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Foreword

In Buddhist philosophy, the theory of the five aggregates (paricakkhan-
dha) of realities, or real occurrences known as “principles” (dhamma),
is the analysis of what elsewhere is often called the “problem” of matter
and mind. In Buddhism, to separate these would be to produce a
dilemma like the familiar one of “body” and “soul” (are they the same
or different?). But the resolution is different. Whereas the “soul,”
according to Buddhism, is a non-entity and the problem therefore
meaningless, consciousness is as real as matter, The tradition
emphasizes that consciousness is inseparably linked to matter: there can
be no consciousness without a body; although there could be a body
without consciousness, it would not be sentient.

Matter and consciousness are two of the “aggregates”; the other
three link them, or rather show them inseparably bound together ina
living being. These are, to use Boisvert’s translations, “sensation”
(vedana, variously translated as “experience,” “feeling,” etc.), “recog-
nition” (saAfiad or “perception”) and “karmic activities” (sarnkhara,
“forces,” “volition,” etc.). Sensation — being either pleasant, unpleasant
or neutral — can occur only in a body which is conscious. Similarly,
recognition occurs solely when consciousness is aware of sensations. The
karmic activities, sometimes restricted to volition (cefana), were
gradually elaborated to include about fifty principles, from “contact”
(phassa, the combination of a semse organ, its object and
consciousness), energy and greed to understanding, benevolence,
compassion and attention. o

In what are supposed by many to be the earliest Buddhist texts,
the five aggregates are taken for granted, as if pre-Buddhist thought
generally accepted them. Boisvert argues that they are a theory intrinsic
to Buddhism and extracts from the texts the passages needed to explain
them and show that these five, in this order, are required to describe
and understand the process of “transmigration” (or “rebirth”). The
greater part of the book (chaps. 2 to 6) clarifies the nature of the
individual aggregates. “Recognition” has usually been found the most
obscure, to the point of elision in translation. But Boisvert shows that
this aggregate is central to the transmigration process since it links
desire (tanha, “craving’) to sensatlon Release (nibbana) requires that

recognition be rep]aced by understandlng (panifid). The reactions of the
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aggregates with the external world are clarified by their interaction with
each other. The ultimate argument relates the aggregates to conditioned
origination (paticcasamuppada), the essentially Buddhist description of
transmlgratxon Through this ana1y51s the proper sequence of the aggre-
gates is established.

Boisvert has been able to use BUDSIR——the Bangkok Mahidol
University Databank of 1989—to search exhaustively for contexts in Pali
literature. It is to be hoped that he will search further and clarify more
Buddhist terminology.

AK. Warder
Toronto



Abbreviations

References to primary sources are given by the abbreviation of the
source used, followed by a lower-case Roman numeral indicating the
volume number and an Arabic number indicating the page. For
example, a quotation from the third volume of the Dighanikaya, p. 238
would be listed as D. iii, 238.

A
AA,
AbhS.

AbhA.

AbhK.

It.
Ud.
Kvu.

DA.
Dh.
DhA.
Dhs.
DhsA.
Nid.
Net.
Ps.
PsA.
Pug.

Mil.
Ymk.
Vin.
Vbh.

VbhA.

Vsm.

Anguttaranikaya

Anguttaranikaya commentary (Manorathapirant)
Abhidhammattasangaha

Commentary on the Abhidhamma excluding the
Dhammasargani and the Vibhanga (Paricappakara-
natthakatha)

AbhidharmakoSa

Itivuttaka

Udana

Kathavatthu

Thera-Therigatha

Dighanikaya

Dighanikaya commentary (Sumangalavilasini)
Dhammapada

Dhammapada commentary

Dhammasarigani

Dhammasargani commentary (Atthasalini)
Niddesa (Maha)

Nettipakarana

Patisambhidamagga

Patisambhidamagga commentary
Puggalaparriatti

Majjhimanikaya

Majjhimanikaya commentary (Paparicasiidani)
Milindaparihapali

Yamaka

Vinayapitaka

Vibhanga

Vibhanga commentary (Sammohavmodam)
Visuddhimagga
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Introduction

The following study presents a detailed analysis of each of the five
aggregates (paficakkhandhad); its primary intention is to establish how
the Theravada tradition views their interaction. It therefore attempts to
clarify the fundamentals of Buddhist psychology by analyzing one of the
earliest classifications of the conditioned phenomena (sankhata-
dhamma)—the five aggregates—investigating the role that these
aggregates play in the cognitive process and explaining how they chain
us to the wheel of misery. Once the individual meaning of each of the
five aggregates is conceptualized, we try to understand the relation that
exists between each of them. This explains the reason for the
nomenclature of the five aggregates in the specific order found in
canonical literature. Evidence against both Mrs. Rhys Davids’ view that
“the primary reason for the khandha-division was practical ... and not
scientific™* and Th. Stcherbatsky’s opinion that the order in which the
aggregates appear is merely “a gradual progress from coarseness to
subtleness™ is also presented. By demonstrating that the customary
taxonomy hints at a psycho-physical process present in every individual,
I have clarified the significance of the traditional order of the five
aggregates, and this significance is far greater than Stcherbatsky
suggested. By using computer technology,’ I feel that the results of this

1 C.AF. Rhys Davids, trans., Buddhist Psychology: A Buddhist Manual of Psychological
Ethics. A Translation of the Dhammasangani from the Abhidharmapitaka (Delhi:
Oriental Books Reprint Corporation, 1975), p. 55.

2 Th. Stcherbatsky, The Central Conception of Buddhism and the Meaning of the Word
“Dharma” (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970), p. 19.

3 By using a databank containing the whole Pali canon [BUDSIR databank, designed
by Mahidol University, Bangkok, 1989], I was able to make a thorough contextual
analysis of the concept of paricakkhandha and of each of its members. This task was
made possible by the Vipassand Research Institute, Igatpuri, India, who allowed me
to use their databank. Without this tool, I could have never accomplished what I had
set out to do. Using “masks” [a “mask” is used in computerized searches to find
variations on a word or string of characters; for example, searching for “*khandh*”
will find “khandha,” “khandhénam,” “paricakkhandha,” “rapakkhandhassa,” etc.], 1
searched for every occurrence of the word khandha, standing on its own, in whatever
declensions it appeared, or as 2 member of a compound~thus incorporating the
more specific term of paricakkhandha. The same procedure was followed with each
of the five aggregates. Whenever a reference was found, it was stored on disk with

1



2 The Five Aggregates

research are exhaustive in the sense that they take into consideration
the entire Pali canon. These results not only explain the psycho-physical
workings of the individual, but also shed light on the mental process
which, according to the Pali surta (texts known as the discourses of the
Buddha), constitutes the grounds of transmigration.

The aim of this study is not to discover what the Buddha actually
said about the five aggregates, nor what his intended meaning was, for
it is impossible to state with conviction that any particular texts were
spoken by the Buddha himself. Although many scholars have attempted
to offer a chronological classification of various canonical texts, a
consensus has not been reached. For example, H. Saddhatissa claims
that the Suttanipata, a work mainly containing verses, “is one of the
oldest collections of Buddhist discourses in the Pali canon,” while
AK. Warder is of the view that prose texts of the Dighanikiya “are
more authentic in their preservation of the utterances and dialogues of
the Buddha.”® Moreover, it is very likely that advances in linguistics will
raise questions about the originality of Pali texts. A definitive statement
as to the originality of Pali canonical texts does not lie around the
corner! My concern here is not so much with what the Buddha said, but
rather with the position that the Theravada tradition supports. This
school, which has regulated the lives and beliefs of millions of people
for over two millennia, has elaborated an intricate scholastic and
commentarial tradition. Undoubtedly, there is a huge chronological and
geographical gap between the time the Buddha uttered his discourses
(the fifth and sixth centuries B.C.E., in North India), and when they
were written down for the first time (most probably the first century
B.C.E., in Sri Lanka). It is highly probable that either certain elements
present in the “original” canon were “forgotten,” or that passages not

the actual paragraph in which the word occurred. Although many of these references
were repetitions, the amount of data collected was enormous: more than seven
megabytes. I then proceeded to catalogue these passages according to their
implications. Most of the references only defined the five aggregates
(paricakkhandha) as matter (ripa), sensation (vedand), recognition (saifid), karmic
activity (sanikhara) and consciousness (viifiana). Many others simply stated that the
five aggregates—or any of them—are transient, or devoid of “self.” Passages were
then compiled and, through a detailed analysis, I was able to frame a structure that
circumscribed the meaning and the function of each of these aggregates.

4  H. Saddhatissa, trans., The Suttanipata (London: Curzon Press, 1985); note on back
cover. ;

5 AX. Warder, Inrroductigr; to Pali, (l_f_)‘ql:hi‘:";;l\d:o!ilal Banarsidass, 1980), p. viii.
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uttered by the Buddha himself were “remembered.” Another seven
centuries separate the actual writing down of the canon and the
elaboration of most commentaries. Again, this gap offers more grounds
for those arguing that the exegetical literature is not necessarily
consistent with “original” Buddhism. Since “original” Buddhism is a
tradition that we have not yet discovered, we cannot prove whether the
exegetical literature is or is not consistent with the primeval tradition.

We can postulate, however, that since the commentarial tradition
was incorporated within the Theravada tradition itself, the latter must
have insured that the former was consistent with every aspect of its own
theory. The Pali sutta, the abhidhamma (the scholastic literature), and
Buddhaghosa’s commentaries have all'been accepted as integral parts
of the Theravada tradition. Consequently, 1 have assumed that the
Theravada tradition itself must have assured the integrity of a text
before accepting it. This study of the five aggregates will be based on
the whole of the Pali canonical literature, and will refer to the
commentaries whenever certain canonical passages seem unclear. This
book will therefore analyze the five aggregates within the Theravada
tradition as a whole.

According to Buddhist texts, the entire universe, including the
individual, is made up of different phenomena (dhamma). Although all
these phenomena are reduced to transitory entities by the theories of
impermanence (anicca) and selflessness (arnatta), Buddhism classifies
them into different categories in order to explain the conventionally
accepted concept of person. The three concepts of bases (dyatana),
elements (dhat), and aggregates (khandha) constitute different schemes
for classifying the various phenomena. Although the aggregates are
nothing but a “convenient fiction,”® the Buddha nevertheless made
frequent use of the aggregate scheme when asked to explain the

6 In his Buddhist Dictionary, Nyanatiloka emphatically remarked that these five
aggregates “merely form an abstract classification by the Buddha, but that they as
such ... have no existence. [It is];Due 104 lack of understanding ... that the five
Khandhas are often conceived as too compact, too substantial, so to speak, as more
or less permanent entities, whereas in reality, as already stated, they as such, never
exist; and even their representatives have only an evanescent existence” (Nyanatiloka,
Buddhist Dictionary [Colombo: Frewin, 1956] p. 77). These five aggregates are
therefore classified under the heading of comventional truth (sammutisacca or
vohdrasacca) as opposed to “truth in the highest sense” ( paramatthasacca) to which
the theory of dependent origination ( paticcasamuppida) belongs, The Milindapariha
clarifies the distinction between these two levels of truth (Mil. 160).
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elements at work in the individual. According to this scheme, what we
conventionally call a “person”’can”be understood in terms of five
aggregates, the sum of which must not be mistaken for a permanent
entity since beings are nothing but an amalgam of ever-changing
phenomena. According to the Theravada sutta literature, the human
personality is composed solely of the five aggregates,” and to perceive
any of these as the self leads to a particular kind of wrong view known
as “the view that the body is existing [permanently]” (sakkayadit thi).®
If the entire personality is confined within these five aggregates, the
Buddhist theory of perception—and of “misperception” as well—should
become clear through an understanding of their interrelation.

The five aggregates are variously translated as matter or form
(ripa); sensation, emotion or feeling (vedana); recognition or perception
(safina); karmic activity, formation, or force (sarikhdra); and conscious-
ness (vififiana). Nevertheless, I believe that to rely solely on these
standard tramslations is ultimately misleading, primarily because the
concepts that some of these terms represent are heavily loaded with
connotations inapplicable to the textual context in which the actual
Buddhist aggregates were initially defined. For example, the term
vedand can be restricted neither to physical sensations nor to mental
emotions or feelings, since the Pali tradition itself informs us that
vedana can arise both on the body and in the mind.’ Moreover, the
Sarmyuttanikaya  states that one , should “dwell observing the
impermanence of pleasant sensatl n the body,”® thus 1mply1ng
that the term vedand refers not only to an emotional “feeling,” as Mrs.
Rhys Davids has put forward, but also to a physical sensation occurring
on the body. However, other passages such as “all mental objects
culminate (flow) into vedana™' stress the fact that vedand is not a
mere physical element, since it is influenced by mental contents. Yet

7 M., 229

M. i, 130, also M. i, 140-41 and A. ii, 128.

9  As we will see in Chapter 3, the Sahyuttanikaya presents a fivefold classification of
the concept of vedand, where the first two divisions (sukhindriya and dukkhindriya)
refer to pleasant and unpleasant physical vedana, the third and fourth
(somanassindriya and domanassindriya) are pleasant and unpleasant mental vedana,
and finally, the fifth (upekkindriyd) consists of neither pleasant nor unpleasant
physical and mental vedana (S. v, 210).

10 So kaye ca sukhaya ca vedanaya aniccanupassi viharati (S. iv, 211).

11 Vedanasamosarand sabbe dhamma (A. iv, 339).

(e -]
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most scholars adopt a certain translation for vedand without first
clarifying this nuance, thus leading the reader to think that vedana is
solely either physical or mental.

This confusion may be partially due to the fact that Sanskrit and
Pali sources, in most instances, fail to provide descriptive definitions of
the five aggregates, let alone any treatment of their interrelationship. It
is essential, therefore, to establish the deeper meaning of each of these
elements, and then to explain their complex interaction. Since the Pali
literature illustrates these concepts with words of the same etymology,
determining their meaning is more difficult than if they were para-
phrased. For example, the Majjhimanikdya explains the meaning of
vedand thus: “it is called ‘sensation’ because it ‘senses.’”™ This
problem is solved by discerning a definition of each aggregate through
a systematic contextual analysis of every reference found in the
Theravada canon. By amalgamating all the passages where each of the
aggregates is mentioned, I clarify their meanings and their implications
to Buddhist doctrine.

Another problem arising from the study of the aggregate theory
is whether the order of their nomenclature is purely random or has a
certain significance. The fact that the five aggregates are always
presented in the same order throughout Pali literature does not
necessarily imply that anything significant can be deduced from this very
order. The Pali canon was not written down until three or four
centuries after the death of the Buddha and certain mnemonic devices
had to be elaborated to facilitate its memorization. The sequence, then,
may have become standard primarily as a pedagogical means to ease
memorization. As noted above, Rhys Davids and Stcherbatsky wondered
why this particular order was chosen rather than another, and they each
put forward a different explanation. Rhys Davids suggested that the
order of the aggregates was purely practical and not scientific; but she
did not elaborate on what she meant by “practical.” Stcherbatsky, on
the other hand, hypothesized that the order reflects a gradual process
from coarseness to subtlety. While it is true that the order, starting with
“matter” and ending with “consciousness,” seems to reflect this gradual
process, we will see that the “material” aggregate possesses elements
which stand on the same level of subtlety as the “consciousness”

12 Vedeti vedetiti kho avuso, tasma vedqré v,uccan (M. i, 293),
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aggregate.” My intention, however, is not to refute Stcherbatsky’s
argument, but to show that the reason for the particular order of the
aggregates is grounded in something much more important than this

“gradual process.” In fact, I show that there was an underlying reason
for choosing this particular order: the nomenclature of these five
aggregates had to be in total accord with the theory of dependent
origination (paticcasamuppada; literally “arising on the ground of a
preceding cause”). Although the theory of dependent origination is
traditionally approached as the highest truth, and the five aggregates as
conventional truth, I present evidence that these levels of truth are not
merely juxtaposable, but represent different expressions of the same
process.

The paticcasamuppada could very well be considered the
common denominator of all the Buddhist traditions throughout the
world, whether Theravada, Mahayana or Vajrayana. The canonical texts
of the Theravada tradition portray Bhikkhu Sariputta as saying that
“whoever understands the paticcasamuppada understands the teaching
of the Buddha, and whoever understands the teaching of the Buddha
understands the paticcasamuppida.” In the Vajrayana tradition, a
similar view is expressed by the present Dalai Lama who states that the
fundamental precept of Buddhism is this law of dependent
origination.” Regardless of the tradition, we can clearly see the
importance attributed to this theory. The paticcasamuppada seems to
constitute a fundamental tenet of Buddhism, indispensable for realizing
and understanding the lmphcatxons of Buddhist philosophy.

The theory of dependen ngmatlon is usually divided into
twelve links (nidana), each of which conditions the following one. The
order presented below, where one link conditions the next (for example:
“on account of ignorance, karmic activities arise”: avijjapaccaya
sankhard), is traditionally referred to as the “normal” order

13 Such elements are included in the list of secondary material elements (upadaripa) on
p- 39.

14 After this statement, an implicit correlation between the paticcasamuppada and the
five aggregates is established: Yo paticcasamuppadarmn passati so dhammarn passati,

yo dhammam passati so paticcasamuppadarn passatiti. Paticcasamuppanna kho pan’

ime yadidam panicupadanakkhandha. “In fact, the five clinging-aggregates are
dependently-arisen” (M. i, 190-91).

15 Gyatso, Tenzin, Freedom in Exile: The Autobiography of the Dalai Lama (New York:
Harper Collins, 1990), p. 10.
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(anuloma).'® The paticcasamuppada is also often presented in reverse
order (patiloma), which simply indicates that if one link is eradicated,
the next is also eradicated.”

Table 1

The Twelve Links of the Chain of Dependent Origination

R ol e

.

10.
11.
12,

Ignorance
Karmic activities
Consciousness
Mind and matter
Six sense-doors
Contact
Sensation
Craving

Clinging
Becoming

Birth

Old age, death,; ...

(avijja)
(sankhara)
(vifiiiana)
(namaripa)
(salayatana)
(phassa)
(vedana)
(tanha)
(upadana)
(bhava)
(jati)
(jaramarana, ... )

The chain of dependent origination is often approached as a
causal theory. We usually speak of causality when we say “there being
this, there appears that.” Yet we have to stress that a substantial cause
from which the effect was generated cannot be deduced from the

paticcasamuppada. As Stcherbatsky remarked:

In this sense the logical law of Causation is the reverse of the real
law of Causation. A cause is not a reason. The cause is not a
sufficient reason for predicating (or predicting) the effect. But the
effect is a sufficient reason for affirming apodictically the
preceding existence of its cause.'

16 Literally [combing] “in the direction of the hair.”

17 The usual wording of this reverse order would run thus: “From the thorough
eradication of ignorance, karmic activities are eradicated.” Avijaya tveva
asesaviraganirodha sarikharanirodho.

18 Th. Stcherbatsky, Buddhist Logic (New York: Dover Publications, 1962), 1:311.
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Each of the links of the chain of dependent origination is, therefore,
necessary for the emergence of the next element; yet none can definitely
be perceived as a cause sufficient to engender the following link.

Since this complex chain of causation is always said to give rise
to suffering,” the deactivation of any of the twelve links is bound to
break the causal process and to eliminate suffering. According to the
Pali canon, both the chain of dependent origination and the five
aggregates are responsible for suffering (dukkha). The Buddha stated
repeatedly that the root of all suffering lies in the five clinging-
aggregates,”” which represent the psycho-physical constituents of the
individual. This is further evidenced by the Mahavagga of the Arguttara-
nikaya,” where an intimate relation between the five aggregates and
the theory of dependent origination is established.”? In this specific
discourse, a description of the four noble truths is offered in terms of
the paticcasamuppada. Therein, the first noble truth follows the
standard canonical rendering and ends with the following phrase: “in
short, the five clinging-aggregates are suffering,”® Yet the description
of the two following truths does not comply with the paradigmatic
rendition. Instead, they are depicted in terms of the theory of
dependent origination. The noble truth concerned with the arising of
suffering is simply explained by the paticcasamuppdda in normal order,
while the noble truth of cessation of suffering is defined by the paticca-
samuppdda in reverse -order. kl; s clear, then, that the paticca-
samuppada, tradmonally seen as an explanatnon for the arising and the
eradication of suffermg, is intimately related to the theory of the five
aggregates.

