner, riding in it; ‘intellect’ (buddhi) is the
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driver, ‘mind’ (manas) the reins, the senses the horses, and the objects of
sense the ground over which they range. The man who attains release
‘reaches the end of the road’.28 *

For Buddhism also, the enlightened man is one who ‘has reached the
end of the road’, whereas the man still unreleased is as yet a ‘traveller’ on
‘the long road called the round (of rebirth)’.2® The image of life as
travelling in a chariot has a crucial difference in Buddhism from that of
the Upanisad just quoted. For Buddhism, of course, there is no self riding
in the chariot as its ‘owner’; we have seen that the kbandha have no
‘owner’.30 Despite this crucial doctrinal difference, the idea of a lifetime
as a road to be travelled is still strong in Buddhist thought. The terms
addha and addhana, derived from Sanskrit adhvan, ‘road’, can mean
both ‘time’ generally, and ‘a lifetime’ in particular.3! The phrase tayo
addha refers to the three times of past, present, and future, while
addhayu means ‘a lifespan’, and the phrase ‘one who has reached the end
of his road’ (addhagato) is synonymous with ‘advanced in years, old’.
Accordingly, when we read of the man who has not abandoned desire,
that for him digham addhanam samsaram, we can translate both as
‘samsara is a long road’, and as ‘the round of rebirth will last a long
time’.32

8.1.4. Conclusion
We have seen in this first section a number of related concepts with
which Buddhism has sought to solve the problem of the temporary unity
and stability of one lifetime, given the all-pervasive truth of
impermanence — the life-formations, life-faculty, the sequence of the four
postures. | have suggested that the spirit behind these technical formula-
tions can best be grasped by the image of life in time, and s lifetime, as
travelling along a road like a chariot. Lest it might be thought that the
life-faculty creates a real individual to exist through a lifetime, one must
remember that other use of chariot imagery which we met earlier:33 that
is, the argument that just as there is no real, eternal thing in a chariot, but
merely a temporary assemblage of parts which receives the conventional
designation ‘chariot’, so there is nothing more to the ‘person’ but a
temporary assemblage of parts. As we saw, the life-faculty is a temporary
part, like the others which it is its function to ‘maintain together’. If,
then, nothing real or ultimate endures for the length of a lifetime, how
long does what is real and ultimate endure?

The answer to this question is that all the real elements of a person
endure only for a ‘moment’:

* See also the examples given in Chapter 2.3.1 and nn. 3 and 4.
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In the ultimate sense, the life-moment of living beings is extremely short, being
only as much as the occurrence of a single conscious moment. Just as a chariot
wheel, when it is rolling, rolls [that is, touches the ground] only on one point of
[the circumference] of its tyre, and, when it is at rest, rests only on one point, so
too, the life of living beings lasts only for a single conscious moment. When that
moment is ceased, the being is said to have ceased, according as it is said ‘In a past
conscious moment he did live’, not ‘he does live’, not ‘he will live’. In a future
conscious moment not ‘he did live’, not ‘he does live’ [but] ‘he will live’.. In the
present conscious moment, not ‘he did live’, [but] ‘he does live’, [and] not ‘he will
live’.34

Those texts I quoted earlier, which spoke of the life-faculty and its
function of maintaining all the other elements together,3S continue by
asserting that the life-faculty ceases at the end of each moment, along
with the other elements which it holds together:

It does not prolong existence beyond the moment of cessation, since neither it
itself nor the elements whose existence it was to have prolonged exist (any more).
It does not cause [the other elements] to continue after the moment of cessation,
as it is itself dying out, like the flame of a lamp when the wick and oil are used up.

There is a reference here to the idea that each existent element lasts for
one moment, itself composed of three ‘sub-moments’: arising, presence,
and cessation (uppada, thiti, bhanga). It is this idea to which the early
Buddhist teaching of impermanence finally evolved; and it is to this idea
that I now turn.

8.2. The ‘ultimate’ extent of a lifetime: momentariness

Each ‘real’ and ‘ultimate’ element lasts for only a ‘moment’. This idea
became so fundamental to developed Buddhist thinking* that Buddhism
came to be referred to as ksanikavada, The Theory of Moments.! The
idea of the conversion of such a series of moments, or ‘point-instants’,
into the world of human experience has been compared to that of the
conversion of still photographs into a cinematic moving picture;? in
Stcherbatsky’s perhaps more elegant metaphor, the Universe in
ksanikavada is represented as a staccato rather than legato movement.3
Various attempts were made by the tradition to compute the actual
temporal length of such moments: for example, that each day contains
86,400 seconds, which equal 6,449,099,980 moments — thus 1/74,642
second per moment.* Frequently, the idea of a finger-snap is used to
designate the smallest perceptible unit of time;S and a finger-snap itself is
said to contain sixty-four, or even billions of moments.¢ In fact, we read,
no simile can illustrate the shortness of the moment;’ that is to say, what

* The Madhyamaka school, however, is a notable exception.
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appears in Buddhist theory as a ‘moment’ is not in itself an object of
conscious perception, nor even capable of being illustrated by anything
else which is. In dealing with the idea of momentariness therefore, we are
in a wholly conceptual, non-empirical realm. Accordingly, when tracing
the development of the theory, we must look for logical, or at least
natural, extensions of basic Buddhist concepts.

8.2.1. The meditations on impermanence and death

Such natural extensions of Buddhist thinking can be found with regard to
the ideas of impermanence and death, as they were developed as subjects
for virtuoso meditative reflection. I argued earlier that the emphasis on
dukkha, ‘suffering’ or ‘unsatisfactoriness’, in Buddhist thought was not
an empirical observation or judgement on life, but a form of perception
undertaken as a soteriological project. The Buddha replaced the physical
mortification ubiquitous elsewhere in the ascetic’ practice of Indian
religious virtuosos, with the mental mortification of the contemplation of
universal suffering. Equally, in the reflections on impermanence and
death, we should see this same project of replacing a physical asceticism
by one of the mind.

The idea of the impermanence and transience of life was easily
associated with the idea of the omnipresence of change. A frequent
synonym for ‘impermanent’ is ‘subject to change’ (viparinama-dhamma);,
we saw that the first argument for anatta asserts that suffering arises
from the inevitable fact that the constituents of personality ‘change and
become otherwise’. In Buddhist virtuoso reflection, change in large,
external, and physical matters is to be replaced by an increased percep-
tion of the small-scale changes within consciousness itself: the Buddha
asserts that it is easy for the ‘ignorant ordinary man’ to feel repulsion for
the body, since its impermanence, its growth and decay, its ‘being taken
up and put down’ at birth and death, are easy to see. (Clearly he is
deliberately classing the physical asceticism of Brahmanical practice
(tapas) with the ignorance of the ordinary non-religious layman.)8 Such a
person, however, will find it more difficult to feel repulsion for, and so
renounce, ‘that which is called mind [citza], thought [manas)], conscious-
ness [vifisiana)’; for he is accustomed to think of it (in the usual way) ‘this
1 am, this is mine, this is my self’. The Buddha continues, in ironical vein,
by saying that it would be better for such a man to regard the body as a
self rather than the mind, since at least the body lasts for anything up to a
hundred years or more, whereas the mind ‘by night and by day arises as
one thing, ceases as another’. He compares this fickleness of the mind, as
so often, to a monkey jumping from one branch to another.? Indeed,
there is no other single thing so ‘quick to change’ as the mind.10 It is
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important to realise here that for Buddhism there is no distinction
between change in the content or objects of consciousness (it is such
fickleness and inconstancy which the monkey simile usually stresses) and
change in consciousness itself. In the sequence of ‘moments’ of conscious-
ness there is no continuing self as ‘knowing subject’, to whom the various
contents of consciousness might appear as objects — accordingly, change
in content here is equivalent to change in form; and change in form is
equivalent to change in being (which is to say, to the ‘cessation’ of the
previous moment, and the ‘arising’ of a new moment as a separate
existent),

We can see this clearly expressed, as well as the progression from the
perception of physical change to the more refined and valued perception
of mental change, in a passage of the Visuddhimagga.l! Here, a monk is
to see the three characteristics of impermanence, suffering, and not-self
as applying to the body, first over a period of a hundred years (as we have
seen, the traditional length of a lifetime, from the Vedic period on), and
then in gradually decreasing lengths of time: in three periods of thirty-
three years, in each of the ten decades, and so on, until he reaches the
seasons of the year, the waxing and waning of the moon, and then each
day. Next he is to reflect that ‘the body occurring by night ceases there,
without reaching the day’.12 Finally, in each physical movement, such as
lifting the feet in the process of walking, the monk is to see the body as
changing constantly: ‘thus formations keep breaking up, like crackling
sesamum seeds put into a hot pan; wherever they arise, there they cease,
stage by stage, section by section, term by term, each without reaching
the next part’. Turning from the facts of bodily change to those of mind,
the monk is to see the very consciousness which perceived bodily change
as itself impermanent, unsatisfactory, and not-self. He does this by a
‘further (act of) mind’. Similarly, this second (act of) mind is to be seen as
impermanent, unsatisfactory, and not-self, by a third, the third by a
fourth, the fourth by a fifth, and so on.!3

The structure of this gradual process of perception is the application of
the characteristics usually attributed to a lifetime as a whole ~ notably
birth, change, and death — to ever decreasing extents of time. In the other
meditative reflection which lay behind the growth of the theory of
momentariness, that on death, we can see the very same structure, and
the very same project of mental mortification (in an etymologically exact
sense of the term). The monk is to start from the perception of inevitable
‘ordinary’ death — defined as ‘the cutting off of the life-faculty compris-
ing one lifetime’ and finally to reach ‘momentary death, reckoned as the
dissolution, each moment, of formations’.}4 He is to reflect on life’s
‘limitedness of extent’ beginning from the usual one-hundred-year span,
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until he realises eventually that the extent of future life is completely
uncertain, even for the time it takes to swallow a mouthful of food, or to
breathe in and out. He is then to continue by perceiving death ‘in terms of
the shortness of the moment’. The text then continues with the idea that
‘in the ultimate sense, the life-moment of living beings is . . . a single
conscious moment’, using the image of a chariot wheel’s touching the
earth only at one point, which I quoted earlier (at the end of Chapter
8.1.4 above).1S The same passage is given in the commentary to the Sutta
Nipata. The phrase being explained is “life is short’, and the commentary
glosses ‘life’ in the usual way, as defined by the sequence of synonyms
‘persistence, keeping going, continuance’, and gives the image of the
chariot wheel to elucidate the idea that life is short ‘through the
limitation of (its) duration’.16 In both texts, there follow these verses!?

Life, individuality (attabbava), all pleasure and pain

continue for one short mind-moment . . .

Even those gods who live for eighty thousand aeons*
are not identical for two mind (-moment)s.

8.2.2. Life is but a moment
There is, then, developed through the form of mental asceticism which
consists in the increasing introjection of meditative reflection on im-
permanence and death, a formal parallel in Buddhist thought between
the ordinary idea of a lifetime, and that of the infinitesimal ‘moment’ in
which ‘real’ elements exist. The parallel is drawn explicitly by the
Theravada tradition: ‘Past, future, and present are two-fold, according to
the method of the Suttas or the analysis of the Abhidhamma. According
to the method of the Suttas it is divided by lifetime . . . According to the
analysis of the Abbhidhamma it is divided by moment.’ The text explains
(using the example of matter (ripa)) that in the former case all matter
before birth is past, all that after death is future, while ‘the matter
occurring between rebirth and death is present’. In the latter case, there
are three parts of a moment: ‘arising, presence, and cessation’. Matter
which has passed through these three sub-moments is past, that which
has not yet passed through them is future, while ‘matter passing through
these three (sub-)moments is present’.18

The analogy here may be traced in terminology other than the precise
formal parallel of birth-life-death and arising-presence-cessation. We
read that formations are characterised by ‘arising, change in what
persists (or “continuous change”), and old age’.1? (The commentary here
explains old age by ‘decay’ (jara).) Similarly, we read that an ‘occurring
moment’ has three phases, ‘arising, decay, and cessation’.20 The Visud-

* That is, gods tn the highest heaven. See Table 2 in Chapter 7.
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dhimagga declares that (the idea of) ‘continuity is destroyed’ by seeing
the ‘rise and fall’ of things, their ‘arising, growing old, becoming
otherwise’.2! The ‘arising’ of elements is described as their ‘acquisition of
individuality’ — the term used, that is, in conventional language, for
rebirth in a new life.22

Given that the idea of the momentary, perceptually subliminal exist-
ence of real and ultimate elements had arisen through such a develop-
ment of Buddhist thought and practice, there still remained the problem,
for Buddhist scholasticism, of producing a comprehensive account of the
psycho-physical functioning of such elements. This account had not only
to deal with ordinary perception and cognition, with the process of death
and rebiith, and so on, but it had to face a specific problem: the elements
supposed to be involved in conscious processes could not be imagined to
be continuously active, without a break, throughout every infinitesimal
‘moment’ of life; indeed, there were states of mind such as deep,
dreamless sleep and the meditative state of cessation, where no conscious
activity was said to take place for some length of time. The key to the
answers given to these problems lies in the distinction between the mind
in its active state, in which ‘mental processes’ (citta-vithi) occur, and the
mind when inactive, ‘process-free’ (vithi-mutta). This latter state of mind
was termed bhavanga; though equally momentary, equally subject to the
sub-moments of arising, presence, and cessation within each moment,
bhavanga-mind could be assumed to exist on all those occasions when
the elements of active consciousness were not.*

8.3. The bhavanga-mind

8.3.1. Origin and etymology of the term

The details of the concept of bhavanga are found in the commentarial
literature, the Milinda Patiha, Visuddhimagga, and the twelfth century
‘Summary of Abhidhamma’ (Abhidhammattha-samgaha); there is a bare
mention of some of the terms of its use in the theory of perception and
cognition, in what appears to be its final form, in the earlier Abhidham-
ma work, the Patthana.' The earliest occurrence of the word is in the
Suttas, where it is by no means the technical term it was to become, but
nevertheless is used in a way wholly consonant with the general Buddhist
attitude to continuity. There are two sets of four angas, ‘constituents’,
‘limbs’, or ‘parts’: first the constituents of morality, concentration,
wisdom, and release. (As we saw, these are the parts of the (completed)
Path.) Secondly, there are the constituents of body, perception, feeling,

* With the notable exception of cessation, See further below.
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and existence or becoming (bhavangam). Clearly here the generic term
bhava is being used in place of the fourth and fifth khandha, mental
formations and consciousness, taken togethei. These two, as we saw in
Chapter 7, are the crucial agents of rebirth and continuity generally, and
it was their joint function in this regard which led to the idea of
construction-consciousness as the agent and medium of rebirth. It is quite
natural, then, for these two to be called the ‘constituent of existence’.?

The term bhavanga, ‘limb’, ‘factor’, or ‘constituent of existence’, is
used also to refer to any and all of the twelve members of the Dependent
Origination sequence.*3 Poussin,* reviewing the Théorie des Douze
Causes in Buddhism, comments here that of all the twelve it is vifiridna,
consciousness, which,

on account of its permeating [all the other parts] and its persistence, receives par
excellence the name of bhavanga, chief part of existence. It is the seed and the
marrow, as much from the physical point of view as the psychological, of all that
development which constitutes an existence (dtmabhava), a ‘share’ of life
between a conception and a death — a development which is not supported by
any permanent principle (soul), but which is nevertheless organic, vitalist,
governed by an internal force.

When considered in this light, bhavanga can be seen relatively colourless-
ly as a ‘part’, or particular (individual) ‘portion’ of being.’ Nyanaponika
speculates that ‘azga may here have the alternative meaning of “‘link” as
well, and consequently bhavanga would signify “link of existence”’. As
he says, however, ‘the word anga in the compound bhavanga is usually
explained in the Commentaries by kdrana, “‘cause”; accordingly the
entire term would mean, literally, “cause” (or condition) of (continued)
existence’.6 It is a condition of existence in two senses: first, in the sense
of its mere occurrence as a phenomenon of the samsaric, temporally
extended sphere, as a necessary part of any individual name-and-form.
As befits such a formation, it is both a causal, ‘construct-ive’ and a
resultant, ‘construct-ed’ factor: as the latter, it is said that one of the
‘occasions for the occurrence’ (literally ‘maturation’, or ‘ripening’) of
resultant-consciousness is ‘bhavanga for the length of a life’.7 Secondly, it
is itself a conditioning factor of existence, in the particular sense of being
a necessary condition for any conscious experience of life. It is only on
the basis of bhavanga that any mental processes can arise. Thus it is said
that while karma is the general condition of any ‘resultant mind’, it is
bhavanga which is the condition for ‘active mind’.8 Any one ‘stream’ of
bhavanga provides the opportunity for, and links together, a series of
mental processes, in one connected and conscious existence. The

* In the same relatively colourless way as the eight parts of the Path are called its eight
‘limbs’, atthanga.
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philosopher J. S. Mill defined matter as a ‘permanent possibility of
sensation’: one might borrow the phraseology here to describe the
bhavanga — the ‘subject’ of what Mill calls ‘sensation’ rather than its
object — as offering an ‘impermanent possibility of experience’.

These, then, are the meanings attributed to the term bhavanga in
Theravada, and its general place in the logic of personal continuity. [ will
turn now to the function it is held to have in a number of different
particular contexts: deep sleep, ordinary perception, and cognition, the
process of death and rebirth, and the meditative state of cessation;
finally, I will look at the idea, to which scattered references are made in
Theravada, of bhavanga-citta as ‘pure and luminous mind’.

8.3.2. Its functions

(i) In deep sleep. In a tidy and internally coherent way, the concept of
bhavanga is used to explain the condition of deep sleep, in which no
conscious processes, no dreams, occur. In the Milinda Panha Nagasena
explains that

one who dreams does so neither when (fully) asleep nor when awake, but in the

interval state while falling deeply asleep before bhavanga is reached ... When
someone is deeply asleep, his mind is in the bhavanga state; a mind in the
bhavanga state does not function ... whereas one sees dreams with a

functioning mind.

The stage of sleep in which dreams occur is called ‘monkey-sleep . . . the
middle stage of sleep’ whereas ‘the final stage is in bhavanga’.’ The
commentary to the Abhidhamma work Vibhanga says that dreams occur
neither when one is deeply asleep nor when one is awake. On the one
hand, ‘one sleeps (deeply) with bhavanga-mind; this has no perceptual or
cognitive object [literally “no object consisting in (material) form, etc.”]
nor is it associated with desire etc. These sorts of mind occur in one who
is dreaming.” Accordingly, to ascribe dreams to this bhavanga state
would involve a ‘conflict with Abbidhamma’. On the other hand, to
count dreaming sleep as a form of being awake would involve a ‘conflict
with the Code of Discipline’, since a man is not to be held morally
responsible for what occurs in dreams, as he is when awake. Rather,
dreams occur to one in ‘monkey-sleep’; ‘for just as the sleep of a monkey
is quick to change, so is this sleep . . ., which occurs again and again,
arising from bhavanga’.1° The Visuddhimagga explains that ‘bhavanga-
consciousness occurs . .. as long as no other (state of) mind arises to
interrupt its continuity . . . occurring endlessly as in periods of deep,
dreamless sleep’.11
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(i1) In perception and cognition.* The Vijrianavada school of Buddhism
uses a concept of alaya-vijnana, the ‘home-consciousness’, which has
many similarities with the Theravada bhavanga.'2 There are differences,
however: in Vasubandhu’s version of Vijfianavada, in what is called his
‘idealist’ system, the objects of normal perception are created out of the
alaya-vijnana in just the same way as are dreams; that is, both are equally
‘illusory’, equally ‘unreal’.13 In Theravada, on the contrary, although
bhavanga-mind shares the same formal relationship to the arising both of
dreams and of normal perception, it is never suggested that the objects of
the two forms of ‘mental process’ are either ontologically or epistemolo-
gically equivalent.t The arising of the mental process of perception, as
we shall see presently, ‘interrupts the continuity of bhavanga’ in the same
way that the occurrence of dreams in ‘monkey-sleep’ does; but the
similarity in psychological process should not be thought necessarily to
entail any further ontological commitment.

In order to see the details of the mental process of perception in a
proper perspective, one should remember two general themes of Buddh-
ist psychological thought. In the first place, it is regularly said that all six
sense-consciousnesses arise through, and in dependence on, the internal
sense-organ and the external sense-object. Thus in the case of mind,
‘mental consciousness arises dependent on mind and mental objects’.14
The physical senses, when not actively involved in the processes of
perceptual consciousness, could be supposed to continue simply as parts
of the continuing body. The continued existence of mind when not
involved in mental consciousness, on the other hand, presented a
problem. The problem was solved in later Theravada by the assertion
that mind in this state was bbhavanga-mind.'S The Visuddhimagga says
that ‘mental consciousness arises dependent on bbavanga-mind, mental
object, and attention’.16

In the second place, as we have seen, it is said that the life-formations
pass away with unimaginable speed, and that the formations of mind are
even quicker to change than those of the body. In the development of the
theory of mental processes, this relationship was quantified, so that one
moment of matter is equivalent to sixteen or seventeen moments of
mind.§ Thus ‘the lifespan of material phenomena is seventeen moments
of mind’;'7 in a description of ‘the short duration of the material

* As mind is considered in Buddhism to be a sixth ‘sense-base’ (@yatana), 1 will use the
simple term ‘perception’ in the text of this section to refer both to the perceiving of objects
of the physical senses, and to the cognising of objects of mind, that is thoughts.

1 On this see further section (v) below.

t The two figures arise through the inclusion in any one sequence of one moment of
bhavanga before the start of the mental process proper. (That is, whether, in the list given
below, moment number one, ‘past bhavanga’ is included in the mental process or not.)
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life-faculty’, we read that ‘while (one moment of) matter that has arisen is
present, sixteen (moments of) mind arise and break up’. Similarly,

While (one moment of) matter endures, bhavanga-mind arises and ceases sixteen
times. Mind’s (sub-) moments of arising, presence and cessation are equal; but of
matter, the arising and cessation (sub-) moments are quick, like those {of mind),
whereas the presence (sub-) moment is long — it lasts while sixteen moments of
mind arise and cease.1®

The concomitance of the two is likened to a tall, long-striding man, and a
small, short-striding man walking together. For every step that the tall
man takes, the small one takes sixteen.1?

With these two general points in mind, then, I will turn to the details of
a mental process in an act of perception* (I will adopt the seventeen-
moment version). The stages are given in the list below.

1. atita bhavanga past bhavanga-moment

2. bhavanga calana disturbance of bhavanga

3. bhavanga upaccheda bhavanga ‘cut off’

4. paricadvaravajjana ‘advertence’ through the five
sense-doors

§. panca-vinnana consciousness (through one) of the
five senses

6. sampaticchana ‘reception’

7. santirana ‘examination’

8. votthapana ‘determining’

9—15. javana (karmically-operative) ‘impulsions’

16-17. taddrammana ‘registering’

Since my concern with this seventeen-moment series is with its
relevance to the problem of continuity, I think that many details of its
account of a perceptual process can safely be ignored.20 For the present
purpose, the series can perhaps be divided into four sections. Firstly,
moments one to three represent the initial entry of the perceptual object
into the ‘subject’s’ awareness — better said, into the receptive medium of
mind, temporarily associated with material elements in one name-and-
form. Second, moments four to eight represent a gradually increasing
attention to the stimulus, in which its particular nature and qualities are
recognised. Third, moments nine to fifteen represent the reaction to the
stimulus, in the sense of ‘full cognition’ or ‘apperception’ — two equiva-
lents for javana often given in modern Theravada works. (It is during
these moments that the perceptual process becomes karmically signifi-
cant, through the operation of desire, ‘the conceit I am”’, and so on.
* In the case of an object ‘entering through the mind-door’ (that is, a thought), the process

passes directly from moment number four, ‘adverting’, to number nine, the first

‘impulsion’.
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The previous moments one to eight are thought of as results of previous
karma.) Lastly, moments sixteen and seventeen represent a ‘registering’
of the perception as a whole, including the javana reaction. These two
moments occur only if the stimulus is strong. In modern terms, perhaps,
one might interpret these two moments as the transition from a
perception to the (short-term) memory of it; a transition necessary if the
event is to be stored in (long-term) memory. The figure below gives a
diagrammatic rendering of the arising of one such mental process in a
continuing stream of bhavanga.

9 IO II 1213 141§

Is
16 17 45678 116 17
Bh.Bh.. . . 123 Bh.Bh. . . .

There is an extended simile quoted in many texts, both ancient and
modern, which admirably illustrates the process, and connects the
present use of the bhavanga concept with that in connexion with deep
sleep, which we have already met.2! A man is sleeping under a mango
tree, with his head covered (past bhavanga-moments, and moment one);
the wind rustles the branches, loosens a mango-fruit, and it falls, striking
the sleeping man (moments two and three); he is aroused from sleep
(moment four); removes his head covering (moment five); he picks up the
fruit (moment six); examines it (moment seven); recognises it as a mango
(moment eight); he eats it (moments nine—fifteen); along with the last
morsels, or after-taste (moments sixteen—seventeen), he puts back his
head covering and goes back to sleep (subsequent bhavanga moments).

Excursus: bhavanga and the ‘unconscious’. This is perhaps the point to
offer some remarks on the use of the modern term ‘unconscious’ as a
translation of bhavanga. Many modern Theravada writers do so0.22 As a
loose translation it will — perhaps — suffice, as will the even looser
‘subconscious’. Insofar, however, as the term might be thought to
include interpretation as well as simple word-translation, serious diffi-
culties arise. Certainly, the bhavanga is a mental but not conscious
phenomenon; but in following the sense of the term ‘unconscious’ further
into psychoanalytic theory, the similarity ends. For Freud, the word
unconscious was used not only in what he called a ‘descriptive’ sense, but
also in a ‘systematic’ sense.?3 That is, as he writes, apart from the
descriptive sense, in which ‘we call a psychical process unconscious whose
existence we are obliged to assume — for some such reason as that we
infer it from its effects — but of which we know nothing’, it is also the
case that ‘we have come to understand the term “‘unconscious” in a
topographical or systematic sense as well . . . and have used the word
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more and more to denote a mental province rather than a quality of what
is mental’.24 Insofar as the Buddhist concept of bhavanga might be
thought of as being part of a topographical account of mind, it is so only
in relation to a systematic account of perception, and not of motivation.
The motivation of action, of course, is the crucial area of psychology for
any psychoanalytic theory. While many aspects of the Buddhist attitude
to motivation do resemble some Freudian themes,2’ they are nowhere
related systematically to the bhavanga in the Theravada tradition before
modern times. Accordingly, the modern comparison between bhavanga
and the psychoanalytic unconscious must be developed as part of what
one might call ‘speculative’ or ‘creative’ Buddhist philosophy, rather than
by historical scholarship.

(i) In death and rebirth.26 A modified form of the mental process of
perception is held to explain the process of death and rebirth. The stages
are given in the list below.

1. atita bhavanga past bhavanga-moment
2. bhavanga calana disturbance of bhavanga
Previous 3. bbavanga upaccheda bhavanga ‘cut off’
Life 4. manodvaravajjana  ‘advertence through the mind-door’
§—9. javana ‘impulsions’
10-11. tadarammana ‘registering’
12. cuti citta death-thought
‘Death’
New 13. patisandbi-vininana  rebirth-linking consciousness
Life 14. bhavanga bhavanga

The process here from moments one to eleven is the same as any
process of thought (as opposed to perception) during life. The ‘death-
thought’ of moment twelve is a species of bhavanga: ‘the very last
bhavanga-mind of one life is called the ‘‘death(-moment)””’.27 The next
moment, ‘rebirth-linking’, is part of the mental side of a new name-and-
form. This consciousness is usually explained as being that referréd to as
the third ‘limb’ of the Dependent Origination series, and in the idea of the
‘descent of consciousness’ at rebirth. In the next moment the bhavanga of
a new life begins, to continue its ‘stream’ in the normal way. The content
of the last thought, the five ‘impulsion’ moments, is of a special nature,
which allows us, even in the midst of such abstruse intellectual Buddhist
concepts, to refer yet again to the ideas of ‘popular’ Buddhism, indeed to
ideas of Indian folklore generally. Here again, we can see that, as I argued
earlier, ‘Buddhist ultimate doctrine systematises . . . structures of
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thought which existed, and continue to exist, in a wider cultural
dispersion.’

The content of the last thought before death, it is said, can be one of
three possible kinds. First, it can be a memory of a significant act done
shortly before death, or of an act habitually performed during life.
Second, it can be not an actual act, whether recent or habitual, but a
symbolic image of acts done during life — for example, a knife in the case
of a butcher. Third, it can be an image or symbol of the sphere in which
rebirth is to take place.28 In giving these three possible contents of a last
thought, Buddhist theory is incorporating the idea, found throughout
India, that the last thought before death, whether a memory of life or an
anticipation of rebirth, is of special importance in determining the
subsequent rebirth.2? Many examples of this idea can be found in two
works of the Theravdada canonical tradition, both of which derive from
‘popular’ Buddhism: the Petavatthu and Vimanavatthu, ‘Stories of the
Departed’ and ‘Stories of the Mansions [that is to say, Heavens]’. Indeed,
in the Suttas, monks visit laymen on their death-bed, to ensure their
dying thoughts are wholesome; and the Buddha recommends that
lay-followers similarly encourage each other in Buddhist virtues on such
occasions.30

In the cases of the process of death and rebirth, of the ordinary
processes of perception, and of deep sleep, the bhavanga funciions quite
literally as a ‘stop-gap’ in the sequence of moments which constitutes
mental continuity. There is, however, another possible gap in mental
continuity which the bhavanga does not ‘stop up’.

(iv) In ‘cessation’. We have already encountered, on a number of
occasions, the highest meditative attainment possible in Buddhism, the
‘cessation of perception and feeling’ (safinia-vedayita-nirodha). In so far
as this is a state, like deep sleep, in which no conscious activity, no
‘mental process’ occurs, we might expect that cessation should be
thought to consist simply, like deep sleep, in an unbroken sequence of
bhavanga-moments. We saw also that the difference between life and
death was due to the presence in the former of “‘life, heat, and
consciousness’; it might be thought that as a monk in cessation is still
alive, his remaining consciousness should be the bhavanga-mind. Other
Buddhist schools which argued for the concept of a type or level of
consciousness akin to the Theravada’s bhavanga did use both deep sleep
and cessation together as examples of the need for such a type of
consciousness.3! Indeed, in the Milinda Panha passage 1 quoted earlier
discussing bhavanga and deep sleep, cessation is given as the other
occasion on which there is no ‘functioning mind’.32 However, it is quite
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clear from a number of different texts that there is in cessation no
‘functionless’ bhavanga-mind either. A monk in cessation is ‘without
mind’; when he enters it his ‘mental continuity is suspended’.3 It is only
possible to attain the state in a sphere with all five kbandha, ‘because of
the absence of physical basis’ in spheres without body.3* We have seen
that it is the ‘material life-faculty’ which continues during cessation,
while ‘immaterial phenomena’, in which the bhavanga must be included,
are suspended.3’ It is said that one of the things which a monk intending
to attain the state should do is to ascertain whether or not his
‘life-formations’ will last for the requisite seven days. This is important
because cessation ‘cannot ward off death’ and so the arrival of death
during the seven days for which cessation was meant to last, would bring
an untimely end to the state, in order that death should occur. The
commentary here explains that ‘there is no death during cessation
because death takes place by means of the final bbhavaiga’.36 In normal
circumstances, it is only when the state ceases, and after two moments of
active consciousness have passed, that there occurs again a ‘subsidence
into bhavanga’ 37

Personal continuity spanning a period of cessation, then, is guaranteed
by the continued existence of the body, or rather the material life-faculty,
and not by the continued occurrence of bhavanga-moments. Certainly
the state of cessation is a very rare occurrence, and for practical purposes
in every other sphere of psychology bbavanga can be regarded as the
crucial factor in continuity. For theoretical purposes, however, the
non-existence of bhavanga in cessation cannot be ignored, and so it
cannot be held to be in every sphere the sine qua non of identity and
continuity that the modern Theravadins whom [ quoted at the beginning
of this chapter regard it as being.

(v) As ‘pure’ and ‘luminous’ mind. Throughout the history of Buddhism,
in all parts of Asia, one finds the theme that mind in its ‘natural’ or
‘original’ state is ‘pure’, ‘bright’, ‘luminous’, and so on, while its usual
state of being ‘defiled’ or ‘dusty’, is the result of the individual’s
perceiving objects and events with desire.3¥ While this idea is not
developed and systematised in Theravada, as it was in other schools, we
do find traces and suggestions of it; and it is mind in its bhavanga state
which is said to be pure and luminous.

The metaphors of ‘cleansing’ and ‘purifying’ the mind, and thus
making it ‘bright’, naturally run into each other. When a Sutta speaks of
the mind being stained and dirty as a cloth might be, the commentary
explains that mind is dirtied by ‘adventitious defilements’ and that
‘naturally [or “ordinarily”’], when mind is at the stages of rebirth linking
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and bhavanga, it is thoroughly pure’. ‘Natural mind’ is bhavanga-
mind.3? In a standard sequence of adjectives describing the mind of a
monk who has attained the higher stages of the Buddhist Path, and the
consequent higher powers, such mind is said to be ‘purified and
cleansed’; the Visuddhimagga glosses the latter as ‘bright’, or ‘luminous’.
(The image of the purified, undefiled mind as bright (usually like gold) is
common.)#® A famous passage quoted frequently in the later literature of
Theravada, both ancient and modern, has it that ‘mind, when freed from
adventitious defilements, is luminous’. The commentaries here say that
‘mind’ means bhavanga-mind.4!

Theravada has not systematised this ethical and psychological
metaphor into an epistemological and metaphysical ‘idealism’, as did
other Buddhist schools. For the Vijianavada for instance, there was no
difference between the fact of mental objects’ existing at all, and the fact
of mental defilement. It is only the ignorant, desiring, unenlightened
mind which creates out of itself the separation between subject (grahaka,
‘grasper’) and object (grahya, ‘grasped’). In Theravada, what we might
call the ‘idealist tendency’, which in some contexts is quite pronounced, 2
is confined to the ethical sphere. That is to say, mind is regarded as
creating the desirability of the objects of perception and thought, not
their very existence. Thus there is a distinction to be drawn between the
mere fact of mental objects existing, and their being occasions for moral
defilement. However, insofar as for any unenlightened individual, any
mental process is potentially, and indeed usually, an occasion for desire
and ‘the conceit “I am’"’, one might argue that the ‘idealist’ and ‘ethical’
approaches to the idea of ‘pure mind’ amount in practice to much the
same thing. Accordingly, it is in this sense, perhaps, that when no such
mental process occurs, the ‘process-free’ mind which is left — bhavanga -
is said to be pure and luminous.

8.4. River imagery

The Theravada concept of bhavanga, then, is this: with the exception of
the meditative state of cessation, where personal continuity is carried by
bodily continuity, the identity and continuity of one karmic unit — of one
‘person’ or ‘individuality’ within a lifetime, and of a single series of them,
across a number of rebirths — is guaranteed by the existence of moments
of bhavanga-mind, which occur whenever there are no moments of
mental process, of conscious functioning. Each of these bhavanga-mind
moments, of course, is itself a separate, temporally ‘atomic’ existent; and
so, when we read a modern Theravada writer telling us that moments of
conscious functioning are ‘like beads strung on the connecting thread of
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bhavanga’,! we must realise that in ‘ultimate’ terms this connecting
thread is itself like a series of beads. Indeed, since the ‘connecting thread’
does not exist when the beads of conscious functioning do — as we saw, it
is ‘cut off —the image finally breaks down as a systematic
representation.2 The continuity of one karmic unit is simply a string of
beads — some of which are moments of conscious functioning, some of
which are ‘unconscious’ bhavanga-mind — which have no underlying
connecting thread, save the overall force of karma which creates them.
This example shows a general difficulty in the interpretation of theoretic-
al concepts in Buddhist psychology in terms of inappropriate or mis-
interpreted imagery; and this is even more forcefully demonstrated by
that other image which the Theravida tradition, both ancient and
modern, has chosen as its regular description of the bhavasiga-mind: that
of a flowing river or stream.

8.4.1. The stream of bhavanga
It is said that in one lifetime, between what are called in ultimate terms
the ‘re-linking-’ and the ‘death-moments’, ‘in the absence of mental
processes, a mind called “‘continuity of bhavanga”, because of its being a
part (or “condition”) of existence, occurs unbrokenly like a flowing
river’.3 The Visuddhimagga, in explaining that bhavanga occurs in
periods such as deep sleep without mental processes, has it that bhavanga
occurs ‘like a flowing river’. From this simile derives the more immediate
metaphorical term ‘stream of bhavanga’.* The image is used in more
detailed ways to picture specific ideas: the two moments of ‘registering’
(numbers sixteen and seventeen in the perceptual process) are said to
follow the ‘impulsion’ moments, as water follows a little after a boat
going upstream. The same image occurs elsewhere with the boat going
‘across a fierce current’; here ‘registering’ occurs, and then gives way to
bhavanga, just as a little water follows the boat and then goes ‘with the
stream’ again. The interruption of bhavanga by a process of perception is
likened, in an elaborate simile, to the water of a river being diverted into
irrigation channels, and eventually returning to the ‘full river’, ‘the time
when the water flows [only] in the river is like that of the proceeding of
bhavanga’.s

The idea of a ‘stream of consciousness’, of course, is common in
western thinking, as a term in philosophy, psychology, and literary
criticism. The phrase is often used by modern Theravada writers, and by
western interpreters, sometimes in conjunction with the idea (apparently
but perhaps wrongly derived from Heraclitus)é of a Doctrine of Flux, to
suggest that in early Buddhism mind was regarded as a pseudo- or
semi-continuity, like a river produced from ever-changing waters, such
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that any two temporal stages of the river are both ‘the same’ as, and
‘different’ from each other (or neither), and so on.” I would not want to
argue that something like this cannot be seen as the general attitude of
Buddhism; I would argue, however, that river imagery in the early
Theravada texts had an entirely different specific meaning. The uses to
which the imagery is put are various, as I shall show presently; but it is
never used in Theravada texts to illustrate the fact of change and the
connected paradoxes of identity and difference. Rather, the dominant
idea is of desire, and life-in-samsara, as an uncontrolled forward flow, in
which the ignorant unenlightened man is swept away to suffering and
death. The use of the river image to illustrate the idea of bhavanga-mind
is to be seen in terms of this underlying attitude.

8.4.2. Negative uses: the stream of desire
The imagery of streams, rivers, and water in general in the Theravada
tradition can be divided into two groups, which 1 will call the ‘negative’
and ‘positive’ uses — a distinction which is meant to indicate whether the
themes and concepts illustrated by such imagery receive negative or
positive evaluation in Buddhist thought.

In the negative use, the fundamental idea is of desire, of the craving for
and enjoyment of sense-pleasure as an uncontrollable force, a current by
which one is drowned or carried along helplessly in the round of rebirth,
samsara.8 We read of ‘desire that flows along’, of ‘attachment and
sense-pleasures that flow along’, of the ‘swift-flowing stream of desire’.
In the Visuddhimagga desire is called both a stream and a river, and it is
said that ‘greed, swollen with the river of craving’ takes beings to hell as a
swift river flows to the ocean.? Indeed, ‘there is no river like the river of
desire’. The ‘stream of death’ which enlightened monks have ‘cut, and
crossed safely’ is naturally explained by the commentary as the stream of
desire. The image of ‘cutting’ this stream is very frequent: those who ‘cut
the stream which is hard to cross, reach final nibbana’. A released monk
is called ‘one who has cut the stream’; it is elsewhere explained that:
‘“stream” is a term for desire . . . so a monk who has destroyed the
corruptions is called “one who has cut the stream”’.10

In contrast with this, the man who still sees the constituents of
personality as a self comes to misery and destruction like one carried
away and drowned by the current of a fierce mountain stream. The
process of Dependent Origination, which keeps one within the temporal
world of samsara, is compared to the flow of rainwater down hillsides,
into streams, lakes, and rivers, and finally into the sea; while the
‘swelling’ of the sea, flooding the rivers, lakes, and streams in turn, and
then their subsequent ‘ebbing’ back when the sea ebbs, illustrates the
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increase and decrease of the conditioning process as each of its twelve
members ‘swells’ and ‘ebbs’ in turn.11

The image is indeed applied generally to life-in-samsadra in just this
way. Those who are ‘insatiate for sense-pleasure’, and those who are
under the sway of death because of their ‘lust for existence’, and those for
whom thus ‘far away is destruction of the fetters’, are all said to ‘float
down the stream of existence’ (or ‘rebirth’). All such people are ‘carried
along by the stream of samsara’.12

From this fundamental, negative, association between the idea of
desire and that of a flowing stream, we can trace two further applications
of the image: one general, and one particular. In general, life-in-samsara
is seen as drowning in a river, or ocean, while attaining nibbana is
‘crossing over’ to the ‘further shore’,!3 by means of a ship or a raft.
(Buddhist teaching is likewise an island by which one can escape
drowning in the sea.) The image is so common that the epithets paraga,
paragato, and pdragi, ‘crossing’ or ‘crossed over’ come to be used in
these meanings without any explicitly marked simile.!4 In the same
general pattern of imagery can be classed the opposition between those
who ‘go with the stream’ and those who ‘go against the stream’. The
former succumb to sense-desire, and so on, while the latter — par
excellence, of course, the Buddha and his teaching — go against that
stream. The idea receives a neat symbolic expression in the legendary
biography of the Buddha. After he had abandoned the ‘fruitless’ extreme
of asceticism, and had decided to take food again, he accepted a bowl of
milk-rice from the woman Sujata. After eating, he placed the bowl in a
nearby river, saying that if that day he were_to be able to become a
Buddha, the bowl should go upstream; if not, it should go downstream.
It floated upstream, and then sank, coming to rest next to the bowls of
the three previous Buddhas. In the same vein, those who make progress
in the Buddhist Path are regularly said to go ‘upstream’.!s

The second, and particular, further way of applying the imaginative
identification of the ideas of desire, pleasure, and so on with that of a
flowing stream or river, is its use to illustrate more specific matters of
individual psychology. An extended example of this is the following,
which also serves to summarise much of what we have already seen of
river imagery:

Suppose a man is carried away by a flowing river, which has the appearance of
being pleasant and enjoyable. Then a wise man standing on the bank sees him
and says ‘my good man, you are being carried away by a flowing river . . .
further down there is a lake with waves and whirlpools, with demons and
monsters. When you reach there you will find suffering and death! Then the
man, hearing the other’s words, struggles against the stream with hands and feet.
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Luse this simile, monks, to explain my meaning — which is this: ‘the flowing river’
is a term for desire; ‘which has the appearance of being pleasant and enjoyable’ is
aterm for the six organs of sense; ‘the lake further down’ a term for the five lower
fetters; ‘with waves’ a term for the turbulence of anger; ‘with whirlpools’ a term
for the five strands of sense-pleasure; ‘with demons and monsters’ a term for
womenfolk; ‘against the stream’ a term for renunciation; ‘with hands and feet’ a
term for the application of energy; ‘a wise man’ is a term for the Buddha.16

We read elsewhere that ‘the misguided man in whom the thirty-six
streams” that flow toward sense-pleasures are strong, is carried away by
the waves of lustful thought’. More briefly, it is said that ‘the streams
flow everywhere’, and that ‘mindfulness is their dam’. One is urged to
‘cut the stream, discard sense-pleasure’, whereas foolish ordinary men,
who delight in the senses and their objects, ‘are carried away by that
stream’. In the ordinary processes of mind, mental consciousness is said
to follow habitually after sense-consciousness, as drops of water follow
each other down a slope.!”

In the end, the flowing streams of sense-desire must be ‘cut’ or
‘crossed’ completely; nevertheless, for the duration of the Path, a monk
must perforce work with motivational and perceptual processes as they
ordinarily are, that is to say, based on desire. Accordingly, for this
specific context, the imagery can be used without the extreme condemna-
tion it carries in the passages I have cited so far.t Thus, during mental
training, the stream is not to be ‘cut’ immediately, but guided, like water
along viaducts. The meditative steadying of the mind by counting in- and
out-breaths (in the mindfulness of breathing) is compared to the
steadying of a boat in ‘a fierce current’ by its rudder. The disturbance of
the flow of a mountain stream by irrigation channels cut into its sides is
used to illustrate the weakening of insight by the five ‘hindrances’.18

Apart from this secondary use of the image to illustrate the monk’s
psychology during training, the overwhelmingly important use of stream
and river imagery, then, in its negative side, is to picture the continuance
of life through the uncontrollable forward rush of desire. Given the place
of the idea of bhavasnga in the logic of continuity in Buddhist thought, it
is perhaps now not surprising that it is seen as a ‘flowing stream’. As long
as there is a continuing mind caught in the temporally extended sphere of
samsara, rushing along as the ‘stream of desire’, for so long will
* That is, the six senses and their respective six objects, considered in relation to the three

desires for sense-pleasure (kama), further existence {bhava) and non-existence (vibhava).
+ The relationship between this kind of use of stream imagery in descriptive psychology,

and the more basic condemnation of ‘the stream of desire’, has the same form as the
relationship between the idea of ‘seeds of good karma’ and the basic condemnation of

‘planting seeds for the growth of consciousness’ which I described in Chapter 7; and as

that between the use of the idea of ‘living in the body-house of individuality’ during the
course of training, and the ultimate goal of ‘leaving home’ which I described in Chapter s.
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mind — when not functioning in ‘mental processes’ — be in the bhavanga
state. Hence bhavanga occurs ‘unbrokenly like a flowing river’.

8.4.3. The Doctrine of Flux and the stream of consciousness

As an example of the assimilation of Buddhist thought in this connexion
to that of a Heraclitean Doctrine of Flux, I will discuss Rahula’s
treatment of another instance of this pattern of negative river imagery.1?
It occurs in a story of a former teacher called Araka, who lived in an era
when a human lifetime lasted sixty thousand years, and girls were
marriageable at five hundred; nonetheless, Araka taught that ‘just as a
mountain river, going here and there, flowing swiftly, taking all with it,
does not pause even for a moment, an instant, a second, but goes along,
moves along, flows on, so like a mountain river is the life of man, trifling,
short’. The moral is drawn: ‘for the born there is no immortality’.
Nowadays, a man is said to live long if he lasts for a hundred years or a
little more, and life is plagued with more afflictions. How much more
true are Araka’s words now?20 Because of the presence of terms for very
short amounts of time — especially the word khano, ‘moment’ — this
passage is often quoted as a forerunner of the theory of momentariness,
and is taken to illustrate, as Rahula says, that the kbandha ‘are not the
same for two consecutive moments . . . They are in a flux of momentary
arising and disappearing.’ In fact, as can be seen from the context of the
simile, it is the brevity of life, not its changeability, which is being
illustrated.2! The passage is quoted by the Visuddhimagga in the
sequence of reflections on death which I discussed earlier in this chapter
(8.2.1 above). The simile is given, however, to illustrate life’s ‘limitedness
of extent’ — in that it lasts only for a hundred years or thereabouts — and
not to illustrate ‘momentary death’. In the same chapter of the Visuddhi-
magga, a similar image is used to illustrate the fact that death (taken as
the death which is called in ‘ultimate’ terms ‘the cutting off of the
life-faculty’) is inevitable for one who is born: ‘A being, from the time of
his birth goes toward death, not turning back even for a short while .
just as a mountain stream, swiftly flowing, never turns back.” This simile
is used of death in the usual sense, which is specifically differentiated
from ‘death’ used in the sense of ‘momentary death’.22 The former
passage, when it occurs in the Suttas, is one of a series given not to
illustrate any philosophical point, but to dramatise the brevity of life and
to reinforce the injunction ‘live the holy life! Don’t be indolent!’

I think it is clear that the image has nothing to do with the significance
of change in systematic theory, or with paradoxes of identity and
difference; and so Rahula’s collocation with the Buddhist passage of a
version of the idea attributed to Heraclitus, ‘you cannot step twice into
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the same river, for fresh waters are ever flowing in upon you’, obscures
rather than clarifies the wider imaginative world in which the river image
in Buddhism is set. Indeed, the sentence quoted by Rahula may well
obscure the wider speculative thought of Heraclitus himself. The quote
he gives is in fact a conflation of two of the extant fragments, the first
clause being found by itself, and the second as the second half of a
separate fragment, the whole of which runs ‘on those who step into the
same rivers, different and different waters flow’. According to a widely
held view in modern Pre-Socratic scholarship, the real intention of
Heraclitus® river-statement is to exemplify his fundamental doctrine of
unity-in-difference; that is, the opposition is one between a genuine and
real identity in the river with an equally real change in its waters. The
same point is held to be made by another of the fragments, ‘the
barley-drink comes apart if it is not stirred’: that is, the (real) being of a
single thing depends on plurality and diversity in the things which make
it up (in the latter case, the drink’s ingredients, barley, honey, and wine).
On this view, the version which speaks of the impossibility of stepping
twice into the same river is held to be a later development, possibly made
by the fifth-century sophist Cratylus, who would have used it — quite
logically, indeed — to introduce his own idea, that it is impossible to step
even once into the same river. In this doctrine change over time is held to
deny any validity to the idea of identity: not, as in Heraclitus, to contrast
the validity of identity with the complementary validity of change and
difference.23

Whatever are the possible similarities or differences between the
doctrines of Buddhism and Heraclitus, I think it is clear that we will not
gain any insight from the apparent similarity in imagery: rather, our
interpretation of the imagery will depend on a separate analysis of
doctrinal theories and attitudes. The same is true of the other phrase,
from modern western thought, which is used to describe the Buddhist
idea of mental continuity; that of a ‘stream of consciousness’. The term
was first used by William James, but has perhaps become most widely
known as a term of art in literary criticism, used first of the novels of
Dorothy Richardson, and subsequently those of, amongst others, Virgi-
nia Woolf and James Joyce. Although one might mention here the claim
that ‘applied to the novel, it is, as Dorothy Richardson once said, a term
characterised by its “perfect imbecility”’,24 it is doubtless too firmly
entrenched in popular discourse ever to be rejected or clarified. It can be
used on this level, perhaps, in the sense that it

is reserved for indicating an approach to the presentation of psychological aspects
of character in fiction, . . . Stream of consciousness fiction differs from all other
psychological fiction precisely in that it is concerned with those levels that are
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more inchoate than rational verbalisation — those levels on the margin of
attention.?’

If we turn from this vague but popular sense in literature to the precise
function which the image has in the thought of the psychologist James,
and of the philosopher Bergson, who is closely similar in this respect, a
quite clear and fundamental contrast can be seen; this contrast is not only
with the fact that the over-riding sense of the image in Buddhism is
moral, but also with the technical picture of psychology and mental
functioning which is illustrated by the use of the term in developed
Theravada philosophy. Some modern Theravada writers have taken an
opposite view: the western monk Nanajivako declares that

in the oldest Buddhist texts of Abhidhamma (‘about phenomena’) the central
conception of phenomenological analysis (vibbajja-vado) was concentrated on
the idea of a ‘stream of existence’ (bhavanga-soto): articulation {aigam) of the
existential (bhavo) flux (soto) or, in a free translation, emergence of a fluctuating
articulation . . . Thus the core of tne abhidhamma conception of the ‘stream of
existence’ consists in its theory of momentariness. Its modern analogy (is) the
philosophy of William James .

Similarly, it is argued by the Sinhalese lay Buddhist Gunaratna that

According to Buddhist psychology mind is nothing but a constant stream or flow
of thoughts . . . Since innumerable thoughts arise and fall one after another
during the day, as innumerable are these momentary interruptions to the flow of
unconscious Bhavanga during the day . . . In this connection it is important to
remember that not only is there a rapidity of succession of thoughts but that there
is no boundary line between one thought and another. One thought merges into
the other so that the expression ‘Succession of thought’ does not quite accurately
describe the position. Hence the description by reference to a river where there is
not so much a succession of waters as a flow of waters. That eminent
psychologist William James . . . has a whole chapter entitled ‘The stream of
consciousness’.2’

The writer here goes on to quote the passage in which James first used the
image of the stream. It was indeed an image which impressed itself on
him because of the inadequacy of the view of mind as a series of discrete
momentary ‘awarenesses’ or ‘impressions’, in the manner of the philo-
sopher Hume:

The chain of distinct existences into which Hume thus chopped up our ‘stream’
was adopted by all of his successors as a complete inventory of the facts. The
associationist philosophy was founded. Somehow, out of ‘ideas’, each separate,
ignorant of its mates, but sticking together and calling each other up according to
certain laws, all the higher forms of consciousness were to be explained, and
among them the consciousness of our personal identity.28
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The passage in which he introduced the stream image denies this view on
the grounds of its phenomenological inadequacy:

Consciousness, then, does not appear to itself chopped up in bits. Such words as
‘chain’ or *train’ do not describe it fitly as it presents itself in the first instance. It is
nothing jointed: it flows. A ‘river’ or a ‘stream’ are the metaphors by which it is
most naturally described. In talking of it hereafter let us call it the stream of
thought, of consciousness, or of subjective life.2?

It is this fact of the manner in which consciousness appears to itself
which is basic also to the use of the image by Bergson. He spoke, on the
one hand, of the ‘spatialised time’ necessary and useful for ‘positive
science’, where

what it [i.e. science] refers to is the movement of a certain mobile T on its
trajectory. This movement has been chosen by it as its representative of time, and
itis, by definition, uniform. Let us call 1), T,, T3, . . . etc., points which divide the
trajectory of the mobile into equal parts from its origin T,.30

In contrast to this, however, he set ‘real time’ or ‘real duration’, in which
there was no such series of discrete moments, T;, T, T3, . . . etc., but a
‘flux of experience’ (flux de vécu), in which different phases were
essentially ‘mutually interpenetrating’, and in which the scientific series
of quantitatively uniform moments was replaced by one of a qualitative
variety of phases.

Which amounts to saying that real time, regarded as a flux, or, in other words, as
the very mobility of being, escapes the hold of scientific knowledge . . . [Science]
has no sign to express what strikes our consciousness in succession and duration.

It no more applies to becoming, than the bridges thrown here and there across the
stream follow the water that flows under their arches.3!

There are certainly some strong resemblances between the thought of
James and Bergson, and that of Buddhism. I myself used a quotation
from James as a motto for Chapter 3; and modern Theravada writers like
those 1 have just mentioned naturally and rightly quote with approval, in
support of the denial of a permanent self ‘underneath’ experience, the
idea of Bergson that ‘there are changes, but there are underneath the
changes no things which change: change has no need of a support. There
are movements, but there is no inert or invariable object which moves:
movement does not imply a mobile.”32 In the present context, however,
which is the systematic picture of psychological continuity in one
‘stream’ of mental life, there are crucial differences. The strictures of
James on the Humean supposition of a series of discrete ‘ideas’, and
Bergson’s strictures on the scientific view of time as a series of discrete
moments, both apply to the Buddhist idea of momentariness: and so,
from the point of view of historical scholarship, the assimilation of these
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different points of view is not justified.* That this conclusion is necessary
can be seen from a number of considerations.

In the first place, the doctrine of momentariness, as we have seen, is
not a phenomenological truth, since its ‘moments’ are subliminal — there
are sixty-four, or even billions, to a ‘finger-snap’. Its truth, then, must be
argued and assessed on the level of the theoretical elaboration of a
conceptual, a priori account of mind, and not on that of one which might
be qualitatively true to experience. We saw that this conceptual repre-
sentation of continuity in terms of momentariness developed out of the
meditative project of reducing the scope of ‘a lifetime’ — birth, life, and
death — until it reached the infinitesimal, subliminal (and hence intensely
‘self-mortifying’) moment, with its ‘arising, presence, and cessation’. In
the words of a modern Theravada writer I quoted at the start of the
chapter, ‘each conscious moment in its arising and passing away is a little
birth and a little death’. This presents a clear parallel to the mathematical
time denied psychological validity by Bergson: ‘In short, the world the
mathematician deals with is a world that dies and is reborn at every
instant . . . He is always talking of a given moment, a static moment
that is — and not of flowing time.’33 Similarly, I argued earlier — using the
fact that the simile of the mind as a monkey jumping from one branch to
another is used to illustrate both changes in the object of consciousness
and changes in consciousness itself — that for Theravada, change in
content is equivalent to change in form; and change of form is equivalent
to change in being. James specifically confronts such a position, and
rejects it, arguing that ‘the transition between the thought of one object
and the thought of another is no more a break in the thought than a joint
in the bamboo is a break in the wood . . . Our Thought is not composed
of parts, however so composed its objects may be.’34 As [ have already
mentioned,t the theory of momentariness as a conceptual, a priori
account of mind was brought up against the logical problems it contains
by other Buddhist schools — that is, they asked the question (which
closely parallels the paradoxes of Zeno): what about the sub-moments of
‘arising, presence, and cessation’? Did they too have sub-moments of
‘arising, . . .” and so on in an infinite regress? In the versions of
Buddhism held by those who made this criticism, there are perhaps more
affinities with James’ and Bergson’s ideas of a partless and mutually
interpenetrating flux, and with their criticism of the conception of mind
as ‘broken’ or ‘chopped up’ into a succession of ‘juxtaposed’ particular

* As | mentioned in connexion with the assimilation of the bhavanga-mind and the
‘unconscious’, however, this does not preclude such a development of Buddhist philoso-
phy by creative Theravada thinkers.

t In n.22 of Chapter 8.2.2 above.
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ideas or moments. But this version of Buddhism is precisely not the
Theravdda one.

Secondarily, the point can be made by looking at the terminology in
which the succession of moments, and therein the continuity of bhavan-
ga-mind, are described. Words from the roots bharij, ‘to break’, and chid,
‘to cut’ or ‘chop’ are fundamental. Each mind-moment comes to its
‘cessation’ (bhanga, from bbha#ij) before another can ‘arise’. When a
thought process occurs, after a series of moments of contentless bhavan-
ga, the bhavanga-mind is said to be ‘cut off’ (bhavanga-upaccheda, from
chid), in the third moment of the seventeen-moment series. In the case of
the meditative attainment of ‘cessation’, personal identity is carried by
the body, and not by the identity of a continuing level of mind or
consciousness: in it, as we saw, ‘mental continuity is suspended’ (literally
‘cut off’, vocchijjati from chid). This same pattern of terminology can be
seen in the commentarial elucidation of the one occasion on which the
phrase ‘the stream of consciousness’ (vififidna-sota) appears in the
Canon. (Naturally, this phrase is much quoted by Theravada writers who
wish to make the kind of assimilation | am arguing against.)3$

The occurrence of the phrase is found in a strange and unusual
passage.3¢ There are, we read, four ‘attainments of vision’. In the first
and second, a monk meditates on the human body as a foul and decaying
object. In the third he ‘knows a person’s stream of consciousness as
unbroken on both sides, established in this world and the other’. In the
fourth, he knows almost the same thing, with the difference that the
consciousness he knows is ‘not established’ either in this world or the
other. (‘The other’ here means the next world, after death.) We saw in
Chapter 7 that the idea of consciousness being ‘established’ or ‘stationed’
in either the four or seven ‘stations of consciousness’ resulted from the
combination of a number of different ethical, eschatological and cosmo-
logical ideas. The commentaries here repeat the idea, explaining that in
the third attainment, the object of the knowledge is the consciousness of
the ‘ordinary man’ and ‘learner’ on the Path, which is established in this
world ‘by means of lustful desire’. It is established in both this world and
the next in that it ‘drags on karmic existence’ into the next world. As we
saw also in Chapter 7, consciousness, seen in the light of karmic activity
and its results, is called ‘construction-consciousness’. Accordingly, the
sub-commentary tells us that this is what is meant here. In the fourth
attainment, the commentary tells us what is known is the consciousness
of the Arhat, which is not ‘established’ because of the absence of all these
things.