The paticcasamuppdda is a theory that establishes the
connectedness of all the phenomena. Since it deals with all the
phenomena of existence, it becomes evident that the different schemes

19 “This [the paticcasamuppada) is the origin of the entire mass of suffering.” Evam
etassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.

20 The “clinging-aggregates” (upddﬁndkkhdndh&) are basically the same as the “five
aggregates” except that the former are responsible for binding the individual to the
cycle of birth, death and rebirth (sarsara). I shed more light on the nuances between
the two concepts on p. 20 and following).

21 A.i, 176-77.

22 Etenne Lamotte has already noted this relation (Etienne Lamotte, “Conditioned Co-
Production and Supreme Enlightenment,” in O.H. de A. Wijesekera, ed., Buddhist
Studies in Honour of Walpola Rahula [London: Gordon Fraser, 1980}, p. 119).

23 ... sarikhittena paric'upadanakkhandha dukkha (A. i, 177).
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used to classify them can be traced within the paticcasamuppada itself,
The five aggregates are merely a classification of the various
phenomena of existence, and this taxonomy ought to be applicable to
the paticcasamuppada as well. I therefore offer evidence supporting the
correlation between the five aggregates and the links of the chain of
dependent origination; the establishment of such a relationship will
clarify the meaningfulness of the traditional nomenclature of the five
aggregates.

The Theravada tradition holds that certain links of the chain of
causation are limited either to the past, present or future. In other
words, as exemplified in Table 2, different links constitute different
temporal divisions.” Although this chronological division is not
expressed explicitly in the Pali canonical literature itself, it is supported
by Anuruddha,” and is taken for granted by the tradition.”® What is
unclear, however, is the reason for clear delineation and theoretical
distinction among these three divisions. Since the past is nothing but the
aging of the present, and the present the actualization of the future,
each temporal division has to be seen as the paraphrasing of, or a
different perspective on, the two other divisions. Furthermore, Etienne
Lamotte, commenting on a diagram similar to the one below, stressed
that “Le tableau dressé ici se refere a un groupe de trois existences
découpé [sic] artificiellement dans la suite infinie des existences
s'intégrant dans un Sarisdra qui n’a pas eu de commencement.”
Since these divisions are merely arbitrary, the links of the
paticcasamuppada that were classified under a certain time period could
have been easily classified under another. What comes under “past”
could have been under “future” or “present,” and vice versa. Therefore,
it becomes evident that elements belonging to a specific time period
represent a process similar to the one reflected by the elements

24 Tattha tayo addha ... Katham? Avijja sarmkhard atito addha jati-jaré-maranam anagato
addha majjhe attha paccuppanno addha ti tayo addha. Anuruddha, “Abhidhamma-
tthasangaha” (J.P.T.S., 1884, 1-46), p. 36. “There are three periods. Ignorance and
karmic activities belong to the past; birth, old-age and death belong to the future and
the middle eight [links] belong to the present.”

25 As Mrs. Rhys Davids pointed out in her revised edition of Shwe Zan Aung’s
translation of the Abhidhammatthasarigaha (Shwe Zan Aung, trans., Compendium of
Philosophy: Abhidhammatthasarigaha [London: P.T.S., 1967], p. 189, n. 4).

26 See Nyanatiloka, Buddhist Dictionary, p. 120.

27 Etienne Lamotte, Histoire du bouddhisme, indien: des origines a l'ére Saka (Louvain:
Institut Orientaliste, 1967), p. 43. =
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belonging to another. Ignorance and karmic activities operate on the
same principles as birth and old-ageiand death, and as the eight middle
links. The physical and psychological elements at work in the individual
remain the same whether in the past, present or future. Stated
differently, the theory of dependent origination could run thus: within
one lifespan (links 11-12; birth and old age and death), one keeps
generating karmic activities (link 2) because of ignorance (link 1), and
this generation of karmic activities due to ignorance is more easily
understandable by examining the process described by the eight middle
links.

Table 2
The Three Temporal Divisions of the Paticcasamuppada

Past Avijja (Ignorance)

Sarkhdra (Karmic activities)

D=

Vifiriana (Consciousness)
Namariapa (Mind & Matter)
Salayatana (Six sense-doors)
Phassa (Contact)

Vedana (Sensation)

Tanha (Craving)

Upadarm {Clinging)

O Bhava (Becoming)

Present

BO®wNa s w

Future 11. Jau (Birth; Rebirth)
12. Jaramarana (Old age and death)

Equally striking is that the division of the chain of causation into
three time periods implies the presence of the five aggregates in each
of these periods, for individuals (themselves composed of the five
aggregates) must experience this process within each of the periods.”

28 This perspective was already put forward by Vasubandhu in his Abhidharmakosa: Ya -
esa skandhasantano janmatrayavaestha upadistah | sa pratityasamutpado dvadasarigas
trikandakah | parvaparantayor dve dve madhye ’s tau paripirinah || (AbhK. i, 20).
Louis de La Vallée Poussin has translated this passage as follows: “Cette séric de
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Although the interrelation between the temporal divisions and the
working of the aggregates within each of the divisions could be
demonstrated, my research has focussed on the middle division (i.e.,
links three to ten), for it is the most detailed temporal division and the
one wherein the process is most readily observable. Through this study,
I am able to clearly establish the correlation between Buddhist
soteriology and psychology, depicted respectively by the paticca-
samuppada and the five aggregates. By correlating some of the links of
the chain of dependent origination with the five aggregates, it becomes
clear that these links share the same order as the traditional
nomenclature of the five aggregates, and that the latter fulfill the same
function as the links of the paticcasamuppada.

No attempt has ever been made before to explicitly connect both
doctrines, and to state which links of the theory of dependent
origination refer to which partlcular aggregate. In fact, scholarly
research on the five aggregates in general is almost nonexistent.?
Although many works have been published on Buddhist psychology,
very few deal with the Theravada tradition. While the mental process,
in terms of the five aggregates, is a key aspect of Buddhism, it has never
been thoroughly analyzed, nmor been given more than the slightest
academic attention. Most works on Buddhism enumerate the five
aggregates and only offer a short description for each of them. David
Kalupahana only devotes four continuous pages to the discussion of the
five aggregates in his treatise entitled The Principles of Buddhist Psycho-
logy. Etienne Lamotte (Histoire du bouddhisme indien), A.K. Warder
(Indian Buddhism), Steven Collins (Selfless Persons) and E.R.

skandhas que mnous avons vu se développer dans trois existences, c'est le
Pratityasamutpada qui a douze membres en trois parties, deux pour la premiére, deux
pour la troisi®me, huit pour celle du milieu” (Louis de La Vallée Poussin,

L’Abhidharmakosa de Vasubandhu [Bruxelles: Institut Belge des Hautes Etudes
Chinoises, 1980], 2:60-61).

29 Beside H.V. Guenther’s Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma (Delhi: Motilal
Barnarsidass, 1974); Ecstatic Spontaneity (Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1993);
and Wholeness Lost and Wholeness Regained (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1994); E.R. Sarathchandra’s Buddhist Theory of Perception (Colombo: Ceylon
University Press, 1958); Anagarika Govinda’s The Psychological Attitude of Early
Buddhist Philosophy (London: Ridér and Company, 1961); R.N. Reat, Ongins of
Indian Psychology (Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1990); and the first part of
David Kalupahana's The Principles of Buddhist Psychology (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1987), the literature dealing with this precise subject is virtually
non-existent.
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Sarathchandra (Buddhist Theory of Perception) only mention them in
passing. For example, Lamotte only explains succinctly the transitory
and selfless character of these five aggregates without even trying to
explain the role they fulfill® The most extensive studies on the five
aggregates so far are those of Bhikkhu Bodhi,* Jui-Liang Chang®
and Rupert M: Gethin.** However none of these articles contains a
rigorous examination of the nature and interrelation of each of the
aggregates. Most of Gethin’s and Bodhi’s articles are devoted to the
relation between the aggregates and: the four noble truths and the
difference between khandha and upadanakkhandha, whereas Jui-Liang
Chang is primarily concerned with correlating the concepts of khandha,
bases (ayatana) and elements (dharu). This absence constitutes a gaping
hole in the field of Buddhist studies, for although the five aggregates
are seen as responsible for the arising of suffering, no academic
research has established how the function of each of these aggregates
chains beings to the cycle of birth, death and rebirth. I am convinced
that without a thorough understanding of the five aggregates, we cannot
grasp the liberation process at work within the individual, who is, after
all, nothing but an amalgam of the five aggregates.

The first step, before proceeding to establish the function of each
of the five aggregates, is to clarify what is meant by the Pali concept of
khandha and to describe the connotations of this concept at the time of
the Buddha. The first chapter therefore focusses on explaining the
concept of khandha itself and on contextualizing this conception within
the wider Indian and Buddhist frameworks. It also clarifies the
distinction between the “five clinging-aggregates” (paficupadana-
kkhandha) and the “bare” five aggregates (paficakkhandha). The five
following chapters discuss each of the aggregates and hint at the place
they could occupy among the eight middle links of the paticca-
samuppada. 1 follow the traditional order of nomenclature, starting with
matter (riipa) and ending with cpnsc;ousness (vififiana), for my intention
is also to show that this particular order reflects the eight middle links

30 Lamotte, Histoire du bouddhisme indien, p. 30.

31 Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Khandha and Upadanakkhandha,” Pali Buddhist Review 1(1) (1976):
91-102.

32 “An Analytic Study on Three Concepts of ‘Skandha,’ ‘Ayatana’ and ‘Dhatu’”
[Chinese: Che hs[eJueh lun p(v]ing] (Philosophical Review 8 [January 1975]: 107-21).

33 “The Five Khandhas: Their Theatment [sic] in the Nikayas and Early Abhidhamma,”
Joumal of Indian Philosophy 52 (1986): 35-53.
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of the paticcasamuppdda. In order to arrive at a clear and precise
definition of each of the aggregates in these five chapters, I will first
analyze the etymology of the terms and study the canonical references
that shed light on their function. The seventh chapter is threefold. It
first establishes a correlation between the five aggregates and the
paticcasamuppada. This correlation is then used as an argument to
contest the theory that the traditional nomenclature of the five
aggregates is purely random. The implication of these findings is finally
briefly analyzed in light of the process involved in traditional Theravada
meditation (vipassana).
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Chapter 1
The Concept of Khandha

Buddhism differs from other religions in that no room is allotted for an
ultimate reality corresponding to the concept of “self.” Most Buddhist
traditions view the entire universe (and the individual as well) as
composed of different, irreducible phenomena (dhamma). Although
these phenomena serve as a common denominator for different
Buddhist doctrines, their number and classification vary from one school
to another. Nevertheless, most schools have elaborated numerous
approaches for the purpose of analyzing reality. One of these consists
of the division of these elements into two categories: conditioned
(sankhata) and unconditioned (asarikhata). The larger conditioned
category refers to all conditioned (that is, having a beginning and an
end) phenomena of existence. The Anguttaranikdya describes the
conditioned phenomena as possessing three characteristics: arising,
passing away, and impermanence;' while the unconditioned phenomena
are referred to as causeless>—this being defined as nibbana.® The
Theravadins and the Sarvastivadins differ as to the constituents of the
unconditioned-group; the former allows only nibbana in this category,*
while the latter considers space (gkasa) and two kinds of nibbana ( prati-
sarikhyanirodha and apratisarkhyanirodha®) as unoriginated principles.
The phenomena in the major group, generally known as the
conditioned-group, are responsible for elation and depression® because
they inherently lead to an inaccurate perception of reality. This group

1 A 152

2 Katame dhamma asarikhata? Yo eva so dhammo appaccayo—so eva so dhammo
asankhato (Dhs. 193).

3 Katame dhamma asarikhata? Nibbanarm—ime dhamma asarikhata (Dhs. 244).

4  Lamotte, Histoire du bouddhisme indien, p. 675.

5  This first type of nibbana refers to the eradication through wisdom of already existing
defilements, while the second type refers to the obstruction through meditation
(dhyana) of any future defilements.

6 M. iii, 299.

115 b
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is further classified into five aggregates:” ripa (matter), vedana
(sensation), sanfia (recognition), sarikhara (karmic activities) and

vififidna (consciousness)—which alone stand as the constituents of the
individual.

Etymology of the Term Khandha

The term khandha (or its Sanskrit equivalent, skandha) was already
used in pre-Buddhist and pre-Upanisadic literature. One of the oldest
Indian treatises on semantics and etymology, the Nirukta, holds that the
general meaning of skandha in the Veda is restricted to “the branches
of a tree” since they “are attached to the tree.”® It is interesting to note
that the word “trunk,” which stands for the union of all the branches of
the tree, is one of the connotations of the Pali term khandha as well.’
The author of the Nirukta also alludes to a secondary meaning, viz.
“shoulder,” which is derived from the same root (skandh = “to be
attached”), and is used in this peculiar sense because the shoulder “is
attached to the body.”® We find a similar usage in the Pali canon: the
Samyuttanikaya and the Visuddhimagga use the word khandha to
designate shoulder."! Some later pre-Buddhist texts, such as the
Chandogya Upanisad, use the word skandha in the sense of “branches”
referring to the three branches of duty: trayo dharmaskandhdh yajhiah

7  Sarkhatari rapam sankhatarripan ti yathabhitarn na pajanati. Sanikhatarin vedanam.
Sankhatarhsarifiam. Sankhate sankhdre, Sankhatam vififianam sankhatarvifinananti
yathabhitari na pajanati (S. iii, 114).

8  Skandho vrksasya samaskanno bhavati. Ayamapitaraskandha etasmédeva. Askannari
kdyo (Lak$éman Sarup, ed. and trans., The Nighantu and the Nirukta: The Oldest
Indian Treatise on Etymology, Philology and Semantics: by Yaksa [Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1977], vi 18).

9 S.i,207 D.ii, 171-172; Sn. 282, etc.

10 Skandho vrksasya samaskanno bhavati. Athamapitaraskandha itasmad eva. Askannarn
kaye. Ahih Sayataupaparcanah prthivyah (Sarup, ed. and trans., The Nighantu and the
Nirukta, vi, 18).

11 Atha kho maro papima kassaka-vannam abhinimminitva mahantam narigalam khandhe
karitva. ... “So Mara the evil one, taking the shape of a farmer, bearing a mighty
plough on his shoulder” (8. i, 115). Tasma pathaman sisam makkhetva khandhadini
makkhetabbani. “Therefore, having first anointed the head, he should anoint the
shoulders,” etc. (Vsm. 100).
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adhyayanam danam." In contrast, the Maitri Upanisad uses the term
skandha in the sense of a “mass” of smoke.” A similar usage of the
word is found in the Pali canon: the sutta also use the word khandha to
refer to a “mass” of fire and of water (aggikkhandha and udakakkhan-
dha)."* This usage is widespread in Pali literature, for we find constant
references to the “mass of suffering” (dukkhakkhandha).

The word khandha is also used in Theravada literature to refer
to the concept of “division,” in the sense of a variety of constituent
groups. The Dighanikaya, for example, alludes to four khandha: morality
(sila), concentration (samadhi), wisdom (parifid) and release (vimutti)."®
The same source mentjons another association of three khandha which
corresponds to the previous grouping less release.”

In both pre-Buddhist and Buddhist literature, the number of
meanings associated with the term khandha is striking. However, the
most important usage of the term in Pali canonical literature is in the
sense of the paricakkhandha, “the five aggregates.” The importance of
this meaning is evidenced by the fact that Nyanatiloka’s Buddhist
Dictionary provides only the definition referring to the five
aggregates.'® It also must be stressed that this particular definition of
the term is non-existent in currently available pre-Buddhist literature,
whether Upanisadic or Vedic.

The Five Aggregates and the Dhammacakkappavattanasutta

The number of appearances of the term paricakkhandhdé in the sutta and
the fact that the five aggregates are discussed in the first discourse of

12 “There are three branches of duty. The first is sacrifice, study of the Vedas and alms-
giving. The second is austerity. The third is a ‘student of dharma’ (brahmacarin)
dwelling in the house of a teacher, settling himself permanently in the house of a
teacher.” Trayo dharmaskandha yajiiodhyayanarn danamiti prathamah, tapa eko
dvitiyah, brahmacaryéacaryakulavasi trtiyotyantamatmanamacaryakulevasadayan
(Siromani Uttamur T. Viraraghavacharya, ed., Chandogyopanishadbhashya [Tirupati:
Sri Venkatesvara Oriental Institute, 1952], ii, 23).

13 J.A.B. Buitenen, trans., Maitrayaniya Upanisad: A Critical Essay. With Text, Translation
and Commentary (The Hague: Mouton, 1962), vii, 11.

14 Respectively, M. ii, 34 and S. iv, 179.

15 Vin. i, 1; S. ii, 95; S. iii, 14; A. 1, 77; A. v, 184; etc.

16 D. iii, 229.

17 D. i, 206.

18 Nyanatiloka, Buddhist Dictionary, pp. 76-80.
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the Buddha—the Dhammacakkappavattanasutta—would indicate their
intrinsic Buddhist character. A careful reading of the Buddha’s first
discourse, however, casts some doubt on this assumption. Before
preaching his first sermon, the Buddha’s doctrine was unfathomable to
people of that day and age. Yet he only briefly referred to the pasica-
kkhandha in that discourse. This implies that their intricate connotations
were already understood by those to whom the discourse was addressed.
For example, in summarizing the various reasons for unhappiness, the
Buddha concluded “in brief, the five clinging-aggregates lead to
suffering,”® without elaborating on the term paficakkhandhd any
further. Neither of the two texts that contain commentaries on the
Dhammacakkappavattanasutta, the Saratthappakasini or the Samanta-
pasadika, shed light on this matter. Therefore, the term paricupadana-
kkhandha (basically endowed with the same connotation as pafica-
kkhandha as we will soon see) seems to have been a term in current
use.

The absence of a definition of the Buddhist sense of the word
khandha in pre-Buddhist literature leads us to three possible hypo-
theses: (1) the term existed then but was not recorded in the pre-
Buddhist phllosophlcal treatises available to us (or might have been
incorporated in some of the Ajivaka speculative works, sources which
have not yet been discovered, if they exist); (2) the word khandha might
have been a philosophical innovation introduced by the Buddha but, for
literary reasons, the compilers of: thg Pah canon decided not to include
the detailed explanation of the term in the Dhammacakkappavattana-
sutta even though the Buddha might have explained it then; or (3) the
Dhammacakkappavattanasutta was not composed at the beginning of the
Buddha’s ministry, but later in his career (or even after his death) when
the Buddhist meaning of the term paricakkhandha had been established
and was familiar to those within the tradition. The hypothesis that a
well-developed doctrine was projected back into an earlier time to gain
special authority is quite popular- among Western scholars. It is also
possible, however, that the abundant references to the term found in
later discourses might have prompted the compilers to suppress its
explanation here, so as to shape the first discourse of the Buddha into
a concise and thorough summary of the entire doctrine.

Initially, the first hypothesis seems the most plausible, since a
forerunner of the Buddhist khandha is found in early Brahmana and

19 Sankhittena paficapadanakkhandha dukkha (S. v, 421).
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Upanisad, where five factors also compose the major divisions of the
individual. The Tuittiriya Upanisad® elaborates a division of the
individual (purusah) into five different selves (a@tma)—the self made of
food (annarasamayah), the self made of organic activities (atmaprana-
mayah), the self made of the mind (#tmamanomayah), the self made of
cognition (a/mavijfidnamayah), and the self made of bliss (d@tmananda-
mayah)—all of which are relatively similar to the five Pali khandha. The
rupakkhandha could correspond to the “self made of food” since the
Dighanikaya describes ritpa as “being made of the four great elements
which consist of gross food.”® The safifiGkkhandha and the vififiana-
kkhandha could respectively be associated with the self made of mind
and the self made of consciousness. The sarnkhdarakkhandha, as
K. N. Jayatilleke bas pointed out,” could also be related to the self
made of organic activities since the sankharakkhandha is described in
the Majjhimanikaya as including the “in and out breathing,”” while the
self made of organic activities resembles the Upanisadic meaning of
prana, the vital breath® Only vedanakkhandha and the self made of
bliss seem not to correspond. As with the Buddhist paricakkhandha,
these five Upanisadic factors are united only during one’s lifespan; at
the moment of death, they separate.” Stressing the similarity between
the Buddhist and Upanisadic interpretation of the components of the
individual, Stcherbatsky said,

This difference [between the Buddhist and Upanisadic aggregates]
bears witness of the enormous progress achieved by Indian
philosophy during the time between the primitive Upanisads and
the rise of Buddhism. In the Buddhist system we have a division
of mental faculties into feeling [vedana], concept [safiria], will
[sankhara] and pure sensation [vifiidna], in which modern

20 Swami Gambhirinanda, trans, Eight Upanisads; With the Commentary of
Sankharicarya (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1986), 1:223-397.