The image of the ‘stream’ is explained in the sub-commentary — the
commentary merely glosses the term by the simple word virisiana,
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‘consciousness’ — in this way: ‘because of its similarity to a stream
through its occurring unbrokenly, consciousness is a “stream of con-
sciousness’’’. Each moment of consciousness moreover, it says, is con-
ditioned by the previous moment, and is itself a condition for the next
moment, and it is in this way that it is similar to a stream. The words
which 1 have translated as ‘unbroken’, in the Sutta text, and here as
‘unbrokenly’ in the sub-commentary, are both derived from the root
chid, ‘to cut’. (I choose ‘unbroken(ly)’ as it is more natural in English.)
This terminology is not, however, to be taken as implying a systematic
picture of mind as a partless flux a la James or Bergson. We have seen
that the metaphor of ‘cutting’ the stream of desire and death is common:
here, because in an ‘ordinary man’ or ‘learner’ who continues in the
round of rebirth such a ‘cutting’ does not happen, their consciousness is
said to proceed ‘uncut’. The systematic picture of mind as a succession of
parts, found in the theory of momentariness, is asserted by the sub-
commentary here, in speaking of ‘consciousness which is split up in each
moment’. (The word translated as ‘split up’ is derived from bbid, ‘to cut,
cleave, split’.) Unusual though this idea of a ‘stream of consciousness’ is,
we can see that the commentarial elucidation follows the pattern we have
seen: for Theravada a *stream’ of existence, life, or consciousness is so
because it is an uncontrolled flow of desire, in which the hapless ‘person’
who appears in it is carried away to suffering and death, whether in this
world or the next.

In this section, I have argued what might seem a wholly negative case,
that river and stream imagery in Theravdda is not similar to that in
Heraclitus, James, and Bergson. | think, however, that the argument
finally makes a positive point, in that if one takes a step back from the
complexities of this comparative argument, and tries to understand
Theravada thought and imagery in its own terms, and not in those of
putative comparisons, the idea of bhavanga-mind ‘flowing like a river’
will stand out clearly as a detail in the overall canvas of river imagery
used ‘negatively’ as an illustration of the Buddhist moral attitude to
desire. Itis as an aid in appreciating the specificity of Buddhist thought that
it is worthwhile carefully to differentiate it from what might seem to be
comparable ideas. The same is true of what | have called the ‘positive’
uses of river and water imagery in Theravada — that is, those uses in
which it is taken to illustrate ideas and attitudes which receive positive
evaluation in Buddhism, unlike the ‘stream of desire’. Here we can gain
insight into the Theravada idea of bhavanga-mind by differentiating it
from other Indian styles of thinking (including some other schools of
Buddhism), as well as in wider cross-cultural comparison.
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8.4.4. Positive uses: calm, profundity, and the ocean

The ‘positive’ uses of river and water imagery in the Theravada tradition
cannot be brought into a single piece with the conceptual analysis of
bhavanga and mind-in-samsara. When images of water are applied to
matters of individual psychology, the important idea is not that of a
moving, flowing current, but of a still, cool, deep, and peaceful expanse,
as in a lake or the ocean. In so far as the idea of moving water is used
positively, it refers to the Buddhist religious life and community in its
entirety, and not to matters of individual psychology.

When water imagery is used to picture psychology, the most frequent
image is of the monk’s mind — especially when in meditation — as a still,
clear expanse of water. It is, for example, like the ocean, undisturbed by
waves, or like a mountain lake, undisturbed by wind. In a frequent
figure, the ‘clear’ mind of a meditator (in contrast to the ‘muddy’ mind of
the ordinary man), in which all mental phenomena can be seen and
classified ‘as they really are’ with ease, is said to be like a clear pond
through which the stones, plants, and suchlike, on the bottom can be
seen with ease. Equally, the man cooled from passions is like the cool
waters of a lake, especially when he is in meditation. The monk plunged
in meditation is like a tortoise plunged in water; speaking of a group of
seven contemplations, the Visuddhimagga says
just as a golden swan that loves the foothills of Citta Peak finds delight, not in a
fitthy puddle at the gate of a village of outcastes, but only in the Seven Great
Lakes, so too this meditator-swan finds delight, not in the manifold formations

seen clearly as a danger, but only in the Seven Contemplations, because he
delights in development [or ‘mental culture’, bhavanal.

The difference between fools and wise men is like the difference between
noisy, gushing streams, and the smooth, silence of the great sea.’”

The mind of a monk in meditation is ‘like the Ganges, far-reaching,
wide, immeasurable’, as is the merit gained from the religious life of
Buddhism. We saw earlier that the released man, the Tathagata, is ‘deep,
immeasurable, unfathomable as is the great ocean’.38 The use of ocean
imagery, of what Freud called ‘oceanic feeling’, in the description of
religious and ‘mystical’ states of mind has often been remarked.3? I have
mentioned more than once that there is some similarity between the
Vijfianavada Buddhist idea of alaya-vijiana, the ‘home-consciousness’,
and the Theravada bhavanga. The ‘home-consciousness’ is said to be like
a stream, flowing onward throughout samsara; and it is also like an
ocean, on the surface of which, like waves, occur conscious processes of
thought.4? Such imagery, however, is not appropriate to the bhavanga,
and so is not found in the Theravada texts. As we have seen, when
conscious processes occur, the bhavanga is interrupted, ‘cut off’, as it is
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also during the state of ‘cessation’. The Vijfianavada home-consciousness
does continue to exist on both of these occasions, and so can be seen as
an ocean continuing under the waves of conscious activity, and as
existing quietly in the undisturbed calm of cessation. Bhavanga is not
such an ‘ocean’.

The last positive use of water imagery 1 will mention provides another
example of what bhavanga is not. Just as the released man, the
Tathagata, is like an ocean, so the state of nibbana itself is likened to an
ocean, in various ways. It is said that just as an ocean is not over-filled or
disturbed by the rivers that flow into it, so the Tathagata is not disturbed
by the minor inconveniences of life; just as the ocean rejects a corpse,
bringing it up on the shore, without anger, so the Tathagata dismisses
those who act wrongly, but without anger. Similarly, nibbana itself is not
‘filled up’ by the number of men who reach it, just as the ocean is not
filled up by rivers. It is immeasurable, like the waters of the ocean, while
the movement of the Buddhist religious life toward nibbana is like that of
rivers toward the ocean. So long as one does not cling to the two banks of
the sense-organs and their objects, nor sink in mid-stream through ‘lust
for pleasure’, nor become caught in the whirlpools of the five strands of
sense-pleasure, one will reach nibbana. The Eight-fold Path is described
as a stream, and as we have seen, the first stage on this path is that of the
‘stream-winner’. The monkhood as a whole flows toward nibbana like a
stream. Insofar as Buddhist teaching and its practice shares some of the
calm peacefulness of its goal, nibbana, it too is like a lake.#!

Many of these ideas come together in a passage which compares the
eight ‘marvellous, wonderful things’ of the ocean with those of Buddhist
teaching and practice (the Dhamma).42 These are:

(i) as the ocean deepens gradually, falls away from land without any sudden
precipice, so the Dhamma is gradual, without any ‘sudden attainment of
insight’;

(ii) as the ocean stays in one place, not overstepping its bounds, so Buddhist
monks do not transgress their discipline;

(i) as the ocean rejects a corpse, so the monkhood rejects evildoers;

(iv) as rivers lose thei: ‘former names and lineages’ and ‘are reckoned simply as
the ocean’, so individuals of all four sections of caste society — brahmins,
ksatriyas, vaiSyas or $udras — lose their former names and lineages
when they go forth from home to homelessness, and ‘are reckoned simply
as ‘“ascetics, sons of the Buddha™’;

(v) as the ocean is neither depleted nor filled by the number of rivers which
reach it, so nibbana is not depleted or filled by the number of men who
reach it;

(vi) as the ocean has one taste, that of salt, so the Dhamma has but the one
‘taste of freedom’;
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(vii) as the ocean contains many treasures, so the Dhamma contains treasures
like the Foundations of Mindfulness;

(viil) as the ocean contains many great beings, so the Dhamma contains the
‘Eight Noble Persons’.

Clearly there are many connotations of these images, some of which
might share the flavour of ocean imagery in other types of religious
thought. There is one difference, however, which should be firmly
remarked. The fourth comparison, concerning the loss of identity
suffered by individual rivers when they reach the ocean, is the only place
in the Theravada texts where this precise simile occurs. The poetry of
many other religions knows the image of the individual’s relation to the
Absolute reality, God, or whatever, as that of a drop of water, or a river,
to the ocean. Edwin Arnold’s poem on the life of the Buddha, The Light
of Asia, which has been very influential in western understanding, ends
with the line speaking of the Buddha’s death, ‘and so the dewdrop slips
into the shining sea’. In the Upanisads, we read that the relation of all
beings to Being is that of individual rivers arising from, and returning to,
the sea; and that ‘as flowing rivers disappear in the ocean, leaving behind
[their individual] name-and-form, so the man who knows, liberated from
name-and-form, goes to the divine person, higher than the high’.> Many
other examples could be cited. When the simile appears in Theravida,
however, it does not concern any metaphysical questions of identity in
the ultimate state, but a question of social identity, a losing of individual
householder’s identity in the ‘ocean’ of the monkhood. Metaphysically,
neither monks nor householders have a real individuality. Accordingly,
the ‘stream’ of bhavanga, however much it might be ‘the true and
innermost nature of man’, as Nyanatiloka says,** could not be said to
flow into the ‘ocean’ of nibbana. To use river imagery in that way would
be, in Buddhist eyes, simply a poetic variant of ‘eternalism’.
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True it is that man for the most part thinks in set phrases and fixed
formulas; not such as he searches out for himself, but as he remembers
the traditional.

Thomas Mann (1978) p. 455*

What a given religion is — its specific content — is embodied in the
images and metaphors its adherents use to characterise reality . . . But
such a religion’s career — its historical course ~ rests in turn upon the
institutions which render these images and metaphors available to those
who thus employ them.

Clifford Geertz (1968) pp. 2—3

I hope in the main body of this work to have given some substance to
the words of Thomas Mann and Clifford Geertz with which I conclude it.
I suggested in the Introduction that Buddhist thought embodies certain
specific conceptual hypotheses, which are addressed to quite specific and
socially derived concerns. I hope now to have shown how the conceptual
framework of Buddhist thinking is addressed to the particular concern of
elaborating an account of selthood, persons and their continuity, in the
light of the overall samsara—nirvana dichotomys, itself predicated on the
social dichotomy of layman—monk; and how this account has embodied
the hypotheses of the creation of temporality by the ‘constructive
activity’ of karma, the need for a coherent picture of the cessation of such
creative activity if the religious goal of release is to appear intelligible,
and the supposition that such a cessation takes place in the consciousness
of the religious virtuoso. Let me summarise the crucial facts and ideas
which I take the two quotations to point out and emphasise.

In the first, from Mann, 1 take it that the ‘set phrases and fixed
formulas’ in which Buddhist thinking has been carried out refer to two
things. In the first place, both the Buddha’s teaching of a way to
nirvana — a religious ‘absolute’ independent of time and space — and the
doctrines of Buddhism which describe in detail the cosmological and

* Original text: Es ist einmal so, dass der Mensch ganz vorwiegend in Schablonen und
Formeln fertigen Gesprdches denkt, also nicht, wie er sichs aussucht sondern wie es
gebrauchlich ist nach der Erinnerung.
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psychological reality in which it appears as a soteriological project,
were articulated with the conceptual tools of Indian culture, in all its
given historical and social specificity. In Chapter 1 I attempted to give
some idea of the pre-Buddhist Brahmanical picture of society, religious
cosmology, and eschatology, arguing that this picture was ‘culturally
hegemonous’ for all Indian thinking. In the chapters on Buddhism, | have
tried to show how —including, as a necessarily connected symbolic
opposition, the negation of the fundamental Brahmanical doctrine of
atman, by means of the Buddhist ‘denial of self’ (anatta) — the conceptual
universe elaborated in the Theravada tradition has built, ‘for the most
part’, on this traditional foundation. This is true not only in the case of
the basic framework of samsara—nirvana, the particular view of tempor-
ality, and so on, but in many of the crucial connexions of ideas and
particular details of its psychology and mythology. Equally, it has been
the continuing social position and role of the intellectual tradition of the
Theravada, which has given meaning and legitimation to that conceptual
‘formula’ — the dichotomy between ‘conventional” and ‘ultimate’ truth —
by means of which alone the technical details of theoretical and personal
analysis, used as strategies by specialist scholars and virtuoso meditators,
have been inserted into a wider and more comprehensive ethical and
psychological doctrine.

In the second place, this ultimate picture of psychological analysis,
which, as we have seen, replaces the hotly denied conception of a
transcendental self or soul, consists in fact of a traditional system of lists
or systematic categories rigidly adhered to by those monks, whether
scholars or meditators or both, for whom there is nothing but ‘re-
membering the traditional’. It is precisely the introjection of these
categories and formulas — their ‘point’, if not all their ‘details’ - and
the ‘realising’ of them personally through insight meditation, which
forms in practice the most important part of the Buddhist Path to
nirvana.

In terms of apparently abstract conceptual analysis, as we have seen,
the Buddhist attitude to selthood, to personality and continuity, is that
impersonal mental and material elements are arranged together in a
temporarily unified configuration. What unifies and prolongs this con-
figuration is desire; it is in desire for the enjoyment of these constituents
of personality, and for their continuance, that there arises for the
unenlightened man ‘the conceit ““l am”’ (asmimana), a ‘conceit’ which is
not so much asserted propositionally as performed automatically by ‘the
utterance ‘I’ (ahamkara). Desire here, indeed, brings about its own
object — that is, the continuance of life-in-samsara; a form of existence
seen from the nirvana-oriented virtuoso perspective as unsatisfactory, as
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‘suffering’. In the detailed ultimate accounts of continuity produced by
Buddhist scholasticism, which we have seen in Chapters 7 and 8, the
temporal extension of these ‘momentary’ impersonal elements is seen as
their being held together and propelled by certain regularities of con-
ditioning (loosely, ‘causal laws’), in which certain types of element, such
as consciousness, the ‘life-faculty’ and the bhavanga-mind, are held to be
particularly important. '

It is evident —and has been evident since the first discovery of
Buddhism by the west — that such doctrines, supposedly negative and
pessimistic, and certainly difficult, counter-intuitive and abstruse, are
extremely unlikely religious vehicles for the worldly and other-worldly
aspirations of the ordinary man. We have seen, however, both through
modern anthropological research and through the ideas of Buddhism
itself, that the ideas of the canonical tradition, and related practices
derived from it, in fact co-exist in society with a differing but com-
plementary religious system. In this complementary range of religious
thought and practice, interaction with gods and spirits, and the use of
alternative explanations of good or bad fortune — such as astrology and
magic — are of more immediate concern than the conceptual subtleties of
Buddhist intellectualism. I have tried to show how Buddhist doctrine can
be integrated with the thinking and practice of the ‘ordinary man’: and it
is this which is pointed to by the second quotation, that of Clifford
Geertz on imagery. | take it that the patterns of imaginative perception
disclosed by the images I have discussed are the basic and unifying
structures of Theravada Buddhist culture. Where Buddhist intellectuals,
in the textual tradition, take these patterns of imagery to be merely
illustrative of an abstract conceptual account, I take the theoretical
constructions of intellectuals to be themselves also illustrations of the
underlying, unconscious patterns of imagination to which the imagery
found in the textual tradition gives us access. (The methodology here
perhaps bears some resemblance to the Freudian use of jokes and slips of
the tongue to discover unconscious phenomena.) It is in this way, I think,
that the ‘specific content’ of Theravada ‘is embodied in the images and
metaphors its adherents use to characterise reality’.

Equally, 1 have tried to make clear how the ‘historical career’ of
Buddhism has rested on certain institutions which have been able to
‘render these images and metaphors available to those who thus employ
them’. It is, as I have stressed, following Dumont, the fundamental social
dichotomy between layman and monk, between the man-in-the-world
living in his house, and world-renouncer oriented towards ‘homelessness’
in every sense, which has been the institution on which the psychological
and ontological dichotomy of samsara and nirvana has rested. Thus also,
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the peasant farmer’s activity of agriculture, of planting seeds and reaping
their fruit, has been converted into the eschatological picture of con-
tinuing life-in-samsara, while the monk’s inactive abstinence from agri-
culture has been the paradigmatic symbol of the transcendence of the
karmic sphere, in nirvana. Again, within the monkhood, in the
metaphorical agriculture of karma, there have been the reform move-
ments, attempting to regain the ‘original’ Buddhist way of life in the face
of the ubiquitous domestication of the monkhood,! and recognised by
the tradition in the dichotomy of ‘village-dwelling’ and ‘forest-dwelling’
monks; these have periodically re-vivified and re-embodied the old
samsara-nirvana dichotomy, once the charisma of the nirvana-seeking
renouncer has been routinised into the figure of the monk as parish
priest, officiant at funerals and sundry merit-making rituals.

At the beginning of this book, I said that my main interest in writing
about Buddhism was philosophical, and that in my view philosophy in
the west should proceed in constant contact with intellectual history and
anthropology, with the investigation and comparison of cultures. I hope
that 1 have here given some material toward that end. As one means of
approach to the general task of comparison, [ would suggest that we can
profitably see systems of imagery and the institutions which embody
them as constituting those ‘collective representations’ and ‘forms of life’
which give to each culture its specificity and internal unity. These
unconscious systems of imaginative perception, thought, and behaviour
can be seen to permeate experience, discourse and practice, in an
impersonal — or, perhaps, supra-personal — mode of automatic cultural
self-transmission. Different individuals and texts, and particular indi-
viduals and texts at different moments of greater or lesser abstraction,
can be seen as placing themselves at various points on a continuum; a
continuum which stretches from the concrete, ‘everyday’ and uncon-
scious obviousness with which such patterns of imagination are simply
built into, and given with, experience and action, to the most abstract
and self-conscious levels of theoretical reflection, in which the images are
appropriated consciously, as explanatory metaphors illustrative of what
are taken to be historically and logically prior structures of thought.

I have argued that the ideas of Buddhist theory, the conceptions within
Buddhism which correspond to the English terms ‘self’, ‘person’, ‘identi-
ty’ and ‘continuity’, are of a single piece with quite ordinary, socially
institutionalised and ‘everyday’ forms of perception and behaviour; and |
have in this way tried to present Buddhism as indissolubly a single
cultural world. I have tried to show that the most abstract forms of its
imaginative representation — what we call its ‘ideas’ — are intimately
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connected with, and inextricable from, the presuppositions and institu-
tional framework of Buddhist culture and society. The next task is to
attempt, with the help of the mirror of Buddhist thought, to achieve a
similar understanding of our own.
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Notes

The following abbreviations are used in the notes and the bibliography.
In the case of Pali texts, the addition of A to the name of a text indicates
the commentary to it. For example, DA refers to the Digha Nikaya
Atthakatha, otherwise known as the Sumangala Vilasini.

Dip.
DPP

ERE
It.

Kath.U.
Kaus.U.
KSP
Kvu.

Mait.U.
Man.U.
Miln.

Anguttara Nikaya
Abhidhammattha-samgaha
Aitareya Aranyaka
Aitareya Brabmana
Astareya Upanisad
Abhidharmakosa
Atthasalini

Atharva Veda
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
Buddhist Encyclopaedia
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit
Dictionary

Buddhist Publication
Society

Chandogya Upanisad
Critical Pali Dictionary
Digha Nikaya
Dhammapada
Dhammasangani
Dipavamsa

Dictionary of Pali Proper
Names

Hasting’s Encyclopaedia of
Religion and Ethics
Itivuttaka

Jataka

Katha Upanisad
Kausitaki Upanisad
Karma-siddhi-prakarana
Kathavatthu

Majihima Nikaya

Maitri Upanisad
Mandukya Upanisad
Milinda-pariba

MSA
Mund.U.
Nd.1
Nd.2
Nett.
Pet.
Pj.1.
Prasn.U.
Ps.

PTC
PTS
PTSD
Pugg.
Pv.

RV

Mabhbayana-samgraha
Mundaka Upanisad
Mabhba-niddesa
Culla-Niddesa
Netti-pakarana
Petakopadesa
Paramattha-jotikd, vol. 1
Prasna Upanisad
Patisambhida-magga
Pali Tipitikam Concordance
Pali Text Society

Pali Text Society Dictionary
Puggala-pannatti
Petavatthu

Rg Veda

Samyutta Nikdya
Sarvadarsana-samgraha
Satapatha Brahmana
Sacred Books of the Buddhists
Samkhya Karika

Sutta Nipata
Svetasvatara Upanisad
Taittirtya Upanisad
Theragatha

Therigatha

Taittirtya Sambita
Udana

Uttarajjhayana Sutta
Vibhanga

Vinaya Pitaka
Visuddhimagga
Vajasanehi Sambita
Vimana-vatthu

Yoga Sitra
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Dumont {(1973) p. 104. He adds in a footnote ‘If history is the movement by
which a society reveals itself as what it is, there are, in a sense, as many
qualitatively different histories as there are societies’ (taken from Dumont
and Pocock (1957) p. 21). The original text continues: ‘and India, precisely
because she is indifferent to history, has carefully laid it down in the form of
her society, her culture, her religion’. The great Sanskritist Louis Renou
writes, (1953) p. 51, ‘In Indian studies [both] ancient and modern evidence
must be taken into account.’

Dumont (1972) p. 19.

Geertz (1974) pp. 30-1.

On which see, inter alia, Lukes (1973), Dumont (1977).

Rahula (1967) p. 51.

Malalasekera (1957) pp. 33—4.

. In BPS (1973) pp. 2—3. For ‘Eternalism’ and ‘Annihilationism’ see Chapters

1.1.2, 3.2.5.

. Durkheim (1915) pp. 29ff.
. Spiro (1966) p. 96.
. Rhys Davids, C. A. F. (1938) pp. 33—5, §3; (1934) p. 67. For the phrases

quoted by Mrs Rhys Davids as ‘[this] is not of me . . ., see Chapter 3.2.1.
Rhys Davids, T. W., Dialogues of the Buddha, 1, SBB 11, p. 189.
Humphries (1962) PP- 85—6; (1976) pp. 32, 37.

R. F. Gombrich, private communication. Quotations in the text from
Zaehner (1957) pp. 237, 22, 126.

Radhakrishnan (1929) p. 385.

Coomaraswamy (1916) pp. 198—9.

Bhattacharya (1973).

Grimm (1958).

Frauwallner (1953). E.g. pp. 217ff.

Bareau (1973) pp. 94-5.

Oldenburg (1882) pp- 319ff. His exact position has been the subject of some
debate. See Welbon (1968) Chapter 6.

Stcherbatsky (1926) p. 357; (1927) passim.

Monier-Williams (1890) pp. 149, 151, 162.

Eliot (1921) pp. xciti—iv.

Dharmapala (1965) pp. 27, 217, 495. The best account of Dharmapala and
Buddhist modernism in Ceylon is Bechert (1966) pp. 47ff. See also Gombrich
(1971) pp. 52ff.

Zaehner (1966) p. 187.

Pocock (1973) p. xiv.

Poussin (1917) pp. 1-8.

Spiro (1970) p. 12. He acknowledges the previous discussions of Edgerton
(1942) and King (1964).

Tambiah (1970) pp. 3—4. See also ibid. pp. 367ff; Obeyesekere (1963),
Gombrich (1971) pp. 153f.

See, inter alia, Schayer (1934); Regamey (1935); Law (1936); Masson
(1942).

Gombrich (1966); (1971). Quotation in text from (1971) pp. 4~5. See
further Chapter 5.1.2 for examples of the distinction applied.
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32,

33.

34
35. . .

. Nanamoli (1975) p. xxix.
37-

38.

39.
40.
41.

42.

43.

Short accounts are Zurcher {1962); and Robinson (1970). The authoritative
scholarly work on Buddhism in India is Lamotte (1967).

There are, of course, for other purposes many differences to be drawn
between the Sutta and Vinaya Pitaka. The final form of the Vinaya contains
a variety of material, not all of which is narrative. On the early history of
Buddhist literature see Frauwallner (1956); Lévi (1915).

E.g. D.uL12§; AlL.117; 11.147; 111.179, 360; Vin.l.119. See further Frauwall-
ner (1964).

See Johnston (1937).

Gombrich (1971) p. 43. On the continuing contemporary importance of the
Visuddhimagga see Carrithers (forthcoming) Chapter 3.

Coulson (1976) p. xxi. On the history and use of Pali see Geiger (1943),
Norman (1978).

Dharmapila (1965) p. 519.

M. B. Carrithers, private communication.

I cannot argue for these remarks on the Mahbayana here. The crucial
philosophical legitimation for the inclusion of ‘popular’ ideas and practices
(though it was not conceived as such) was the rejection of any linguistic
form, even cherished Buddhist ones, as finally appropriate to ‘ultimate
truth’. See further Chapters 4.1.3, §5.1.3 (footnote), 8.2.2 n.22.

A detailed account would have to deal far more thoroughly with differences
between Mahayana Buddhism and Hinduism, and with paradoxes within the
overall similarity which I have claimed for them — the most obvious point
being the status of Sanskrit per se, which for the majority of Hindu schools
of thought was a sacred language, uniquely appropriate to reality, indeed a
part of reality itself. This contrasts strongly with the Mahdydna rejection of
any language as ‘ultimately true’. See further Chapter 3.2.5.

See, for example, the works of Chogyam Trungpa and, especially, Tarthang
Tulku.

1. The origins of rebirth

1.1. Buddhism and early Indian religion

1.

2.
3.

‘The term was introduced by the anthropologist Srinivas (1952). In an

excellent review of the idea and the literature it inspired, Staal (1963) stresses
that its usefulness lies in historical, diachronic analysis, and not in synchro-
nic, sociological study. Thus, although it has been ‘established beyond doubt
that Sanskritisation was . . . a historical process’, still ‘it should be clear
that the concept of Sanskritisation describes a process and is a concept of
change. It is not a concept at which synchronic analysis could ever arrive.” As
an instrument of cultural history, ‘we can accept the term Sanskritisation
only if it is made clear that its relation to the term Sanskrit is extremely
complex’; in both cultural history and linguistic analysis, ‘the term can be
used . . . as a conceptual tool only for a first approximation, and covers
only part of the material . . . While [it] is undoubtedly a useful heuristic
concept, other more specific processes are at work.’

E.g. TS.1.7.3.1; SB.11.2.2.6, 1V.3.4.4.

Von Fiirer-Haimendorf {(19§3) pp. 42, 43, 45. See also his (1964) especially
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II1.

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

pp- 290—1; and Horsch (1968). It should be made clear that the term ‘Aryan’
is used here culturally and not racially.

. ‘By “hegemony” Gramsci seems to mean a socio-political situation, in his

terminology a “moment”, in which the philosophy and practice of a society
fuse or are in equilibrium; an order in which a certain way of life and
thought is dominant, in which one concept of reality is diffused throughout
society in all its institutional and private manifestations, informing with its
spirit all taste, morality, customs, religious and political principles, and all
social relations, particularly in their intellectual and moral connotation. An
element of direction and control, not necessarily conscious, is implied’
(Williams G. (1960)). In the Indian case, Brahmanical hegemony would be
overstated if this phraseology were all taken literally.

. The classic treatment of caste society is now Dumont (1970a).
. Good treatments of the issue are Warder (1956); Dutt (1960); Olivelle

(1974); and Rhys Davids’ Introduction to the Samanriaphala and Kassapa-
Sihandda Sutta of the Diagha Nikaya (Dialogues, pp. s6ff, 206ff). Ling
(1973) i1s a popular summary.

. ‘Thus the dvandva (co-ordinative) compound sramana-brahmana s used

extensively in both Buddhist and orthodox writings to indicate the entire
class of religieux and philosophers whether inside or outside the orthodox
tradition. The two groups are put on a par for purposes of honour and
reverence. [E.g. in the Edicts of King Asoka.] The Brabmanas were, however,
bitterly opposed to the sramanas. Patanjali, the grammarian of the second
century B.C., uses the compound, . . . to illustrate the case of dvandva
(co-ordinative compounds) where the two members are in perpetual opposi-
tion: yesan ca virodhah sasvatab. (Mababbasya, 1475 on Panimi 11.4.12).
Kleitarches, quoted by Strabo, says: “The pramnai (Sramanas) are philo-
sophers opposed to Brachmanes . . . They ridicule the Brachmanes . . . as
fools and imposters” (Strabo, Geography, xv.60). (Olivelle (1974) p. 4.)

. Basham (1967) p. 246.
. The classic account is Basham (1951).
. Scepticism is given in both the lists of views in the Brabmajala Sutta, as the

view held by the ‘Eel-wrigglers’, and in the Sdmarsisiaphala Sutta, where
Sanjaya Belatthiputta is represented (in the same words as the Brahmajala)
as saying ‘If you ask me whether there is another world ~ well, if I thought
there were, | would say so. But I don’t say so. And I don’t think it is thus or
thus. And I don’t think it is otherwise. And 1 don’t deny it. And I don’t say
there neither is, nor is not, another world. And if you ask me about the
beings produced by chance; or whether there is any fruit, any result, of good
or bad actions; or whether a man who has won the truth continues, or not,
after death —to each or any of these questions do I give the same reply’
(D.1.58, translated by Rhys Davids).

A detailed treatment of the views of the various non-Brahmznical thinkers is
found in Jayatilleke (1963).

D.1.53—4.

Basham (1951) p. 3.

D.1.52~3.

Basham (1951) pp. 17, 9of, 262f.

D.1.56.

Basham (1951) p. 269.
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18.
19.

20.
21.
22.

23.

1.2

I.

oo~

I0.
II1.

12.
13.

D.Lss.

This has been argued particularly by Thapar (1966), (1975); and Warder
(1956), (1970).

All three quotes in this paragraph from Basham (1951) pp. 6, 132.
Basham (1951) pp. 5—6.

Sarvad. 2.

Basham (1967) p. 172.

Time: samsara

In the remaining sections of Chapter 1, I shall only give references to primary
source material where 1 have quoted from it directly, or where 1 think
something of particular importance. For the main part of the argument, the
general reader will have no use for such textual citation; and the specialist
Indologist who might wish to take the matter further must needs look at the
existing secondary material, which, along with the original version of my
work (Collins (1979)), contains the appropriate references. In any case,
much more work on the primary material needs to be done before we have
anything like a complete picture.

Among the many secondary sources quoted in these notes, | have profited
most from Cone (1971); Silburn (1955); Boyer (1901); and Gonda (1966),
for the evolution of Brahmanical ideas; and from Heesterman (1964); and
Dumont (1970b) Chapter 3, for the sociological interpretation of these
ideas.

. The classic account is Lévi (1966) (2nd ed.); Biardeau and Malamoud (1976)

follow a similar line, stressing the continuity and ubiquity of the classical
pattern of sacrifice in India. Heesterman (1964) argues plausibly for a
pre-classical form of agonistic ritual, in which competition and exchange
predominated. The classical sacrifice, he argues, already contains an indi-
vidualisation of this pattern into the single figure of the yajamana; the
subsequent internalisation of sacrifice in the renouncer is then only an
extension of this same development. See further Chapter 1.4.2.

. Gonda (1975) p. 67. Cf. Silburn (1955) pp. 21ff on ‘Kavi: le poete

mensurateur’.

. Cf. Kane (1946) 11, Chapter xxxiv, p. 890.
. Silburn (1955) p. 9. Two late hymns of the Atharva Veda celebrate Time

(kala) as a force in itself. See Silburn (1955) pp. 136ff, and Chapter 8.1.3
below.

. Heesterman (1964) p. 2.
. Gonda (1975) p. 367. _ ,
. Cf. Silburn (1955) pp. 44~5; Varenne (1976) pp. 20—2. Samsara derived

from sar — ‘to run, hasten, flow, stream’: Gonda, Selected Studies 1v, p. 310.
(Cf. Chapter 8.4.1 and n.8 below.)

. Durkheim (1915) pp. 38, 346.

Lévi (1966) pp. 8o-1.

$B.9.5.1.10, and 10.1.5.4. This point, as many others in this account, was
first made by Boyer (1901). On sarvam ayus see Gonda (1965) p. 66 and
m.t57; and Gonda, Selected Studies 1v, pp. 495ff.

RV.1.125.6, cf. 10.107.2.

This is slightly less true of the tenth mandala of the Rg Veda, where we begin
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to enter the speculative world of the Brahmanas. See Gonda (1975) pp.
138~9.

Cf. O’Flaherty (1977) pp. 213—14.

See Oldenburg (1917) pp. 536f; Keith (1925) pp. 409~10.

Gombrich (1975) p. 130.

Gonda (1966) p. 110 and passim.

According to Gonda (1966) pp. 1—41, this was because, inter alia, of the
general religious significance in early Indo-European culture of clearings,
glades, and the like; and because of the need of the invading Indo-Aryans in
India, in their life of war and migration, for secure tracts of land for
agricultural and pastoral use.

As late as the Upanisads, loka is used, both in the singular and in the plural,
as an unspecified good which man might attain or be deprived of. (Cf.
Gonda (1966) pp. 51, 104, for examples.) The new concept of brabman, and
man’s aim for it, is often expressed there in terms of a brabhma-loka to be
attained by the successful.

On the term svarga see Gonda (1966) p. 73. On the relation between the
deva- and svarga-loka, ibid. pp. 84—7 and notes.

Well described by Cone (1971) pp. 95—106.

Gonda (1966) p. 8o.

$B.2.1.4.9.

SB.1.9.3.1.

Cf. Gonda, Selected Studies v, pp. 317ff.

Gonda (1966) p. 130. )

mrtva punah sambhbavanti, SB.10.4.3.10. This verse makes a distinction
between those who are reborn after death for amrtam, and those who are
reborn to become ‘again and again the food of that one [Death}’ (etasyaivan-
nam punah punar bhavanti). This is not, I think (pace Keith (1925) p. §83), 2
difference between an endless ‘immortality’ and being subject to repeated (a
second) death, but a difference between obtaining amrtam in the sense of a
‘full life’ (sarvam dyus) after death, and obtaining a weak dyus, which is
brought to an end before its time. We have seen how amrtam for man means
a_‘full life’ of a hundred years; and the earlier verses of this Brahmana
(SB.10.4.3) speak of attaining a ‘full life’ by avoiding having the sequence of
days and nights come to an end before old age (purd jaraso). ‘Repeated
death’ (punarmrtyu) can mean simply being subject to life in time, that is to
death, during the first lifetime (dyus) on earth: ‘he who knows this conquers
repeated death and attains a full life’ (apa punar-mrtyum jayati sarvam ayur
eti ya evam veda) ($B.10.2.6.19).

See, inter alia, Oldenburg (1915) pp. 27f; Lévi (1966) pp. 93—s; Horsch
(1971) pp. 136f; Gonda (1975) p. 367 and n.5é.

Examples will be found in Gonda (1966) passim, who is concerned
particularly to stress this point.

See Gonda (1965) pp. 315f; Lévi (1966) pp. 102-8.

Durkheim (1915) p. 39; also stressed by Hubert and Mauss (1964) pp. 62ff.
On these analogies, or identifications, see Oldenburg (1919) pp. r10ff;
Gonda, Selected Studies 11, pp. 402ff.

Cf. Boyer (1901) pp. 465—6. Insofar as ‘joining the gods’ was frequently
accomplished by the taking of soma, whether this was an hallucinogen as
some have alleged, or simply a strong intoxicant, madness as a result of

272



Notes to pp. 48—58

34.

35-

37.

38.
39.

40.
41.
42.
43.

44.
45.

46.

47.

1.3.
. Gonda (1966) pp. 72—3.

-

O~ R

II.

12.
13.

prolonged use is perhaps not surprising. The later ascetic renouncers, who
did want to remain permanently in a sacred sphere of reality, were,
accordingly, excluded from human society (see Chapter 1.4.3 below).

On diksa in sacrifice and society see Biardeau and Malamoud (1976) pp.
36—8, 161—2; the idea of a ‘birth’ into the sacrifice is elaborated in the ritual
image of the yajamdna as an embryo; cf. Hubert and Mauss (1964) p. 21;
Keith (1925) pp. 461~-2. i :

sa yat tatah sambhavati tat trtiyam jayate (SB. 11.2.1.1; cf. Ait.Ar.11.¢),

. SB.10.3.3.8.

Frauwallner (1953) pp. 49ff: ‘Die Atem-, Wasser-, und Feuerlebren’. He is
concerned to stress the supposed ksatriya origin of some of these ideas.
Ct. Boyer (1901) p. 499.

‘Let him not live . . .> RV.10.5.25; cf. RV.3.53.21; AV.7.31. On asu see
Oldenburg (1917) pp. 524f.

‘Everything which . . .’ (sarvam atmanvad yat pranat) (AV.10.8.2,
11.2.10).

Cf. Frauwallner (1953) p. 61.

$B.2.3.3.7. Cf. Lévi (1966) pp. 96~7.

Cf. Gonda (1965) Chapter 2: ‘Soma, amrta and the Moon’.

Heesterman (1964) p. 24.

Upasate: ‘worship’ (Hume (1931) p. 232; Zaehner (1966) p. 100); ‘meditate
on’ (Radhakrishnan (1953) p. 431).

Both passages add a third fate: that of insects, ‘repeatedly returning
creatures’, of whom it is simply said ‘be born! Die!’. Neither of the two ways
are open to these.

Spiro (1970) pp. 76ff; Gombrich (1971) p. 155.

Action and the person: karma

$B.6.2.27. Eggeling’s translation (1964) Part 3, pp. 180—1. Compare Gonda
(1966) p. 29 on the same passage.

. On istapirta see Biardeau and Malamoud (1976) p. 165; Gonda (1964) p.

236; Keith (1925) p. 250.

. This idea of a ‘store’ of good deeds remained alive later in Buddhism: cf.

Gonda (1964) pp. 186—93, (1966) p. 236.

. SB.8.6.1.10.

. AV.10.2, 11.8. On these two hymns see Renou (1956) pp. 69—79.

. SB.11.2.6.13; Ait.B.2.40.1—7; Kau$.U.2.6; Tait.U.2.7.1; Ait.U.2.3.

. E.g. RV.10.15.1. For other references and discussion, see Geldner (1951) 11,

p. 185. The medieval commentator’s remarks, on certain of these passages,
that the differences result from differences in sacrificial merit, is certainly
true to the spirit of the tradition, but doubtless anachronistic.

. Obeyesekere (1968) pp. 12f, following Weber.
. Mabayajsia, incumbent daily on the Brahmin householder. See Biardeau and

Malamoud (1976) pp. 41, 66ff.

Biardeau and Malamoud (1976) pp. 57ff; Heesterman (1964) p. 27. On the
‘mental sacrifice’ (manasa yajria) of the renouncer, see Varenne (1960) 11, p.
53. On the ‘fire-sacrifice of the breath’ (pranagnibotra) see ibid. pp. 69ff.
D.1.127ff, the Katadanta Sutta. Cf. Heesterman (1964) pp. 27-8.
BAU.3.2.13.
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14.

15.

14.
. Edgerton, above all in his (1929) article. See also Edgerton (1925), and a

-

© PN RN

Cf. Silburn (1955) pp. 1-2 on ‘kratu: intention ardente’, and pp. 52—3 on
‘désir procréateur’.
E.g. Svet.U.s.11—-12; Mait.U.3.1-2.

Timelessness: moksa (nirvana)

summary of his ideas in (1965) pp. 21ff.

On this idea in India, see Gonda (1970) passim, especially pp. 21ff, 6off.
For examples in the BAU and Ch.U. see Edgerton (1929) p. 104 n.12.
See Gonda (1950) passim.

On this idea in the Rg Veda see Edgerton (1929) p. 100 n.6.

Edgerton (1929) pp. 116f; Renou (1949).

This is Gonda’s preferred sense: (1950) Chapters 2—4.

SB.2.3.2.13.

From the root yam, ‘to tame’ or ‘restrain’, as with horses. For the
horse-metaphor, see Varenne (1976) pp. 100-1.

BAU.3.7; Miand.U.6.

. Heesterman (1964) pp. 27, 22.

. Edgerton (1929) pp. 98—9, quoting from Oldenburg (1919).
. SB.12.9.3.12.

. See Silburn (1955) pp. 56—7, 84, 90—4.

. Heesterman (1964) p. 27.

Dumont (1970b) p. 46.

. Dumont (1965), (1970a), (1970b) Chapters 3, 7, (1973), (1975), (1977).
. Kaus$.U.1.2; BAU.1.4.15; Ch.U.8.2.1~10; BAU.4.4.2-3, 1.4.10.

. Malamoud (1976) p. 13.

. Dumont (1970b) pp. 47-9.

2. Varieties of Buddhist discourse

2.1

I.
2.

3.

v A

Buddhist thought in context

Rahula (1956) pp. 158-61, 196—7.

Perhaps the most famous example is Nalanda. See Dutt (1962) especially
Parts 1v—v; Darian (1971).

Gombrich (1971) pp. 63~4.

Tambiah (1968).

These stories are also recounted on festival occasions, for general cultural
purposes which have little immediate connexion with the religious concerns
of doctrinal Buddhism. See for example Tambiah (1970) Chapter 10, on
such a use of the great Vessantara Jataka. On this important and widely used
Jataka see Cone and Gombrich (1977).

. Tambiah (1968) p. 118. His description of the meditative life as ‘entering

into mystical realms’ is perhaps a little misleadingly flamboyant.

. Obeyesekere (1968) pp. 21ff; Gombrich (1971) Chapter 5; Spiro (1970)

Chapters 3—6.

. Sharma (1973); Pocock (1973) pp. 37-8, 107.
. Obeyesekere (1976) p. 206.
. On the role of upasaka see Obeyesekere (1968) pp. 31ff.
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II.
12.

13.

2.2,
. Suddbham attanam paribarati (A.1.148—9, 1v.109f; Asl.128). A closely similar

Hopkins (1906), (1907).

O’Flaherty (1977).

Diseases (abadha) S.av.230; A.11.87, 1131, v.11o. ‘Things experienced’
(vedayitani) Miln.13 4-5.

Different ways of talking about ‘self’ and ‘person’

phrase khatam upahatam attanam paribarati is translated in the PTS
editions as ‘he carries about with him an uprooted, llfeless self’ (A.11.2, 228,
252, v.308). ‘Sees in himself complete purity, . . (parxsuddhakayakam-
mantatam attani samanupassamano) (M.1.17).

2. For examples see CPD and PTC entries for atta and its use in compounds.

A

II1.

12.

13.

. ‘Exalts himself . . " (attukkamsako . . . paravambhi) (M.1.19, 200, 402f; et

freq.). ‘For one’s own benefit’ (attabita) (A.11.95 et freq.) (atta-d-attham)
(th 166). ‘Self-born, -caused’ ‘no-one purifies another’ (attaja, -sambhava,
nanno asiriam vxsodhaye) (th 161, 165). ‘Action of oneself, . . . by
another’ denotmg initiative’ (@rabbba) (A.111.337). The denial of these as a
spiritually enervating heresy at D.1.53.

. ‘No one is dearer than oneself’ (natthi . . . koci arino attana piyataro ti).

’

‘Surveying . . .’ (sabba disanuparigamma cetasa, n’ev’ ajjbaga piyataram
attana kvacx evam piyo puthu atti paresam, tasma na himse param
attakamo) (S.1.75).

S..82.

. attanam gaveseyyatha (Vin.1.22).

Nakamura (1976) p. 11; cf. his (1964) pp. 91~2. Professor R. F. Gombrich
has kindly pointed out to me the occurrence in a Jain text (Utt.S.16.13) of the
idea that sense-pleasures are like poison for the man who is ‘seeking himself’
(attagavesissa). Since the term atman has no use — whether positively or
negatively — as a technical term in Jainism, it is clear that in both Buddhism
and Jainism such terms are used as simple and non-theoretical behavioural
description and injunction.

‘Taking refuge . . . in oneself and the Dhamma as an island’ (Dhp.236, 238;
D.i.100; S.111.43; et freq.). Atta hi attano natho (Dhp.160, 380). ‘Watch
oneself’, attanupekhin (A..133); ‘self-guarded’, attagutta (S.v.169;
Aa.6; Dhp.379; Aar27f; et freq.). ‘Self-developed’, (A.1v.26; et freq.).
CPD contains references to a great many other similar uses of atta-
compounds.

. Duain2gz2; Averis.
. The ‘individuality’ of each lifetime as atta (D.1.195-6; some mss. of

S.a1.283). Cf. also Chapters 4.2.3 and §5.2.1, 5.2.2 below. ‘Great-’ and
‘small-souled’ (mabatta, appatumo) (A.1.249).

M.11.341 et freq. On these phrases see Zaehner (1969) pp. 214—-15, who uses
the Upanisadic ‘with his self become Brahman’ as a translation.

‘One reproaches oneself’ (A.1.57). ‘Do you reproach yourself . . .>’ (kacci
pana tvam atta silato upavadati) (S.1v.47; cf. S.1.103). ‘You know yourself,
man, . . .’ (attd te purisa janati saccam va yadi va musa. Kalyanam vata bho
sakkbi attanam atimanniesi, Yo santam attani papam attanam pariguhbasi)
(A.L149).

Atta as ‘friend’ or ‘enemy’ (literally as ‘dear’ or ‘not-dear’ piyo, appiyo)
(S..71 et freq.). ‘Themselves as enemy’ (amitten’ eva attana) (Dhp.66;
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14.
1§.
16.

17.

23.
. In the Brahmanas, SB.10.1.3.4, 10.1.4.1~3. On this topic generally see

N on s

10.

II.

12.
13.
14.
1s5.

16.

17.

S.1.57). Attand as ‘by his own efforts’ (A.111.81); as ‘in themselves’, ‘inherent-
ly’ (M LI6I).

A.1.53; M.1.8 respectively.

D.m1.230; S.11.3; M.L.s1; et freq. See also Buddhist Dictionary pp. 184-5.
Attanuditthi (D.11.22; S.u1.185; A.l11.447; et freq.). For references to such
later terms as attagaha, attaditthi(n-jaba), attupaladdbi, etc., see CPD.

‘Views . . . of self and universe’ (atta- . . . loka- uadasampayutta ditt-
hiyo)(M.1. 136—7) These as a ‘net’ of views (D 1.13). “There is no grasping of
a doctrine . . . (M.1.137). ‘A person is not to be found’ (e.g. Kvu.1if;

Miln.25). On this latter see Chapter 6.1 passim.
Elements of personality and (not-)self
Deussen (1906) pp. 26 5f; and, especially, Johnston (1937) passim. ‘Wisdom’

translates prajna.
Kath.U.3.10-11.

. For as long as one possessed mind . . . (RV.10.59.5). Manas going to Yama

at death (AV.5.30.6; RV.10.5.8). Mind as the charioteer . . . (VS.34.1-6).
The image of the chariot is frequent in all Hindu thought: see Varenne
(1976) pp. 84—6, 100, 129. On the motif in Buddhism see Chapter 8.1.3
below.

$B.2.3.3.2.

. Ch.U.7.15 and 26; BAU.3.4.1; 4.5.15.
. Atmadnas tu kdmdya sarvam priyam (BAU.4.5.6f).
. Prajapati as ‘spirit having dtman’ (yad yaksam atmanvat) (AV. 10.2.11.8).

(On these hymns see Renou (1956) pp. 69—79.) Identified with brabman at
SB.7.3.14.2. For further references see Eggeling (1964) v, pp 556—8. As
animating the universe (Mait.U.2.3). ‘In the beginning ..." (BAU.1.4.5;

2.5.1-15).

. Hubert and Mauss (1964) Conclusion.
. In the Upanisads, e.g. Kath.U.1.26; Mait.U.1.3~4, 3.4. On dukkhba in

Buddhism, see Chapter 6.3.2 below.

Both these are found in the Brahmanical tradition, from its earliest times.
E.g. Dhp.277—9; M.1.230; S.111.132; A.1.286; Thag.677-8. On this point see
Rihula (1967) p. 81.

See Nyanaponika (1971), who provides many examples.

E.g. S.11.85, 1v.19—20; Dhp.202—5.

Gombrich (1972) p. 492.

E.g. M.1.487; S.1v.399.

Welbon (1968) has devoted a book to the history of attempts to define
nirvana. A great deal of confusion has occurred precisely because of the
failure to distinguish the two forms of it.

Gellner (1962).

3. The denial of self as ‘right view’

3.1.

Different kinds of ‘right view’

1. E.g. M.1.287, 401, 1I1.22, 52, 71; D.L§5.

2.

M.1.400f.
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]

[« %}

II.
I2.

13.

14.

17.
18.

I9.
20.

21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

On this form of ‘Pascalian’ wager, see Jayatilleke (1963) pp. 405-6.

. For the meaning and history of this term, literally ‘worthy ones’, the regular

Theravada term for an enlightened saint, see Rhys Davids’ introduction to
the Patika Sutta, Dialogues 111, pp. 3—6.

. D.in329ff.
. Nowell-Smith (1954) pp. 111ff.
. For example, at M.1.493 it is said that the whole ‘company of Gotama,

householders and renouncers’ (Gotamassa parisa sagahatthapabbajita)
flows towards nibbana, like the river Ganges to the sea.

. Right view as the Four Noble Truths: e.g. M.1i.251; S.v.8 (this is perhaps

the most common explanation given by commentaries); as Dependent
Origination S.11.17.

. M.1.46ff.
. In the Canon at M.1.301. Of course, the three terms arranged in the order

sila, samadhi, pasind are very common: see Barua (1971) Chapter 3. The
entire Visuddhimagga is arranged on this pattern. Sometimes, samddhi and
pa#inia are replaced by samatha and vipassana, ‘tranquility’ and ‘insight’ (e.g.
MA.11.106; Vism.1.8). I shall deal with these in Chapter 3.3 below.
‘Learner’ (sekho), ‘adept’ (asekho). D.11.217, 11.271; M.1.42; A.1I1.89, V.221.
E.g. at D.in.122~3, and of course ubiquitously in the later literature. The
‘right view” and ‘right resolve’ of the first and preliminary form of pasisia are
related to the ‘right knowledge’ and ‘right release’ of the second, ‘liberating’
form of parina as intention to attainment, as goal set to goal achieved.
M.7xff. The right view which ‘has corruptions . . .’ (sasava pusiriabhi-
giya upadhivepakka ditthi). ‘When one knows . . .’ (sammaditthim samma-
ditthi ti pajanati, sa ’ssa sammdditthi). ‘That view which is noble . . " (ariya
anasava lokuttara magganga ditthi).

There are seven such ‘constituents’ (sambojjhanga): mindfulness (sati);
investigation of dhamma; energy (viriya); rapture (piti); tranquillity
(passaddhi); concentration (samadhi); and equanimity (upekkha). All these
terms denote high, and specialist, virtues, and are terms of art in Buddhist
meditation theory.

15. S.v.200, 202.
16. Ditthi ariya niyyanika, takkarassa sammadukkbakkhayaya niyyati. (E.g.

M.u32z2; Alnrz2).

Yathabhiutassa dassanam (M.111.289; S.11.16—-17).

‘Endowed with view’ (ditthisampanno), ‘achieved view’ (ditthipatto); ‘high-
est view’ (parama ditthi) (Sn.471).

D.ir.118-19.

MA.1L196. ‘The ordinary man outside’ Buddhism (puthujjano bahirako).
‘Learner within the teaching’ (sekho sasaniko). ‘Not in accordance with the
truth’ (na saccanulomika). See also DA.1.59 (cf. MA.1.20~1) for a distinction
between the ‘good ordinary man’ (kalyano puthujjano) who appreciates
Buddhist teaching, and the ‘blind’ (andho) one who does not.

On the ‘ordinary’ monk, see Gombrich (1971) pp. 324~5.

On these two codes of ethics, see Gombrich (1971) pp. 73f.

DA.1.231. ‘Right view based on faith’ (saddhamiilika sammaditthi).
M.1.299; S.11L. 15 8; 1v.159.

For the full list, see Buddhist Dictionary p. 161.

S.n.126; cf. S.n.115f. ‘He does not consider . . .’ (attanam attaniyam v na
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27.
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samanupassati). ‘1 have a sense of “l1 am™ . . . (asmi ti adhigatam . . .
ayamaham asmi ti ca na samanupassati). ‘The conceit of “l am”’ (asmi ti
mana).'Desire for “1 am”’ (asmi ti chando). ‘Underlying tendency to “l am™”’
(asmf ti anusayo). -

In a ritual enactinent of the same metaphor, still surviving, a young monk
taking his ordination is washed, to remove his ‘lay smell’ (M. B. Carrithers,
private communication). Of course, ideas of ‘smell’ of this sort fall into the
pan-Indian attitude to physical and moral ‘purity’.

Arguments in support of anatta

. That is, it is a substantive of the -an declension, nominative singular. In

Sanskrit grammatical terminology it is a karmadharaya rather than babuvrr-
hi compound. There is only one definite exception to this. At S.111.56, 114,
we read anattam ripam anatta riapan ti yathabbitam na pajanati - ‘he does
not understand the selfless body as it really is, (thus) “body is a not-self”’.
Here anattam is an adjective in the -a declension (a bahuvrihi), agreeing with
and qualifying the substantives riupam, sanna, vedana, samkhare (and hence
here the form is anatte), and vitifianam. The apparent reading anattam at
Ud.80 seems to be an error for anantam (quoted by the commentary as a variant
reading). See CPD, s.v. a-nata.

. See von Glasenapp (1960); Norman (forthcoming) pp. 6-7. Chowdhury

(1955) insists on the interpretation of anattd as a karmadhbaraya, bur by
translating ‘not-Self’ reaches the conclusion that the Buddha taught by
implication the (real, Vedantic, cosmic) Self.

. Anatta here could be nominative singular or plural (in place of anattano) of

the -an declension; or nominative plural of the -a declension. The CPD
remarks that some commentaries here take anatta to be an adjective, and cite
NettA. on Nett.6.31, which glosses as natthi etesam atta. (Cf. KvuA.33.)

The Sanskrit version of the phrase is sarve dharmah andtmanah (see
Lamotte, Traité, p. 1368 n.1. for references), which shows a similar
amblgulty According to Papinian grammar (Panini §.4.68 to 5.4.160)
anatman can be used as a babuvribi, although the alternatlve anatmaka (or
niratman) is preferred. The adjectival use is found at SB.2.2.8; and Bhagavad
Gita 6.6. (I am grateful to Alexis Sanderson for help with this point.)

- Vin.v.86. Anicca sabbe samkbara dukkhanatta ca samkbata nibbanasi c’eva

parifatti anatta iti nicchaya. (1. B. Horner’s (PTS) translation save ‘con-
ditioned things’ instead of ‘constructs’ for samkhara, and ‘unsatisfactory’
instead of ‘painful’ for dukkha.) On paririatti, ‘concepts’, see Nanamoli
(1975) p. 257 n.11.

Putbujjano . . . kivici dbhammam attato upagacheyya (whereas) ditthi-
sampanno . . . anattato . . . (M.11.64; cf. M.1.300; S.Iv.31; A.llL.444 et
freq.).

M.1.435, s00; A.v.422—3; A.11.18; Thag.1160-1.

M.140; S.i1.33—4, 1v.81—2, 128,

Norman (forthcoming) p. 7.

S.u1.66f. It is also, of course, found elsewhere.

M.1.230.

‘The ordinary man regards . . .” (S.111.3). ‘Being prey to’ the khandha as
‘murderers’ (S.111.87, 114, 142).
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12.
13.
14.

1s.
16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

24.
29.

26.

. Mirzseff. *One and the same consciousness .. .0 (tad ev’idam vinhdnam

‘No exercising of mastery’ (avasavattana) (e.g. Vism.xx.18; MA.I.113;
AA.1.38; Nd.2.279). No ‘leader’ (parinayaka) (Asl.129).

(E.g. rupam) aniccam; yad aniccam tam dukkham; yad dukkbam tad anatta.
(S.1v.1; et freq.)

sanna-, citta-, ditthi- vipallasa (A.11.52; et freq.)

E.g. S.11.23—4.

In the text, | quote the Mahanidana Sutta, which speaks of a relation
between ‘feeling’ (vedana) and a postulated self. A similar argument is found
in the Potthapada Sutta, (D.1.180) which speaks of a relation between
‘perception’ (or ‘ideas’: sanrid) and a self. In the Chachakka Sutta
(M.111.282—3) there is discussion of the relation between a self and all six
senses, sense-objects, and the resultant six forms of ‘sense-consciousness’,
and ‘sense-contact’ (phasso — that is the conjunction of sense and sense-
object which produces sense-consciousness), and also the ‘craving’ (tanha)
which is held to be consequent on these processes of perception (at least in
the unenlightened). It is said that because all these phenomena arise and
decay, it ‘is not possible’ (na uppajjati) to regard them as a self. For brevity, |
will summarise all these particular forms of the argument under the general
heading of ‘experience’ and a self.

D.1n.66f. ‘Feeling is my self (vedana me atta); ‘My self is insentient’
(appatisamvedano me attd); ‘My self teels, my self has the attribute of
feeling’ (vedivatd me attd, vedanidhammo me attd). ‘Where there is no
feeling at all . . . (yattha . . . sabbaso vedayitam n’atthi, api nu kho tattha
asmi ti siyd ti). *Where feeling is completely absent ..." (sabbaso vedanaya
asati .. .oapr nu Rho tattha avam abam asmi tosiva H).

Ud.70. (Ahamkarapasuta pajd ... etam patigacca passato aham karomi ti
na tassa hoti.)

BAU.1.4.1. On this point see van Buitenen (1957) pp. 17f; Norman
(forthcoming) discusses verbal reminiscences of the Upanisads in the Alagad-
dipama Sutta (M.1.130ff), arguing that the Sutta must be interpreted as
explicitly denying an Upanisadic universal self.

Biardeau (1965) is a valuable supplement to van Buitenen on abhamkara,
and offers some fascinating speculation on the possible sociological variety
behind the use of the term as a category of cosmogonic and spiritual thought.
S.1v.196-8. ‘. . . but for him there is no “I”’, “mine”’, or “l am”’ (aham ti
maman ti vd asmi ti vd tam pi tassa na hoti).

There is another lute image of this sort at Miln.§3, and a similar use of an
analogy with the sound of a conch-shell at D.11.337~8. The need for a monk
to maintain a correct level of practice — neither too eager nor too lazy —is
compared to the need for a lute-string to be neither too taut nor too loose to
produce the right note at A.111.374; Vin.l.181—2.

E.g. AK Chapter 5. See Jaini (1959); BE.1, pp. 775ff.

Having a menta! object: Kvu.9.4. ‘Young baby’: M.1.432—3.

As ‘obsessions’ (pariyutthana) at Vbh.383. Getting rid of anusaya by
meditation at M.11.32; S.111.236.

Vism.1.13, XXI1.60, XV.164.

Abhimana SK.24; asmita YS.1.47 and commentary. On ahamkara and (the
true) atman in the Mahabharata, see Biardeau (1965) pp. 83—4.

D.1.180ff.
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28.
29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34
35.

36.

37.

39.
40.

41.
42.

43.

44-

3.3.

. ‘Mental culture’ is a better, because more general and positive, translation of

sandhavati samsarati, anasnnam). ‘That which speaks and feels . . .’ (vado
vedeyyo tatra tatra kalyanapapakanam kammdanam vipakam patisam-
vedeti). Consciousness, ‘generated by causal conditions . . .is defined . . .’
(vifinanam paticcasamuppannam . . . sankbam gacchati).

S.1v.67-8.

‘Who is conscious?’ (S.11.13-14). ‘Whose is this consciousness?’ (S.11.62).
‘Going beyond the teaching’ (sdsanam atidhavati), ‘what self do deeds . . .’
(anattakatani kammani kam attanam phusissanti) (M.111.19).

M.1.8. On the terms ‘eternalism’ and ‘annihilationism’, see inter alia Silburn

{1955) pp. 128—32.

M.ui137.

‘The same man acts ..." (S.11.20; cf. 23). ‘Existence’ and ‘non-existence’
(S.11.17). ‘Destruction . . . of a really existing being’ (sato sattassa . . .
vinasam) (M.l.140; cf. D.1.34). ‘Annihilation of greed ... (Vin.L234;

A1v.174-5, 182).

Karako na, kiriya va vijjati (Vism.xv1.90). Cf. kammassa kdrako natthi (ibid.
XIX.20).