21 Titth’ atevayarn Potthapada oléariko attéd ripi catummahabhiitiko kabalinikarahara-
bhakicho (D. i, 186).

22 K.N.Jayatilleke, The Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1980), p. 221.

23 Assasapassasa ... kayasankharo (M. i, 301).

24 Brihadaranyaka Upanisad 3.9.26; Katha Upanisad, 2.2.5. Extracted from R.E.
Robert Ernest, trans., The Thirteen Principal Upanishads (Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1985). ‘ )

25 Th. Stcherbatsky, The Central Concgpﬁbn;;éﬁﬁuddhism and the Meaning of the Word
“Dharma” (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970), p. 61.
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psychology would not have much to change. In the Upanisads it
is a very primitive attempt, glvmg breath, speech, sense of vision,
sense of audition and intelléct as’elements. But one point of
similarity remains: the last, and evidently, the most important
element is in both cases manas. The macrocosm, or the Universal
Soul, is likewise analyzed by the Upanisads into five component
elements. In the number of the Buddhist skandha and in the
position of manas (= vijiana) among them we probably have the
survival of an old tradition.”

As Stcherbatsky suggested, the term paficakkhandha might have been
either a synonym for, or a popular term referring to, these five
brahmanic factors. Yet the context in which paricakkhandha is used in
the Dhammacakkappavattanasutta implies connotations such as
impermanence and no-self, both of which are incongruent with the
brahmanic tradition. If the concept of khandha had been one referring
to the earlier brahmanic division of the personality, the Buddha would
not have attached so much importance to the difference in meaning
implied by his own use of the term. This leads us to consider the second
and third hypotheses as more probable—namely, that the Buddhist
meaning attributed to khandha represented an innovation in Indian
philosophy. It is impossible, however, to ascertain whether the
Dhammacakkappavattanasutta originally included a detailed discussion
on the paricakkhandha, subsequently suppressed for literary reasons, or
whether the concept of pancakkhandha was later included in the first
discourse of the Buddha. But we-do:have sufficient grounds to assert
that the term paricakkhandha is a philosophical innovation on the part
of the Buddhists.

Paiicakkhandha and Pasicupadanakkhandha

So far, the terms paficakkhandha and paficupadanakkhandha have been
used almost interchangeably. The only, but crucial, difference between
these two forms of aggregates is that the group of the paricupadana-
kkhandha is potentially subject to biases (@sava) and clinging (upadana),
while the other is not. With regard to clarifying the meaning and the
interrelation of the paficakkhandha by establishing a correlation with the
theory of dependent origination, only a study of the paficupadana-
kkhandha would be relevant;, those khandha not involved in the

26 Stcherbatsky, Central Conception of Buddhism, p. 61.
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multiplication of misery and the binding to the wheel of birth and
rebirth are not related to the paticcasamuppada. Yet this study focusses
on both the paficakkhandha and the paricupadanakkhandha, for the
simple reason that our primary goal is to establish the function and
clarify the interrelation between each of the aggregates. Since the
aggregates of one group function in exactly the same manner as those
of the other group—with the slight nuance that aggregates of the paric-
upadanakkhandhd-group are still objects of clinging—this comprehen-
sive approach is the most appropriate to achieve our aim.

The distinction, however, between the two sets of khandha ought
to be clarified. The Atthasalini explains the word ddana (parnica +
upa + adana + khandha) by suggesting that it means “to catch hold of
strongly,” and that its prefix upa merely adds an emphasis, just as in the
words despair (updyasa) and denounced (upakkuf tha).”’ The Khandha-
sutta of the Saryuttanikaya explicitly defines these two sets of
“aggregates” without, however, comparing them:

And what, monks, are the five aggregates? Whatever matter,
sensation, recognition, karmic activities, and consciousness, be it
past, present, or future, internal or external, gross or subtle,
inferior or superior, far or near, these are called matter,
sensation, recognition, karmic activities and consciousness
aggregates. ... And what, monks, are the five clinging-aggregates?
Whatever matter, sensation, recognition, karmic activities, and
consciousness, be it past, present, or future, internal or external,
gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near, that are subject
to cankers [dsava: biases), subject to clinging, these are called
matter, sensation, rccognition, karmic activities and consciousness
“clinging-aggregates.?

27 Upadanan ti dalhagahanar, dalhattho hi ettha upasaddo upayasa-upakkut thadisu viya
(Dhs. 385).

28 Yam kirici bhikkhave rapam (vedand, safifia, sanikhara, vififianam) atitanagatapaccu-
ppannari ajjhattarn va bahiddha va olarikari va sukhumam va hinam va panitam va
yar ditre santike va ayar vuccati ripakkhandho—vedanakkhandha, safifiakkhandha,
sarikharakkhandha, vifiianakkhandha.;..\Yam kifici bhikkhave rapam (vedana, sariria,
sarikhara, viffidnam) atitandagatapaccuppannarm ajjhattam va bahiddha va olarikam va
sukhumam va hinam va panitarh va yarh diire santike va sasavam upadaniyarm, ayari
vuccati  ripupadanakkhandho—vedanupédanakkhandha, — saifupadanakkhandha,
sankharupadanakkhandha, viifidnupédanakkhandha (S. iii, 47-48).
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In his article “Khandha and upadanakkhandha,” Bhikkhu Bodhi points
out that “the fact that a differentiation is drawn between the two sets
with the phrase sdsava upadaniya implies that a genuine difference in
range does exist: that there are, in other words, aggregates of each sort
which are andsava anupadaniya.”” This implies that certain aggregates
are neither subject to biases (@sava) nor clinging (upadana). 1 will
borrow Bodhi’s expression and refer to this particular set of aggregates
as “the bare aggregates.” Bodhi also points out that, since each of these
paficupddanakkhandhda is either -an-‘individual instance of matter,
sensation, recognition, karmic activities or consciousness, we can
postulate that they are all included among the pasicakkhandha
themselves.*® For example, any matter (ripa) belonging to the paricu-
padanakkhandha automatically belongs to the paricakkhandha. Pafica-
kkhandha is therefore a generic term that includes both the paficupa-
danakkhandha and the “bare aggregates,” those aggregates which are
not subject to clinging.

The word paficupadanakihandha is often translated as the
“clinging aggregates,” in the sense of “the aggregates that are clinging.”
However, according to the surta literature, “clinging” can be divided
into four categories: “clinging to sensual pleasures, clinging to wrong
views, clinging to rites and rituals, and clinging to the theory of self.”*!
In fact, “clinging to sensual pleasures” is classified under the mental
factor of greed (lobha), and the three other forms of clinging under the
mental factor of wrong views (dif thi);** and both these mental factors
belong exclusively to the sankharakkhandha. Accordingly, we cannot
possibly state that all the five aggregates are “clinging,” for only the
sankharakkhandha is directly responsible for this activity. Therefore, this
translation of padicupadanakkhandha as “the aggregates that are
clinging” is misleading.

29 Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Khandha and Upadanakkhandha;” Pali Buddhist Review 1(1) (1976):
94. Note that the hyphenated spelling of “clinging-aggregates” is used to refer to the
paficupadanakkhandha since it leaves the expression in its original compounded form;
whereas “clinging aggregates” is used to express a specific interpretation
(karmadharaya) of the compound which would then mean the “aggregates that are
clinging.”

30 Bodhi, “Khandha and Upadanakkhandha,” p. 94.

31 Cattaro 'me avuse upadiana: kiamupadanarn ditthupadanam silabbatupadanarn
attavadupadanarn (M. i, 51; also at M. i, 66; D. ii, 58, iii, 230; S. ii, 3).

32 Dhs. 212-13.
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A more accurate translation of the term paricupadanakkhandha
would be “the five aggregates which are the object of clinging.” Since,
by definition, a totally liberated person (an arahant or a buddha) does
not generate any form of clinging, we could say that by extension this
definition of the paficupadanakkhandhda indirectly associates the five
“clinging-aggregates” with the ordinary people (puthujjana) caught up
in the wheel of samsdra, and the five “bare aggregates” with those who
have escaped the cycle of birth and rebirth and have attained
enlightenment. It is important to stress that these totally liberated
“persons” generate neither craving nor aversion.

It would seem, therefore, that the concept of paficupidana-
kkhandha would not apply to liberated persoms since none of. their
aggregates can possibly be the object of their own clinging which is, in
theory, non-existent. In defining the five clinging-aggregates as those
“that a person clings to as his personality,”® David Kalupahana
supports this theory. By definition, upon realizing the state of stream-
entry (sotapanna), one eradicates all'the different types of “personality
beliefs” (sakkayadit thi) and no longer perceives the aggregates as one’s
own self. According to this reasoning, enlightened persons who are alive
on this mundane plane are not characterized by the five clinging-
aggregates (paficupadanakkhandha), but rather by the “bare aggregates”
which are beyond biases and clinging, and are not perceived as “one’s
own.”

It would be wrong, however, to establish a parallel between the
five “bare aggregates” and the aggregates of arahant and buddhas, as
the Samyuttanikaya explicitly denies any such correlation:

An arghant, friend Kotthita, should examine these five clinging-
aggregates with method as being impermanent, suffering, sick, as
a swelling, as a dart, as ill-health, as alien, transitory, void and
selfless. For the arahant, friend, there is nothing further to be
done, nor is there return to upheaving of what is done.
Nevertheless, these things, if practised and enlarged, conduce to
a happy state [dit thadhammasukhavxhara] and to mindfulness and
thorough understanding.**

33 David J. Kalupahana, The Principles of Buddhist Psychology (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1987), p. 17. )

34 Arahata pi kho avuso Kot thita ime. pancuvadanakkhandhe aniccato dulkhato rogato
gandato sallato aghato abadhato parato palokato sanfiato anattato yoniso manasi
kattabba. Natthi khvavuso arahato uttarikaraniyarin katassa va paticcayo. Api ca kho
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This passage states that even arshant possess the five “clinging-
aggregates” although, by definition, they do not generate clinging nor
do they entertain any form of “personality beliefs.” It therefore
contradicts Kalupahana’s definition of the clinging-aggregates as those
to which an individual clings as one’s own personality.

Where, then, can we find these “bare aggregates”? In his article,
Bodhi suggests that the “bare aggregates” can be found only in “the
happy state” (ditthadhammasukhavihdra), which he interprets as the
“fruit of arahantship in which the world disappears and Nibbana
remains.”® As with many Pali words, the term dit thadhammasukha-
vihdra has several shades-of meaning. Literally, it simply means “abiding
in bliss owing to the dhamma being observed,” yet it is often translated
as “a pleasant abiding here and now.” In the Devadaha Sutta of the
Saryuttanikaya, for example, it seems extremely difficult to read
anythmg more into the term than this peaceful abiding. But elsewhere,
it is clearly used to refer to the absorptions (jhdna) themselves,
well as to the attainment of the fruits of arahantship (arahattaphala-
samapatti).”’ In private correspondence, Bhikkhu Bodhi explained that
the correlation between dif thadhammasukhavihara and the arahatta-
phalasamapatti is supported by the fact that “insight” into the
aggregates as impermanent, suffering, etc. is not required for entermg
into the absorptlons while it does lead to the attainment of fruition.”®
Therefore, in this particular context, Bhikkhu Bodhi’s interpretation of
dit thadhammasukhavihara as the fruits of arahantship seems
convincing, especially since the Visuddhimagga itself states that noble
persons attain fruition “for the purpose of abiding in bliss here and
now.”* Before proceeding any further, however, we need to clarify
what is meant by “fruit of arahantship” in order to grasp the distinction
between “clinging-aggregates” and “bare aggregates.”

ime dhamma bhavita bahulikata dit thadhammasukhavihirdya ceva sarivattanti
satisampajaniidya cati (8. iii, 168; translation inspired by F.L. Woodward, trans., The
Book of the Kindred Sayings [Saryuttanikaya] [liondon: P.T.S., 1917-1922], 3: 144)

35 Bodhi, “Khandha and Upadanakkhandha,” p. 94.

36 M. i, 40-41; iii, 4.

37 SA.ii, 239.

38 Refer to Chapter 23 of the Visuddhimagga for a complete description of the practices
required for entering into the jadna. For a more elaborate discussion on jhana, sce
Winston Lee King's Theravada Meditation: The Buddhist Transformation of Yoga
(University Park: Pennsylvania University Press, 1980).

39 Kasma samdpajjanti ti dit thadhammasukhaviharattham (Vsm. 700).



The Concept of Khandha 25

Theravada Buddhism claims that four levels of realization (the
“fruits of the path,” maggaphala) are attained before reaching final
nibbana: stream-entry (sotdpanna), or the fruits of one who falls in the
stream—the person attaining this fruit will attain final nibbana within
seven lives at the most; once-return (sakdadagami); non-return
(anagami); and arahantship (arahant). At the moment of entering the
path of any of these four stages, the person leaves behind the
defilements and the five aggregates that are consequent upon wrong
views.** At that very moment, all the phenomena, except for mind-
produced materiality (cittasamutthanarn ripam) are wholesome
(kusala)." This implies that the five aggregates, which are a mere
classification of the different elements (dhamma) of an individual
experiencing this state, are free from biases and clinging at that specific
time; none of the aggregates present is the result of wrong views.* It
also seems that when someone reaps the fruit of any one of these four
paths, one temporarily “surveys” nibbana. According to Buddhaghosa,
at the end of the fruition, the consciousness re-enters the life
continnum,” and the person proceeds to review nibbana in the
following manner: “this is the state:that I surveyed as an object.”* The
passage from one level of realization to another is also called a change
of lineage (gotrabhit), for one has (temporarily) eradicated the external
signs of karmic activities (sazikhdra) and becomes intent on the pursuit

40  Sotdpattimaggakkhane [sakadagamimaggakkhane, andgamimaggakkhane, arahatta-
maggakkhane] dassanatthena sammaditthi micchaditthiya vutthati,
tadanuvattakakilesehi ca khandhehi ca vut thati (Ps. i, 71).

41 Sotapattimaggakkhane jata dhamma thapetva cittasamutthdanam riparn sabbe ‘va
kusala honti (Ps. i, 116).

42 Ps. i, 71. Strictly speaking, both path (magga) and fruit (phala) are specific citta,
states of consciousness. In the cognitive series of the path, the maggacitta occurs for
one mental moment, which destroys the defilements to be eliminated by that
particular path. The maggacitta is followed immediately by two or three mind-
moments of phalacitta, which experience the bliss of liberation accomplished by the
magga. Thereafter, the mental process returns to the bhavariga. For a more elaborate
discussion on the presence of the four mental aggregates while one is experiencing
the fruits of the path, see the Visuddhimagga, Chapters 14 and 23.

43  Phalapariyosane pan’assa cittarin bhavangar otarati (Vsm. 676).

44  Ayarit me dhammo arammanato patividdho ti amantarn nibbanar paccavekkhati (Vsm.
676). Nibbana is often classified as one of the five objects of thoughts dhamma-
rammana. See Shwe Zan Aung, trans., Compendium of Philosophy (Abhidhammattha-
sangaha) (London: P.T.S., 1967), p. 3.
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of nibbana.*® Although one may have undergone a change of lineage
and surveyed nibbina, however, as long as arahantship has not been
attained, one has not reached the final goal. As the Atthasalini says:

Although a gotrabhii has seen nibbana, he is like one who came
to see the king for a specifi¢ ‘purpose: Having seen the king riding
on an elephant on a certain road, and being asked whether he
had seen the king or not, he replies that he had not, for he had
not seen the king for the specific purpose he had come. In the
same manner, although a person might have seen nibbana, he
cannot be said to have “insight” (dassana) because the impurities
to be forsaken have not been eradicated yet.*

Those experiencing any of these four fruits of the path are temporarily
surveying nibbana as an object, and dwell in a state where their four
mental aggregates cannot be perceived by those who still have certain
types of biases and clinging. It is in this state that the “bare aggregates”
can be found, for those dwelling in it, whether they are mere stream-
enterers or arahant, are temporarily free of biases and clinging” as
long as the time their “supramundane” experience lasts. Afterwards,
they will assume the five clinging-aggregates again. The arahant,
however, can induce this state of “surveying” by the mere contemplation
of their five clinging-aggregates as suffering, impermanent, selfless and
so on. A passage of the Sarmyuttanikiya even states that arahant
involved in the practice of contemplating the breath (dnapanasati) may
also attain the state of ditthe dhamme sukhavihdra,® the fruit of
arahantship.

45 Bahiddhasarkharanimittarm abhibhuyyitva nirodham nibbanarn pakkhandatiti gotrabhit
(Ps. i, 66).

46 So hi pathamam nibbanarh dassanato dassanan ti vutto. Gotrabhi pana kith capi
pathamataram nibbanam passati? Yatha pana ranifio santikam kenacid eva karaniyena
dgato puriso dirato va rathikaya carantar hitthikkhandhagatarn rajanari disvé pi
‘dittho te raja ti’ put tho disva kattabbakiccassa akatatta ‘na passami ti’ aha, evameva
nibbanar disva kattabbassa kiccassa kilesappahanassabhava na dassanan ti vuccati’
(DhsA. i, 43).

47 Sabbe [dhamma] “va kusala honti (Ps. i. 116).

48 Ye ca kho te bhikkhave bhikkhii arahanto khindsava vusitavanto Kkatakaraniyd
ohitabhard anuppattasadat t ha parikkhinabhavasaryujena sammadarnavimutta. Tesam
dnapanasatisamadhi  bhavito bahulikato dittheva dhamme sukhavihdrdya ceva

sarivvattati satisampajaniiiaya ca (S. v, 326).
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The passage of the Sarmyuttanikaya cited above alludes to the fact
that arahant can still be characterized by the paficupadanakkhandha.
Buddhaghosa clarifies the difference between paricupadanakkhandha
and the “bare aggregates” in his commentary on the Dhammasargani,
the Atthasalini:

Although the aggregates of the arahat [sic] who has destroyed the
cankers [d@sava: biases] become conditions for clinging in others,
when they say, for example, “Our senior uncle the Thera! Our
junior uncle the Thera!,” the noble paths, fruits, and Nibbana [the
navalokuttaradhammad; see p. 28] are not grasped, misapprehen-
ded, or clung to. Just as a red-hot iron ball does not provide a
resting-place for flies to scttle, so the noble paths, fruits or
Nibbéna [ravalokuttaradhamma), due to their abundant spiritual
sublimity, do not provide a condition for grasping through craving,
conceit, and wrong views.”

This implies that, although those who do not generate any more
clinging (the arahant) have totally eradicated the biases, they still
possess the five clinging-aggregates in the sense that their five
aggregates still constitute a ground for clinging in others. As a result,
these aggregates are still clinging-aggregates. However, arahant do have
the possibility of dwelling in a supramundane state of consciousness that
“cannot be apprehended by a mind defiled with the biases and clinging
due to their sublime purity, a purity flowing from the absolute purity of
their object, nibbana.”® Therefore, the aggregates can only exist as
“bare aggregates” in beings dwelling in this state of consciousness which
is neither accessible to, nor perceptible by, those who are still subject
to clinging.

In order to shed light on this state of consciousness where “bare
aggregates” are present, we need to review certain elements of
Theravada doctrine: the thirty-one levels of existence and the
transcendental realm (Jokuttara). This will offer an explanation as to

49 .. khinasavassa khandhd amhakam Mawlathero amhdakarn Cullapituthero ti
vadantanarn paresam upadanassa paccaya honti, maggaphalanibbanani pana agahitani
aparamat thani anupadinnan’ eva. Tani hi yatha divasasantatto ayogulo makkhikanarn
abhinisidanassa paccayo na hoti evam evariv ltejussadatta tanhamanaditthivasena
gahanassa paccayd na honti ti. Tena vutiari: ime dhamma anupadinpa-anupadéaniya ti
(DhsA. 347). Translation taken from Bodhi’s “Khandha and Upadanakkhandha,”
p. 96.