See Vin.1.139; M.111.234; Lamotte (1967) pp. 607f; Warder (1974) p. 250.
Sariputta as ‘foremost in learning’ (A.1.14; cf. DPPN pp. 1108ff). ‘All that
which has the nature . . .’ (yam kifici samudaya-dhammam tam sabbam
nirodhadbammam) (Vin.1.39—40; et freq.).

Rahula (1967) p. 53. Imasmim sati, idam hoti: imass’uppada idam uppajjati
. . . {(and in the negative) (M.111.63; S.v.387; et freq.).

Nidana Samyutta (S.11.1-132). Rhys Davids in Dialogues 11, p. 47.

. S.a1.25. In the same way, the fact that ‘all dhamma are not-self’ is true

whether or not there is a Buddha (A.1.286), although it requires a Buddha to
recognise it and teach it (unlike the truths of impermanence and suffering)
(VbhA.49—50).

First two elements missing (S.11.66; A.1.176). Consciousness and name-and-
form mutually conditioning (S.11.104). Elements in different order (S.11.101).
Frauwallner (1953) pp. 197ff.

Poussin (1913) pp. 1-5, on S5n.724—65. See also Silburn (1955) pp. 197—9.
‘Different ways of teaching’ (desandbheda) (Vism.xxvi1.28—34). ‘Profound
in teaching’ (desandgambbira) (ibid. 307).

These different sections are: (a) the four of nos. 1—-2, 8—10 as karmic
cause, with nos. 3—7, 11-12 as karmic result; (b) the three of nos. 1-2 (past
life) 3—10 (presentlife) and 1 1~12 (futurelife); (c) the two of nos. 1~6 (from the
past to the present moment) and 7-12 (from the present into the’future). See
further Chapter 7.1.2; and Poussin (1917) pp. 378, 38 n.z.

Vism.viL.8; cf. Vism.xv1lL.57, 273, 285; VbhA.138—94; Poussin (1913) p. 38
and n.z2.

For these ideas, with particular reference to Thai social and political history,
see Tambiah (1977); Bechert (1966) 1, Sects. 1—~2. On wheel-imagery in the
Theravada see Karunaratne (1969). A good modern example of the point
here is provided by the Buddhist Publication Society of Ceylon, who call
their series of pamphlets The Wheel.

The denial of self as a strategy in ‘mental culture’

bhavana than is ‘meditation’, which implies too specialised and passive a
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Vb s N

=

11.
12.
13.
14.

15.
16.

17.
18.

form of behaviour. See Buddbhist Dictionary, pp. 31-2; and Carrithers
(forthcoming) Chapter 3.
See Buddhist Dictionary, pp. 157-8, 197-8.

. For ‘dry-visioned’ saints see Buddhist Dictionary, p. 175.
. E.g. Vism.L.1f.

Carrithers (forthcoming) Chapter 1: following Douglas (1966); and James
(1960).

Sitla- and ditthi-visuddbi (D.111.234; A.1.95; Dhs.1365-6). The seven-fold list
of purities (M.L.147ff). At D.111.228, the seven-fold sequence is found, with
the addition of ‘purity of wisdom’ and of ‘release’, in much the same way as
we saw (in Chapter 3.1.3) that the eight-fold Path was increased to the
ten-fold Path of the ‘adept’. At A.11.195 ‘purity of behaviour’, of ‘mind’, and
of ‘release’ are found together.

. Nanamoli (1975).
. Nanamoli (1975) p. xxix. On matika, see my own Introduction, and

Frauwallner (1964); Lamotte (1967) pp. 197f.

See, for example, Tables 1~3 in Nanamoli (1975).

Something of the same function might be seen in the twenty-five categories
(tattva) of the Samkhya system. Although the person (purusa) is the object of
the highest spiritual value, and is thus placed in a dichotomy with prakri,
which is non-valued, in terms of content it is empty, and so is merely tacked
on to the end of the twenty-four categories of prakrnti which do have
recognisable and nameable content.

A.v.109.

S.1.184.

A.lI1.444.

A.v.s1. For the translation of paricita as ‘familiar with’ in aniccasanina-
paricitena cetasa, see PTC.u1.170~1.

S.L.155-6.

M.nn.227-8, reading na ca apekkhava upadaya ca na paritassati, with
PTC.1.411; and CPD p. 295.

Vism.XXI.49—50.

Eighteen elements ‘for the purpose of abolishing ..." (Vism.xv.22, 32).
Investigating ndma-réipa ‘in order to abandon . . .’ (ibid. xvi1.25-8).

Views, attachment, and ‘emptiness’

Mackie (1967) pp. 177-8.

For an extended use of the image of the ‘tumour’ or ‘boil’ of conditioned
samsdric life see Vism.xviL.303. In general, the analogy between Buddhist
teaching and the remedies of medicine is close: see Kern (1896) pp. 46—7; and
(e.g.) Miln.334f.

4.1. Views and attachment

[« L T S

M.1.300, 1I1.17; A.ll.214—15; et freq.
S.111.96.
S.I1.44.

. M..228ff. (Self as ‘conscious’, sasini: literally, ‘having ideas’, or ‘percep-

tions’.)

. M.L6ff.

281



Notes to pp. 119-25

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20.

21.

22.
23.

24.

25.
26.

27.

. Ditthivagga S.m1.180ff; Ditthisamyutta S.i.202ff.
. S.11.46-7; S.L.105.

10.
II.
I2.

D.1.82; M.1.348; et freq.

M.1.297ff.

‘Nothing so apt . . .” (A.1.31). ‘Lower, middiing, and excellent ideas . . .

(S.11.153—4).

M.1.147ff.

Alagaddispama Sutta, M.1.134f. See Norman (forthcoming).

Sn.21.

M.1.260.

M.1.497ff. ‘All is not pleasing to me’ (sabbam na me kbamati). ‘This would

just be such . . " (tam p’assa tadisam eva, tam p’assa tadisam eva ti). This

could mean that, in that case, everything would be equally valueless, and

thus no motivation for religious action.

‘At peace am-l ...’ (nibbuto 'ham asmi, santo 'ham asmi, anupadano 'ham

asmi). ‘Declares that what is only . . .’ (nibbanam sappdyam eva patipadam

abhivadeti). ‘Is shown to be an act ... (tad ap’ . . . upadanam akkhayati).
In a similar vein, the Latukikopama Sutta (M.1.447ff) speaks in turn of the

‘transcending’ (samatikkamo) of household life and its pleasures, then the

sequence of states attained in meditation by the monk, up to ‘cessation of

perception and feeling’.

For a full list and discussion of the jhana, see Buddbist Dictionary, p. 70. The

jhana as ‘constructed’ (M.111.244).

M.nn.1o4ff. ‘He knows it is existent, saying “it is”"" (tam santam idam atthi ti

pajanati).

‘Concentration of mind that is signless’ (animitta cetosamadhi). In the

‘Greater Discourse on Emptiness’ (M.111.109ff), it is said that a monk who

‘dwells alone, apart from society, . . . (and) enters into and abides in

emptiness’ does so by ‘not paying attention to any sign’ (sabbanimittanam

amanasikara), both internally and externally. ‘Paying attention to a sign’

here means to be aware of the specific, linguistically describable content of

any object of perception or cognition — that is, to see by ‘insight’ what

dhamma it is.

S.1V.§4, swiriam attena va attaniyena va.

For references see Lamotte, Traité, pp. 357f, 370. Although sometimes it is

said that the earlier schools do not know ‘the selflessness of things’,

frequently Suttas are quoted — including many of those 1 have discussed — to

show that they do; see Lamotte, Traité, pp. 1079f, 2005—6, 2141f. Rihula

(1978) Chapters 7 and 9, argues strongly for the position that in this, as in

other ways, all Buddhist schools teach the same thing.

On this, as on all matters of the Madbyamaka school discussed here, see

P. M. Williams (1978), (1980); (forthcoming).

Dhs.1306-8. Sabbe dhamma adhivacana-, nirutti-, pafnatti-patha.

‘Body is like a heap of foam . . .’ (S.111.142). ‘Not seen by the King of Death’

(Dhp.46, 170). Khandha like sandcastles (S.111.189f). ‘Having the nature of

falsehood’ (mosadhamma) said of feeling (M.n1.245), name-and-form

(Sn.756-8), in contrast to nibbana, which has ‘the nature of genuine truth’

(saccam amosadhammam). Khandha as ‘impermanent, unsatisfactory, a

disease, . . ." (M.1.435; et freq.).

Reflecting on emptiness ‘in the forest . . .

?

(M.1.297; S.1v.296—7; cf.
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28.

29.

30.
31.

37.

39.

40.

4.2.
. These ten questions are expanded to fourteen in other parts of the Buddhist

M.11.263). Reflecting on ‘emptiness . . . in an empty place’ is part of the
same attitude which related external and internal ‘emptiness’ in the Cualasun-
riata Sutta quoted earlier in the text; and which we shall see again in Chapter
4.3 below. ‘See the world is empty . . . (Sn.1119).

‘With tender insight’ (tarunavipassana) (Vism.xx.105—27). ‘Surely I have
reached . . .’ (addha maggapatto . . . phalapatto ’smi) (ibid. 122—3).
Vism.x1v.224. Compare, with regard to body’s not enduring ‘being pound-
ed’, the phrase ‘body is . . . of a nature to be constantly rubbed away,
pounded away, broken up, and scattered’ (M.1.144, 500 et freq.; Horner’s
(PTS) translation). The image of things ‘having no core’ is frequently used
to express the idea of the lack of any ‘central self’ (e.g. Vism.Xx1.56, quoting
Nd.2.279).

Vism.XX.19.
‘The contemplation of emptiness is the contemplation of not-self’
(Vism.xx11.117). ‘One in meaning . . . (ekattha, byarijanam eva nanam)
(Vism.xx.91). ‘Paying attention to not-self . . .” (Vism.xX1.69, quoting
Ps.11.48). Different ‘gateways’ for different temperaments (Nett.90). “When a
learned man . . " (Vism.xx1.70, quoting Ps.11.58).

. A1.66-7.

. A.rro. The four are also called ‘floods’ (ogha) (D.111.230, 276).
. Coulson (1976) p. 111.
. D.L.1ff.

These parts of the Sutta Nipata have been called ‘Proto-Madhyamika’ (by
Gomez (1976)), because of the radical devaluation of views, of whatever
sort. While there is certainly some sense in this description, we must
remember that the later Madhyamaka school knew of the strong distinction
between right and wrong views in other parts of the Buddhist tradition, and
so its radical stance could have a clear relation to that tradition; in the Sutta
Nipata, we cannot presume that the sentiments expressed have taken
cognisance of that distinction, and are speaking to it.

The verses from the Sutta Nipata which I quote are (in order) Sn.898—
900,796, 894.
S.ur138f; cf. M.1.108.

. ‘Makes use of conventional terms’ (loke vuttam tena vobarats). It is

interesting to note that the monk Sariputta, ‘foremost in wisdom’, who was
later taken to be the ideal type of Abhidhamma dogmatism by the schools
emphasising ‘emptiness’, is said to reach Arhatship after listening to this
discourse while standing behind the Buddha, fanning him. (M.1.501). This is
surely a significant representation — on the level of legend — of the ideal
Theravada attitude to wisdom as an end in itself.

‘Worldly forms of speech, and expression . . ." (loka-samanna, -nirutti,
-vohara, -painatti) (D.1.202). ‘I speak’ (abam vadami ti) and ‘(others) speak
to me’ (mamam vadanti ti) as ‘conventional usages’ (vohdramatta) (S.1.14).
Verses quoted, in order, Sn.911. 787, 1074, 1076; A.1l.9 (reading here
vadapathativattam, with Gomez (1976) p. 158 n.5, in place of PTS’s
vadapathati vuttam, which seems corrupt).

The Unanswered Questions

’

tradition by the addition of the ‘both . . . and’ and ‘neither . . . nor
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alternatives of nos. 9, 10 to the two sets of questions, nos. 1—2, 3—4. In
Theravada the first four usually refer only to ‘the world’; I have used a
version mentioning ‘self’ (cf. M.11.233; D.1.16, 111.137, where nos. 3 and 4
are sayamkato attd ca . . . (‘self and world are self-made’) and paramkato

. (‘... are other-made’ )) The later tradition knows this version (see
Lamotte, Traité, p. 154 n.1) which gives the overall sense of the questions,
and what has always been taken as their most important meaning. Often, the
commentaries explain ‘world’ as atta (e.g. UdA 339).

2. S.1.60—2. Cf. Chapter 3.2.5 on the notion of ‘unfit’ questions.

O o N

10.

I2.

13.

14.

1§.
16.

17.
18.
19.
20.

21.
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. As ‘being’ at SA..3ri, SA.mnzor; DA.L1i8; MA.niiz; as ‘self

UdA.340.

. Vajirad at S.1.135; Sela at S.1.134; ‘See the painted puppet . . . a composite

thing’ (samussitam) Thag.769; Dhp.147; M.11.64. The commentaries to all
of these passages gloss ‘puppet’ as attabbava.

. Vism.xvii.32 (Nanamoli’s translation, slightly adapted). The verse quoted

as from ‘the Ancients’ is not among those recorded in the Canon.

. E.g. M.1.300, 111.17.

. Sariputta S.1v.287; the Buddha S.1v.394.

. Smart (1964) pp. 33—4. Cf. Gombrich (1971) p. 7 n.g.

. D.1.68 (adhivacanam, adbivacana-patho . . . nirutti . . . pannatti . .
panAa . . . panifiavacaram . . . vattam, yavata vattam vattati . . .).
A.v.196-8.

. Knowing what can be named (akkheyyani), ‘has no conceits’ (na marifiats)

(S.r.11). ‘Freed from denotation by the kbhandha’ (rupadi — sankhavimutto)

(M.1.487-8). ‘No mind’ to describe the Tathagata (S.1v.52). ‘Any reason or

grounds J (betu paccayo panrapanaya . . . aparisesam nirujjhati)

(S.1v.402). The Tathagata not found in this life (S.m.1o09f).

Sariputta (S.1v.383—90). Moggallana to Vacchagotta (5.1v.394). Being under

the sway of Mara (M.1.157). Anathapindika, such a view as ‘constructed
> (samkbhata cetayita paticcasamuppanna) (A.v.185). Such a view as ‘a

prejudice . . .’ (ditthigatam, tanba-, sanfia-, upadanagatam, marnsitam,

paparsicitam, vippatisaro) (A.1v.67-8).

‘Untraceable’ (ananuvejja) mind of the Tathagata (M.1.140). ‘With con-

sciousness unestablished’ (appatitthitena vinisianena parinibbuto) (S.1.122).

On this idea of ‘establishing’ or ‘stationing of consciousness’ (virindna-

tthitiyo) see Chapter 7.2.2 below.

The Tathagata like an ocean at S.iv.374ff. Cf. M.1.487-8; It.80. The mind

of a meditating monk like the Ganges at M.1.128.

By Frauwallner (1953) pp. 218—-19, amongst many others.

This is what Lamotte (Traité, p. 2003) calls ‘la raison d’ordre pratique’ as

opposed to ‘la raison d’ordre logique’, which 1 discussed in Chapter 4.2.1.

Rihula (1967) pp. 62~3, on S.1v.400-1.

M.1.429ff.

D.1.178ff. ‘Rely on’ (pacceti). ‘Made of awareness’ (sasisia-mayam), ‘without

any good ground’ (appatibirakam).

Rhys Davids’ (PTS) translation of attabbava-patilabha. See Chapter 5.2

below.

‘Unprofitable reasonings’ (S.v.418). Advice to Cunda (D.111.135—40). Sari-

putta to Kassapa (S.11.222).
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4.3. Quietism and careful attention

I.
2.

3.
4.

[« Y.

E.g. Kosambi Sutta (M.1.320ff); Kinti Sutta (M.111.156ff).

‘Unpleasant even to think about . . .” (A.1.275). ‘When, in a dispute, . . .
(A.1.79, adapted from Khantipalo’s ((1964) p. 163) translation).
Sn.895-6, 831—3.

Sn.793, 914; S.1.141; and Sn.1078 respectively. K. R. Norman (private
communication) suggests that visenikatva may well mean ‘something like
“free from human society, alone”’ (following the Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit
tradition, deriving the term from visrenayati, ‘dissociates (from) himself’,
from Sreni, ‘association’ ‘company’, and not from send, ‘army’). Nyanaponi-
ka (1955) takes the terms from send, perhaps deriving from si, ‘to bind’ (he
gives liegen, lehnen, neigen), and translates visenikatva as ‘keiner Seite sich
verbindend’, or ‘nirgend sich verbunden’ ((1955) pp-. 320, 325, 356).

. ‘Waging warfare in talk’ (Sn.390), as ‘mutual quarrelling’ (etc.) (A.11.215).
. ‘Weapons of the tongue’ (mukha-sattihi) (M.1.320; Ud.67; A.L70;

Vin.L.341; et freq.).

. M.L.108ff. ‘Imaginings, ideas, and estimations’ (paparica-sasina-sankha).

‘Has ideas about’ (sasijanati), ‘reasons about’ (vitakketi), ‘has (vain) imagin-
ings about’ (papariceti).

. Nanananda (1971), quotation from p. 4.

9. ldeas as their cause (saririd-nidana) (Sn.874). ‘Root of imaginings and

10.

II.
I2.

13.
14.
IS.

16.

estimations’ (papasica-sankha-mila) as ‘I am the thinker’, an ‘internal
craving (tanhad ajjhattam) (Sn.916).

S.1v.202—3. ‘Something conceived’ (maririitam), ‘shaken’ (irijitam), ‘caused
to quiver’ (phanditam), ‘(vainly) imagined’ (paparicitam).

M.1xff.

See Johnston (1937) pp. 22-3. .

A.i1.24. ‘Has no conceits’ (na mansiati) about ‘the seer’ (dattha).

The way to destroy all conceits (S.1v.24). ‘In the seen there will be only the
seen . . .’ (ditthe . . . ditthamattam bhavissati) (Ud.8; S.1v.72). The sage
living ‘[with] clear [mind]’ (Sn.793).

The cessation of perception and feeling (sarifia-vedayita-nirodha) (M.1.301;
S.iv.293—4).

Khina jati, vusitam brabmacariyam, katam karaniyam, naparam itthattaya
(D.1.84; M.1.139; S.1.140; et freq.).

As the Buddha remarks, punning on attha, ‘goal’, and atta, ‘self’, a truly
enlightened monk ‘speaks of the goal, without bringing himself into it’ (attho
ca vutto, atta ca anupanito) (A.1.218. 111.359; Vin.1.185). The commentary
to the last passage (Vin.A.1083) explains that this is because he does not say
‘I am an Arhat’ (aham araha ti).

5. The individual of ‘conventional truth’

5.1. ‘Conventional’ and ‘ultimate truth’

I.

In speaking of a ‘taboo’ here, I should make it clear that the term is being
used in its most general acceptation. Steiner ((1956) pp. 20~1) argues that
‘Taboo is concerned (1) with all the social mechanisms of obedience which
have ritual significance; (2) with specific and restrictive behaviour in
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N

I2.

13.
14.

I§.

16.

dangerous situations. One might say that taboo deals with the sociology of
danger itself, for it is also concerned (3) with the protection of individuals
who are in danger, and (4) with the protection of society from those
endangered — and therefore dangerous — persons.” No doubt in particular
cases of individual psychology or institutional dogmatism one might want to
apply any or all of these definitions to the way in which the anatta doctrine is
held and promulgated. In a generally valid sociological account, however,
only the first definition can apply.

. Gombrich (1971) pp. 73, 243.

. Gombrich (1971) pp. 325-6.

. DhpA.L.118ff.

. Panditasattavahaputto abam eva abhosim ti (J.1.106, Cowell’s (PTS) transla-

tion).

. Sati, appasuto jatakabhanako, misinterpreted abam, bhikkhave tena

samayena Vessantaro ahosim ti (MA.11.305).

. It was not, however, admitted to printed editions of the Canon in Thailand:

see Gehman’s introduction to his translation of Pv. (Gehman (1974) p. xii.)

. For examples, see the works cited in n.30 of the Introduction.
. See Gombrich (1971) pp. 226ff.

10.
II.

Spiro (1970), discussed in the Introduction.
For references see Jayatilleke (1963) pp. 361ff. His whole discussion of the
two truths is excellent.
A.i.6o. Cf. Kvu.3; Dip.36; Nett.21. These terms are translated as ‘of direct
(and) indirect meaning’ (Jayatilleke, (1963)), as ‘of explicit (and) implicit
meaning’ (Nanamoli (1962) p. 36), and as ‘of literal (and) symbolic
meaning’ (Schayer (1935) p. 121); and as ‘de sens explicite’ and ‘de sens
indéterminé, de sens a déterminer’ (Poussin, AK.1x.p. 247).
AA.11.118, translated in full by Jayatilleke (1963).
SA.L77, on S.11.82. (Ubbayena pi sammuti-katham katbeti. Buddhanam hi
sammuti-kathd paramattha-katha dve katha bonti. Tattha satto, naro,
puriso, puggalo, Tisso, Nago ti evam pavatta sammuti-katha nama. Khan-
dha, dhatuyo, ayatandani ti evam pavattd paramatthakathd nama . . .

Duve saccani akkhasi sambuddho vadatam varo,

Sammutim paramatthan ca tatiyam nipalabbbati.

Samketavacanam saccam lokasammutikarana,

Paramattha-vacanam saccam dhammanam bhitakarana.)
AA.1.95, on AL22. (Buddhassa bhagavato duvidha desand: sammuti-desand
paramatthadesana ca ti. Tattha puggalo, satto, itthi, puriso, khattiyo,
brabmano, devo, Madaro ti evamripd sammutidesand. Aniccam dukkbam,
anatta, khandha, dbatuyo, ayatanani satipatthana ti evamrupa paramatth-
adesana.)
Puggalo na upalabbbati saccikatthaparamatthena ti (Kvu.l.iff). At Pj.1.76f,
the phrase ‘all beings subsist by food’ (sabbe satta aharatt-
hitika), which we shall meet in Chapter 7.1.4, is explained as being ‘teaching
in terms of a person’ (puggaladbitthandya desandya), this is said to use
‘person’ as a metaphor (upacdra) for the five kbandha, just as a village is a
metaphor for the houses in it. In terms of the -theory of momentariness
(which we shall meet in Chapter 8.2) ‘ultimately, as the kbandha are born
and grow old moment by moment, so you, monk, are born, grow old and
die’ (paramatthato ca kbandbesu jayamanesu jiyamanesu ca khane khane

286



Notes to pp. 155-9

17.
18.

I9.

5.2.
. D..176; Sn.102.

tvam bhikkbu jdyase ca jiyase ca miyase cd ti) (ibid. 78; cf. Nanamoli’s
(PTS) translation and notes).
Rupasmim (etc.) pana sati evamnamo evamgotto ti voharo hoti (KvuA.33).
Vism.xviL.113—15. He is confused (vimuyhati), thinking about the breaking
up of the khandha, satto marati, sattassa dehantarasamkamanan t1, and of
samsdara as a whole satto asma loka param lokam gacchati, parasma loka
imam lokam dgacchati, instead of khandhdana# ca patipati dhatu-ayatananas ca
abbocchinnam vattamand samsdro ti pavuccati. Similarly, in a pun on the word
avijjd, ‘ignorance’, it is said ‘amongst women, men, etc., which are in the
ultimate sense non-existent, it hurries on (paramatthato AVI]jamanesu
itthipurisadisu JAvati) and amongst the constituents (of personality) etc., which
are existent, it does not hurry on’ (VIJjamanesu pi khandbddisu ]Avati na)
(Vism.XVil.43).
Phalass’uppattiya eva siddha bhunjakasammuti, phaluppidena rukkhassa
yatha phalati-sammuti. Yatha bi rukkhasamkbatanam dhammanam
ekadesabhitassa rukkhaphalassa uppattiya eva, rukkho phalati va, phalito ti
va vuccati, tathd devamanussasamkhatanam khandhanam ekadesabhitassa
upabhogasamkhatassa sukhadukkha-phalassa uppaden’eva, devo manusso
va upabburijati ti va, sukbito dukkhito ti vd vuccati. Tasmd na ettha
annenaupabhurjakena nama koci attho atthi ti (Vism.XViL.117-2).

Other examples of the discussion of the two truths can be found at
SA.ar13; DAL.382, 111.889; MA.L.137.

Attabhava ‘individuality’, puggala ‘person’.

2. ‘Through either the body’s . . .’ (ayam me atta ti balajanena pariggahitatta

attabhavo vuccati sariram pi khandhapaficakam pi) (Asl.308). Four
‘grounds for individuality’ (attabhava-vatthu) (Nett.85). ‘Attabhava is what
the body is called . . .’ (attabhavo vuccati sariram, khandhaparicakam eva
va, tam upadaya pannattimatta-sabbhdvato) (Vism.1X.s4).

. Mur.181. ‘Wherever there is the production of individuality, it is reckoned

accordingly’ (yattha yatth’ eva attabhavassa abhinibbatti hoti, tena ten’ eva
sankbam gacchati).

. ‘In whatever individuality . . .’ (yasmim yasmin attabhave abhinivuttha-

pubbam hoti) (D..xr1). Individuality ‘reckoned as a man or woman’
(attabhavo . . . itthi ti va puriso ti va sankham gacchati) (Vism.xv.18).

. As gods (Vin.ar18s5; A.iniz2; DhpA.ua.13r, 111.7); as spirits (A.1v.66;

S.n.255f; Vin.an.1o4f); as men (Vism.xvil.168; VinA.11.437); as animals (a
jackal, S.11.272). As all four (Nd.2.231~2) (cf. J.1.14).

. In his Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary, Edgerton emphasises the

frequency of this meaning of atmabhava in the texts he deals with there
(BHSD p. 92).

. The ocean containing attabhava of various lengths (A.1v.200; Ud.54;

Vin.11.237). Simile of animals floating or sinking (A.v.202). ‘Stooping’ and
‘bent decades’ (Vism.xx.51). Gods and monks creating attabhava (Pj.1.124;
Thag.1183; D.11.210~11, 266; A.1.279). Attabhava means bodily size also at
AllL17; S.V.447; Pja.245f.

. D.1.1g5f; discussed in Chapters 2.2.2 and 4.2.3.
9. ‘Mind-made’ (A.nr22; Viniri8s). ‘As material, immaterial

»

(D.n.111); without body in the formless worlds (Kvu.263). In one passage
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I0.
II.

I2.

13.

the ‘acquisition of individuality’ is said to be four-fold, according to whether
it results from one’s own or another’s volition (or both, or neither). In the
case of the first three, in the lower celestial regions, dying from such a state is
phrased as ‘falling (dying) from that body’ (tamha kaya cuti); in the case of
the last, however, which is the realm of neither perception nor non-
perception, and thus a ‘formless’ world, the phrase becomes simply ‘dying
from there’ (tato cuti) (A.11.159; cf. D.1L.231).
E.g. Kvu.326f.
‘A hundred, a thousand ... individualities’ (DhpA.1.78). ‘From birth to
(re)birth’ (bbhavabbavdya) as ‘the repeated production of ... (punapun-
namattabhavabhinibbatti) (Nd.1.109, 289). A man ‘produces an individuality
J (tajjam tajjam attabbavam abhinibbatteti) (A.11.411—14). ‘Wherever
the individuality is produced’ (yatth’ assa attabhavo nibbattati) (A.1.134). ‘In
the present (and) ... the next individuality’ (imasmim ... anantare
attabhave) (Vism.X1X.114). One-seeder ‘produces only one (more) . . .
(ekam eva attabbavam janetva) (SA.11.238, on S.v.204; cf. Pugg.38). The
sage ‘not producing-individuality . . .’ (@yatim attabhavam anabbinibbat-
tento) (SnA.11.547, on Sn.844). Ditthe va dhamme as imasmim attabhave
(DA.1.313; MA.111.453; AA.l1.404; et freq.). Not understanding the Four
Truths ‘in the present . . .’ (Miln.171). In the same way, the series of lives
culminating in that of the Buddha, and beginning from the time of ‘his’
decision, as Sumedha, to attain enlightenment, is referred to as a series of
attabhava (e.g. J.1.2, 14).
Pun on viharati (Pj.1.111). ‘Dedicates his individuality’ (attabhavam paricca-
jami) (Vism.11.124, 126).
There is an interesting, though rather complex series of phrases found in the
Canon which help to make clear the attitude toward this sense of self which
the most orthodox level of doctrinal thought recommends: ‘Had it not been,
it would not be mine; (if) it will not be, it will not be mine’ (no ¢’assa, no ca
me siya; na bhavissati, na me bhavissati) (A.1v.70; M.11.264—5; S.11L.55).
The commentaries here explain that ‘had it not been’ refers to kamma
incurred in previous individualities; ‘it would not be mine’ refers to the
present individuality, the present five kbhandha; ‘(if) it will not be’ refers to
kamma produced in the present or future individualities; and ‘it will not be
mine’ refers to the production of further groups of khandba, further
individualities. What we are dealing with here is plainly a rather elaborated
version of the simple doctrinal idea that karma produces rebirth in samsara.
What gives this elaborate version point, however, and what makes the intro-
duction of the technical terms attabbhava and kbandba significant, can be seen
by the existence of a closely similar series of phrases —the only difference
being that they are couched in the first rather than the third person singular. 1
have argued that the point of the various lists of impersonal elements which
constitutes the pattern of the ultimate truth about personality and continuity
is the project of de-personalisation as a particular soteriological strategy.
Here also, although we are in the realm of conventional truth, something of
the same project may be seen. Whereas the third person version was
acceptable as a statement of the Buddhist attitude (it was spoken by the
Buddha at A.1v.70; S.111.55; by Ananda at M.I1.264—5), the first person
version, which runs ‘Were I not (then), it would not be for me; (if) I will not
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17.

18.
19.

20.

21.
22,
23.
24.

25.
26.

be, it will not be for me’ (no c’assam, no ca me siya; na bhavissami, na me
bhavissati) is given as an example of a ‘conditioned . . . annihilationist
view’ (yasa. . .ucchedaditthi, sankharo so) (5.111.99); it is said to be a view
which is caused by grasping the khandha (S.111.183), and is quoted by a
commentary as an example of the view ‘I will be annihilated, destroyed, 1
will surely not exist’ (MA.i.112 on M.1.137). One of the commentaries to
the third person version says that a foolish ‘ordinary man’ is frightened by
these phrases because he thinks ‘I will now be annihilated, I will now cease to
exist!? (idan ’abam ucchijjissami, na dani kivici bhavissami) — an idea which
shows he cannot ‘exhaust his self-attachment’ (attasineham pariyadatum)
(SA.11.276, on S.i1.55). (To be sure, even in the ‘approved’ version, the
genitive pronoun me, ‘of or ‘for me’, shows that first person reference
cannot be entirely expunged from linguistic usage. For Buddhist doctrine,
however, this use of the pronoun might reasonably be seen as a weak,
ostensive one, having the function almost of a particle in simply pointing to
the focus of linguistic and spiritual attention. We are certainly here in the
midst of the paradoxes which 1 have suggested arose from the attempt to
teach ordinary men, in ordinary language, the doctrine that ordinary
psychology and language are based on an illusion — the illusion of enduring

self-hood.)

. Some reply to the point . . . (A.11.135); like a carving on a rock . . .

(A.1.283); ‘self-tormentors’ (etc.) (A.11.205).

. D.L.176; S.11.215 Sn.102.
. Differences in temperament and different meditation practices

(Vism.1i1.74£f; Nett.140). Six ‘roots of the person’ (Pet.§75). Source (nidana)
of temperaments as karmic habit (pubbacinna), elements (dbatu), and
humours (dosa) (Vism.111.80).

‘Four persons found in the world’ (M.111.209). ‘Ten persons
(A.v.139f). The four-fold pattern of ‘light’ and ‘darkness’ (D.11.233; A.11.85;
S.1.93; et freq.). The ‘four pairs’ and ‘eight persons’ (D.11.255; A.1v.292;
S.1.220; et freq.). ‘Nine persons’ (e.g. A.1v.372).

Of D.1.81.

M.i.32. ‘I, lord, even in so far . . .’ (aham, bhante, yavatakam pi me imina
attabhavena paccanubbiitam tam pi nappahomi iti sakdram sa-uddesam
anussaritum).

Expressed most elegantly perhaps by Mauss (1938); and Geertz (1974),
(1975) Chapter 14.

Dumont (1970b) p. 47.

D.r.13-15.

Dumont (1970b) p. 49.

S.nn.2sf; and SA.i.163—4. ‘“The person” is what should be said . .
(puggalo ti’ssa vacaniyam; yo’yam dyasmd evamndmo evamgotto). ‘In this
way, in using . . . (iti vohdra-matta-siddham puggalam bharaharo ti katva
dasseti).

For example, Warren (1909) p. 159; and Keith (1923) p. 82.

It is conceivable that taken by themselves, bharadanam and bharanikkhepa-
nam could be adjectives agreeing with an understood purisam; but later in
the sutta the Buddha asks katamam . . . bharadanam, . . . -nikkhepanam,
and here they are definitely neuter nouns.

’
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5.3. House imagery

I.

[P GRVEREY)

O \0 oo~

II.

I2.

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Freud (1973.1) p. 186, (1976) pp. 156—7, 320—1. (Cf. also the discussion in
Rycroft (1979) pp. 91-3.)

. Buber (1970) p. 150.

. Eliade (1959) pp. 175, 177-8.

. Bachelard (1957) p. 34, (1964a) p. 17.

. Vism.xviiL.28, quoting original found at M.r.igo. The Visuddhimagga

quotes this image, along with that of the chariot and its parts (as in Chapter
4.2.1), and explains that as ‘mere conventional speech’ ‘house’ and ‘chariot’
may be said to exist, but that ‘ultimately’, they do not.

. The guest-house (dgantukdgdra) (S.iv.219); alms-food and the body

(Vism.L.91).

. A..261—2; Dhp.13~14.

. DhpA.1.121, on Dhp.13.

. See SnA.1.31f; and ThagA.1.28~9, and the references cited there.

. Kbandha as sandcastles (S.111.189—90); old house thatched with dry grass

(Sav.185); sleeping house-owner (Vism.xX1.94); foolish man prey to fears
and misfortunes (A.1.101).

Six sense-bases as an empty village (S.1v.174; Vism.xv.16, xx1.35). Birth, old
age, and death like village-robbers (Vism.xvi.58). Body as a village with
thirty-two families (Vism.vii.7o—1).

Memory of former lives like sequences of villages, and seeing the death and
rebirth of others like watching them go from house to house (D.1.83;
M.1.279, 11.21, 111.178); entering heaven like entering a palace (M.1.76);
desire as the house-builder (Dhp.r§53—4; Thag.183). niketa as ‘former
dwelling-place’ (D.111.145).

Subduing ‘householders’ ways’ (M.i1.136); the Buddha and Vipassi
(M.1.504; D.1.16); ‘giving up the five strands . . .” (Sn.337); ‘living
homeless’ (aniketa-vibaro) (Thag.36 and ThagA.1.106); the monk who has
forsaken the sense-pleasures (A.1.147-8); ‘leaving father and mother, . . .
(Thag.892, Norman’s PTS) translation). Aggasifia Sutta (D.111.88~9).
Sn.844; and SnA.547.

S.m.9ff; also at Nd.1.197ff.

Thus Nyanaponika’s German translation, (1955) p. 183, reads ‘nicht
ersebnend’, and he comments on this as ‘nicht vorwegnehmend, anti-
zipierend’ (p. 327).
SnA.n.s47. ‘Rejecting ...

L] T o

agapahanena chaddetvd); ‘not frequenting ... (rapanimmitaniketadini
tanhdvasena asaranto); ‘producing no future . . .’ (dyatim attabhavam
anabbinibbattento).

See PTSD pp. 46, 162. In the same way, the word nekkbamma, ‘renuncia-
tion’, can mean the act of leaving home for the monkhood, the attitude of
renunciation which the monk practises, and the final abandonment of
rebirth in nirvina. See PTSD p. 377, Norman’s notes to Thig.226, 339, 403
(PTS translation), and the remarks on nikkhamati in the text and note 20
below.

Alayarama, alayarata, layasammudita (Vin.1.4; D.1.36; M.1.167; S.1.136;
Aarxizr).

DA.11.464; MA.I1.174-5; SA.1.195—6. ‘Take pleasure in . . .’ (kamalayehi
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21.
22.

23.
24.

25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

30.
31.
32.

33.

34.
35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

tanhalayebi satta ramanti); ‘dwell in the round of samsara’ (samsara-vatte
vasantt).

Miln.211f.

E.g. D.11.31; S.111.26, 158, 1V.172; et freq.

Vin.inzo, 1115 1t.88; A.11.34.

Dhp.411; Sn.535. 1 think a great deal of light could be thrown on the
Vijfianavada school of Buddhism’s idea of an alaya-vijiana, ‘home-
consciousness’, if it were examined in relation to this pattern of imagery.
Kaya, citta-, and upadhbi-viveka (e.g. Nd.1.26~7; MA.11.143; DA.L169;
AA.nn313).

An occasional variant is okd anokam dgamma (S.v.24; A.v.232; Dhp.87).
D.1.62; M.1.179, 1.2171; et freq.

E.g. Nd.1.26.

‘Living alone . . . (ekavibdri ekavibarassa vanpavadi) (S.11.282-3). On this

Sutta and others of the same pattern, see Naninanda (1973). Living with
(desire as) a companion (S.v.35—7, cf. v.60—1). The two monks
(Vism.111.31~4).

James (1960) pp. 290, 348—9.

Nyanaponika (1971a), quoting SnA.1.339, on Sn.334.

D.1.70; S.1.218; Vism.x1v.141. The process of perception and cognition,
described in terms of the arising of mental contents interrupting the
contentless bhavanga-mind (which I will discuss in Chapter 8) is compared
to the arrival of a guest in one’s house (VbhA.357; DA.1L 195)

S.1v.194~5. The image of the body and mind as a town or city is widespread,
and fits often into the pattern of house- and village-imagery 1 have outlined
(e.g. A.1v.106f; Dhp.40, 150, 315; Thag.653, 1005). For a modern Therava-
da treatment, see Nyanaponika (1974).

Miln.54-7; quotation in the text from p. 57.

The use of this phrase is given added significance if we remember that the
Milinda Paniha is thought to show traces of Sarvastivada influence (cf.
Horner (1964) pp. xvii—xviii). It was a tenet of this school that space and
nirvana both share the characteristic of being unconditioned dbarmah,
whereas Theravada scholasticism held that to be true of nibbana alone: the
Milinda (pp. 268, 271) holds the Sarvastivada tenet. Accordingly, the
comparison between the * great space’ which remains after the destruction of
the body house’ with its ‘sense-doors’ and the state of nirvana which
remains after the destruction of individuality is made more pomted

A little later in the conversation he repeats his rejection of the picture of
experience as a soul (jiva) apprehending the objects of its sensory and mental
experience by means of the senses (and mind) in the same words: if (e.g.) the
‘eye-doors’ were removed, could such a soul see anything in the ‘great space’
which would remain? (Miln.86).

Yathd gamato/gebato nikkhamma aririam gamam/geham pavisati, evam evam
pi so jivo ariviam kayam (bondim) pavisati (Pv.v.3, 30-1).

On two occasions (Asl.164; Vism.1v.82) kdya- and citta-viveka are com-
pleted by vikkhambana-viveka, ‘seclusion by suppression’. This is a term
used for the suppression of defilements (kilesa) or_‘hindrances’ (nivarana)
during meditative absorption (cf. Vism.1v.31; and Nanamoli (1960) p. 273
n.i).

See PTSD p. 142 for details and references.
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40.

41.

42.

Nd.1.26—7. This type of seclusion is said elsewhere to be synonymous with
nibbana (DA.11.1019; MA.IL.143).

‘Condition of seclusion’ (viveka-dhamma) (Sn.1065); ‘the state of nibbana,

. " (sabba-samkbhara-viveka-nibbana-dhamma) (SnA.593).

Dhp.153—4. The commentary, as so often, explains the house here as the
attabhava; similarly, when a monk, who acquired the name ‘Reed-breaker’
(sara-bhanga) through breaking off reeds with his hands to make a hut,
claims that as he is enlightened it is not fitting for him to break off reeds, the
commentary again says it is because he has no more use for an attabhava-
hut. (Thag.487-93).

6. ‘Neither the same nor different’

6.1.

I.

‘A person is not found’

On the councils, see Thomas (1951) Chapter 3; Bareau (1955a).

2. Napamoli (1975) p. xxx.

3.

[N g]

10.
1.
. Kvu.r.229-35. ‘He who feels’ (yo vedanam vediyamano) (ibid. 229); ‘the
13.

14.

Is.
16.

17.

18.

19.

The main sources are AK Chapter 9, and the Tattvasamgraha. A translation
of a Chinese version of a text of the school, the Asrayaprajriaptisastra, was
published in the Visva-Bharati Annals, v, 1953.

‘Known in real and ultimate fact’ (saccikatthaparamatthena upalabbhati).
The commentary (KvuA.8) glosses upalabbhati as panridya upagantva
labbhati, ‘is found, arrived at by the understanding’.

. Kvu.r.1—-16, and 16-157.
. Kvu.r.1§8-9. ‘A person transmigrates’ (puggalo sandhavati).
. ‘One person acts . .. (sofaArio karoti . . . so/adirio patisamvedayati)

(S.11.76f). ‘Caused by self/other’ (sayam-, paramkatam) (S.1.112f).

. Kvu.r.160~3.
. Kvu.r.170. (Khandhesu bhijjamanesu so ce bhyijjati puggalo, uccheda bbhavati

ditthi ya Buddhena vivajjita. Khandhesu bhijjamanesu no ce bhijjati pugga-
lo, puggalo sassato hoti nibbanena samasamo ti.)

(Rapadiyo) upadaya puggalassa pasnnatti (Kvu.1.171-82).

Kvu.1.183-8.

contemplator’ (anupassi) (ibid. 231-3); ‘he who looks on’ (avekkhati) (ibid.
235).

Kvu.1.200~16. ‘Doer’ (katta); ‘instigator’ (kareta); ‘experiencer of the person’
(puggalassa patisamvedi); ‘series of persons’ (puggalassa parampara).
‘There is the person . . ." (atthi puggalo attahitaya patipanno) (cited at
Kvu.l.74; et freq.); ‘that person . . . (sa sattakbattuparamam sandhdvitva-
na puggalo) (Kvu.1.159); the ‘Four Pairs’ and ‘Eight Persons’ (Kvu.1.223).
Kvu.1.238, 240, 241, respectively.

Kvu.1.243. ‘In real and established fact’ (saccato thetato). This is the ancient
pattern which the modern monk Nyanatiloka adapts in the quotation I gave
in the Introduction.

Kvu.1.244 and KvuA.33. ‘The meaning of teachings . . .’ (sabba va desana
yatharutavasen® eva atthato na gahetabba).
Vism.xix.19—20. ‘No doer . . . experiencer’ (na karanato uddham karako

... na vipakapavattito uddham vipakasamvedako).
Miln.z25. (Nagaseno ti aham mabhardja fiayami, Nagaseno ti mam mabharaja
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20.

21.
22.

23.

6.2.
. Miln.46. “Who is reborn?’ (lit. ‘reconnects’) (ko patisandahbati). ‘One does a

AR b

Q0 ~J

10.
II.
I2.

6.3.

. E.g. M.1.8, 265, 111.187f; S.11.26.

. This was first pointed out by Demieville (1927).

. James (1950) e.g. pp. 330f, 459, 650.

. E.g. Mi1.437; S.1.191; Pugg.31.

. Quoted by Demieville (1927) pp. 293—4.

. When this memory is attained or practised by an enlightened man, rather

[« L™, T VI S

sabrabmacari samuddcaranti, api ca matapitaro namam karonti Nagaseno ti
... api ca kho maharaja sankha samarinia paninatti voharo namamattam vad
idam Nageseno ti, na b’ ettha puggalo upalabbhati.)

Miln.25; cf. Miln.268, where one of the things which ‘do not exist in the
world’ (loke natthi) is ‘the occurrence of a being in ultimate truth’ (para-
matthena sattupaladdbi).

Steiner F. (1956) p. 20; cf. Chapter 5.1 and n.1.

Steiner F. ibid., p. 147.

Miln.30f. ‘Soul, inner wind’ (abbhantare-vayo jivo); ‘activities set in motion
by the body’ (kayo-samkhara).

Images of identity and difference

good or evil deed . . .’ (imind pana maharaja nama-ripena kammam karoti,

sobbhanam va papakam va, tena kammena anfiam nama-ripam pat-
isandahati ti).

. Miln.48. (Kisicapi aiiiam maranantikam namaripam arfifiam patisandbis-mim

nama-ripam, api ca tato yeva tam nibbattam.)

. Miln.40. (Yo so uppajjati so eva so udahu asifio ti.) ‘The young boy, tender,

> (afirio so daharo ... abosi, afifio aham etarahi mahanto). ‘1 was a
young boy ...’ (ahani fieva ... daharo ahosim ... ahani fieva etarabi
mahanto; iman neva kayam nissaya sabbe te ekasangahita ti).

‘Even so, a continuity of elements ...” (evam eva dhammasantati
sandabhati, anirio uppajjati, anifio nirujjhati).

. Miln.71. (Literally ‘pass over’ (sankamati) and ‘reconnect’ (patisandabats).)
. Vism.x1x.22 (Nanamoli’s translation, slightly adapted).
. Miln.72—-3. ‘As long as a continuity is not broken off (abbocchinnaya

santatiya).

. Miin.77 (Horner’s (PTS) translation).
. Miln.31.
. Vism.xviL.172, cited in Chapter §5.1.3 n.19.

Vism.x1x.20 {Nanamoli’s translation).

Vism.x1x.22; Miln.71; and Vism.x1x.22; Miln. 54, respectively.
Vism.xvi1.16—17. ‘There is neither identity nor difference in a sequence of
continuity’ (santanabandhato n’atthi ekata napi nanata).

Self and other: compassion

than someone on the Path to it, we can say that phrases such as ‘the
remembering self’, and ‘the present “I”’’, denote two related things as parts
of the final ‘lifetime’: first, from birth until the attainment of nibbana-in-life,
there is the usual sense of ‘individuality’ (attabhava) created by the operation
of ‘the conceit “I am”’ on the fact of psycho-physical individuality. Second,
from the attainment of this nibbana until death (and final nibbana), there is
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oo~

10.
II.
I2.

13.

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

the individuality which consists in the simple fact or event of a continuing
body and mind, and also those particularities of character and personality-
type which remain through the force of karma. On these particularities, said
to be caused by vasana, ‘impregnations’, see Lamotte (1974).

. Demieville (1927) p. 290.
. Vism.X1Iv.73, XVIIL.14, XXII.39.
. S.L12, 111.48; D.i.216; Thag.1074—6; Dhs.1116. There are seven forms

(vidha) at Vbh. 950, nine at Vbh.g962, ten at Nd.1.80.

Pananam yeva anuddaydya anukampdya patipanno hoti (A.11.176~7).
Vism.n1.28, §7-133.

‘Beings, persons, those endowed with individuality’ (satta, puggala, attabha-
va-pariyapannd) (Vism.ix.52—4). ‘Breaking down the barriers’ (stma-
sambheda) (Vism.ix.40). ‘Equality . . . to himself’ (atta-samata); ‘not
making the distinction . . . (ayam parasatto ti vibhdgam akatva)
(Vism.ix.47). ‘Sees the equality of all beings’ (sattesu samabhavadassana)
(Vism.1x.96). ‘Mental objects consisting in concepts’ (paririattidhamma-
vasena . . . arammanam) (Vism.ix.102; cf. ibid. 1X.54, quoted in Chapter
§.2.1).

S.v.259, v.56; D.un216; Vism.xvi.34. ‘Ordinary suffering’ (dukkha-
dukkha), ‘suffering through change’ (parinama-dukkba), suffering through
(the fact of) conditioned existence (samkhara-dukkba).

S.I.53.

D.n.3o-1.

S.Iv.216.

Robinson (1970) p. 29; cf. Rahula (1967) pp. 16—19.

E.g. SA.u1.170.

Mabhasatipatthana Sutta D.11.290f.

Poussin (1917) pp. 49~50.

Dumont (1970b) p. 48 n.24.

See, above all, Parfit (1971); and Nagel (1970). The homology between
contemporary ‘others’ and past and future ‘selves’, in relation to a given
‘person’, is explicitly broached by Parfit (1973).

Paratma-samata. On the Bodhisattva see Dayal (1932). Rihula (1978)
Chapter 6, discusses the ideal of the Bodhisattva in Theravada tradition,
arguing strongly for its being recognised there.

Sumedha J.1.13—14; ‘the one person . . .” (A.1.22). The decision to preach
(e.g. Vin.1.4). ‘Whatever is to be done . . " (M.1.46, 11.266; S5.1v.367 et
freq.). Begged to stay alive (D.i1.104; S.11.274, v.259). Preaching ‘for the
good of the many . . " (Vin.r.21; D.11.45; S.1.105; et freq.). The released
man teaching ‘out of mercy and compassion’ (5.1.206), as monks generally
(e.g. M.L161, 11.173). Mahakassapa (S.11.202—3); on some ambiguities in
the idea of the ascetic monkhood preaching to the laity, see Carrithers
(1978).

E.g. Gombrich (1971), especially the Conclusion; and Ortner (1978) respec-
tively.

7. Conditioning and consciousness

x1. Narada Thera {1948) is an admirable example.
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7.1. The construction(s) of temporal existence

I.

Silburn (1955) p. 213, quoting $B.4.5.6.5.

2. Poussin (1913) p. 9.

I2.

13.
14.

15.

16.
17.

18.
19.
20.

. Frauwallner (1953) pp. 200~2: ‘It means . . .

]

(es besagt, dass etwas in
einen Zustand der Bereitschaft gesetzt wird, der sich weiterhin auswirkt).

. Gombrich (1971) p. 346.
. ‘People form a construction . . . (S.m.87; Vism.xvil.44). Those who

‘delight in formations . . . construct . . .’ (samkbdresu abhiramanti . . .

jati-samvattanike samkhare abhtsamkharontt)(SV449) ‘Meritorious, de-
meritorious, neutral’ (literally ‘imperturbable’) (pufifiam, apufifiam anenjasni
ce samkharam abbisamkharoti . . . pufifi-, apusin-, anefijipagam vinnanam)
(S.11.82). According to Buddhist Dictionary, p. 162, here ‘meritorious action
leads consciousness to rebirth in the kdma- and rapa-lokas’ (sense- and
fine-materal spheres) ‘demeritorious action to the sense-sphere alone’, while
what is ‘neither’ (lit. ‘imperturbable’, ‘immovable’) leads to the immaterial-
sphere (arapa-loka). See further Table 2 in the text.

. The body as ‘something constructed . . .” (ndyam kayo . . . tumhakam pi
na pi anriesam . . . puranam idam . . . kammam abhisamkbatam abbisarice-
tayitam) (S.11.64). ‘“Whatever a man wills, . . .” (ceteti pakappeti anuseti

. arammanam vinifianassa thitiya . . .; patitthite vinifane virilhe ayat;m
punabbhavabhtmbbattt hoti) (S.11.65f). ‘Consciousness not persisting .
(apatitthitam vifirianam avirdlbam anabbisamkbarad ca) (S.11.53—4).

. Vism.xvil.307. On these different interpretations as aids to teaching ct.

Chapter 3.2.5 n.42.

. See Narada Thera’s (1975) translation of the medieval Abhidbhammattha-

samgaha (viL.2) pp. 354ff, and esp. Diagrams Xvi and xvi1.

. M.1.297; Vism.XXIIL12.
10.
II.

AlLrn2.
S.11.82, quoted in Chapter 7.1.1 above; D.11.217; Vbh.135, 340; Nd.1.334,
442; SnA. 505, §69; Nett. 99.

‘Basis of constructions’ (abhisamkharupadhi) (SnA.44-5; Nd.1.27, 141,
342).

Sn.18-34; and SnA.1.39.

‘Living homeless’ (anoko). ‘He makes no occasion . . .’ (abhisamkbhara-

sahagata-visinanassa okdsam na karoti) (Nd.1.487); ‘there is for him . . .
(abbisamkhbara-vindianadinam anokdsabhito) (SnA.573).

Asl.236, 357, Nd.2.569. (Sotapattimaggananena abhisamkhara-vininianassa
nirodhena satta bhave thdpetva anamatagge samsdre ye uppajjeyyum naman
ca rupafi ca etth’ ete nirujjhanti, vapasammanti, attham gacchanti,
patipassambhanti.)

Sn.732—4; and SnA.505-6. (Kammasahajatabhisamkharaviiridna.)

Vifiidnam bhave na titthe (Sn.toss); . . . wuparujjhati (Snirrr); and
SnA.591, 600 respectively.

See Lamotte (1974); cf. Chapter 6.3.1, n.6 above.

Anidassanam anantam sabbato- pabham (D.1.223).

‘Widespread, immeasurable . . .’ (vipulena mahaggatena appamanena)
(M.11.195, 207). ‘Immeasurable mind’ of the fourth jhana (appamanacetaso)
(M.1.270).
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21. Asl.236, Nd.2. §69. (arahato anupadisesaya nibbanadbatuya parinibbayan-

22.
23.
24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

29.

30.

3I.

32.

33.
. For the gandharva in early mythology, see Wijesekera (1945), who also deals

35.

36.

tassa carimavifinanassa nirodhena pa#ifia ca sati ca ndman ca ripan ca
etth’ete nirujjhanti.)

Carimaka-visindnam pi abhisamkbdra-visiiianam pi (DA.11.393, commenting
on the ‘indescribable, infinite, radiant consciousness’ of D.1.223, mentioned
in the text and n.20 above).

‘From food arise all beings . . .’ (Tait.U.2.2). ‘The sun takes food to itself
. . . (Mait.U.6.12). ‘Food is the source . . .’ (ibid. 14). ‘The oblation which
is offered . . .’ (ibid. 37). ‘There is something else . . .’ (ibid. 10).

Bachelard (1938) pp. 131, 136, (1964) pp. 64, 67.

Many references could be cited: see, for example, the articles ‘Food’; ‘Food
(Hindu)’; ‘Food for the Dead’, ERE vi, §9—68. ‘Not only from the
physiological, but also from the sociological point of view, food, the
food-quest and the food-supply, constitute the permanent basis of human
action’ (1bid. 59).

For the continuing role played by offerings of food in contemporary
Buddhism, see Ames’ article (1964) pp. 33ff.

Abharatthitika (D.n1.211, 273; A.v. 50-13 Thag.123; et freq.).

Kaba_lmkara, phasso, manosasicetana, vifiiana (D.111.228, 276; S.i.11, 12f;
M.1.47-8, 261; et freq.).

The two terms upadana and ahdra are closely parallel. Both come from
verbal roots meaning to ‘take up’ (upa-a-da, a-hr), both can be used for
the fuel of the ‘lamp of life’ in the standard image; dhdra (like upddana)
can refer colourlessly to the idea of a cause (e.g. DA.lI.10§6); it is
one of the twenty-four ‘modes of conditionality’ (Buddhist Dictionary,
pp- 115ff).

‘For the maintenance of beings . . .” (bbitanam va sattanam thitiya
sambhavesinam va) (M.1.261); lamp * goes out without nourishment’ (and-
haro mbbayeyya) (S.11.86, 11.126, 1v.213); the Four Foods ‘have desire as
their cause’ (ime cattaro ahara tanha nidana, tanhasamudaya tanha-jatika,
tanha-pabhava) (S.11.11~12). ‘What is born, become . . > (jatam bbitam
samuppannam, katam samkhatam addbhuvam ;aramarar}a-samkhatam,
roganilam pabbarigunam, ahdranetti pabbavam, ... tassa nissaranam
santam, ... samkharipasamo sukho ti) (It.37). The commentary here
(It.A.1.164) explains ahara as either the Four Foods or ‘all (kinds of) cause’
(sabbo pi paccayo).

Sub-commentary to S.11.12, apud Nyanaponika (1967) pp. 48—9, n.8, p. 5o
n.1.

‘Of what is consciousness the food?’ (kissa . . . vififianaharo ti) (S.11.13).
‘Consciousness is established and grows ... (patitthitam visisianam
viridbam, . . . atthi tattha ndmaripassa avakkanti, . . . sam-
kharanam vuddhi, . . . dyatim punabbbavabhinibbatti) (S.11.101).

Poussin (1917) p. 11.

with the Buddhist idea of gandhabba.

Conjunction of three things (M.1.265—6, Horner’s (PTS) translation; cf.
M.1.157). Mythological birth (Miln.123). In some versions of the Buddha’s
birth, he descends in the form of a white elephant (D.i.12f; M.ur119f;
Thomas (1949) Chapter 3).

It is usually used of consciousness and name-and-form, as we shall see, but
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37

38.

39.

40.

7.2.
. In the dialogue with Siti (M.1.256ff), discussed in Chapter 3.2.5.

b

N

I0.
II.

12,

13.

also on one occasion of ‘the descent of the five sense-faculties’ (paricannam
indriyanam avakkanti) (S.111.46).
‘Birth, origin . . .’ (jati, sanjati, okkanti, nibbatti) (M.1.50, 111.249; S.11.3,
11.225; et freq.). ‘Descent of consciousness’ (S.11.91); ‘when there is descent
.’ (okkantiyd sati, nama-riipam) (A.1.176); ‘were consciousness not to
descend . . .’ (D.11.63).
Consciousness and name-and-form mutually conditioning (S.11.104;
D.11.63), like two bundles of reeds (S.11.114); ‘descent of name-and-form’
{S.11.90); ‘whatever a man wills . . .” (S.11.66); ‘consciousness thus persist-
ing and having grown . . .’ (S.1.101); consciousness as ‘re-linking’, and
name-and-form as ‘descent’ (Vism.xvii.294, quoting Ps.1.52).
Tatripakasatta, as at MA.1.310, in exegesis of the word gandhabba in the
‘conjunction of three things’ passage cited earlier-in the text.
Nyanatiloka (1964) pp. 2~3.

The stations of evolving consciousness

. ‘With consciousness gone’ (apeta-vififiano) (Dhp.41, Thig.468). ‘Vitality, heat

and consciousness’ (dyu, usmd, viiniana) (M.1.296; /S.11.143). (On these terms
see further Chapter 8.1.1 below.) ‘Senseless’ (acetana) lump of wood
(ibid.). ‘Mind ... reaches the heights’ (uddbamgami, visesagami) (S.v.370).
‘What part of a man transmigrates?’ (kimsu tassa [purisassa] vidhivati)
(S.1.38).

. Yaii ca kbo . . . vuccati cittam iti pi mano iti pi vififianam iti pi (S.11.94).

Elsewhere, ‘consciousness-food’ is glossed as ‘whatever is mind’ (yam kifici
cittam) (A.1.209).

. PTSD p. 619 (italics in original).
. Gonda (1966) pp. 143—4, quoting $B.6.2.2.2 (krtam lokam puruso ‘bbijdy-

ate).

. Gonda (1966) p. 144.
. Ch.U.7.5.3. *‘Mind-worlds’ (cittan lokan). Gonda (1966) has ‘the lokas which

he has made the object of his cittam’; Hume ((1931) p. 254) ‘mind-worlds’;
Zachner ((1966) p. 115) ‘states of being which have been properly thought
out’.

‘Constructions which lead to rebirth’ (/att‘samuattamke samkbare) (S.v.49,
cited in Chapter 7.1.1 above). ‘Beings coming to (rebirth)’ (abbassara-sam-
vattanika sattd) (D.1.17). Meritorious acts which ‘lead to heaven’ (sagga-sam-
vattanika) (A.11.54, 111.46; D.1.51, 111.66; et freq ), and bad deeds which
‘lead o hell, ... (niraya- ttracchana -yoni-, pittivisaya-samvattanika)
(Av.247; Kvuxxiny)., ‘Ways of thinking which do (do not) lead to
nibbdna’ ((a-)nibbanasamvattanika vitakka) (It.82).

. Mu.262f; and MA.Iv.61f. ‘Evolving consciousness might reach imperturba-

bility’ (saml/attamkam vifiidnam assa dnanjupagam,).