50 Bodhi, “Khandha and Upadanakkhandha,” p. 96; see also Dhs. 196, 213, 248, 258.
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why the material aggregate cannot possibly be included as one of the
“bare aggregates.” According to the Saratthappakasini, a commentary
on the Sarhyuttanikdya, the material aggregate (riipa) is only present in
the kamavacara (realm of sensuality), while the remaining four
aggregates (vedanad, safifnd, sankhara and vififiana) can be found in any
of the four divisions: kamavacara, rapavacara, arapavacara and
lokuttara.”* The first three realms (@vacara) comprise the thirty-one
planes of existence constituting the mundane realms, whereas the fourth
(lokuttara) includes the supramundane (nibbana). The kamavacara is
characterized by craving towards objects such as form, sound, odour,
taste, touch and idea. This realm includes eleven planes of existence:
the six celestial realms (sagga),” the human realm (manussaloka), and
the four states of misery (apaya).” The material realm (rupdvacara) is
characterized by the four absorptions (jhdna) and corresponds to the
sixteen material heavenly planes, while the immaterial realm (arap-
davacara) is characterized by the four attainments (samaparti) and
corresponds to the four immaterial planes.” In two of the latter only
the four mental aggregates can exist—they are devoid of material
bodies.

The transcendental realm (lokuttara), on the other hand, refers
to a sphere that is beyond or above (uttara) the mundane worlds (loka)
and the three realms of existence; in other words, it refers to nibbana.
However, the word lokuttara is often used to refer to the nine
supramundane elements (navalokuttaradhamma). In such a context, the
word is used to designate the four paths and their respective fruits as
well as nibbana.>® The four paths are those that lead to the realization
of the states of stream-entry, once-return, non-return and arahant; the
fruits are the realizations themsalves in which a sight of nibbana is also

51 Ripakkhandho kamavacaro cattaro khandha catubhiimaka [sic] (SA. ii, 270). The term
catubhiimaka should be read as catubhiimika; an enumeration of these four bhimika
is given in Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga (Vsm. 452, 475, 493).

52 'The six celestial realms of the kdmdvacara are: catumahdrajikadeva, tavatisa, yama,
tusita, nimmanarati, paranimmitavasavatti.

53 These four states include hell (nirayaloka), the animal kingdom (firacchanayoniloka),
the ghost realm (petaloka), and the demon world (asuranikayaloka).

54 These planes arc: akdsanaricayataniipagadeva, vinfianaricayatanipagadeva, akiricari-
Adyatanipagadeva, nevasaniriandsannayatanipagadeva. Only beings who have
experienced the four attainments can be reborn in these planes.

55 Katamo lokuttaro vimokkho? Cattaro ca ariyamaggd cattari ca samarinaphaldni
nibbanan ca. Ayam lokuttaro vimokkho (Ps. ii, 40).
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implied. According to the Patisambhidimagga, although the term
lokuttara implies a certain dissociation and a crossing over from the
world, it does not seem that the term refers to a totally transcendental
experience, for the individual only dwells temporarily in the fruition
states, and these states are still characterized by the four mental
aggregates. However, it is impossible to detect any of the five aggregates
within nibbana without residue (nirupadisesa nibbana) for that state is
defined as the full extinction of the five aggregates (khandhapari-
nibbana).”” When the word lokuttara, then, refers exclusively to
nibbana without residue and not the four paths and their fruits, the
term loka means the five aggregates, while uttara means beyond or
above.®

The Saratthappakasini says that the material aggregate is only
present in the realm of sensuality, and the remaining four aggregates
can be found in any of the four divisions. Although the fourth division
consists of the transcendental realm (lokuttara), it has to be understood
as the first eight constituents of the nine supramundane elements (nava-
lokuttaradhammad), where nibbana without residue is excluded, for none
of the aggregates can be present in that state. It is in the transcendental .
realm that the four mental aggregates (vedand, safifia, sankhdra and
vififidna) cannot be approached as objects of clinging (or as paficupa-
danakkhandha). This is so because, on the one hand, liberated
individuals are totally free from the biases and clinging and, on the
other hand, their four mental aggregates function on a different level
of consciousness from those of ordinary people, since their mental
aggregates have nibbana as their object (nibbanarammana).”
Therefore, this level of consciousness cannot be apprehended by the
common people.

Since the material aggregate exists only in its grosser form in the
realm of sensuality, it always remains a clinging-aggregate in the sense
that it is a potential object of clinging for beings dwelling in the sensual
sphere. Therefore, the material aggregate can never be classified under
the terminology of “bare aggregate,” for it is always associated (at least
potentially) with clinging. As Buddhaghosa stated in the Visuddhimagga,

56 Ps. ii, 166-67.

57 It., 41. A more elaborate discussion of nibbana without residue is offered on p. 55.

58 Maha Thera Narada, trans., A Manual of Abhidhamma: Abhidhammatthasangaha by
Anuruddha (Rangoon: Printed by the Buddha Sasana Council, 1970), p. 11.

59 Ps. i, 116.
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the four mental aggregates (vedana, safifia, sankhara and vififiana) can
be free from biases while the material aggregate (riipa) cannot.%
Technically, matter always falls into the category of the clinging-
aggregates (paficupadanakkhandhd), but when seen in the global
perspective of the four other “bare aggregates” (vedang, safina, sarnkhara
or vififiana in the fruition states), it is classified as part of the “bare”
paricakkhandha simply for purposes of classification (rasat thena).”

The term paricakkhandha, then, is all inclusive. While the term
paricupadanakkhandha refers only to those aggregates that are potential
objects of clinging, the term “bare aggregates” cannot refer to that
which could potentially become objects of clinging. Now that this
distinction has been established, we shall analyze each of the khandha
to discover what their respective functions are, and how they relate to
the doctrine of dependent origination.

60 Ettha ca yatha vedanddayo andsava pi atthi, na evarin riparm (Vsm. 478).

61 Yasma pan’assa rasatthena khandhabhavo yujjati, tasma khandhesu vuttar; yasma
rasatthena ca sdsavatthena ca upadanakkhandhabhavo yujjati, tasma
upadanakkhandhesu vuttamm. Vedanadayo pana andsavd va khandhesu vutta, sasava
upadanakkhandhesu. Upadanakkhandha ti  c’ettha upadénagocara khandha
upadanalkkhandha ti evam attho datthabbo. Idha pana sabbe p’ete ekajjham katva
khandha ti adhippeta (Vsm. 478). “Because ripa can be described as a [bare]
aggregate on account of its ‘totalness,’ it is classificd amongst the [bare] aggregates.
Because it can be described as a clinging-aggregate (upadanakkhandha) on account
of its ‘totalness’ and its association with clinging, it is classified amongst the clinging-
aggregates. But vedand, safifia, sarkhdra and vifiidna are classified as [bare]
aggregates when they are free from clinging, and as clinging-aggregates
( paricupadanakkhandha) when objects of clinging. The term upadanakkhandha should
be understood as referring to aggregates that are subject to clinging. On the other
hand, all the aggregates (‘bare aggregates’ and clinging-aggregates) taken together are
encompassed by the expression ‘five aggregates’ (paricakkhandha).”




Chapter 2
The Rapakkhandha

At first glance, the surta literature defines the ripakkhandha—the
material aggregate—in a concise and clear manner. “What is this
material ‘clinging-aggregate’? The four primary elements (mahabhiita)
and secondary matter (upadaripa). The four primary elements consist
of earth, water, fire and air.”' The problem with this definition,
however, is that nowhere in the nikaya is there a clarification as to the
nature of the upadaripa (“secondary elements”). The sutta simply offer
a general definition of matter stating that all matter is either past,
present or future, internal or external, gross or subtle, small or large, far
or near.’

In this chapter, I will first examine whether the general concept
of ridpa can be correlated with the riapakkhandha and then establish a
correlation between the ripakkhandha and some of the links of the
paticcasamuppiada. Later abhidhammic and commentarial literature will
help clarify what is meant by primary elements and secondary elements.
All the elements comprised in the terminology of ripa will then be
classified in order to help us deepen our understanding of the different
categories of matter (e.g., internal, external; gross, subtle; far, near,
etc.). With an understanding of these classifications as well as the
threefold classification mentioned in the sutta literature itself, we will
then be in a position to establish a classification of all the material
elements and to gain insight into the meaning of “matter,” as well as to
correlate the ripakkhandha to some of the links of the paticca-
samuppada.

According to Y. Karunadasa’s study, Buddhist Analysis of Matter,
four major meanings can be ascribed to the term ripa: riipa in the sense
of generic matter, riipa in the sense of what is visible, riipa in the sense
of the ripadhatu (ripaloka or ritpavacara; see p. 28) and finally, riipa in

1 Katamo c’dvuso nripupadanekkhandho: cattdri ca mahabhitini catunnaii ca
mahabhiitinam upaddaya riparn. Katame c’@vuso cattaro mahabhiata: pathavidhatu
apodharu tejodhatu vayodhatu (M. i, 185; a similar passage is also found in M. i, 53
and S. ii, 3-4; iii, 59).

2  Atitandgatapaccupannar ajjhattam va bahiddha va olarikarn va sukhumari va hinam
vé panitari v yarn diire santike vd, sabbari ripam (S. iv, 382).

31
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the sense of four ripajjhana or the four absorptions (jhana). As
Karunadasa remarked, “These four may be represented as the generic,
specific, cosmological and the psychological meanings of the term.”
Mrs. Carolyn Rhys Davids, Surendranath Dasgupta® and S.Z. Aung®
argue that not all of the elements that constitute “generic matter” are
part of the riipakkhandha. Karunadasa claims, however, that they have
misinterpreted a passage from the Yamaka.” The passage reads,

Is matter the material aggregate? Pleasant matter (piyaripari)
and agreeable matter (satariparm) are ripa, but do not belong to
the material aggregate; whereas the material aggregate is both
matter and the material aggregate. What is neither the material
aggregate nor matter? Pleasant matter ( piyaripar) and agreeable
matter (satariparit) do not belong to the material aggregate but
are matter; everything except matter and the material aggregate
is neither matter nor the material aggregate.®

According to this, everything that comes under the heading of ripa,
except pleasant (piyaripa) and agreeable matter (sataripa), belongs to
the rizpakkhandha. Both Rhys Davids and Dasgupta agree with Aung’s
interpretation of this passage, in which Aung explains the terms piya-
riipa and sataripa as the eighty-one worldly classes of consciousness and
their concomitants that are attractive and pleasant.” These eighty-one
classes of consciousness do not, according to Aung, belong to the ripa-
kkhandha, which is made up solely of twenty-seven material qualities
(the four primary elements and the twenty-three secondary elements).
This interpretation suggests that the Yamaka’s definition of the term
ripa is not limited to matter, but also includes mental states (the eighty-

3 Y. Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter (Colombo: Department of Cultural
Affairs, 1967), p. 1.

4  Ymk.i, xi.

5  Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1975), 1:94.

6 Shwe Zan Aung, trans., Compendium of Philosophy (Abhidhammatthasarigaha)
(London: P.T.S., 1967), p. 273.

7 Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter, pp. 4-5.

8 Riparv nripakkhandho ti? Piyariparn satariparn ripam, na ripakkhandho;
ripakkhandho ripari ceva ripakkhandho ca. ... Na nipam na ripakkhandho ti? ...
Piyaraparn sataripari na ripakkhandho, ripari; ripasi ca ripakkhandharsi ca thapetva
avasesa na ceva ripari na ca mipakkhandho (Ymk. i, 16-17).

9  Aung, Compendium of Philosophy, p. 273.
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one classes of consciousness). However, this particular interpretation is
based, it would seem, on speculation as it is not supported by any
textual evidence. Karunadasa has pointed out' a further weakness in
this interpretation, since elsewhere in the abhidhammic literature we
find a definition of piyaripa and satariipa which includes the six internal
and external sense-doors,” all of which are included in the ripa-
kkhandha.” There seems to be a contradiction between the Yamaka,
which asserts that piyaripa and sataripa do not belong to the ripa-
kkhandha, and the Vibhanga, which implicitly includes piyaripa and
satardpa in the ripakkhandha since the six sense-doors, which are part
of the ripakkhandha, are included in the definition of these two terms.
However, Karunadasa indicates that the two seemingly contradictory
statements of the Yamaka and the Vibhariga are not mutually exclusive
because the former belongs to a method of exposition particular to the
Yamaka—a method that cannot be used to define the riipakkhandha.”
The Yamaka passage, therefore, is not relevant to a discussion of the
similarity between riipa and the ripakkhandha.

In the Visuddhimagga, Buddhaghosa defines ripa (in
Karunadasa’s sense of “generic matter”) as the four primary elements
and the matter derived from them.!* As we saw on. 31, this is the
standard definition of the ripakkhandha. Here, Buddhaghosa not only
applies the definition of the ripakkhandha to the concept of ripa, but
also urges his reader to refer to his previous discussion on the ripa-
kkhandha in order to clarify the meaning of riipa.” On the basis of this
statement by as established an authority as Buddhaghosa, we may
proceed with the assumption that, at least traditionally, the ripa-

10 Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter, p. 5.

11 In order to avoid confusion, we will, from now on, refer to the “internal sense-doors”
as “sense-organs” (eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind), and the “external sense-doors™
as the “sense-objects” (forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touches, thoughts).

12  Kisi ca loke piyaripar satariiparin? Cakkhurir loke piyaripar sataripan etth’esa tanha
uppajjamand uppajjati, ettha nivisamana nivisati. Sotam ... pe ... ghanan ... jivha ... kayo
«. MANO ... NiAPa ... sadda ... gandha ... rasé ... phot tthabba ... dhamma loke piyariparn
sdtaripari etth’esa tanha uppajjamané uppajjati, ettha nivisamand nivisati (Vbh. 101-
102).

13 Explaining Karunadasa’s argument is not necessary. However, those desiring further
clarification can refer to Karunadasa’s Buddhist Analysis of Matter, pp. 5-8.

14 Ripan 6 cattari mahabhitani catunnafi ca mahabhitanar upadaya rapam (Vsm. 558).

15 Tesam vibhago Khandhaniddese vutto yeva ti (Vsm. 558).
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kkhandha has not been seen as different from ripa in the sense of
“generic matter.”

While most Indian philosophical systems claim that there are five
primary elements, the Buddhist and Jain traditions postulate only four.
These two traditions, however, do not consider space (dkdsa) to be a
primary element. The Theravada school, however, incorporates space
into its list of “secondary elements” (upadaripa).'®

The Four Primary Material Elements (Mahabhita)

In a discussion with his son,” the Buddha concisely explains the four
primary elements and their particular qualities. The earth element
(pathavidhar) is described as whatever is hard and solid (kakkhalarh
kharigattam), such as the hair, nails, teeth, and other parts of the body.
The water element (@podhatu) is characterized by liquid (#pogatam), as
in the case of blood, tears and saliva. The Buddha describes the fire
element (t¢jodhar) as that which is hot, like the heat that digests food.
And finally the air element (vayadharu) is characterized by motion, like
the different gases in the stomach and the abdomen.”® According to a
different source, the first three primary elements (earth, fire and air)
also share the fundamental characteristic of solidity (patigha)® in the
sense that there is bound to be an impact, a shock, when two of these
material particles collide. This quality of solidity (Skr. pratighdta) is
defined in the AbhidharmakoSa as “I'impénétrabilité, le heurt ou
résistance (pratighata), I'obstacle qu’un ripa oppose a ce que son lieu
soit occupé par un autre ripa.”®

Buddhaghosa, in the commentary on the Dhammasarigani and
the Visuddhimagga, offers us a more extensive definition of these four
primary elements. According to the commentator, the earth element is

16 See p. 39.

17 Maharahulovadasuttarn (M. i, 420); a similar description is found in the
Mahahatthipadopamasutta (M. i, 185).

18 Strangely enough, a discussion of the dkdsadhatu follows the description of these four
elements just as if it belonged to primary matter. However, as we mentioned, the
akasadhatu is not included in the Buddhist list of primary elements, but belongs to
secondary matter.

19 Implied by Dhs. 147. For a further discussion on the term patigha, please refer to
p. 41.

20 La Vallée Poussin, Abhidharmakosa, 1:24-25.




The Rapakkhandha 35

so called because it “is spread out,”® and it is the platform that

supports the other three elements.”” In commentarial literature, the
earth element is literally perceived as a support for the other three
primary elements, just as the earth is a support for mountains and
trees.” According to Buddhaghosa, the water element is thus termed
because of its characteristic of flowing (appoti), gliding (apiyati) and
satisfying (appayati). The validity of the definition is questionable,
however, for the Theravada commentarial literature tends to define
words through the use of terms that share the same etymology. For
example, the earth element (pathavi) is described as patthatatta, and
matter (ripa) is often characterized by the verb ruppati®* These
apparently false etymological interpretations could, in fact, simply be
mnemonic devices that were never intended to be linguistically accurate.
As for the definition of the water element, however, we know that the
verb appoti is derived from the root ap, while apiyati and appayati seem
to be connected to the Sanskrit root r—which is not etymologically
linked to dpo. However, the Dhammasarigani uses the terms sineha and
bhandana (which have no apparent or real etymological link with apo)
to define the water element.” These two words support Buddhaghosa’s
previous definition by implying that the water element is endowed with
the characteristic of liquidity (sineha) and binding (bhandana). The fire
element is defined by Buddhaghosa as that which possesses the
characteristic of temperature (f¢ja)®® but, as with the water element,
the Dhammasargani and the Atthasalini offer a definition that does not
restrict itself to providing a cognate word: “the fire element has the
quality of heat (usma or unhd).””” The air element represents the most

21 Patthatatta pathavi [sic] (Vsm. 364). The word pathavi may have been misspelled; on
the other hand, this “error” may have been a conscious alteration on the part of
Buddhaghosa in order to indicate the etymological derivation of pathavi from
patthata.

22 Tattha kakkhalattalakkhana pathavidhatu patitthanarasa sampaticchanapaccu-
patthana (DhsA. 332).

23 Tarupabbatadinari pakatipathavi viya sahajataripanar patit thanabhavena pakkhayati,
upat thati ti vuttarn hoti. Anuruddha, Abhidhammatthasarigaha, p. 110.

24 The reader may wish to refer to the discussion on p. 46.

25 Kataman tan riparn apodhdtu? Yam apo apogatar sineho sinehagatarn bandhanattari
(Dhs. 177).

26 “It heats therefore it is called fire-element.” Tejasi i tejo (Vsm. 364).

27 Yam tejo tejogatarn usma usmagatarin usmari usumdgatarn (Dhs. 177); a similar
definition is found in DhsA. 332.
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dynamic of the four primary elements in that it is primarily
characterized by mobility and fluctuation.”

It is of crucial importance that none of the four primary elements
can exist without the presence of the other three. Fire, for example, is
not merely composed of the fire element, nor does water consist solely
of the water element. The primary elements cannot exist independently
of one another;® all four are present in every material particle. The
Paramatthamafijusa, a commentary on the Visuddhimagga, expands upon
this point:

... likewise their [the four primary elements] undemonstrability,
since they are not found inside or outside of each other for
support. For if these elements were found inside each other, they
would not each perform their particular functions, owing to
mutual frustration. And if they were found outside each other,
they would be already resolved (separate), and that being so, any
description of them as unresolved (inseparable) would be
meaningless. So although their standing place is undemonstrable,
still each one assists the other by its particular function—the
functions of establishing, etc., whereby each becomes a condition
for the others as conascence condition and so on.*

Karunadasa stresses that all four primary elements appear in equal
quantity in every manifestation of matter.”’ What renders different
manifestations of matter distinct is not the quantitative, but rather the
qualitative or “capability” (sd@marthiya) proportion of the primary
elements. The difference between water and fire does not reside in the
quantity of the fire element or water element found therein, but rather
in the intensity of these two elements.

The last aspect of the primary elements that I would like to
mention is their deceptiveness. According to the Theravada tradition,
these four primary elements and their respective qualities are inherent
in every material particle. Matter is composed of nothing else, yet we
not only perceive material particles as warm or cold, stable or moving,

28 Yar vayo vayogatarn chambhitattarn thambhitattari (Dhs. 177).

29 Na ca tari nissaya na tit thanti ti (Vsm. 367).

30 Paramatthamanjiisa, 363. Quoted from Ven. Nanamoli, trans., The Path of Purification
(Visuddhimagga) by Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa (Kandy: B.P.S., 1979), p. 400, n. 38.

31 Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter, p. 26. The Abhidharmakosa supports this
thesis by maintaining that “les grands éléments (mahabhitas) sont, entre eux,
sahabhithetu” (La Vallée Poussin, Abhidharmakosa, 1:248-49).
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hard or soft or spread or coagulated, but also as imbued with other
qualities, such as colour. The primary elements, then, appear in a
variety of forms apparently unrelated to their own qualities.
Buddhaghosa explains this by resorting to one of his favourite methods
of clarification: he makes a play on the word mahabhiita by comparing
the four primary elements to a great magician:

Just as a magician (mahabhita) turns water that is not crystal into
crystal, and turns a clod that is not gold into gold, and shows
them, and being himself neither a spirit or a bird, shows himself
as a spirit or a bird so too, being themselves [the four mahabhiita]
not blue-black, they turn themselves into blue-black derived
materiality [secondary elements], being themselves not yellow ...
not red ... not white, they turn themselves into white derived
materiality [secondary elements] and show that. In this way they
are primary clements (mahabhita) in being like the great
creatures (mahabhita) of a magician.”

Thus, these primary elements are the foundations which support the
secondary elements.

The Secondary Material Elements (Upadariipa)

The difference between primary and secondary elements is adumbrated
in the sutta literature itself,” yet no specific description of the
secondary elements is found in the nikaya. Although the Abhidhamma-
pitaka has elaborated a scheme of twenty-three secondary elements,*
I have found neither such an elaboration, nor even a passing mention

32 Yatha mayakaro amanim yeva udakarm manirh katva dasseti, asuvannam yeva ledduri
suvapnam katva dasseti—yath@ ca, sayarm neva yakkho na yakkhi samano,
yakkhabhavam pi yakkhibhavam pi dasseti, evam eva sayari anilan’ eva hutva nilam
upadaripari dassenti, apitani alohitani anodatan’ eva hutva odatar updadariparn
dassenti ti mayakaramahabhitasamasniniato mahabhitani. Vsm. 366-67. Translation
from Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, p. 98. A similar passage is found in DhsA.
299.

33 Such as in M. i, 53, 185; S. i, 3-4, 59.

34 Dhs. 167. Some commentarial litcrature recognizes a twenty-fourth “secondary
matter,” the heart-basis (hadayavasthu). The heart-basis scems to be a post-canonical
development since it is only mentioned in literature compiled during or after
Buddhaghosa. To my knowledge, this element is not mentioned in the sutta literature.
Since the mainstream canonical literature does not list this last element, I will not
include it in the discussion of matter.
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of the exact meaning of the secondary elements in the sutta. However,
one passage found in a few instances in the sutta offers us a hint as to
the nature of these secondary elements: “the four primary elements and
the matter derived (upddanaya riparh) from them are called ripa.”
The P.T.S Dictionary®® renders the term upaddya as “derived” and
“secondary,” thereby implying a prior substratum from which it could
be “derived” (the primary elements). The Arthasalini explains what is
meant by the “matter derived” from the four great elements: “matter
which is dependent on, is derived from, and is still attached to the four
great elements. What is known as ‘all matter’ consists of the four great
elements and the twenty-three derived material ‘things’ shown in due
order.” These two references indicate that the secondary elements
are always dependent on, and therefore secondary to, the four primary
elements.

The list of the twenty-three secondary elements is given in the
Vibhanga® and the Dhammasangani. The elements can be grouped
into seven different categories, as indicated in Table 3.

Discussing every one of the twenty-three secondary elements
would be far too tedious. Two points concerning them, however, merit
some discussion. The first is the exclusion of bodily impressions
(phot thabbayatana) from the list of the various elements that constitute
secondary matter. Since touch is one of the sense-organs, it would be
natural to expect its respective sense-object to be included in the
enumeration. The reason for its exclusion lies in the fact that this
particular sense-object is constituted by three of the primary elements
earth, fire and wind.* According to the Theravada tradition, these
three primary elements can be known by the tactile sense-door. We

35 Cattari ca mahabhitani catunnara ca mahabhitanam upadaya ripar, idam vuccat’
avuso ripam. Found in M. i, 53, 185; S. ii, 3-4, 59.

36 T.W. Rhys Davids and William Stede, The Pali Text Society Pali-English Dictionary
(London: P.TS,, 1979).

37 Cattari mahabhitani upadaya nissdya amuricitva pavattarapan ti attho. Idam vuccati
sabbar ripan ti, idam cattari mahabhitani padapatispatiya niddit thani tevisati
upadaripani ti sattavisatipabhedam sabbar riparis nama (DhsA. 300).

38 Vbh. Iff.

39 Photthabbadhatu pana pathavi-tejo-vayo-vasena tayo dhamma ti sankharmn gacchati.
Vsm. 488. Similar statements are found in Dhs. 143, 179; Vbh. 72.

40 Not all Buddbhist traditions, however, agree on this point. The Abhidharmakosa, for
example, maintains that all the four primary elements are tangible: “Le tangible est
de onze espéces. Onze choses sont des choses tangibles (szrasl_:a adra al): les quatre
grands éléments (mahabhuta), le doux, le rude, le lourd, le léger, le froiz a faim et la

soif” (La Vallée Poussin, Abhidharmakosa, 1:18).
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Table 3

The Twenty-three Secondary Elements (upddariipa)

R

VN w

The first five sense-organs (internal sense-doors):
cakkhayatana (organ of sight)

sotdyatana (organ of hearing)
ghanayatana (organ of smell)
Jjivhayatana (organ of taste)
kayayatana (organ of touch)

The first four sense-objects (external sense-doors):

ripdyatana (the visible)
saddayatana (sound)

gandhayatana (smell)

ras@yatana (taste)

The three faculties:

itthindriya (faculty of femininity)
purisindriya (faculty of masculinity)

ripajtvitindriya (material faculty of life)

The two modes of self-expression:
kayavififiatti (bodily expression)
vacivisiriatii (vocal expression)

The three characteristics of matter:
lahuta (lightness)
muduta (clasticity)
kammarifiata (adaptability)

The four phases of matter:

upacaya (growth)

santati (continuity)
Jjaratd (decay)

aniccatd (impermanence)

The two unclassified elements:
akasadhatu (space-clement)
ahara (food)
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cannot say, therefore, that the Theravada tradition excludes the bodily
impressions from its list of the different elements that constitute
secondary matter, since it is implicitly included by the presence of the
first three primary elements.

The second problem related to this enumeration is that
Buddhism admits six sense-organs, the sixth being the mental organ
(mano). However, we have seen that only the first five sense-organs are
discussed and that the mental organ as well as its respective object, the
mental object (dhammayatana), are not included in the list of elements
that constitute secondary matter. The reason for this exclusion is not,
as David Kalupahana has suggested, that the mental organ and its
respective object (dhammayatana) belong to the vififianakkhandha
rather than to the ripakkhandha.*' Kalupahana’s interpretation is most
likely grounded in the theories of the Sarvastivada, Sautrantika and
Yogacira systems, according to which the mental organ (Skr.: dharm-
ayatana) is not part of the ripaskandha (Pali: ripakkhandha). According
to the Theravada tradition, however, while it is true that the mental
organ belongs to the vififidnakkhandha,” its respective object, the
mental object, belongs to the ripakkhandha itself. Since the range of
the mental object is extremely wide, it does not limit itself to secondary
matter. The mental object includes one primary element as well as
fifteen of the elements that constitute secondary matter (numbers ten
to twenty-three in the above list), which are collectively termed
dhammayatanapariyapannaripa.*® Therefore, since the mental object
is composed of these sixteen elements of matter, it clearly does belong
to the rupakkhandha rather than to the vififianakkhandha.

The Three Divisions of M_atter

According to the Sangitisutta of the Dighanikaya, matter is divided into
three dual categories: visible and “resisting”; invisible and “resisting”;

41 Kalupahana, The Principles of Buddhist Psychology, p. 29.

42 However, as mentioned in n. 34 on p. 37, postcanonical literature has incorporated
a twenty-fourth clement into the list of the elements that constitute secondary matter:
the heart-basis (hadayavatthu). This twenty-fourth element is recognized by Theravida
scholasticism as the physical basis for the mental organ (VsmA., 449-50). The term
hadaya itsclf, not as belonging to the secondary matter category, is also sometimes

used as a synonym of mano and manovifiidana (Vbh, 87, 88, 144).
43 Dhs. 179; Vbh. 14, 72.
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and, finally, invisible and “unresisting.”* This threefold division occurs
only once in the nikaya literature, and no explanation is given for it.
The commentary on this particular sutta does not shed much light on
the topic either.”” The Dhammasarigani, however, clarifies the meaning
of the terms. According to this abhidhammic text, the term visible
(sanidassanam) is restricted to what is visible (ripayatana)—the only
material element which can actually be perceived by the eye.® All the
other elements of matter (primary or secondary) are comsidered
anidassanar, for they are invisible.*” This statement may seem to
conflict with the sutta definition of the primary elements (see p. 34)
according to which the earth element finds expression in, for instance,
hair, nails, etc., and the water element in blood, tears, and so on—all
of which are visible. The AbhidharmakoSa resolves this apparent
contradiction by claiming that although all four primary elements are
invisible, we can actually see them in partial manifestations, for their
visibility is understood from the perspective of common usage. In
reality, the elements themselves are invisible:

Dans I'usage commun, ce qu’on désigne par le mot “terre,” c’est
de la couleur et de la figure; de méme pour I’eau et le feu; le
vent, c’est ou bien ’élément vent, ou bien de la couleur et de la
figure. En effet, on parle de “vent noir,” “vent circulaire”; mais
ce qkns’on appelle “vent” dans le monde, c’est aussi '’élément
vent.

The elements classified under “resisting” (sappatighari) are the
five sense-organs and their respective objects, for they can actually or
potentially come in contact with one another.* We notice that bodily
impression (photthabbayatana) is included in the list of resisting

44 Tividhena ripa-samgaho. Sanidassana-sappatigham riparin, anidassana-sappatigharn
riipari, anidassana-appatgham ripar (D. iii, 217).

45 DA. 997.

46 Kataman tam ripam sanidassanam? Ripdyatanarn—idan tarn ripam sanidassanari
(Dhs. 146).

47 Katamarn tar riparn anidassanar? Cakkhayatanar ... pe ... kabalirikdro aharo—idan
tarh ripamn anidassanari (Dhs. 146. See also Kvu. 331ff. ).

48 La Vallée Poussin, Abhidharmakosa 1:23-24.

49 Kataman tarn rupamn sappatigham? Cakkhayatanam, sotayatanarn, ghanayatanar,
Jjivhayatanarh, kayayatanarm, ripayatanam:, sadddyatanarh, gandhayatanarn,
rasayatanari, phot thabbayatanar -idan tar ripam sappatigharm (Dhs. 147).
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elements while not being explicitly part of the enumeration of the
twenty-seven elements of ripa—the four primary elements and the
twenty-three elements that constitute secondary matter. Although bodily
impression does not seem to be a constituent of the list, it is implicitly
included, for the three primary elements of earth, fire and air do in fact
constitute bodily impression. Bodily impression is probably excluded out
of a desire to avoid duplication: since the first three primary elements
constitute bodily impression, there is no need to mention this element
again in the enumeration. Therefore, when the Dhammasangani says
that bodily impression is resisting (sappatighar), the first three
elements of earth, fire and air are intended. The unresisting elements
(appatigham), on the other hand, are all those which are mnot
resisting:*® water and all the fourteen elements that follow, including
femininity (itthindriya). Therefore, the classification of visible and
resisting (sanidissanam; sappatigham) refers only to what is visible,
while that of invisible and resisting (anidassanarh; sappatighari)
designates all the sense-organs and the sense-objects (with the exception
of the ripdyatana and the inclusion of the first three primary elements
as bodily impression). And, finally, that of invisible and unresisting
(anidassanam, appatigham) stands for all the remaining elements, i.e.
water, femininity, masculinity, faculty of life, bodily expression, vocal
expression, lightness, elasticity, adaptability, growth, continuity, decay,
impermanence, space and food.

To summarize the implication of the classification of matter in
the Sangitisutta, we can say that the twenty-seven material elements are
invisible (anidassanam) except, of course, ripayatana (the visible) which
is visible (sanidassanari) by definition. The first five sense-organs and
their respective objects, which include the first three primary elements
as bodily impression, are resisting (sapatigham) and invisible (ani-
dassanam), while all the other elements are non-resisting (apatighari)
and invisible (anidassanarn). The reason for this first division of the
material elements will become apparent at the conclusion of a
discussion of the various categories of matter.

50 We become more and more aware of inherent tautologies in etymologically grounded
definitions.
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Further Classifications of Matter

All the elements of matter can be further classified, as we have seen,
according to different categories such as past/present/future, internal/
external, gross/subtle, small/large, and far/near. In this section, we will
briefly look at the implications of three of these categories, namely (1)
internal and external (gjjhatta and bahiddha), (2) gross and subtle
(olarika and sukhuma) and (3) far and near (dire and santike).

The first category establishes a distinction between internal or
personal (ajjhatta) and external or foreign (bahiddha) elements. This
first distinction will prove to be of great import for correlating the five
aggregates with the paticcasamuppida. This classification is not
restricted to the material aggregate, but is also applicable to the other
four khandha,” for the distinction between external and internal lies
simply in the fact that internal elements are those which “belong” to the
individual while the external elements are those which “belong” to other
individuals.”” The first five sense-organs are the only material elements
which are internal® According to the same source, the external
material elements (see Table 4) include the four primary elements
(literally the sphere of the tangible [phot thabbayatana] and the water
element), the four sense-objects enumerated under the twenty-seven
elements of ripa, and all the following elements that constitute
secondary matter.

The two following categories, gross and subtle, and far and near
are used, as Karunadasa points out,”* as a method for distinguishing
the elements constituting mental object™ from the other elements of
ripa. According to Buddhaghosa, the meanings of “far” and “near” are
not at all linked, as we would expect, to the notion of spatial proximity,
but rather to the capacity of being perceived.

51 Dhs. 187.

52 Katame dhamma ajjhatta? Ye dhamma tesam tesarn saltanari ajjhaitarn paccattari
niyata patipuggalika upadinna ripa vedand saffia sarikhara viinianam—ime dhamma
ajjhatta.  Katame dhamma bahiddha? Ye dhamma tesam tesam parasattanam
parapuggalanarn ajjhattarit paccattarn niyata patipuggalika ... pe ... vififianar—ime
dhamma bahiddha (Dhs. 187-88).

- 53 Dhs. 154ff.

54 Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter, p. 38.

55 See p. 40.
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Table 4

The External Material Elements

pathavi carth element  (part of bodily impression)
tejo fire element  (part of bodily impression)
vayo air element  (part of bodily impression)
apo water element

ripa the visible

sadda sound

gandha smell

rasa taste .

itthindriya faculty of femininity

purisindriya faculty of masculinity

ripajivitindriya material faculty of life

kayavifiriatti bodily expression

vaciviffiatti vocal expression

lahuta lightness

mudutd elasticity

kammarifiata adaptability

upacaya growth

santati continuity

jarata decay

aniccatd impermanence

akasadhatu space-element

ahara food

Gross [olarikari] means thick, that which may be scized by
impact of the sensitive surface, because it has become the basis
and the object of thought. Subtle [sukhuma] should be understood
as the contradictory of what has been said. Remote: (an object
may be) far [ditre] even though it stands near. This is when there
is a difficulty of cognizing, because it is not to be seized by way
of impact [ghat tana]. The other term near [santike] (may apply
to an object) though it stands far. This is when there is ease of
cognizing, because it may be seized by way of an impact
[ghat tana)>

Karunadasa, in turn, comments that:

56 Pe Tin Maung, trans., The Expositor (Atthasalini) (London: P.T.S., 1976), p. 438,
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Table 5
Classification of the Twenty-seven Material Elements

Only the five previously discussed categories are listed. If an element possesses a certain
quality, a “Y” is given under that particular quality. If an “N” is given, this element is
characterized by the opposite quality.

Opposite qualities

mahdabhiita upadaripa
patigha (sappatigha) appatigha
ajjhatta bahiddha
olartka === e > sukhuma
santtke 0000 e > diire
mahabhita patigha ajjhatta olarika santike
(primary elements) (resisting)  (internal) (gross) (near)
1. pathavi Y Y N Y Y
2. tejo Y Y N Y Y
3. vayo Y Y ‘N Y Y
4. apo Y N N N N
5. cakkhu N Y Y Y Y
6. sota N Y Y Y Y
7. ghana N Y Y Y Y
8. jivha N Y Y Y Y
9. kaya N Y Y Y Y
10. ripa N Y N Y Y
11. sadda N Y N Y Y
12. gandha N Y N Y Y
13. rasa N Y N Y Y
14. itthindriya N N N N N
15. purisindriya N N N N N
16. rapajivitindriya N N N N N
17. kayavirisiatti N N N N N
18. vacivififiatti N N N N N
19. lahuta N N N N N
20. muduta N N N N N
21. kammajiiiatd N N N N N
22. upacaya N N N N N
23. santati N N N N N
24. jarata N N N N N
25. aniccata N N N N N
26. akasadhatu N N N N N
27. ahéara N N N N N
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because of their being thus easily known (gahanassa sukaratta),
they are styled santike (proximate). For this self-same reason they
are also called oldrika. The dhammadyatana-ripa [eclements
constituting mental object] cannot be known through the medium
of any of the first five sense-organs; their existence is known by
a process of inference. In this sense they are not easily known
(dupparinfieyya). Hence they are described as dire (far). For this
self-same reason they are also called sukhuma (subtle).”’

Therefore, the material elements constituting mental objects are
described as far and subtle because they are not easily perceptible.
Buddhaghosa’s definition of far and subtle revolves around the concept
of lack of impact (ghat tana), for there is no direct contact between the
first five sense-organs and the mental objects. The concept of lacking an
impact is similar to that of unresisting (appatigham; see p. 42) and,
therefore, it is no surprise to learn that the fifteen material elements
classified as far and subtle refer to the exact same elements that are
classified as unresisting, i.e., those that constitute mental objects.

Implications of the Previous Classifications

Many scholars, including F.L. Woodward,”® S.Z. Aung® and S. Das-
gupta,” have been puzzled by a certain canonical definition stating
that ripa has a definite “subjective” element: Riiparn ruppati (or
literally: “ripa affects”). Although I agree with Woodward that ruppati
cannot be considered as the proper etymology for the word riipa, I feel
that this particular definition sheds light on the nature of matter, since
matter is not simply an objective reality independent of the perception
of the individual.

The distinctions that we have covered so far between the
different kinds of “matter” emphasize the deep empirical sense that
characterizes Buddhism. It seems that Theravada Buddhism stresses that
for something to be present for someone, it needs to be perceived.
Unless there is perception of the object (be it perception of the object
itself or perception of its mere conceptualization), it is absolutely

57 Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter, p. 38.

58 F.L. Woodward, trans., The Book of the Kindred Sayings (Sarnyuttanikaya) (London:
P.T.S,, 1917-22), 3:73.

59 Aung, Compendiurm of Philosophy, p. 273.
60 Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, 1:94,
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meaningless for that person—it is absent. Absence does not deny the
absolute reality of the object when unperceived by a subject, but stresses
that the object is of no significance to such a subject. Understanding
this, we can now make sense of the distinctions between the different
kinds of matter.

The division of matter into internal and external has strong
implications for this study, for it also establishes a distinction between
matter endowed with ontological reality independent of its being
perceived, and matter whose reality is dependent on a potential
perception. The elements of matter in the internal classification are the
five sense-organs (vision, audition, smell, taste and touch), and they are
endowed with reality whether or not they are perceived. These five
sense-organs are also dependent on the primary elements, which
constitute their foundation. The four primary elements, therefore, are
also endowed with the same reality. The category “external” refers to
the material elements whose reality is dependent on a potential
perception. It is easy to understand why four of the sense-objects
(visible forms, sounds, smells and tastes) are included in this division,
for they can all potentially be perceived by an individual.