S.11.65. (. . . vifiidnassa thitiya . . . patitthite vinvidne.)

Sn.1r13; and Sn.A.60o1 (cf. Nd.2. 570) Four ‘by virtue of constructions’
(abbisamkhara-vasena), seven ‘by virtue of rebirth’ (patisandbi-vasena).
S.ains3; Duai228. (Tithamanam tittheyya.) Commentaries: SA.1.271;
DA.n1 1021 respectively.

S.aurof, discussed in Chapter 5.3.1. ‘The stationing of construction-
consciousness’ (abbisamkhara-vififiana-tthiti) (SA.11.259).
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

7.3.

. Cited in Gonda (1965) p. 225 (his translation).
. ‘Like fields are the Arhats . . . (Pv..1). ‘Men offering sacrifice . . .

AR

Patisandhi-vinsidna-tthanani (D.11.68, 111.253, 282; A.1v.39, v.53, and com-
mentaries).

Sattavasa (A.1v.401, V. 545 D.11.263, 288; Pj.1.86—7).

The seven stations and nine abodes together (Vism.VI1.69, XVII.148, XXI1.3§).
Death explained as ‘having passed away from one becoming, . . .
(Vism.x111.69; cf. Kvu.362f).

Consciousness ‘not stationed’ in release (S.11.65, 111.53). Not found by Mara
(S.1.122, 111.124) or the gods (MA.1L.117).

For more details of these ‘Planes of Existence’ see Narada Thera (1948);
Buddhist Dictionary, p. 76; PTSD p. 187. On Indian cosmology generally,
Gombrich (1975). Four ‘incalculable aeons’ (asankbeyyakappa) equal one
‘great aeon’ (mahakappa).

3

Vegetation imagery

i

(yajamananam manussinam . . . karotam opadhikam sanghe dinnam
mahaphalan ti) (S.1.233; A1v.292). To a similar use of the phrase opadhikam
pusifiam, ‘meritorious deeds which bring rebirth’, (It.20, 78; Vv.34.21), the
commentaries give the explanation ‘producing (an) individuality, (and)
providing for the ripening of phenomena in rebirth’ (attabhava-janaka
patisandhipavattivipaka-dayaka).

. ‘Gifts to those who . . .’ (S.1.233; cf. an extended treatment at A.1v.237).

‘Unsurpassable field of merit’ (anuttara punifiakkhetta): the Buddha (S.1.167;
Sn.486; It.98); individual accomplished monks (M.1.446; A.1.244, 11.113,
1L.158, 248, 279, 387, IV.10, 292; Miln.416; Pv.1v.1); the monkhood as a
whole (D.11.§, 227; M.111.80; S.1.220, V.343, 363, 382; A.I1.34, 56; [t.88).

. Seed of the dhamma (S.1v.314); young monks like seedlings (M.1.457;

S.11.91-2); women like mildew (A.1v.278).

. Vin.i.180—1. ‘What belongs to the houshold life’ (gharavasattham).
. ‘Like the seed that is sown . . .” (S.1.227); actions performed with greed,

hatred, and delusion (A.1.134—5); ‘coots’ (mila) of good and evil (Dhp.3 56—
9; for further references and a modern elucidation of the image see
Nyanaponika (1978)); these ‘roots’ not cut off (A.111.404); bitter and sweet
seeds (A.1.32, v.212—13); Brahmanical sacrifices as bad seed in unfavourable
soil (D.11.353).

. ‘Withsuch nourishment. . .’ (tadaharo tadupadano ciramdighamaddhanam

tittheyya); ‘like a palm-tree stump ... (ucchinnamulo talavatthukato

anabhavakato ayatim anuppadadhammo) (S.11.87—9). The phrase used

without explicit vegetatlon imagery (e.g. M.1.370, 488; S.1.69, 11.62). ‘Just as

a tree, whose roots . . .’ (Dhp.356). ‘Just as when someone cuts a living tree
. (S.av.60).

. §.£.17zf; Sn.12f. The commentaries (SA.1.250; Sn.A.144) explain that the

‘seed of faith’ grows by putting out the ‘root of morality’ (stla-mitla) and the
‘shoot of meditation and insight’ (samatha-vipassanankuro).

. Miln.75-6.
. Growth in the religious life depends on stla (S.v.46); right or wrong attitude

in hearing or practising the dhamma (Thag.363, 388, 391); good and bad
preaching (S.v.379; cf. Miln.353); sila/samadbhilpasisia like seeds to fruit
(A.111.20, 1V.336; et freq.).
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11. A.1.239—40; cf. A.1.229-33. ‘Urgent duties’ (accayikani karaniyani); ‘magic

I2,

13.

14.

o

AW bW N =

powers or influence’ (iddhi vd anubbavo va); ‘natural process of seasonal
change’ (utu-parinama).

‘Non-interruptedness of continuity’ (santananupacchedo) (Vism.xviL.301);
‘six-fold sense-base planted in name-and-form ...’ (ibid. 303); formations
‘like the seeds of a poison tree . . .’, ‘cause of the continuity of the kbandha’
(kbandha-santanassa hetu) (Vism.xv.42); birth, old age and death like weeds
and creepers (Vism.xv1.§8); ‘continuing the tree’s lineage . . .’ (maharukkhe
yava  kappavdsand  bijaparampardya  rukkba-pavenim sandbayamane)
(Vism.xx11.87-8).

‘Human puppet’ ‘by reason of a cause’ (hetum paticca) (S.1.134). Different
puggala from different ‘seeds’ (Miln.65). The ‘one-seeder’ (ekabijin)
(S.v.204; A.1.233, 1v.380; Kvu.x11.16; Pugg.16; -Nett. 189). ‘Rendered
consciousness seedless’ (abijam vifirianam katam) (Miln.146).

‘A mind with no desire . . .’ (virattacitta ayatike bhavasmim), ‘no desire for
growth’ (awrulhacchanda), ‘seeds are destroyed’ (kbmabx;a) (Sn 2.35) ‘des-
troyed rebirth’ (khinapunabbhava) (Sn.514, 656); the sage ‘examines the
ground . . . (samkhaya vatthini pamaya bijam . . . jatikbayantadassi) (Sn.
209; SnA.257). ‘Consciousness stationed in the field of kamma . .
(A.1.223—4; AA.11.334). The four stations of consciousness as the earth . . .

(S.a11.54).

. Momentariness and the bhavanga-mind

Nyanatiloka (1964) pp. 6—7, and (1972); Buddhist Dictionary, p. 33.
Aung (1910), p. 11.

Saratchandra (1958) p. 81.

Nyanatiloka (1964) p. 5.

Storey (1975) p. 65.

Storey (1975) p. 32.

8.1. ‘Impermanent are conditioned things’

I.

Yam kirici samudaya -dbhammam sabbam tam nirodhadhammam ti (Vin.1.11,
the phrase is regularly used in descnptlons of conversion or enlightenment:
Vin.1.16; M.1.380; A.1v.186; et freq.).

2. Vayadhamm& samkbara (D.11.156).

S.111.15 5—7. (This passage, of course, fits nicely into the pattern of vegetation
imagery in Chapter 7.)

. Buddbist Dictionary, p. 14. Many other passages from the Suttas are cited

and discussed in BPS (1973) Wheel 186-7.

. Ayu, usmd, viiifiana; as discussed in Chapter 7.2.1.
. Human being lighter when alive . . . like a conch-shell . . . (D.1.334f).

Sense-organs ‘continue to exist dependent on life’ (dyum paticca titthanti)
‘phenomena to be experienced’ (vedaniya dhamma), ‘life not spent . . .
(ayu aparikkhino, usma avipasantd indriyani vippasannani) (M.1.295—6; cf.
S.1v.293—4).

. ‘Life-formations pass away * (@yu-samkbara kbiyanti) (S.11.266). The

Buddha ‘took control . (;tha samkhara adhitthdya vibasi) (D.11.106;
A.av.3rr, Ud.62), and could have lived till the end of the aeon (S.v. 259).
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1I.

12,

13.

14.

1.

16.

17.

18.

‘19.

20.

21.
22.

300

Possible to know one’s ‘life-term’ (@yu-antaram) (Vism.viL.243). Of course,
this is only possible in life in the human sphere, and those below it; in the
heavens above, ‘duration of life’ (@yu-pamana) is fixed in advance (D.1.3;
A.1.213, 267; et freq. (cf. Table 2, Chapter 7)). Itis in either case good or bad
karmic behaviour which ‘conduces to long (or short) life’
(digh-(app-)ayu-samvattanika) (M.11.203—4).

. Moliere, Le Malade Imaginaire, Troistéme Intermede.
. SA..323, MA.1L.3 50.

Dhammanam ayu, thiti, yapand, yapand, iriyand, vattand, pdalana jivitam
(Dhs.19, 82, 295, 380; Vbh.122~3; et freq.).

‘Most important factor of continuity’ (pavatta-sisam) (Ps.1.231). Known as
‘a real and ultimate fact’ (Kvu.1.1, 60). Life and death as the existence and
‘breaking off’ (upaccheda) of the life-faculty (Asl.97; Vin.im.73, 1v.124;
Vbh.236; Nett. 29; et freq.).

Ripa-, aripajivitindriya (Vbh.123; Vism.x.19); as part of rapakbandha
(Vism.x1v.59) and samkbara-kbhandba (ibid. 138) respectively. Mental life-
faculty as one of the ‘concomitants of consciousness ...’ (sabbacitta-
sadharana cetasikd) (Abh.S.11.2; cf. Table Il in Buddbist Dictionary).

‘The function of the life-faculty . . .’ (kicca . . . jtivitindriyassa saba-
jatadbammanupalanam) (Vism.xv1.10); the ‘controlling factor . . .’ (pavat-
tasantatadbipateyyam) (Asl.123). ‘Watches over’ elements but not indepen-
dent of them (Asl.123; Vism.x1v.59).

The ‘worlds without matter’ are the arupa-lokd, as in Table 2 of Chapter 7.
‘Unconscious beings’ (asasnifia-sattd) and states (ViSm.XVL.II, XVIL.I92;
Kvu.vi.1o). On the need for a material basis for the attainment of
‘cessation’, see further 8.3.2.(iv) and n.34 below.

See KSP.22f; Hakamaya (1975). As we shall see, the Theravida idea of
*bhavanga-mind’ was held to exist during deep sleep, but not during
‘cessation’.

MA.11.350f, on M.1.296. “The occurrence of a fire’ (j@lapavatta).

‘This life is weak . . . the life-formations are stopped’ (dyusamkbara
upacchijjanti) (Vism.vii.27—-8). ‘Breaking the sequence of the postures’
(triyapathabhbarijaka) avoided by the ‘livelihood known as . . .’ (cirakalaga-
manasamkbata yatra) (Vism.1.84).

Iriyati, vattati, paleti, yapeti, yapeti, carati, viharati. (Vbh.194, 292). The
PTS translation renders iriyati here as ‘assumes the four postures’, because
of the verbal connexion with iriya.

“The carrying on of life . . .’ (iriydpathena iriyapatham vicchinditva jivita-
haranato) (Vbh.A.262). Pun on vibarati (Pj.1.111 cited in Chapter 5.2.2 and
n.12). ‘By abiding in a posture, he produces ... (iriyapathavibarena . . .
attabbavassa iriyanam vuttim palanam yapanam caram vibaram abbinip-
padeti) (Asl.167; Vism.1v.103, VinA.L.147).

‘The continuance of the chariot of the body . . .’ (iriyapathacatukkebi
kdyasakatavattanato) (VbhA.262). The body as ‘four-wheeled’ (catucakkam)
(S.1.1.6), with the four postures (SA.L.53, quoted at MA.1.27; Ps.A.626).
The ‘wheel-turning king’ (DA.1.259; MA.11L.365; of. PTSD p. 259), and
‘mounting a chariot’ (cakkasamarulba) (AA.11.284, on A.11.66, quoted at
AA.1.120).

Imassa kdyassa thitiya yapanaya (M.1.10, 355; A.11.40; et freq.).
‘Maintenance is a synonym ...’ (thiti ti jivitindriyass’ etam adhivacanam;
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tasmd imassa kdyassa thitiyd ydpandyd ti ettavatd etassa kdyassa jivitin-

driya-pavattapanattham) (Vism.1.91).

Chest-bones (Vism.vi1.105), heart (ibid. x1.60), joints (ibid. x1.79).

The body decays like royal chariots (S.1.71; Dhp.151); the Buddha’s body

like a worn-out chariot (jara-sakatam) (D.11.100; S.v.153); the world as a

painted chariot (Dhp.171); ‘the world turns by karma . . . (kammana

vattati loko, kammand vattanti pajd, kammanibandhand satta rathassiniva

ydyato) (Sn.654). ‘

One-wheeled chariot (S.1v.291; cf. Ud.76); regarding mind and mental

factors like a charioteer his horses (Vism.x1v.153-4); monk practising

mindfulness over the senses (S.1v.76), or trying for ‘higher powers’ (iddhi)

(A.111.28; M.111.97) like a charioteer.

AV.19, 53; RV.1.164, verses 2, 11-14.

See Geldner (1951) 1 pp. 288-9; Silburn (1955) pp, 14ff, 138ff.

Kath.U.1.3.3-1.3.9. The self as chariot-owner (dtman rathin); ‘reaches the

end of the road’ (adhvanah param dpnoti). For other examples of the image

see Hume (1931) p. 540; and cf. the illuminating discussion of Varenne

(1976) pp. 78, 84—6, 129.

Enlightened man ‘has reached the end . . .’ (gataddhin) (Dhp.9o); the

unenlightened man ‘a traveller’ (addhagi) (Dhp.302) on ‘the long road

called . . ” (vatta-samkhatam addbanam) (Dhp.A.11.463).

Sami (e.g. Vism.xx.19, cited in Chapter 4.1.3 above).

When used in compounds, they can also refer literally to a road. See PTSD p-

26; Gonda, Selected Studies 1v, pp. 320-2.

Tayo addha (D.111.216; It.53, 70); addbdyu (A.11.66); ‘one who has reached

the end of his road’ (D.1.48; M.1.82; et freq.); digham addbanam samsaram

(Sn.740; A.1.10; It.9, 109; et freq.).

S.1.x35; Kvu.l.240; Miln.25-6, cited in Chapters 4.2.1, 6.1.1, and 6.1.2

respectively. )

Vism.v1i1.39, translated and glossed by Nanamoli. ‘In the ultimate sense
. single conscious moment’ (paramatthato bi atiparitto sattanam jivi-

takhano ekacittapavattimatto yeva).

Asl.123—4; Vism.X1v.59, in 8.1.2 and n.13. ‘It does not prolong . . .’ (na

bhangato uddham pavattayati attano ca pavattayitabbanasi ca abbava, na

bhanga-kkhane thapeti sayam bhijjamanatta kbtyamano viya vatti-sineho

padipa-sikham).

.2. The ‘ultimate’ extent of a lifetime: momentariness
. See Poussin (1931); Lamotte (1967) p. 665ff; Stcherbatsky (1962) pp.

79-118; Silburn (1955) pp. 255f, 277f, 298f, 332f.

. Nanamoli (1975) p. xxix; Stcherbatsky (1962) pp. 82, 117.
. Stcherbatsky (1962) p. 83.
. See Conze (1962) p. 282. Some of the estimates given by the tradition are

closer to what might be perceptually distinguishable moments (cf. ibid.).

. ‘Finger-snap’ (acchara) (A.L10, 34, 38, v.396; Miin.102; Thag.405,

Thig.67; et freq.).

. Sixty-four at Lamotte (1967) pp. 667-8; billions at Aung (1910) p. 125 n.s.
. A.L.10; Asl.60—-1.
. In the social history of Buddhism, the ‘magical’ physicalistic attitude to

purity of Indian culture generally lives in unstable tension with the ethical,
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psychological purity of virtuoso Buddhism, and often infiltrates anew into
Buddhist practice. See Carrithers (forthcoming) Chapters 3, 5—7.

. S.1.94—5. ‘By night and by day . . .’ (rattiya ca divasd ca afiriad eva

uppajjati aniriad eva nirujjhati). The image of the ‘monkey-mind’ jumping
restlessly from one branch (object of thought) to another is frequent: e.g.
S.angs; It.23—4; Thag.a111; of. S.v.48; Thag.125—6. (See further, on the
implications of the monkey-image’s being used both for changes in the object
of the mind and (as here at S.11.94~5) in mind itself, Chapter 8.4.3 below.)
Labuparivattam (A.1.10).

Vism.xx.48f.

Rattim pavattaripam divasam appatva tatth’ eva niruddham (Vism.Xx.59).
‘“Thus formations keep breaking up . . .”(Vism.xx.65, Nanamoli’s translation). ‘A
further act of mind’ (aparena cittena) (Vism.xx.79).

*Cutting ot of the lite-taculty . . .” (ekabbavapariyapannassa jivitindriyassa
upacchedo); ‘momentary death, reckoned . .." (samkhdranam khanabhan-
gasamkhatam kbana-maranam) (Vism.viL1).

‘Limitedness of extent’ (addhana-pariccheda); ‘in terms of the shortness of
the moment’ (khana-parittato) (Vism.VIIL39).

‘Life is short’ (appam jivitam) (Sn.775); ‘through the limitation of its
duration’ (thiti-parittataya) (Nd.1.42).

Jivitam attabhavo ca sukhadukkha ca kevalalekacittasamayutta, lahuso
vattati khano . . . culldsiti sabassani kappam titthanti ye mari/na tveva te
pi titthanti dvihi cittehi samohita. The second stanza is, in fact, omitted at
Vism.vii1.39; but is included when the same sequence of verses is quoted at
Vism.xx.72 (cf. SA.1.22).

‘Past, future, and present are two-fold, . . .’ (idam pana atitandgatapaccup-
pannam nama Suttantapariyayato Abhidhammaniddesato ti duvidham. Tam
Suttantapariyaye bbavena paricchinnam . . . Abbidhammaniddese pana
khanena paricchinnam). ‘The matter occurring between rebirth . . . (cuti-
patisandhi-antare pavatta-ripam paccuppannam); ‘marccer passing through
these three (sub-)moments . . .’ (ime tayo kbane sampattam rupam paccup-
pannam) (Vbh.A.7; cf. Vism.x1v.187, 190—1, xV1.33).

Uppdda, thitassa annathattam, vaya (A.1l.152; said of the kbandhd at
S.111.38).

‘Occurring moment’ (kbanupapannam) has ‘arising, ... (uppdida, jara,
bhanga) (Vin.A.11.438). The Indian Sarvastivada school divided the moment
into four sub-moments, ‘arising, presence, decay [jard], and cessation’.
‘Continuity is destroyed’ (santati vikopitd); ‘arising, growing old, becoming
otherwise’ (uppadavayanisiathattabbdva) (Vism.XX.14-16).

There is one parallel between the existence of a moment and that of a lifetime
which might have produced unexpected and unwanted conclusions for
Theravada thought. The ‘acquisition of individuality’ (attabbava-patilabba
(Vism.A.280, apud Nanamoli, (1973) p. 64; cf. AK.1v.2—3; and Conze
(1962) p. 134)). In a lifetime, as we saw, was an event of conventional truth:
‘individuality’ is a concept derived from the unenlightened man’s perception
of himself as a self. In the case of the moment, however, we are dealing with
ultimate truth; and so to find the phrase used for the ‘arising’ of such a ‘real’
element is surprising. Indeed, Theravdda ascribes to the momentary existent
exactly the kind of existence it denies to the individual of a lifetime. For
example, the Visuddhimagga speaking of the ‘sense-bases’, says that ‘before
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8.3.
. Tika-Patthana 159, 160, 169, 324f. See Cousins (1981).

their rise, they have no own-being; after the decay, their own-being is
destroyed’ (pubbe udayi appattladdhasabhavam uddham vaya paribbhinna-
sabbhavani (Vism.xv.15)). In a similar vein, Narada Thera’s commentary on
the Abbidammattha Samgaba says ‘past is defined as that which has gone
beyond its own state [what 1 have translated as ‘“own-being”] or the
moments of genesis, development and cessation’ (attano sabhavam wppada-
dikkbanam va atita va atikkanta atitd) (Narada Thera (1975 p. 188 (my
italics)). We saw that ‘own-being’ was the term used (in its Sanskrit form
svabbhava) by the Madhyamaka school in relation to elements (dbamma)
{which corresponded to ‘person’ or ‘self’ in relation to a lifetime) as part of
its assertion of the ‘selflessness of things’ (Chapter 4.1.3). Accordingly, the
Madhbyamaka argued against the existence of ‘real’ momentary elements.
Apart from subjecting the idea to logical ridicule ~is there an arising,
presence, and dissolution of the arising-moment (and so on, in infinite
regress)? — they argued, with perfect Buddhist logic, that just as there was no
real being between the limits of birth and death, so there was no real being
between the limits of ‘arising’ and ‘cessation’, and thus the only ultimate
truth was that of ‘emptiness’.

The bhavanga-mind

2. A.ar79. There is an alternative reading -agga, in both sets of four. The

[« T I RV

II.

commentary (AA.11.107) explains bhavagga, ‘height of existence’, as the
final individuality (artabhdva), in the last lifetime, of an Arbat.

. E.g. Nett. 29, 64, 65, 68.

. Poussin (1913) p. 40.

. Thus, for instance, Aung (1910) p. 9 n.2.

. Nyanaponika (1965) p. 108 footnote. Aung (1910) pp. 265—6; and Sarat-

chandra (1958) pp. 8o~1, (1943) pp- 97-8, quote examples from the

Ceylonese commentaries explammg -anga as -kdrana.

‘Occasions for the occurrence’ (vipaccanatthanam); ‘bbavanga for the length
. (@yukalam bhavangam) (Asl.266).

. Kammadiko vipakassa, bhavangddiko kiriyassa [namassa paccayo) ti

(Vism.x1x.8).

. Miln.299-300. ‘One who dreams . . .’ (yo so supinam passati na so

nidddyanto passati ndpi jagganto passati, apt ca okkante middhe asampatte
bbavang’ etth’antare supinam passati). ‘When someone is deeply asleep

' (middhasamarilbassa cittam bhavangagatam hoti bbavangagatam
cittam na ppavattati . . . pavattamdne citte supinam passati). ‘Monkey-
sleep . . . the middle stage . . .’ (kapiniddapareto . . . idam middhassa
majfham); ‘the final stage . . .” (bbavangagati pariyosanam).

. Vbh.A.408; of. AA.nL317. ‘One sleeps (deeply) . . . (bbavangacittena hi

supati. Tan ca rapanimittadi-Grammanam, ragadisampayuttam va na hoti.
Supinam passantassa ca idisani cittani uppajjanti). *Conflict with Abbidbam-
ma (and) the Code of Dlsc1plme (Abhidbhamma-, Vinaya-virodho). ‘For just
as the sleep of a monkey . . .’ (yathd bi makkatassa nidda labuparivatta
hoti, evam ya nidda . . ., yassd pavattiyam punappunam bhavangato
uttaranam hoti).

Vism.X1v.114. (Bhavanga-vifiianam nama pavattati . . . asati santanavini-
vattake anifiasmim cittuppdde . . . supinam apassato niddokamanakalad-
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isu aparimanasankbam.) The commentary here (Vism.A.478, apud Nan:

amoli (1975) p. 515 n.45) remarks that ‘the seeing of dreams is done only

with the consciousness that is functional’.

The similarity was stressed by the Vijiianavada itself: cf. MSA.1.11-12, apud

Lamotte (1938) 11, pp. 26—9; and KSP.35, apud Lamotte (1936) p. 250.

The locus classicus for the argument is Vimsatika 3—4.

Manari ca paticca dbamme ca uppajjati manovinisianam (e.g. M.1.112, 259;

Vbh.88f).

Thus the commentaries to the three passages cited in n.14 gloss manan as

bhavarga-cittam (MA.1.77) and bhavariga-manam (MA .11.306; Vbh.A.81).

Bhavangamana-dbamma-manasikare paticca uppajjiati manoviniianam

(Vism.xv.39).

Sattarasa cittakkhanani ripadhammadnam dyu (Abh.S.1v.3).

‘Short duration of the material llfe-faculty (rupanwtmdnyassa parittako

kalo); ‘while (one moment of) matter ... (ydva pan’ uppannam ripam

titthati tava solasa cittani uppajjitva bhijjanti) (Asl.60). ‘While (one moment

of) matter endures, bhavanga-mind arises and ceases sixteen times’ (ripe

dharante yeva hi solasavare bhavangacittam uppajjitva  nirujjbati)

(Vism:xxX.24).

Vbh.A.26.

Details will be found in the ancient texts: Vism.xiv; Asl.269f; Abh.S.

Chapter 4. In modern works: Aung’s (1910); and Narada’s (1975) editions

of Abh.S., Buddhist Dictionary, pp. 194—5; Saratchandra (1958) Part 2;

Gunaratna (1971); Jayasuriya (1963) pp. 10off; and Cousins (1981). There

are, for instance, differences in the process when the object is weak (e.g.

Aung (1910) pp. 31f), and when the process is not completed (Asl.269).

There are slight but unimportant differences in the details of the different

versions. See Asl.271; Aung (1910) p. 28; the Ceylon commentaries, apud

Saratchandra (1958) p. 46; Govinda (1969) pp. 134—5; Mrs Rhys Davids

(1914) pp. 180-1.

See those authors and works cited in nn.1—6 at the start of this chapter; and

Da Silva (1973); Gunaratna (1971).

Freud (1915) Section 2, pp. 172ff.

Freud (1973.2.) pp. 102, 104.

This has been studied by Da Silva (1973}, who acknowledges that ‘a concept

of the Unconscious is basically related to motivation’ (p. 49).

For further details here see the references cited in n.20, and Narada (1948)

pp- 33ff.

Ekasmim hi bhave yam sabbapacchimam tam tato (bhavato) cavanattd cuti

ti (Vism.X1v.123; bhavato not in all mss.).

The three kinds are dsannalacinna kamma, kamma nimitta, and gati

nimitta. (See Vism.xviL.135f; Gunaratna (1971) pp. 44ff; Narada (1975)
pp. 179ff).

See, for instance, Edgerton (1926); ERE 1v, p. 448.

Monks visiting laymen (M.IL91, 111.258); the Buddha recommends the

practice to lay followers (S.v.408).

E.g. KSP.30-2, in Lamotte (1936) pp. 244f; cf. Hakamaya (1975).

Cittam appavattam (Miln.300).

‘Without mind’ (acittako) (Vism.XXIII.43, 47); ‘mental continuity is sus-

pended’ (cittasantati vocchijjati) (Abh.S.1x.9).
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39.

40.

41.

42.

8.4.

‘Because of the absence of physical basis’ (vatthussa abbava (Vism.xxii1.29).
The commentary (Vism.A.902 apud Nanamoli (1975) p. 828 n.12) explains
that if anyone in an immaterial world were to attain ‘cessation’, he would
become ‘indefinable’ (apparisii(a)ttika), ‘owing to the non-existence of any
consciousness or consciousness-concomitant’ (citta-cetasika). He would thus
be like a released Arbat, who has attained final nibbana without substrate
(anupadisesa).

. MA.1.350, cited in 8.1.2 above. Cf. Kvu.viiL.10. ;
. Cessation ‘cannot ward off death’ (na . . . maranam patibahitum sakkots)

(Vism.xx111.42). The commentary here (Vism.A.904) apud, and translated
by Nanamoli (1975) p. 831 n.17.

. Bbavangapato (Abh.S.1v.11; cf. Vism.xx111.49; MA.IL351).
. For the theme in Indian Buddhism, see Bareau (1955) pp. 67—8; Ruegg

(1969) Part 4: ‘La Luminosité Naturelle de la Pensée’, passim. In Chinese
and Japanese Buddhism, the idea became almost a cliché — see for instance
the famous dialogue in which the idea of mind as a ‘bright mirror’ receives
paradoxical treatment from Shen-Hsiu and Hui-Neng, Robinson (1970) pp.
90—1.

‘Adventitious defilements’ (dGgantukehi kilesebi); ‘naturally, when mind
. . . (pakatiya pana sakale pi patisandhi-bhavangavare pandaram)
(MA.L.167, on M.L36f). ‘Natural mind’ (pakati-citta) (Kvu.A.193, on
Kvu.xxI1.3).

‘Purified and cleansed’ (parisuddha pariyodata) (D.1.76; A.1.164; et freq.);
glossed as ‘bright’ and ‘luminous’ (pabbassara). (Vism.xi1.14). ‘Purified
mind’ as ‘bright, like gold’ (e.g. S.v.92; A.1.253, 11L.16).

‘Mind, when freed from adventitious defilements . . .’ (pabhassaram idam
cittam . . . agantukehi upakkilesehi vippamuttam) (A.1.10); and commen-
taries (AA.1.160; Asl.140). :

As, for in-tance, in the famous first verse of the Dbhammapada, ‘things have
mind as their fore-runner, mind as their chief, and are mind-made’ (man-
opubbangama dhamma manosettha manomayd); cf. ‘the world is led by
mind’ (cittena . . . niyyati loko) (5.1.39; A.i1.177), discussed by Rihula
(1978) Chapter 7.

River imagery

Storey (1975) p. 32, quoted at the beginning of this chapter.

One of the first works to deal with the bbhavaiga, and one which is still the
most widely known secondary source for the concept, Aung’s (1910)
translation and commentary of the Abhidhammattha-samgaha, points out
clearly, using the image of the ‘stream of thought’, that bhavanga ceases to
occur when thought-processes begin: ‘But it must not be supposed that the
stream of being is a sub-plane from which thoughts rise to the surface. There
is juxtaposition of momentary states of consciousness, subliminal and
supraliminal, throughout a lifetime and from existence to existence. But
there is no superposition of such states’ (Aung (1910) pp. 11-12; cf. Chapter
8.4.4 and n.40 below).