The inclusion in this division of the four primary elements and
the last fourteen elements that constitute secondary matter may seem
problematic at first. Furthermore, the exclusion of bodily impressions
and of mental objects (dhammayatana) from the “external” category
would seem equally odd. We must recall, however, that bodily
impression is made up of the first three great elements (earth, fire and
air). Although all the four great elements have a reality independent of
potential perception, they become factors in the bodily impression only
when they can be perceived by an individual, that is, only when there
can be an actual contact between an individual and the first three
elements. In other words, these three great elements are not always
bodily impression, although the bodily impression itself is always
composed of them.

As for the mental objects, they are only apparently left out since
they are described by the fifteen elements: the fourth primary element
(water) and the last fourteen elements that constitute secondary matter
(water, femininity, masculinity, faculty of life, bodily expression, vocal
expression, lightness, elasticity, adaptability, growth, continuity, decay,
impermanence, space and food). The same reasoning employed above
regarding the bodily impression is applicable to the mental object: the
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mental object is always composed of one or more of the fifteen
elements given above.

With respect to the paticcasamuppada, the most important of the
various divisions of matter is that between internal (objective) and
external (subjective) matter. The first refers to material reality (as well
as our five sense-organs) existing independently of the potential
perception of it, and the second to the form that matter takes in order
to be apprehended by the senses. In other words, this twofold division
can be expressed as (1) the five sense-organs as well as the four primary
elements, and (2) the six sense-objects. The first four sense-objects are
explicitly listed in the Pali canon as categories of matter, while the last
two (bodily impression and mental object) are implicitly included by,
respectively: (1) the first three primary elements, and (2) the water
element and the last fourteen elements that constitute secondary matter.
It is these six sense-objects that constitute the “subjective” aspect of
matter—subjective in the sense that they can potentially be perceived
by, and affect (ruppati), the individual.

Correlation between the Ripakkhandha and the Paticcasamuppada

There is a direct relation between the ripakkhandha and the fifth and
sixth links of the chain of dependent origination: the six sense-doors
(salayatana) and contact ( phassa). The six sense-doors (sa/dyatana) are
usually understood in terms of “internal” and “external”—respectively,
the six sense-organs and the six sense-objects. However, it is widely
understood that in the formula of the paticcasamuppada itself, the term
saldayatana includes only the six sense-doors and not their respective
objects.”" The surta, abhidhammic and commentarial literature support
this view.® There is, therefore, a direct correlation with the six sense-
doors link of the paticcasamuppada and the five sense-organs that
partly constitute the riipakkhandha. The problem that we face, however,
is that the six sense-doors include six sense-organs, whereas the rapa-

61 Karunadasa, Buddhist Analysis of Matter, p. 79; Bhikkhu Nanamoli, trans., The Guide
(Nettippakaranarin) (London: P.T.S., 1977), p. 48, n. 164/5; Nyanatiloka, Buddhist
Dictionary, p. 25, 123.

62 Katamaiica bhikkhave salayatanari. Cakkhayatanam sotayatanam ghanayatanam
jivhayatanari kayatanamarih manayatanam. Idam vuccati bhikkhave salayatanam
(S. ii, 3). Tattha katamarn namaripapaccaya salayatanam? Cakkhayatanari ... pe ...
manayatanari; idam vuccati namariipapaccaya salayatanarm (Vbh. 164. See also a
similar interpretation in Vsm. 565).
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kkhandha only admits five of them by excluding the mental organ from
its list, the latter belonging to the vifiianakkhandha. However, the
mental sense-organ has already been implicitly introduced into the chain
of dependent origination by the two preceding links, vififidna and nama-
ripa,” and, as we will now see, the following link, contact (phassa),
explicitly requires the presence of the mental organ.

Contact is usually defined as the meeting of consciousness
(vififidna), a sense-organ (indriya) and an external stimulus (visaya).*
In keeping with this understanding, contact not only requires the
presence of a consciousness,” but also of the sense-organs and the
sense-objects. The sense-objects are presumably excluded from the six
sense-doors link as it seems to be an explanation of our personal
bondage to misery; since sense-objects, when unperceived, have no
influence on our binding to sarisdra, it is understandable that they are
not included. However, they are included in the link of contact, for
here, by actually being perceived, they have a direct influence on the
individual. There is a further correlation between the sense-objects
discussed in the ripakkhandha and those of contact. In the ripa-
kkhandha the sense-objects are potential objects of perception, while
here, because of the congregation of consciousness, sense-organs and
sense-objects, they are actual objects of perception. The conjunction of
these three implies that contact is bare sensory experience, devoid of
any subjective inclinations. Contact therefore refers to bare percept. It
is important, however, to note the difference between contact and the
sense-objects. While the latter can potentially be perceived, the former
is actually perceived.

In our discussion of the ripakkhandha, we have seen that, when
divided into the categories of sense-organs and sense-objects, matter can
be correlated to two links of the paticcasamuppada—namely the six
sense-doors (saldyatand) and contact (phassa). The sense-organs
(except the mental organ) belong to the six sense-doors, while the
sense-objects along with the mental organ are included in contact.

When these sense-objects are actually perceived, they constitute, along

63 The exact intcrrelation among viifiana, namaripa, mano and the other sense-organs
and the following links of the chain will be explained in the chapter on vififigna.

64 Cakkhusi c’avuso paticca ripe ca uppajjati cakkhuvifinanarm tipnam sangati phasso
(M. i, 111. A similar passage is found in S. v, 32).

65 As we will see in the chapter on viifiana, there are six types of consciousness, one of

which is the manovirifiana.
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with consciousness and the sense-organs, “comtact”—which I would
describe as bare sensory experience, devoid of any subjective inclination.
This experience can potentially turn into a sensation (vedana),* the
aggregate discussed in the next chapter.

66 Phassapaccaya vedana (M. ii, 32); stated slightly differently at M. iii, 242. See also
M. iii, 17 and its commentary MA. iv, 78.




Chapter 3
The Vedanakkhandha

The whole of the ripakkhandha, as we saw in the previous chapter, is
contained by “the six sense-organs” (saldyatana) and contact (phassa).
According to the formula of the paticcasamuppada, phassa is a
necessary condition for the arising of vedana (sensation). The principal
difference between contact and vedand should be noted carefully: the
former is the mere perception of external stimuli—a perception devoid
of any subjective interpretation; the latter, however, has a definite
subjective content, for it must either be pleasant, unpleasant or
neutral.! It is this subjectivity that differentiates vedana from contact.

According to the Yamaka, there is no distinction between the
terms vedand and vedanakkhandha,® and nowhere in the canon is such
a distinction elaborated. The Majjhimanikaya explains the meaning of
the term vedana by “vedeti vedetiti kho avuso, tasma vedana ti vuccati”?®
“it is called ‘sensation’ because one ‘senses.”” Here again, a Pali text
defines a term through the use of etymologically related terms, thus
hindering a clear understanding. However, the Pali Text Society
Dictionary agrees with the canonical statement holding that the word
vedana is derived from the root “ved” or the verb “vedeti,” both meaning
“to know” or “to experience.” If the word vedana is indeed related to
vedeti, the implication is that vedana means either physical or mental
experience.

Several divisions of vedand into categories ranging in number
from two to one hundred and eight can be found in the Pali Canon.*

1 Katami pan’ ayye sukha vedand, katama dukkha vedand, katama adukkhamasukha
vedana ti. Yarn kho avuso Visakha kayikam va cetasikarh va sukham satamm vedayitarn
ayari sukha vedand ... (M. i, 302).

2 Vedana vedanakkhandho 1i? Amanta (Ymk. 17).

M. i, 293.

4 “Oh, Ananda, according to one classification, vedana are classified in two, according
to another, in three, according to another, in five, to another, in six, according to
another, in eighteen, to another, in thirty-six, to another, in one hundred and eight.”
Dve p’Ananda vedana vuttd maya pariyayena tisso pi vedana vuttda maya pariyiyena,
panica pi vedana vutté maya pariyayena, cha pi vedand vuttd mayd panydyena,
at thadasa pi vedana vutta maya pariyayena, chattimsapi vedan@ vutta maya pariyayena,
at thasatari vedandasatam pi vutiarh maya pariydyena (M. i, 398; also at S. iv, 224).

w
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Of these, the most important classifications group vedana into categories
of three, five and six. The Majjhimanikaya clarifies the threefold division
of vedanad into pleasant, painful and neither pleasant nor painful. By
further distinguishing these three sorts of vedand between those
experienced either on the body or in the mind, we arrive at a sixfold
division.’ The Sariyuttanikaya elaborates a similar classification® which
takes into consideration whether the vedana is mental or physical in
nature. This classification is usually known as the paricindriya, where the
five indriya refer to the five types of vedand; these are not to be
confused with the five moral strengths (paficabald) of the same name
(pavicindriya).” As paficindriya, vedand are divided into five groups: the
first two refer to pleasant (sukhindriya) and painful (dukkhindriya)
bodily vedand, the third and fourth are pleasant (somanassindriya) and
painful (domanassindriyd) mental vedand, and finally the fifth consists
of neither pleasant nor painful (upekkhindriyd) bodily and mental
vedana.® Vedana are also grouped into six divisions based on the

5 M.i, 302

6 S.v,210.

7 Almost no difference is found between the five faculties, pasicindriva, and the five
strengths, pasicabala; both refer to the exact same qualities. The only semantic nuance
found in the texts is one pertaining to the quality and opposite quality of each of the
indriya. The faculties of (1) faith, (2) cffort, (3) mindfulness, (4) concentration and
(5) wisdom, respectively, have as qualitics and oppositc qualities: (1) determination
and disbelief, (2) energy and idleness, (3) establishing and negligence, (4) calmness
and agitation and (5) knowledge and ignorance (Ps. iii, 22-23). These pairs of
qualities play a critical role in the distinction between bala and indriya because the
meaning of these two terms is defined in reference to these qualities and opposite
qualities. The Sarasthappakasini seems to derive its interpretation of indriya from the
word inda, meaning ruler [Indra in Sanskrit refers to the wrathful god who held a
powerful position in the vedic pantheon, hence the Pali meaning) since each of the
five faculties is regarded as the controlling factor, a ruler of its respective quality (SA.
iii, 247). For example, the faculty of faith is considered an indriya because of its
perfect control over the characteristic of determination. The same source explains the
use of bala, or strength, because it is unshakable by the opposite faculty. The bala of
faith is so-called because its steadiness when confronted with its opposite quality,
disbeliefl (SA. iii, 247). The Patisambhidamagga commentary gives a very similar
definition, with the distinction that the author has replaced the word inda by adhipati,
which also means “ruler” (PsA. iii, 618-19). The Patisambhidimagga commentary’s
definition is copied verbatim in the Visuddhimagga (Vsm. xxii, 37). Although the
nuance identified in the commentaries is worth noting, it does not indicate any major
distinction between indriya and bala.

8 S.v,210-11.
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particular sense-organ (dyatana) through which the vedana is
“perceived.” The first five sense-organs—eye, ear, nose, tongue and
body—are physical, while the sixth sense-organ—the mind—is mental.
Although there is a clear distinction between mental and physical
vedand, this arrangement from the Majjhimanikaya—with its
predominance of bodily vedana—implicitly underscores the aggregate’s
physical aspect. Since only the vedana triggered by the sixth sense-organ
(the mental organ) has a stronger mental content, it is logical to assume
that most of the vedana are physically based. However, it is important
to stress that even those vedana related to the five physical sense-organs
do have a mental function, for vedana is different from mere percept in
that a certain interpretation of the stimuli must have taken place.
Vedana, as stated previously, are always either pleasant, unpleasant or
neutral, a characteristic that differentiates them from objective percept.
Therefore, my use of the term “sensation” as a translation for vedana
does not, it should be stressed, refer to an anoetic sentience, or a bare
experience devoid of personal inclinations.

In order to understand the role that vedand plays within the
theory of dependent origination, it is of crucial importance to examine
the states which are deprived of vedand, for these attainments have
been the objectives of most Theravada Buddhist practitioners. They are
also those that are attained when any link of the paticcasamuppada is
deactivated. In the next pages we will therefore clarify the distinctions
with two types of nibbana and with a state that resembles it—sarifia-
vedayitanirodha.

The Eradication of Vedana

Pali texts repeatedly refer to a state beyond sensation or, more literally,
a state characterized by the eradication of safifid and vedana (sanifia-
vedayitanirodha), which Buddhaghosa and Dhammapala have compared
to nibbana. An understanding of the nature of this state will have a

9  Cha vedanakaya veditabba ti iti ... paticca vuttam? Cakkhufi ca paticca ripe ca
uppajjati cakkhuvififianar, tinnam sarmgati phasso, phassapaccaya vedana; sotari ca
paticca sadde ca uppajjati sotavinnanari; ghanafi ca paticca gandhe ca uppajjati
ghanavinnananam; jivharii ca paticca rase ca uppajjati jivhavinndnam; kayafi ca paticca
photthabbe ca uppajjati kayavinndnam; manaii ca paticca dhamme ca uppajjati
manovififidnarh, tinnarh samgati phasso, phassapaccayd vedand. Cha vedandkaya
veditabba ti iti yan tarh vuttarh idam etarn paticca vuttarn. Idar paricamari chakkam
(M. iii, 281).
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direct impact on our understanding of Buddhist soteriology and of
nibbana itself. 1 begin my investigation of sarfiavedayitanirodha by
examining the textual evidence describing it, and then looking at some
modern interpretations of the state.

Since nibbana, according to the Theravada tradition, is possessed
of a single nature, without division,' there is a certain irony to the
heated debates among scholars as to its exact nature. Some equate
nibbana with the state of consciousness attained by Siddhattha Gotama
at the age of thirty-five under the Bodhi tree; this state is also
experienced upon attaining arahanthood.! Others perceive nibbana as
a state that can be attained only upon death,'” since it is often
described as a condition beyond mind and matter (ndmaripa),
transcending the five aggregates. A third group interprets nibbana as
being synonymous with the mental state known as safifiavedayitanirodha
(literally “the cessation of recognition and of semsation”). The last
interpretation falls somewhere between the first two, for it is clearly
described as an experience beyond mind and matter but wherein the
experiencer continues to live after exiting the trance. (It is worth noting,
however, that the experiencer is clinically dead during the trance.)

A Bharadvaja brahmana once asked the Buddha: “How can one
untangle this mess?”"* Considering the tradition’s seemingly conflicting
opinions regarding the true interpretation of nibbana, this is a question
we could ask too! I will look at subtle distinctions between these
apparently different states. An examination of the distinction between
the nibbana that the Buddha attained at the age of thirty-five and the
nibbana he entered into at the time of death, followed by a study of
traditional and academic controversies associated with safifigvedayita-
nirodha, will shed light on the question of whether the interpretation of

10 AbLS. vi,14.

11 Th. Stcherbatsky represents the followers of this perspective: “Buddha and Nirvana
are different names for the same thing” (Th. Stcherbatsky, The Conception of
Buddhist Nirvana [Varanasi: Bharatiya Vidya Prakashan, 1968}, p. 79).

12 As Louis de La Vallée Poussin stated in one of his lectures at Manchester College:
“It may therefore be safely maintained that Nirvana is annihilation” (The Way fo
Nirvana: Six Lectures on Ancient Buddhism as a Discipline of Salvation [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1979], p. 117).

13 Anto jata bahi jata jataya jatitd paja: tam tam Gotama pucchami: ko imam vijataye
jatan ti. S. i, 13; 165. Also quoted in Buddhaghosa’s introduction to his Visuddhi-
magga (Vsm. 1).
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safifiavedayitanirodha is consistent throughout the tradition, and on the
role of vedand in the attainment of the Buddhist ideal.

Most Buddhist schools hold that the historical Buddha
experienced enlightenment under the Bodhi tree at the age of thirty-five
and, according to certain scholars,'* reached nibbdna simultaneously.
According to others, however, he only entered into nibbina when he
passed away at the age of eighty. These two perspectives on nibbdna are
not, however, mutually exclusive; there are said to be two types of
nibbana, pamely sopadisesa (with residue) and nirupadisesa or
anupddisesa (without residue).

According to Pali texts, nibbana has a single nature and is thus
without division or distinction. But for analytical purposes, and in order
to describe the attainment of nibbana, the concept can be divided into
two categories: with residue and without residue.’® This apparent
paradox is thoroughly explained by Buddhaghosa in the Visuddhimagga:

But this [single goal, nibbdna] is firstly called with resuit of past
clinging left (sopadisesa) since it is made known together with the
[aggregates resulting from the past] clinging still remaining
[during the arahant’s life], being thus made known in terms of the
stilling of defilement and the remaining [result of the past]
clinging that are present in one who has reached it by means of
development. But [secondly, it is called without result of past
clinging left (nirupadisesa)] since after the last consciousness of the
arahant, who has abandoned arousing [future aggregates] and so
prevented kamma from giving result in a future [existence], there
is no further arising of aggregates of existence, and those already
arisen haven disappeared. So the [result of past] clinging that
remained is non-existent; and it is in terms of this non-existence,

14 “Aussi bien quand le Bouddha est parvenu du méme coup 2 la Clairvoyance et au
Nirvana, c’est un cri de triomphe et d’allégresse qui s'échappe de ses 12vres a l'idée
qu'il a enfin brisé les chaines du Destin et s’est pour toujours libéré de la prison
corporelle” (A. Foucher, La Vie du Bouddha d’aprés les textes et les monuments de
UInde [Paris: J. Maisonneuve, 1987], p. 326).

15 Tad etan [nibbanam] sabhavato ekavidham pi, saupadisesanibbanadhatu
anupadisesanibbanadhatu ceti duvidharh hoti karanapariyayena (Abhs. vi, 14). The text
further classifies nibbana into three modes: void, signless and absolute content. This

" division, however, does not influence our discussion. See S.Z. Aung’s translation of
the Abhiddhammatthasarigaha entitled Compendium of Philosophy (London: P.T.S.,
1979), p. 166.
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in the sense that “there is no [result of past] clinging here, that
the [same goal is called] without result of past clinging left.”'®

The Itivuttaka—upon which the previous passage of the Visuddhimagga
probably bases its interpretation—mentions that one who has attained
nibbana with residue continues to possess the five senses and to
experience both pleasant and painful sensations,"” while the attainment
of nibbana without residue is characterized by the eradication of all
becomings (bhava),'’® implying that no emergence from this state is
possible.

On the other hand, the state of sopadisesa nibbana, as the words
themselves imply, is nibbana with residue in the sense that subtle
kamma still remain. These kamma are not strong enough to propel the
arahant into another rebirth, but merely sufficient to maintain the life
process. Liberated persons cease to produce further kamma, for the
kamma-process (kammabhava) has been eradicated. They have
eradicated all kamma-results (kammavipaka) that may lead to another
life, but must still reap some subtle kamma-results in this life. It is these
kamma-results that maintain both the regeneration of the five
aggregates and the kamma-process itself. Therefore, nibbana with
residue could be correlated to a state of mind that alters our perception
of the world, or rather, enables us to really perceive the world as it is
(yathabhita). \

Nirupadisesa nibbana, on the other hand, is “nibbana without
residue” in the sense that all kamma have been completely eradicated
and, consequently, no fuel remains to perpetuate life. Nibbana without
residue is usually referred to as a total extinction of the five aggregates
(khandhaparinibbana). The state of nibbana without residue is beyond
mind and matter and no different from the state of nibbana that the
Buddha attained at the moment of death.

Correlations are often made between the terms nirupadisesa
nibbana (without residue) and parinibbana, and between sopadisesa

16 Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, pp. 580-81. This subject is further elaborated in
the Itivuttaka (38-41) as well as in Kamaleswar Bhattacharya’s article, “Upadhi, upadi
et upadana dans le canon bouddhique pali,” in Mélanges d'indianisme a la mémoire
de Louis Renou (Paris: Publications de l'institut de civilisation indienne, 1967), pp. 81-
97.