. Asati vithicittuppade bhavassangabhavena bbavangasantatisamkbatam

mdnasam abbhocchinnam nadi soto viya pavattati (Abh.S.v.15).
‘Like a ﬂowing river’ (Vism.X1v.114); ‘stream of bbavanga’ (bhavanga-sota)
(Abh.S.1v.11).
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‘Registering’ as water following ‘a boat going upstream’ (patisotagatam
ndvam) (Vism.X1v.122); ‘across a fierce current’ (candasote tiriyam), ‘with
the stream’ (yathasotam) (Asl.26s); ‘the time when the water flows . . .’
(ettha bi nadiyam udakappavattanakalo viya bhavangavithippavattanakalo)
(Asl.269—70).

. This was first argued by the German scholar Reinhardt (for references see

Barnes (1979) 1, p. 319 n.19); and has been popularised in English by Kirk
and Raven (1957) pp. 196ff; Kirk (1962) pp. 366ff; and Hussey (1972) pp.
54—S5. {See further Chapter 8.4.3 and n.23 below.) The matter is, of course,
still in dispute: see Barnes (1979) 1, pp. 65ff; Kahn (1979) pp. 147ff, 166ff,
200ff.

. Sce, for example, Rahula (1967) pp. 25—6 (discussed in Chapter 8.4.3

below); Mrs Rhys Davids, in Aung (1910) p. xxi and p. 9 n.1; Keith (1923)
p. 77; Nakamura (1976) p. so. Saratchandra (1958) p. 75 speaks of ‘the
Buddhist philosophy of flux’; while Mookherjee’s very influential work on
the notion of momentariness in Buddhist thought generally was called The
Buddhist Philosophy of Universal Flux (1935).

. The word samsdra, as we saw earlier, is derived from the root sar-, ‘run,

hasten, flow, stream’ (Gonda, Selected Studies 1v, p. 310, cited at Chapter
1.2.3 and n.8).

. ‘Desire that flows along’ (tanhd sarita) (A.11.211); ‘attachment and sense-

pleasures that flow along’ (saritani sinebitani ca somanassani) (Dhp.341); ‘the
swift-flowing stream of desire’ (tanham saritam sighasaram) (Sn.3); desire as
saritd, nadi (Vism.xvi1.308); ‘greed, swollen with the river of craving’ (lobho
tanhanadibbavena vaddhamano) (Vism.x1v.162).

‘There is no river . . .’ (natthi tanbasama nadi) (Dhp.251); the ‘stream of
death’ (mara-sota) (M.1.225-6; and MA.11.267); ‘cut the stream which is
hard to cross ... (chetva sotam duraccayam asesam parinibbayanti)
(It.95); ‘one who has cut the stream’ {chinnasoto) (Sn.715, 948); ‘ “stream”
is a term ... (soto ti tanhdyetam adbivacanam ... tasma kbhndsavo
bhikkbu chinnasoto ti vuccati) (S.1v.291—2).

Man who sees the khandhd as a self . . . {S.111.137-8); Dependent Origina-
tion like rainwater down a hillside (S.11.32); swelling and ebbing (upayanto,
apayanto) of Dependent Origination (S.11.118-19).

Those who are ‘insatiate for sense-pleasure’ (kdmesu analamkata) (S.1.15),
who have ‘lust for existence’ (bhavaraga) {S.1v.128), and for whom thus ‘far
away is destruction of the fetters’ (tesam . . . ara samyojanakkbayo)
(Sn.736), all ‘float down the stream of existence’ (bhavasotanusdrino).
‘Carried along by the stream of samsdra’ (samsarasotena vuyhanta)
(Miln.204).

The idea is very frequent: e.g. S.1.1, 2, 32, §3, 142, 169, 182, 11.158 (a man
falling off a plank of wood in mid-ocean), 1v.71, 210, V.24, 81, 168, 180;
M.ri1os; Auv.4rr; Sn.173, 210, 471, etc.

Crossing over by a ship (Sn.3 16, 770—1; Thag.776; Miln.80, 195, 229, 377);
by a raft (M.1.134, 260; S.Iv.174—5). Buddhist teaching as an island (dipa)
(Thag.412; D.11.100, 111.58, 77; S.v.154). For paraga etc. see PTSD p. 454.
‘Going with, against the stream’ (anu-, patisotagami) (e.g. M.1.168; S.1.136;
A.1Ls; Sn.319). The Buddha’s bowl (J.1.70; cf. Thomas (1949) pp. 70-1).
Making progress in Buddhism as ‘going upstream’ (uddhamsoto) (A.1.223;
D.11.237; et freq.).
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16.
I7.

18.

19.
20.

21.

22.

23.

24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
3I.
32.

33.
34.

It.x14; cf. S.v.174-5.

The thirty-six streams (Dhp.339); ‘the streams flow everywhere’ (savanti
sabbadhi sota) (Dhp.340; Sn.1034; Thag.761); ‘mindfulness is their dam’
(tesam sati nivaranam) (Sn.1035; cf. Thag.762); ‘cut the stream, discard
sense-pleasure’ (chinda sotam, parakkamma kame panuda) (Dhp.383; S.1.49);
‘are carried away by that stream’ (tena sotena vuybanti) (Miln.69); mental
consciousness following after sense-consciousness (Miln.57-8).

Mind to be guided like water along viaducts (M.u.105; Dhp.8a, 145;
Thag.19, 877); steadying the mind in a ‘fierce current’ (candasote)
(Vism.vuL.193); disturbance of a mountain stream by . . . ‘hindrances’
(nivarana) (A.111.64; on the hindrances, see Buddhist Dictionary, pp. 110~
II).

Rahula (1967) pp. 25-6.

A.v.137-8. (Seyyathd pi ... nadi pabbateyyd dirangama sighasotd hara-
harini, natthi so khano va layo va mubutto va, yam sd aramati, atha kho sa
gacchat’eva vattat’eva sandat’eva, evam evakho . . . nadipabbateyyipamam
jtvitam manussanam, parittam labhukam . . . natthi jatassa amaranam.)
This is true also of the other phrase quoted by Rahula, upaniyati loko
addbuvo. He translates ‘the world is in continuous flux and is impermanent’.
Addhuvo is literally ‘uncertain’, ‘unstable’ or ‘impermanent’; upantyati is a
passive form from upa-ni, ‘to lead’, and means ‘is led away’, or, as both
PTSD and CPD gloss, ‘to be brought to an end’, ‘to pass away’. It is a word
found often in connexion with the idea that ‘life is short’ (M.1.68; S.1.2;
A.L155); some translators give ‘is swept onward’ or ‘swept away’ — but in
this interpretation, the implicit comparison with a river concerns, as usually,
its power to carry one away helplessly to old age and death, and not any
postulated paradoxes of change and identity. (The commentaries to the texts
in which the phrase appears gloss simply and colourlessly as ‘is destroyed’,
nirujjati, ‘wastes away’, parikkhiyati, and so on.)

A.1v.137-8 quoted at Vism.viil.3 . ‘A being, from the time of his birth. . .
(Vism.viIL.11).

See the references to Kirk and Raven, Kirk, and Hussey in n.6 above. Kirk
and Raven (1957) and Kirk (195 1) argue that it is not a linear change in the
waters of the river which is at issue, but an oscillatory interchange between
mutually balancing opposites, as an instance of the general cosmic fact or
principle of ‘measure’ or ‘balance’ (metron).

Humphrey (1958) p. v.

Humphrey (1958) pp. 1, 2—3 (italics in original).

Nanajivako (1975) p. 28. Cf. his (1973) pp. 25-6.

Gunaratna (1971) pp. 16, 23, 17-18.

James (1950) p. 353.

James (1950) p. 239.

Bergson (1909) p. 364, English translation (1911) p. 356.

Bergson (1909) pp. 364, 366, English translation (1911) pp. 355, 357.
Bergson (1934) p. 163, English translation (1946) p. 173, quoted by
Nanajivako (1975) p. 29; cf. ibid. pp. 29—40, and his (1973) p. 26. Such a
synthetic approach might also quote Bergson’s remark ‘we perceive duration
as a stream against which we cannot go’ ((1909) p. 42, (1911) p. 41).
Bergson (1909) p. 24, (1r911) p. 23. Cf. Stcherbatsky (1962) pp. 117-18.
James (1950) pp. 240, 363. Gunaratna ((1971) p. 18), in support of the
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3s-
36.

37.

38.

39.
40.

308

claim that ‘this view of mind as being not a unity but a series of thoughts is
held by almost all psychologists of note’, cites Bertrand Russell’s remark that
‘psychologists find that mind has not the identity of a single continuing thing
but is a series of occurrences bound together by certain intimate relations’;
such a series, however, was in Russell’s view a series of atomistic ‘percep-
tions’ in the Humean, associationistic sense, and so precisely what James
(quoted by the author on the same page) was concerned to deny by the
idea of a stream of consciousness. (On the ambiguous but largely
hostile relationship between Russell and Bergson see Capek (1971) pp.
335ff.)

As for instance by Kalupahana (1976) pp. 52, 86, who tries to make
Buddhism look like a (post-Humean) positivist empiricism.

D.111.104-5. ‘Attainments of vision’ (dassana-samapatti). ‘Knows a person’s
stream of consciousness . . .’ (purisassa ca vififidna-sotam pajanati
ubhayato abbocchinnam idha- loke patitthitasi ca paraloke patitthitasi ca).

The commentaries: DA.111.888ff; DAA.111.88ff. ‘Drags on karmic exist-
ence’ (kammabhavam akaddhantam) ‘Because of its similarity to a stream

(avicchedena pavattiya sota- sddisataya vininanam eva viffidnasotam).
(Of) consciousness which is split up in each moment’ (vmnanassa khane
khane bhijjantassa).

The word abbocchinnam, which | translate here as ‘unbroken’, is also used

of the bhavanga, (Abh.S.v.5, cited in Chapter 8.4.1 n.3 above); since in
systematic theory the bhavanga is a momentary existent, it is clear that
abbocchinnam used of the ‘stream of consciousness’ does not imply a
systematic picture of mind as a partless flux, but simply describes it as
continuing because not ‘cut’ by the attainment of final nibbana.
Mind like the ocean (Sn.920; Thag.372); like a mountain lake (A.111.396; cf.
Vism.x1v.165); ‘clear’ mind of the meditator like a pond . . . (M.1.279-80,
1.22; D.1.84; A.L.g; cf. Dhp.82, 95; 1t.92); man cooled from the passions
like the waters of a lake (Sn.467), especially when in meditation (Miln.385,
397); monk in meditation like a tortoise (Miln.370); the ‘meditator-swan’
(yogt -rdjabamso) (Vism.XX1.43, Nanamoll s (PTS) translation). Fools and
wise men like streams and the silent sea (Sn 720).

Meditator’s mind ‘like the Ganges . . .” (M.1.128), as is the merit gained
from Buddhism (A.i.54f, sz, 336; S.v.400). The Tathdgata ‘deep,
immeasurable . . .’ (as in Chapter 4.2.3 and n.14 above) (M.1.487-8;

S.1v.274f; 1t.80; Miln.70, 105, 187, 224).

For some modern examples see Zaehner (1957) pp. 37ff.

The ‘home-consciousness’ vartate srotasaughavat (Trimsika 4). For other
examples of water and ocean imagery here, see Saratchandra (1958) pp.
89ff, (1946) pp. 52ff, who is concerned to emphasnse the similarities between
the alaya-vijiana and the bhavahga. (Cf., however, n.2 above.)

. The Tathagata not disturbed by minor inconveniences (Miln.224); dismisses

those who act wrongly (Miln.187; cf.250); nibbana not ‘filled up’
(Miln.319; cf. the passages cited in n.42 and discussed in the text below); but

immeasurable . . . (Miln.317); movement of the Buddhist life to nibbana
like rivers to the ocean (S.1v.191, v.40f, §3, 300, 306); so long as one does
not cling to the two banks . . . (S.1v.179—80); the Eight-fold Path as a

stream {S.v.348; Thag.349); the monkhood as a whole flows toward
nibbana (S.v.396; cf. M.1.459; A.l.243, 11.123. At M.1.493 the laity are



Notes to pp. 260—5

42.
43.

44.

included also as ‘the company of Gotama’ (Gotama-parisa) who flow to
nibbana); the dbamma like a lake (S.1.169, 183; Miln.132, 246).
Acchariya abbbuta dhamma (A.1v.197ff; Vin.i.236ff; Ud.s3ff).
Relationship of beings to Being like rivers to the ocean (Ch.U.6.10); ‘as
flowing rivers disappear . . ." (Mund.U.3.2.8; cf. Prasn.U.6.5).
Nyanatiloka (1964) p. 7, cited in Chapter 8 n.1.

Conclusion

I.

The term ‘domestication’ of the monkhood is taken from Carrithers (1979),
who argues that ‘it is the play between ascetic reform and domestication
which creates the pattern of Sangha [i.e. the monkhood’s] history’; he traces
this pattern to the conditions of its agrarian environment. | take it that my
presentation of imagery and its institutional embodiment both supports and is
supported by this view.
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Glossary and index of Pali and

Sanskrit terms

abhisamkhara - construction, formation,
act, 175 and n, 200-8

abbisamkara-vissiana — constructed
constructive consciousness, 205—8

acetana — senseless, inanimate, 81, 214

addhaladdhana ~ life, lifetime, road, 233

abamkara — ‘I-maker’, the utterance ‘I’
100—3, 263

ahara — food, 208-10

abimsa — non-violence, 139—42

ajjhattam/bahiddha — inside/outside, in
oneself/in others, 72, 192—3

dlaya — home, attachment, 170—1

alaya-vijfiana — home-consciousness, 224,
25960

amrtam (amrtatvam) — immortality,
non-dying, 42—4, 46

anatta (Skt andtman) — not-self, 4—5, 7-12,
708,956, 87~143, 17882, 188-95

anicca — impermanent, 9, 97—8, 226—7,
2357

antaryamin — inner controller, self, 60, 97

anusaya — underlying tendency, 101

arbat — ‘worthy one’, enlightened man,
saint, 88,91, 92, 142,206-8, 219,
223,257

artha — wealth, power, 39

dsqua — corruption, 91, 106, 120, 127

asekba — ‘non-learner’, adept, 92

asmimana — the conceit ‘I am’, 94-5, 96,
1003, 119, 141—2, 1§53, 189,263

asrama — stage of life, 39

asu — breath, 5o

asuniti — leading away of the breath, death,
50

atmayajna — self-sacrifice, 60, 209

attd (Skt atman) — self (see anattd); origin
of Gtman-concept in pre-Buddhist
thought, 79~81; use of attd and
atta-compounds in Pali, 71—4, 76

attabhava (Skt atmabbava) — individuality,
74,132 and n, 148, 156-60, 167, 190,
223,239

attabbava-patilabha ~ acquisition of
individuality, 138, 158

avydkata — unanswered (questions), 131~8

ayatana — sense-base, 82, 112, 154
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ayu(samkhara) — life(-formations), 227—8
(sarvam) ayus — (a tull) life, 447

bharahara — bearing the burden, 162,
164-5

bhavana — mental culture, 111-15,
139-42, 1723

bhavanga — constituent/condition of -
existence, 224, 225—6, 238—49, 251—2
258-61, 264; as ‘the unconscious’,
l —

bhikkbu — mendicant, monk, 14

Bodhisatta (Skt Bodhisattva) —
Buddha-to-be, 151, 194—5

brahmaloka ~ brabma-world, s1—-2

brabman ~ cosmic spirit, ‘absolute’, 9, 5o,
59_60’ 67-’ 74 76’ 8!, 209,215

brabmana — Brahmin, 32—-3, 148, 155, 157,
200, 219, 260

carama — conduct, 53

cetand — intention, 82, 201

cetas — mind, awareness, 80

citta— mind, 214, 215, 235§

cuti-citta — death-moment, last thought,
244-5

daksina — sacrificial gift/fee, 44

devaloka — World of the Gods, 45-6

dbamma — impersonal element, 77, 80, 87,
91,112,115, 121, 124-5,139, 1556,
179-81, 229,263

dbamma - Buddhist doctrine (see
dharma), 219, 221-2

dharma — the way things are and/or should
be, cosmic order, 39, 41, §3

dbarmanairatmya — selflessness of things,
123-7, 1540

dhatu — element, 112, 154

diksad - sacrificial initiation, 47-8

ditthi — view, 87—143; view in the Noble
Eight-fold Path, 89—90

ditthigatam — viewpoint, prejudice,
opinion, 103, 119, 127-8, 132, 134—5§

dosa — troubles, humours, 69, 161

dukkha - unsatisfactory, ‘suffering’, 9,
191—3



Glossary and index of Pali and Sanskrit terms

gandhabba (Skt gandbarva) — (descending)

spirit, 21013

idapaccayata — the fact of things having a
specific cause, 106

iriyd-patha ~ (sequence of four) postures,
159,230-2

istapurta — merit gained from sacrifice, 54

jhana — meditation level, 123, 215-18
jiva — life, soul, 36n, 55, 115
jivitindriya — life-faculty, 227-30, 258, 264

kaivalya — isolation, 63

kdma — pleasure, 39, 58

karma — action and its rewards, 13, 16, 29,
53-8, 64, 67, 68-70, 82, 88-9, 91,
120—-1, 15§, 193—4, 2008, 217,
219-24, 229, 232, 239, 2624

khandha (Ske skandha) — category,
aggregate, constituent of personality, 9
andn, 21-2,82,93,97, 112, 114,
118-19,125-6,132-3,134, 157,
167-8, 169—70, 179—80, 216—17, 223,
229,246, 252

khindsava — one whose corruptions are
destroyed, 127

kratu — intention, 58

ksana (Pali khana)/ksanikavada —
moment/momentariness, 226, 233-8,
241-3, 248, 252—3; three
sub-moments (arising, presence,
cessation), 234, 237, 241—2, 258

ksatriya — king, warrior, 34, 51, 52, 155,
260

(a)kusala — (un)wholesome, (bad) good, 90

kutt — cell, hermitage hut, 167, 168

loka — world, sphere, rebirth-plane, 45—9,
53,54, 63,76—7, 214—15

lokiya/lokuttara — worldly/superworldly,
92

mahdyajsid - great sacrifice, §7

manas — mind, 77, 80, 214, 233, 235

matika — lists, schedules, 21—2, 122

moksa — liberation, enlightenment, 13, 29,
39,47, 5273, 63-4,81, 149

nama-rapa — name-and-form, mind and
body, 82, 107, 204, 211-12, 223

nibbana (Skt nirvana) — ‘blowing-out’,
enlightenment, liberation, 1013, 16,
52~3,68,81—4,92, 113, 121, 1223,
125, 135_6’ s, 1647 71,175,
206-8, 216, 220, 24950, 2601,
262—5

nitattha/neyyattha — of literal/indirect
meaning, 154

pabbajja — going forth (from home to
homelessness), 171—2

parica-kdma-gund — five strands of
sense-pleasure, 169—70, 220, 251

patinia — wisdom, insight, 90, 102, 221-2

paparica — imagining, false
conceptualisation, r41-2

paramattha-sacca (Skt paramartha-satya) —
ultimate truth, 19, 71, 147-8, 153-6,
176, 179-82, 199, 263

paticca-samuppada — Dependent
Orgination, 103—10, 203—5

patisandbi(-virifiana) — rebirth-linking(-
CONSCIOUSNESS), 210, 212, 244

peta — ghost, spirit of the dead, 152—3

pitrloka — World of the Fathers, 45-6

prakrti — nature, the material world, 81,
100

prana — breath, 5o, 80

prarthand - religious aspiration, prayer,
150

pubbe-nivasanussati — memory of former
lives, 162—3, 168

pudgala-nairatmya — selflessness of
persons, 124

puggala-vemattata — differences between
persons, 93, 161

punarmrtyu — repeated dying, 46—7

punria — merit, 219

purisalpuggala — person, 71,73, 74~5, 77,
154, 160—5,223

purusa — (cosmic and/or individual) person,
51,55,73,79, 81, 102

puthujjana — ordinary man, 92, 93, 163

rta — cosmic order, law, 41, 54

sabda-brahman — brabman as sound, 105

saddha — confidence, ‘faith’, 89, 129

sakkayaditthi — Personality Belief, 93—4,
101, 132-3, 153

samadhi — concentration, meditation, 9o,
[10-12,221-2

samanabrahmana — ascetics and brahmins,
religieux, 33—4

samatha — tranquillity, r 11

sambhdra — composite, 5§

samkhdra (Skt samskara) — (mental)

" formation, construction, 55, 82, 108,

118~20, 122—-3, 2008, 236

sammuti-sacca (Skt samvrti-satya) —
conventional truth, 19, 71, 147-8,
153—6, 176, 179-82, 199, 263

319



Glossary and index of Pali and Sanskrit terms

samsdra — the round of rebirth, 13, 16, 29,
33,43,47» 63—47 88_97 91, 120—1,
155,164,168, 187-8, 193, 200-8,
213-18, 220, 222, 249—50, 2§9,
262—§

samvattanika-vifiridna — evolving
consciousness, 21§

saninavedayita-nirodha — cessation of
perception and feeling/‘experience’,
142,228,229~30, 245—6

sassatavada — eternalism, 35, 1045,
181—2, 261

sati — mindfulness, 139—42, 173~4

satipatthana — (Four) Foundations of
Mindfulness, 114

satta — (a) being, 132, 154-5

sekba — learner, 92

stla — morality, 90, 111—-12, 221-2

soma — hallucinogenic drink used in Vedic
ritual, 5o, 52

Sudra — lowest of the four varnas, 260

sukrtam/sukrtasya loka — World of (Those
who have acquired) Sacrificial Merit,
45, 46,55, 200

Stnyata — emptiness, 116, 124—7

svabbava — own-being, essence, 124

svargaloka ~ Heavenly World, 45

tapas — asceticism, ascetic power, §1, 81,
84, 235

Tathdgata — ‘thus-gone’, title of a Buddha,
106,131-8, 155§

Theravada — Way of the Elders,
distinguished from and compared to
the Mahbayana tradition, 206, 123-7
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ucchedavada — annihilationism, 3§, 104—5,
181—2

updadana — grasping, attachment, 83, 107,
204, 210

upadi — substrate (of rebirth), 83

upanayana — initiation, 48

upasakalupdsika — male/female lay
follower, 14, 69~70

vaisya — third of the four varnas, 52, 260

vasa — power, control, 97

vifiidna — consciousness, 1034, 200—2,
2045, 213~1I 8, 223—4, 235§

vififdna-sota — stream of consciousness,
257-8

vifindna-tthiti — station(ing) of
consciousness, 213—18

vipassand — insight, 111-12

visuddhi — purity, purification, 11213,
129-30

viveka — seclusion, 167, 171-5

yajamana — patron, client for whom
sacrifice is performed, 42, 61-2, 63

yama/niyama — self-control, 60

yathabhbita-dassana — seeing things as they
really are, 115

yogd — ‘bonds’ of view, 127

yogakkhema — rest from work (synonym
for nibbana), 221

(a)yoniso-manasikara — (lack of) careful
attention, 11819, 138-43

yuga — cosmic aeon, age, 41



General index

action, and its rewards, 13, 16, 29, 53-8,
64,67,68—70,82,88-9,91, 120~1,
155, 193—4, 200—8, 217, 21924, 229,
232,239, 7-67"'4

Aesop’s fables, 17, 152

Agnibotra, 57

Ajita Kesakambali, 36—7

Ajivikas, 35—8

altruism, indistinguishable from
self-interest, 188—gs§

Ames, M, 209

Angirases, 43

annihilationism, 3§, 104—5, 1812

Arnold, SirE., 261

Bachelard, G., 147, 166, 209

Bareau, A., 11

Basham,A. L., 34,37, 38

Bergson, H., 2538

Bhartrhari, 105

Bhattacharya, K., 10

brabman, cosmic spirit, ‘absolute’, 9, 50,
§9—60, 62, 74,76, 81,209, 21§

Brahmanas, 30, 41-64, 79, 81, 149, 200,
214

Brahmin, 32~3, 148, 155, 157, 200, 219,
260

‘breath-doctrine’, 49—50

Buber, M., 166

Buddhaghosa, 22

Buddha-to-be, 151, 194—5

Buddhism (schools other than Theravada),
Madbyamaka, 115,124, 234n;
Mabhasamghika, 22 4; Pudgalavada
(Personalist), 11, 162, 178, 181;
Sarvastivada, 21, 110, 189;
Sautrantika, 21; Vijfianavada, 224,
241, 247, 7-59_60

van Buitenen, J. A. B., 100

Carrithers, M. B,, 112

Carvaka (Lokayata), 38

Chomsky, N., 3

Christ, 97

consciousness, 103—4, 201—2, 204—S5,
213-18, 223—4, 23 §; constructed/
constructive, 20§—8; evolving, 215;

home, 224, 2 §9—60; stationing of,
213—18; stream of, 2§78

constituents of personality, category,
aggregate, 9 and n, 21-2, 82, 93, 97,
112,114,118~19,125—6, 132—3, 134,
157, 167—8, 169—70, 179—80, 216-17,
223,229,246,252

Coomaraswamy, A. K., 9

Coulson, M, 23

Cratylus, 253

death, 467, 50, 244-5

Demieville, P., 190

Dharmapala, A, 14, 24

Douglas, M., 112

Dumont, L., 1, 2, 62, 64, 65, 164, 175,193,
264

Durkheim, E., 6, 20, 43, 48

Edgerton, F., 58

Eliade, M., 166

Eliot, Sir C., 13

enlightened man, saint, 88, 91, 92, 142,
2068

eternalism, 3§, 104—§, 181—2, 261

existence, condition/constituent of, 224,
22§-6,238-49,251-2,258-61, 264

‘fire-doctrine’, so

Frauwallner, E., 10, 11, 49, §1, 108, 147,
202

Freud, S., 166, 243~4, 259, 264

von Fiirer-Haimendorf, C., 31-2

Geertz, C., 2,262, 264

Gellner,E. A., 84

Gombrich, R. F., 18~19, 66, 83, 94n, 150,
1§51

Gonda, J., 45,214

Gramsci, A., 32

Grimm, G., 10

Gunaratna, V. F,, 254

Heesterman, J. C,, 51, 60-1
Heidegger, M., 199
Heraclitus, 225, 248, 252~3
Hume,D., 225, 254-5
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Humphreys, C., 8

‘lam’, conceit of, 945, 96, 1003, 119,
141-2,153, 189,263

imagery, 19—20, 23, 84, 148, 165-76,
185-8, 200, 218-24, 225-6,230-3,
247-61,264-6

‘I-maker’, the utterance ‘I’, 100-3, 263

immortality, non-dying, 42—4, 46

individuality, 74, 132 and n, 148, 156—60,
167, 190, 223, 239; acquisition of,
138,158

Jainism, 33, 37-8, 52

James, W, 87, 112,173,189, 2538
Jataka stories, 17, 67,70, 1§1~2
Joyce, ]J., 253

Kilidasa, 23

Kamasutra, 39

Kant, I, 182, 225

Kathavatthu, 109, 178—-82
Kautilya (Arthasastra), 39

king, warrior, 34, 51, 52, 155, 260

life, 36n, 55, 115; -faculty, 227—30; a full,
44—7; -formations, 227-8

liberation, enlightenment, 13, 29, 39, 47,
§2~3, 63—4, 81, 149; see also nirvana

lives, memory of former, 162—3, 168

Locke, J., 177

Mabhayana Buddhism, 8, 20, 23, 24—6, 106,
110, 116, 1237, 135, 154N, 194

Makkhali Gosila, 35-6

Malalasekera, G. P., 4

Malamoud, C., 63

Mann, T., 262—3

Marriott, McK., 17

Mauss, M, 2, 3

meditaton, 9o, 11115, 122-3, 139—42,
172-3,215—18,221-2

Metteyya Buddha, 16, 151

Mill, J. S., 240

mind, 77, 80, 214, 215,233,235

moment, momentariness, 226, 233-8,
241-3, 248, 252~3; three
sub-moments (arising, presence,
cessation), 234, 237, 241-2, 258

Monier-Williams, Sir M., 13

Nanamoli Thera, 22, 112, 178

Nanajivako Bhikkhu, 254

Nanananda Bhikkhu, 141

nirvana, ‘blowing-out’, enlightenment,
liberation, 10-13, 16, §2-3, 68, 81—4,
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92,113, 121, 122—3, 125, 1356, I§I,
164,171,175, 206—8, 216, 220,
249-50, 260—1, 262~5

non-violence, 139-42

Norman, K. R., 96

not-self, concept introduced, 4-5, 7-12;
doctrine of, 87—143; linguistic form
discussed, 95—6; relationship to
ordinary language use of ‘self’, 70-8;
later scholastic arguments for, 178-82;
self and other(s), 188—95

Nyanaponika Thera, 173, 239

Nyanatiloka Mahathera, 5, 213, 227, 261

Obeyesekere, G., 69
Oldenberg, H., 11, 29

Pakudha Kaccayana, 36

Pali Text Society, 7

Paricatantra, 152

Parfit, D., 177 and n

Personality Belief, 93—4, 101, 132—3, 153

persons, 71,73, 74=5, 77, 154, 160-5,
223; essence of cosmic and/or
individual, 51, 55, 73, 79, 81, 102;
differences between, 93, 161

Pocock,D., 15

Poussin, L. de la Vallée, 15, 108, 193, 202,
211,239

Prajapati, 42, 81

Prajiaparamita, 24, 115, 124

Purana Kassapa, 36

purity, purification, 112—13, 129—30

Radhakrishnan, Sir S., 9

Rihula, W., 4, 106, 192, 252~3, 266
Rbhus, 43

rebirth, see under samsara

Redfield, R., 17

Rhys Davids, C. A.F., 7, 8

Rhys Davids, T. W., 8, 35n, 106, 162
Richardson, D., 253

Robinson, R. H., 192

$amkara, 23

Samkhya-Yoga, 73, 7980, 81, 99, 100,
102,174

samsdra, the round of rebirth, 13, 16, 29,
33,43, 47, 63—4, 88—9, 91, 120-1,
155,164, 168, 187-8, 193, 200-8,
213-18, 220,222, 249-50, 259,
262~5§

Sarvadarsanasamgraha, 38—9

Schweitzer, A., 195n

self, 71—4, 76, 79-81
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selflessness, of persons and of things,
123-7, 1540

Silburn, L., 42, 199, 201

Smart,N.,; 133

Spiro, M. E., 6,16,150,153

Stcherbatsky, T., 11, 234
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