17 Disesa nibbanadhatu (It. 38).

18 Anupadisesa pana samparayika yamhi nirujjhanti bhavani sabbaso (It. 38).
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nibbana and “plain” nibbdna. However, there is no sound textual
justification for such an identification. In the surta literature the term
parinibbana is restricted to the passing away of arahant—the attainment
of nibbana without residue. Yet the substantive in these particular
passages functions as an elegant or polite term for an arahant’s death
rather than entering into nibbana without residue itself. We often find
the verb form parinibbdyati being used to mean the attainment of
arahantship itself without implying the passing away of the arahant at
that particular moment.”® Furthermore, commentarial literature
mentions two kinds of parinibbana: (1) kilesaparinibbana, the extinction
of defilements which is equated with nibbana with residue, and (2)
khandhaparinibbana, or the extinction of the aggregates—the passing
away of the arahant, nibbana without residue. As Peter Masefield
pointed out in his article “The Nibbana-Parinibbina Controversy,”?
not even the past participle parinibbuta refers exclusively to the state of
nibbana without residue.”! Because of its dubious significance, I prefer
not to use the term parinibbana. The concepts of without residue
(nirupadisesa) and with residue (sopadisesa) are the precise technical
terms that refer respectively to the total eradication of the aggregates
at the time of the death of the arahant, and to the state attained by a
living arahant.

The State of Sarsiavedayitanirodha

Although the distinction between these first two kinds of nibbana is
clear, the problem associated with the state of safifiavedayitanirodha is
not so simple. Pali texts repeatedly refer to this state beyond sensa-
tion—a state characterized by the eradication of recognition and

sensation (safifiéd and vedand) which Buddhaghosa and Dhammapala
compare to nibbana. In order to better understand this mysterious state,

19 See M. |, 67.

20 Peter Masefield, “The Nibbana-Parinibbana Controversy,” Religion 9 (Autumn 1979):
216.

21 See the two following references. Sukharin va yadi va dukkharm adukkhamasukharm
saha ajjhattaii ca bahiddha ca yari kifici atthi veditam etam ‘dukkhan’ ti fiatvana
mosadhammarin  palokinari phussa phussa vayarh passari evarn tattha Vvirajjati
vedananari khaya bhikichu nicchato parinibbuto ti (Sn. 144). Samahito sampajano sato
buddhassa savako vedana capajanati vedananarica sambhavam. Yattha ceta nirujjhanti
maggarica khayagaminam vedananarih khaya bhikkhu nicchato parinibbuto ti (S. v, 204;
similar passage at S. v, 57).
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I will now examine pertinent textual evidence, and respond to some
modern interpretations.

The life of Siddhattha Gotama just prior to his enlightenment,
as portrayed in the Ariyapariyesanasutta, offers numerous references to
“trancelike” states. According to this text, the bodhisattva visited many
saints who were engaged in different types of penance, the most
eminent being Alarakalama and Uddaka Réamaputta. Gotama first
approached A]arakalima and mastered the third attainment (the stage
of akificayatanasamadhi) which was the highest known to his teacher.
When he realized this state did not correspond to final liberation, he
left Alarakalama and went to study under Uddaka Ramaputta. With
the latter, he quickly mastered the fourth attainment (nevasanrnianasafinia
samadhi)—again, the highest he could learn from him. The bodhisattva
did not regard this condition as final liberation either and thus left to
pursue his goal independently.”? Only then did he finally experience
nibbana® and become a buddha. The text states explicitly that Gotama
had attained all the eight stages—the four absorptions and the four
attainments—and that he attained an even higher state: nibbana. In this
same sutta, Gotama is portrayed as instructing the monks, not only as
to how to attain each of these eight absorptions, but also how to reach
a state higher than these eight. This state is called safifiavedayita-
nirodha,” the eradication of recognition and sensation. At first glance
this state seems to be the same as nibbana. As La Vallée Poussin says:

Ils {les bouddhistes] pensent que ce neuviéme [recucillement] a
été découvert par le Bouddha; ils le nomment, non pas
recueillement d’inconscience (“sans samjia”), mais recueillement
de destruction de la conscience et de la sensation (“samijrid-
vedayitanirodha”) ou, plus simplement, recueillement de la
destruction (nirodhasamapatti); ils lui donnent un caractére
nettement bouddhique en le définissant comme une prise de
contact avec le Nirvapa (ou avec une entité semblable au

Nirvana).®?

22 Nayamn dhammo nibbiddya, na virdgaya na nirodhdya na upasamaya na abhififidya na
sambodhaya na nibbanaya samvattati (M. i, 165).

23 M.j, 167.

24 M., 174-75.

25 Louis de La Vallée Poussin, “Musila et Narada; Le chemin du nirvana,” in Mélanges
chinois et bouddhiques (Bruxelles: Institut Belge des Hautes Etudes Chinoises, 1937),
p. 212,
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Yet many modern scholars, such as Rune Johansson, hold that safifia-
vedayitanirodha is different from nibbana:

-.. safifidvedayitanirodha is not included and it is not identified [in
Pali texts] with nibbana. There are texts that would seem to imply
a very close relationship, but they are exceptions. Nirodha is
frequently mentioned as an aid to the attainment of nibbéna; but
nibbdna can be attained on the other levels just as well, even
without meditation [the author probably means the practice of the
jhana and samapatti]; what is important is the destruction of the
obsessions.”

Yet the Ariyapariyesanasutta depicts the Buddha teaching his disciples
how to successively reach the eight absorptions, the same eight that he
had himself attained, and how to experience safifiavedayitanirodha.
According to this text, the Buddha establishes a parallel between the
various attainments his disciples achieve, and his own. From a rhetorical
perspective, then, it would be strange for the ninth attainment of the
Buddha—nibbana—to be described as radically different from the ninth
attainment of his disciples, safifiavedayitanirodha. Theoretically, there
should not be any major difference between the two, especially since
safifidvedayitanirodha is described in the same way that nibbana often is.
Both are described as “crossing over the entanglement of the the
world,” and as being out of reach of the Evil One (Mara).”

If the correlation between sariigvedayitanirodha and nibbana
were based solely on this hypothesis, of course, it would not stand on
firm ground. However, the correlation finds strong support in the
commentarial literature—texts that Johansson may have overlooked. For
example, in a chapter devoted to the discussion of sarifiagvedayitanirodha,
the Visuddhimagga states that certain monks enter into this “trance”
thinking: “Let us dwell in bliss by being without consciousness here and
now and reaching the cessation that is nibbana.”® A few pages later,

the same text reiterates that safifidvedayitanirodha is “an attainment
which a noble one may cultivate; the peace it gives is reckoned as

26 Rune E.A. Johansson, The Psychology of Nirvana (London: George Allen and Unwin,
1969), pp. 49-50.

27 M.i, 175.

28 Ditth’ eva dhamme acittaka hutva nirodhari nibbanarm patva sukharn viharissama ti
samapajjanti (Vsm. 705); translation from Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, p. 828.
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nibbana here and now.”” The commentary of the Visuddhimagga goes
even further by introducing a vague correlation between the term
sanfiavedayitanirodha and nibbana without residue: Nibbanam patva ti
anupadisesanibbanarh  patva viya® Tt is noteworthy that the
commentator’s introduction of the particle viya suggests similarity rather
than identity. The passage should therefore be translated thus: “[in this
particular context of the Visuddhimagga, the expression] ‘attaining
nibbina’ means attaining [a state] similar to nibbadna without residue.”
Dhammapidla established no more than a correlation between
safifiavedayitanirodha andnibbana without residue (anupadisesanibbana),
he did not establish a one-to-one correlation between the two terms, but
only stated that they are “similar.”* However, Buddhaghosa mentions
that the mind of one who has emerged from safifiavedayitanirodha tends
towards nibbana.* This suggests that the “trance” is a kind of
adumbration of nibbana that bends the mind towards achieving nibbana
itself rather than being a state resembling it.

Although commentarial literature vaguely links safifiavedayita-
nirodha with nibbana without residue, this equation is often questioned
by scholars. For example, David Kalupahana stated that “scholars more
conversant [than William James] with the Buddhist tradition go to the
extent of equating the state of cessation (safifiavedayitanirodha) with
freedom (nibbana).”” According to Kalupahana, these two states
cannot, in any way, be equated. There seems, however, to be a flaw in
Kalupahana’s argument against correlating safifidvedayitanirodha with
nibbana. While he correctly points out that the former ought to be
experienced by the body (kayena sacchikaraniyd),®* his preceding
remark is misleading; Kalupahana argues that the Ariyapariyesanasutta,
in which the Buddha refused to equate freedom with the state of
cessation, should serve as a corrective to this misidentification by James

29 [Iti santarh samapattimy imam ariyasevitarh, ditth’ eva dhamme nibbanari iti sankhar
upagatarir. Vsm. 709; translation from Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, p. 833.

30 VsmA. 902.

31 Vasubandhu, in his Abhidharmakosa, seems to have been as careful as Dhammapila
in his definition of safifiGvedayitanirodha: he stated only that it is similar (sadrsa) to
nibbana (AbbK. ii, 44).

32 Vut thitassa kin ninnarh cittam hofi ti nibbananinnarih (Vsm. 708).

33 Kalupahana, The Principles of Buddhist Psychology, p. 76.

34 Which is interpreted by the commentator as arising simultaneously with the mental
body (nama). Kayena ti sahajata-nama-kayena (D.A. iii, 1023).
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and others.”® A careful reading of the Ariyapariyesanasutta, however,
shows that the Buddha never refused to equate nibbina with safisia-
vedayitanirodha. What we do find in this particular text is simply a
statement that none of the eight absorptions can be equated with
nibbana:

This dhamma [the teaching of Alara Kalama] does not lead to

disregard, nor to dispassion, nor to cessation, nor to tranquillity,

nor to super-knowledge, nor to awakening, nor to nibbana, but

only as far as reaching the plane of “no-thing.”?¢

Kalupahana seems to have mistakenly associated safifigvedayitanirodha
with the four absorptions and the four attainments, perhaps because it
~is sometimes described as the ninth absorption’ or because it is one
of the eight deliverances (vimokkha)*® It is important to recall,
however, that safifiavedayitanirodha is not usually even mentioned along
with the eight absorptions except when it is described as being higher
than any of them. Moreover, the Ariyapariyesanasutta does not mention
the attainment of safifiavedayitanirodha in this specific passage,” and
taking it for granted as implied is risky. It is, therefore, far from clear
that the Buddha refused to equate sarifidvedayitanirodha with nibbana.
Sanifidvedayitanirodha is known as a state beyond mind and
matter, as is nibbdna without residue. However, one notable difference
between the two is that the latter can only be experienced after death,
while the former requires that one be alive. Alive, yes, but not
apparently so. For all intents and purposes, one dwelling in safifig-
vedayitanirodha exhibits the same features as a deceased person, with

the slight exceptions that life (dyu) and bodily heat are still present, and

35 Kalupahana, The Principles of Buddhist Psychology, p. 94.

36 Naya [Aldrakilimassa] dhammo nibbidaya na viragaya na nirodhdya na upasamaya
na abhififidya na sambodhéya na nibbandya sarivattati, yavad-eva akificaniniayataniipa-
pattiya ti (M. i, 165); translation inspired by LB. Horner, trans., The Collection of the
Middle Length Sayings (Majjhimanikaya):(lrontion: P.T.S., 1959), 1:209. The same is
said about the teaching of Uddaka Ramaputta with the slight nuance that this latter
leads no further than to the state of “neither-perception-nor-non-perception” (see M.
i, 166).

37 For example, the Dighanikaya describes nine successive “cessations,” which consist
of the four absorptions, the four attainments and saitsigvedayitanirodha (D. iii, 266).

38 A.1iv, 306.

39 That is, M. i, 166-67.
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that the sense-organs are purified.*” Thus the experiencer is technically
but not actually dead.

We saw earlier that nirupadisesa nibbana is sometimes defined as
the total extinction of the five aggregates. Nibbana without residue is
also comparable to sarifigvedayitanirodha in that the five aggregates are
almost completely deactivated and become temporarily latent. As the
name saffiavedayitanirodha implies, this state is devoid of safifid and
vedana. Without the existence of these two aggregates, neither of the
two remaining mental aggregates (sarikhdra and vififidna) can be present
in their active form. According to the paticcasamuppada, sarnkhdra is
necessary for the arising of the vififidna, which has the potential to turn
into vedana. Thus, if vedana is eradicated, there can be no sarikhara, for
the three links of the paticcasamuppada that follow vedana (tanhg,
upadana and bhava) are members of the sankhdrakkhandha
Furthermore, in the absence of sankhdra, vififidna cannot arise. This
argument is implicitly supported by the Visuddhimagga in its definition
of safifidvedayitanirodha: “What is the attainment of cessation [sanrfia-
vedayitanirodha)? It is the disappearance of consciousness (citfa) and its
mental factors (cetasika) owing“to“their progressive eradication.”*
Noteworthy is that abhidhamma literature synonymously interchanges
the terms citta and vifiiana,” while cetasika comprises not only vedana
and safifia, as we would expect from safifiavedayitanirodha, but also the
fifty factors that constitute sarikhara. It follows that since safifiavedayita-
nirodha is devoid of citfa and cetasika, it is therefore devoid of vififiana,
vedand, safifid and sankhara as well. Only the remaining aggregate, the
rupakkhandha, must continue to be present, for the body remains alive
and must be sustained by the material faculty of life (rapajivitindriya),
one of the twenty-three elements that constitute secondary matter.

~ oo

Therefore, safifidvedayitanirodha is not simply a “more radical negation
ply

40 Ayu aparikkhino, usma aviipasantd, indriyani vippasannani (M. i, 296).

41 See my article on “A Brief Survey of the Relation between the Paticcasamuppada
and the Paricakkhandhd”, in K.1. Koppedrayer, ed., Contact Between Cultures: South
Asia (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), p. 237.

42  Tattha ki nirodhasamapatti tiya anupubbanirodhavasena cittacetasikanam dhammanarn
appavatti (Vsm. 702). ) A

43 Nyanatiloka, Buddhist Dictionary, p)%? B
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of apperceptions [safifid],” as Tilmann Vetter suggests,* but a radical
negation of all four mental aggregates. In this sense, neither can it be
equated, as Winston King advances,* with the fruits of the paths, for
these are still characterized by the four mental aggregates, while sariria-
vedayitanirodha is completely devoid of them.

It is said that while in the state of safifigvedayitanirodha, the body
is entirely protected from injury. Pali texts offer the startling example
of Mahaniga, who was dwelling in- this'trance when the house in which
he was temporarily living caught fire. The blaze persisted until the
villagers put it out; Mahanaga, meanwhile, was oblivious. After all,
without the four mental aggregates, he could not possibly have been
aware of anything! It is said that only the house burned; the monk was
left untouched by the flames. It is interesting to note that when
describing the villagers’ attempt to quench the fire with water,
Buddhaghosa employed the causative form (nibbapetva), which shares
the same etymology as nibbana. Emerging from sarriavedayitanirodha,
Mahanaga made a pun (“I am discovered!”).* While in the trance,
Mahanaga’s own fire (i.e., his five aggregates) was temporarily
quenched; after he emerged from safifiavedayitanirodha and realized
that the villagers were trying to extinguish the fire, he exclaimed “I
(meaning the five aggregates metaphorically associated with the fire) am
discovered,” thus stressing the crucial polarity between fire and water,
the five aggregates and nibbana. He then flew away.

Unfortunately, the sensational (albeit deprived of sensation) state
of saririavedayitanirodha is not available to just anyone. According to the
Visuddhimagga, only the non-returner and the arahant who have

44 “Probably in a period already dominatéd by the method of discriminating insight
some persons wished to make use of this wasteland and discovered in the cessation
of apperceptions and feelings [saiifiavedayitanirodha) a state (or rather a name) not
yet touched by any criticism. ‘Neither apperception nor non-apperception’ (the fourth
samapatti] now becomes the last but one stage and its description is to be understood
as a middle-way formulation allowing for a more radical negation of apperceptions”
(Tilmann Vetter, The Ideas and Meditative Practices of Early Buddhism [Leiden: E.J.
Brill, 1988] p. 68).

45 Sanravedayitanirodha “is the maximum possible temporal extension of those nibbana
realizations contained in Path and fruition awareness as well as the experiential
ultimate, nibbana itself, tasted in one’s present existence” (Winston Lee King,
Theravada Meditation: The Buddhist Transformation of Yoga [University Park:
Pennsylvania University Press, 1980}, p. 104).

46 Vsm. 706.
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successively passed through the eight absorptions can enter it.*” This
point is extremely important, for many scholars argue that equating
sanifiavedayitanirodha with nibbana is impossible since, according to the
Theravada tradition, nibbdna can be experienced only by means of
wisdom (panna) and discriminative insight (vipassana), while the eight
absorptions can be attained simply by practising concentration
(samatha). However, the fact that it is compulsory to be either a non-
returner or an arghant in order to experience safifiavedayitanirodha
implies that a certain amount of wisdom and discriminative insight have
been acquired. In fact, only those who have perfected these two
qualities could be capable of experiencing the state of safifiavedayita-
nirodha.*®® As Winston King emphasizes, “only those who have attained
the Path can attain cessation. It cannot be repeated too often that
cessation is an integral blending of the two [insight (vipassana) and
concentration (samatha)).””® Therefore, non-returners and arahant who
have reached the goal (sopadhisesanibbina) but have not followed the
path of the absorptions cannot reach this state.

Paul J. Griffiths disagrees with this position so strongly that he
devotes an entire book to refuting it. According to Griffiths, only the
path of discriminative insight leads to nibbdna, and only the path of
concentration leads to the absorptions and to safifiavedayitanirodha. The
two are distinct and thus can never be blended, as King suggests, in
order to attain either goal. Griffiths claims that Buddhaghosa and other
commentators wrongly attempt to reconcile these two paths by
correlating sarifiavedayitanirodha with nibbana without residue and by
stating that in order to experience cessation, one must have already
perfected wisdom through discriminative insight to the level of non-
returner. His disagreement with Buddhaghosa is so intense that he

47 Ke tam samapajjanti, ke na samapajjanti ti sabbe pi puthujjana sotapannd
sakadagamino, sukkhavipassaké ca andgamino arahanto na samdpajjanti. Attha
samapattilabhino pana anagamino khindsavda ca samdpajjanti: dvihi  balehi
samannagatatta tayo ca sarikharanam patippassaddhiya solasahi Aanacariyahi, navahi
samadhicariyahi vasibhavata panna nirodhasamapattiya rianam ti hi vuttarn (Vsm. 702).
The reader might want to refer to the section of the Visuddhimagga (pp. 702-709)
which explains how one can enter saffavedayitanirodha, what the requirements arc
and how one emerges from that state, etc.

48 See A. iii, 192; Vsm. 705.
49 King, Theravada Meditation, p. 108.
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comes close to accusing him of heresy.” Griffiths’ statement is rather
fierce, and I do not feel his arguments. bear out the charge.

Griffiths presents two major arguments against the identification
of sarifigvedayitanirodha and nibbana. The first is based on the following
statement from the Visuddhimagga: “Why do they attain nirodha? ...
they attain it thinking: ‘let us live happily [sukham] by being mindless
in this very moment and having attained cessation which is nibbana’.””
According to Griffiths,

it is unclear how a condition in which no mental events occur can

possess affective tone as appears to be suggested [by

Buddhaghosa]. Presumably it would be more accurate to describe

the attainment of cessation as a condition which is free from both

happiness and sadness and indeed from all affective tone

whatever.
The remark is accurate; safifiavedayitanirodha is a state where none of
the mental aggregates function, making it impossible to experience
either pleasant or unpleasant sensations. However, Griffiths’ reference
does not give proper consideration to Dhammapala’s commentary to the
Visuddhimagga. According to Dhammapila, the word happiness
(sukhari) in this particular passage simply means the absence of
suffering.” The commentator believes that this is what Buddhaghosa
intended when he said that those wishing to attain cessation do so in
order to “live happily.” The first noble truth postulates the universality
of suffering. Suffering’ does not merely result from wunpleasant
sensations, physical or mental, but is inherent in all compounded
phenomena (sarikhara)—all psycho-physical phenomena of existence, all
five aggregates. These are characterized by constant change. They arise
and pass away; they are transitory (amcca) Because of this inherent
instability, they are subject to suffering.* Moreover, suffering is often

50 PaulJ. Griffiths, On Being Mindless: Buddhist Meditation and the Mind-Body Prablem
(Illinois: Open Court, 1986), p. 29. See p. 66 below for Griffiths’ actual charge.

51 Kasma samapajjanti ti ... ditth’ eva dhamme acittakia hutva nirodham nibbanarn patva
sukhari viharissama ti samapajjanti (Vsm. 705).

52 Griffiths, On Being Mindless, p. 29.

53 Sukham ti niddukkharn (VsmA. 1673.22).

54 As stated in the Sartyuttanikdya: “What do you think, monks: is ripa permanent or
impermanent?” “Impermanent, Sir.” “And that which is impermanent, is it suffering
or pleasant?” “Suffering, Sir.” Tam kih mafifiatha bhikkhave ripam niccam va
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directly correlated with the five clinging-aggregates (sarnkhittena paric-
upadanakkhandha pi dukkhd). Although the state of sefifiavedayita-
nirodha, defined as being beyond any of the four mental aggregates, can
certainly not be characterized by pleasant and unpleasant sensations, it
can be understood as a “pleasant” experience in Dhammapala’s sense,
for it transcends the suffering that is inherent in all types of sensations.

Griffiths’ second argument is that Buddhaghosa’s identification
of nibbana with sanfavedayitanirodha “seems to approach uneasily close
to a standard Buddhist heresy ... for it ... encourages some version of
the anmihilation view.”” In the Theraviada tradition, the annihilation
view (ucchedadit thi) is defined as the belief (held by non-Buddhists, of
course) that there is an unchanging self that remains constant
throughout life and which, at the time of death, simply disappears. Of
course, Buddhism categorically rejects the view that there is a
permanent entity which is identified with the five aggregates:* the
tradition denies the truth of this presupposition altogether by affirming
that there is merely a sequence of similar events that are causally
related, but that this similarity can in no way be perceived as identity.
Furthermore, Buddhism also repudiates the view that there is absolutely
no existence after death,” but rather that there exists a continuum
from one life to another, wherein the last consciousness of the present
life (cuticitta) engenders the first consciousness of the next (patisandhi-
vififiana). The only possible way to exit this cycle of birth, death and
rebirth is to eradicate all karmic activities (sarikhdra) during the lifetime
and to attain nibbana; otherwise the samsaric cycle is perpetuated. This
being standard Buddhist doctrine, I do not see how Griffiths can make
a statement such as “many Buddhist texts, especially those which discuss
the question of the nature of nibbana, do in fact read as though they
embrace just this ‘annihilation view.’”*® It is true that nibbana is most
often described using negative terms, but reaching the goal is often the

aniccarit vati. Aniccam bhante. Yam pananiccarn dukkham va tam sukharh va .
Dukkham bhante (8. iii, 67). The same mode of questioning is used for the four other
mental aggregates.

55 Griffiths, On Being Mindless, p. 29.

56 Rapam vedayitar safifiar vififianan yarica sarikhatar n’ eso aham asmi (8. i, 112).
57 Such as portrayed in D. i, 55.

58 Griffiths, On Being Mindless, p. 29.
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result of many lives of practice;* this very point indicates that there is
some sort of continuum from one existence to another, a view that the
nihilists would reject. “However this may be,” as Griffiths continues, “it
certainly seems as though this text of Buddhaghosa’s, identifying the
attainment of cessation with nibbana, is one of those that encourages
some version of the ‘annihilation view.’”® It is not the association of
safifiavedayitanirodha with nibbana which should be considered in this
light, but nibbana per se, as it is the latter (or at least nibbana without
residue) which is described as being beyond the five aggregates®—a
statement resembling the annihilation view in the sense that all
constituents of the individual are destroyed, but contradicting it in that
there is still something left (perfect bliss; paramari sukham), and that
something existed prior to the attainment.

The Theravada commentarial tradition has established a vague
relationship between safifiavedayitanirodha and nibbana without residue,
in the sense that in the particular passage of the Visuddhimagga referred
to earlier, Buddhaghosa does not seem to be making a straightforward
doctrinal statement that safifiavedayitanirodha is nibbana. He simply
states that certain monks enter this trance thinking: “let us dwell in bliss
by being without consciousness here and now and reaching the cessation
that is nibbana.”* The rhetorical device of placing the statement in the
mouths of others is not typical of Buddhaghosa when writing in a
strictly analytical manner and when supporting a doctrinal point.
Perhaps the statement is meant to be understood metaphorically. Hence
the commentator, Dhammapala, rushes in to prevent misunderstanding
by explaining that “reaching the cessation that is nibbana” means “as
though reaching nibbana without residue.”

YR AT

59 For example, the Jataka offers the biographies of hundreds of the previous lives of
the bodhisattva on his way to enlightenment.
60 Griffiths, On Being Mindless, p. 29.

61 “But [secondly, it is called without result of past clinging left (nirupadisesa)] since after
the last consciousness of the Arahant, who has abandoned arousing [future
aggregates] and so prevented kamma from giving result in a future [cxXistence], there
is no further arising of aggregates of existence, and those already arisen have
disappeared. So the [result of past] clinging that remained is non-existent; and it is
in terms of this non-existence, in the sense that there is no [result of past] clinging
here, that the [same goal is called] without result of past clinging left” (Nanamoli, The
Path of Purification, pp. 580-81).

62 Vsm. 705.
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However, according to Pali sources, there is a major distinction
between safifiavedayitanirodha and nibbana. On the one hand, nibbana
is not merely a meditative state, but a phenomenon which exists by itself
(sabhavadhamma). As an ontological phenomenon, .1ibbana differs from
all other dhamma in that it is unconditioned, unborn,”® undying, etc.
It is realized by practitioners when they attain the paths and fruits, but
its existence is by no means dependent on anyone’s attainment. Nibbana
exists and remains as such whether or not it is realized. On the other
hand, sarifiavedayitanirodha is not a phenomenon which exists by itself
since it has no individual essence and it is produced (nipphanna). For
the simple reason that it has no individual essence, according to the
Visuddhimagga, it is not classifiable as formed or unformed, mundane
or supramundane.”® According to Pali literature, nibbina is a real
phenomenon (dhamma), base (@yatana), and element (dhaiu), while
sarifiavedayitanirodha is not. The latter is simply the cessation of mental
factors reached through the procedure described in the Visuddhi-
magga.® In the light of these canonical definitions of sarifiavedayita-
nirodha and nibbana, the equation of these two states becomes almost
impossible.

Finally, a few words must be said with regard to a final
hypothesis, put forward by Louis de la Vallée Poussin® regarding
saffavedayitanirodha and its place within Buddhism. In his article, de
La Vallée Poussin explores the debt of Buddhism to the ancient form
of Sarmkhya-yoga where the practice of complete withdrawal of the
senses was the only means of achieving cessation of the mental activities
(cittavritinirodha), which was in turn the only means of attaining
liberation (kaivalya). He argues that the early Buddhists wanted to show
that having incorporated every kind of practice into their system, they
had reached an attainment higher than any of those associated with

63 Dhs. 2; Sn. 362; It. 87; Ud. 80, etc.

64 Vsm. 507. SR

65 Nirodhasamapattisankhatd asarikhata 1i'adi pucchdyari pana sankhatd ti pi asarikhata
ti pi lokiyd ti pi lokuttard Ui pi na vattabba. Kasma? Sabhavato n’ atthitdya (Vsm. 709),
A similar statement regarding the mundane and supramundane classification of
sanfdvedayitanirodha is found in the Kathavatthu, p. 516.

66 Vsm. 705ff.

67 Louis de La Vallée Poussin, “Le Nirvana d’aprés Aryadeva,” in Mélanges chinois et
bouddhiques (Bruxelles: Institut Belge des Hautes Etudes Chinoises, 1932), 1:127-35.
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other practices.® Therefore integrating sarifidvedayitanirodha into the
Buddhist tradition may have been. simnply the result of an attempt to
make Buddhism appear superior to rival practices.

As mere scholars with limited resources at our disposition, it may
be impossible to determine with certainty whether nibbana and safifia-
vedayitanirodha are truly one and the same; but we can be sure of the
existence of profound controversies on the subject! I have argued,
however, that Kalupahana and Griffiths, both of whom challenge the
commentarial correlation between the two terms, fail to provide
adequate support for their positions. Nor do the Pili texts seem to be
in total accord on this matter: the sutta literature does not explicitly
equate safifidvedayitanirodha with nibbana, the abhiddhamma seems to
stress the difference between these two stages, and the commentarial
and sub-commentarial literature imply a similarity between them. Yet,
one point seems clear: nibbana and sarifiavedayitanirodha both share a
“blissful feeling”® (which itself may again be interpreted in various
ways). The peace generated by safifigvedayitanirodha “is reckoned as
nibbana here and now”” for it shares nibbana’s peaceful quality.
However, safifiavedayitanirodha cannot be identical to nibbana, for it has
no individual essence (sabhava) and it is produced (nipphanna). It could
simply be a kind of blissful foretaste of the nibbina element without
residue, but on this matter as well, the texts remain unclear. One certain
thing, however, is that safifidvedayitanirodha is a state where the four
mental aggregates are temporarily. deactivated.

The State of Vedanikkhaya

Now that we have discussed safridvedayitanirodha, we also ought to
mention another kind of elimination of sensation. This, however, is not
termed eradication (nirodha), but rather destruction (khaya), and refers
to a slightly different state. We find passages including this term in the
Suttanipata:

68 This hypothesis of “appropriation” was also advanced by Martin Wiltshire regarding
other Buddhist doctrines. Sce Ascetic Figures Before and in Early Buddhism: The
Emergence of Gautama as the Buddha {New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1990).

69 Blissful in the sense that it is devoid of sensation rather than being characterized by
a pleasant feeling.

70 VsmA. 833.
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Whatever sensations one experiences, pleasant, unpleasant or
neutral, inside or outside, they should be understood as suffering,
as illusory, as destined for destruction. Realizing that whenever
there is contact, sensations pass away [as soon as they arise], one
is free from passion, has destroyed the sensations and is fully
liberated ( parinibbuto).”

Similar passages are found in the Saryuttanikaya:

A disciple of the Buddha, with concentration, awareness and
constant thorough understanding of i 1mpcrmancncc [sampajano]
knows with wisdom the sensations, their arising, their cessation
and the path leading to their destruction. One who has reached
the destruction of sensation is freed from craving, is fully
liberated (parinibbuto).”

According to the texts, people “destroying sensations” are fully
liberated, yet nowhere is it stated, as it is with the state of sarfia-
vedayitanirodha, that in order to undertake this practice and attain the
goal, one must have previously attained the eight absorptions.
Therefore, a difference seems to be implied between the state of
destruction of sensations (vedanakkhaya) and safifidvedayitanirodha.
Moreover, people who have accomplished the state of destruction of
sensations are still alive and interact with the world, whereas those
dwelling in the state of sarifigvedayitanirodha are characterized by a
complete alienation from experience.

As was pointed out by Padmasiri de Silva,” the state of
destruction of sensations (vedandkkhaya) does not imply the destruction
of all sensations. According to the Samyuttanikaya, vedani can be
classified into eight types. The first four are caused by bodily
disturbances such as those originating from bile ( pitta), phlegm (semha),

71 Sukharir va yadi va dukkhari adukkhamasukhari saha ajjhattaii ca bahiddhé ca yari
kirici atthi veditarh etam ‘dukkhan’ ti iatvana mosadhammari palokinari phussa vayar
passar evam tattha virajjati vedananam khaya bhikkhu nicchéto parinibbhuto ti (Sn.
738-39).

72 Samahito sampajano sato buddhassa sdvako | vedand capajanati vedandnarica sam-
bhavarit | yattha vetd nirujjhanti maggarica khayagaminam | vedananari khaya bhikkhu
nicchdto parinibbuto ti || (8. iv, 204. Another similar passage is at S. v, 57).

73 Padmasiri de Silva, “Kamma and vedananupassana,” in The Importance of Vedana and
Sampajaiifia (Igatpuri: Vipassana Research Institute, 1990), n.p. (paragraph 11 of the
article).
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wind (vata), and a combination of them all (sannipatika). The fifth
originates from climatic conditions (utuparindmaja). The sixth arises
from disagreeable things coming together (visamapariharaja) such as
sitting too long or an improper combination of food. The seventh is
caused by injuries and external attacks (opakkamika), such as being
bitten by a snake. And finally, the eighth type of vedana is caused by the
ripening of one’s own kamma (kemmavipakajani vedayitani).”* Of all
these types, it is only the last, those sensations generated by past
kamma, that are destroyed when the expression vedanakkhaya is used.
The other seven types of vedana are still functioning. When one has
attained the state of destruction of sensations, ome still functions
normally, but no vedana arises because of past kamma. Furthermore,
those vedana that arise do not lead to the production of any new
kamma, for those who have attained-this state are, as stated in the two
passages quoted above, fully liberated ( parinibbuto). This attainment of
full liberation, as long as one is alive, is no different from nibbdna with
residue,” for it can be considered a state of mind, or more accurately,
the state of a purified mind.

Vedana as Bifurcation Point

The place that vedand occupies in Buddhist soteriology is crucial, since
vedana constitutes the bifurcation point from which diverge the road
leading to the multlphcat]on of unhappiness and the road leading to the
eradication of misery.” Because of the Buddhist pivotal theory of
dependent origination (paticcasamuppada), vedand is often misunder-
stood as not only being the basis for, but also as inevitably leading to,
craving. However, if we carefully examine the Great Discourse on
Causation (Mahanidanasutta) where each of the twelve links of the
theory of dependent origination is explained, we do not find any textual

74 S.iv, 230.

75 Arahattapattito pat thaya kilesavat t assa khepitatta sa-upadisesena carimacittanirodhena
khandhavat tassa khepitatta anupadisesena ca ti dvihi pi parinibbanehi parinibbuta
anupadano viya padipo apannattdcabhavam gata (DhA. ii, 163).

76 Vedanaya kho Vaccha dririana vedanasaiﬁudaye afifiana vedananirodhe aifiana
vedandnirodhagaminiyapatipadaya arifiana. Evam imani anekavihitani dit t higatani loke
uppajanti. “Vaccha, it is from the lack of knowledge in reference to the arising of
sensations, to the eradication of sensations and to the path leading to the eradication
of sensations that various wrong views regarding the universe arise” (8. iii, 258).
Wrong views are said to bind one to misery.
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evidence stating that vedand necessarily leads to craving. All that is said

is:

“With sensation as condition, there is craving. This, Ananda,
should be understood in this way. If there were no sensation at
all, of any kind, anywhere—i.e., no sensation arising from eye-
contact, no sensation arising from ear-contact, no sensation
arising from nose-contact, no sensation arising from tongue-
contact, no sensation arising from body-contact, and no sensation
arising of mind-contact—then, no sensation would be present;
with the cessation of sensation, would craving be discerned?”
“Definitely not, bhante.” “Therefore, Ananda, sensation is the
cause, source, origin and condition for craving,””’

This passage explicitly states that vedand is a condition for

craving, and that if no vedana is found, craving cannot arise. But it does
not state that vedana is the only causal factor involved in the production
of craving. The fact that craving cannot be produced without the
presence of a vedana does not imply that craving is necessarily produced
when a vedana is present. As Kalupahana noted:

While it is true, and this is actually the position held by the Buddha,
that pleasant sensations could give rise to craving and lust, and
unpleasant sensations (dukkha vedana) can be the cause of aversion and
hatred (dosa), the causal relation is not a one-to-one relation.”

77

78

“Vedanapaccaya tanha i’ iti kho pan’ etarn vuttam, tad Ananda imina p’etam
pariyayena veditabbarh yatha vedanapaccaya tanha. Vedand va hi Ananda nabhavissa
sabbena sabbari sabbatthd sabbam kassaci kimhici, seyyathidar cakkhu-samphassaja
vedana, sota-samphassaja vedana, - ghana-samphassaja vedana, jivha-samphassaja
vedand, kaya-samphassaja vedand, mano-samphassaja vedana, sabbaso vedanaya asati
vedana-nirodha api nu kho tanha pafniayethati? No h’etarn bhante’. ‘Tasma ih’Amanda
(sic) es’eva hetu etam nidanam esa samudayo esa paccayo tanhaya, yadidar vedana’”
(D. ii, 58). A similar passage is repeated for each of the twelve links.

Kalupahana, The Principles of Buddhist Psychology, p. 46. Th. Stcherbatsky supports
this view by saying that the “pratityasamutpada can hardly be called causation in the
sense in which it is usually understood. It really means dependently co-ordinated-
origination or dependent existence. According to it every momentary entity springs
into existence in co-ordination with other moments. Its formula is ‘asmin sati idam
bhavati’ there being this, there appears that! According to this, there could be neither
causa materialis, nor causa efficiens. An entity is not really produced, it is simply co-
ordinated” (The Conception of Buddhist Nirvana, p. 9).



The Vedandakkhandha 73

Vedana itself is devoid of the connotation that many have read
into the paticcasamuppada; vedanapaccaya tanha does not imply that
vedand is a sufficient condition for the arising of tanhd (craving), but
simply that it is a necessary condition. For example, when narrating his
experience before he attained enlightenment, the Buddha mentioned to
Aggivessana that while dwelling in jhanic ecstasy, he was not affected
by the pleasurable vedana that characterize such states,” and was not,
therefore, generating craving. The Buddha was experiencing sensations,
but was not producing any kamma or craving. A further example is
found in the Majjhimanikaya where the Buddha is described as
experiencing the arising and fading away of sensations.® Since a
Buddha, by definition, is completely free from craving, the vedana that
arise within him cannot give rise to craving. Hence, vedana itself is not
a sufficient condition for the emergence of craving; rather, the
perspective from which sensations are approached plays a crucial role
in the emergence of craving. In fact, the Majjhimanikdya states that
those vedana approached as impermanent, sorrowful and subject to the
vicissitudes of life (viparinamadhamma) eradicate the tendency of
reacting to sensations with greed,® which would ultimately generate
craving.

Wholesome and Unwholesome Vedand

This particular soteriological approach to sensations is further described
in the Sariyuttanikaya as leading away from craving and any other
defilements. Describing a monk in contemplation, the Pali sources say:

He is aware of the vedana thus: “there has arisen in me one of
the five types of vedana. Now this has its condition, its cause, its
reasons, and has been conditioned. That this vedana should arise
without these is 1mpossrble.” Thus he comes to know fully the
vedand, its arising and its ccasmg “and; thereafter, when a vedana

79 Evaripa pi kho me Aggivessanauppanna sukha vedana cittar na pariyadaya tit thati.
Literally: Thus, Aggivessana, my mind was standing not having been overpowered by
the pleasurable vedana previously arisen (M. i, 247).

80 Yompi, bhante, Bhagavato vidita vedani uppajanti, vidita upatthahanti, vidita
abbhattham gacchanti (M. iii, 124).

81 M. iii, 218-20.
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arises, it comes to cease without remainder,—that also he fully
knows.®

The Majjhimanikaya further states that a “certain kind” of vedana—

which kind may still be either pleasant, painful or neutral—is conducive
to the development of unwholesome states (akusald dhamma), while
“another kind” of vedand leads to the cultivation of wholesome
states.® This passage does not reveal which kind of vedana is
conducive to either wholesome or unwholesome states, but its
commentary, the Papaficasiidani, clarifies this point. This source defines
the sensations leading to the unwholesome states as belonging to the
householder (gehasizd),* but makes no mention of those leading to the
wholesome state. In another sutta of the Majjhimanikaya, however,
unwholesome states are contrasted with those belonging to the
renouncer (nekkhamasita);¥® it seems that those belonging to the
renouncer are conducive to wholesome states since their very quality lies
in the way they are approached. They are perceived as “they really are,”
i.e., as painful and impermanent. This distinction between these two
types of vedand is not intrinsic to the vedani themselves, but rather
be careful not to be misled by the terms. Although the words gehasita
and nekkhamasita literally refer to the household life and that of
renunciation respectively, they concern the mental disposition of a
person rather than their outer dress or apparent condition. Nothing
prevents a householder from attaining stages that certain monastics
have failed to reach due to their lack of practice. As is stated in the

82 So evam pajanati. Uppannari kho me idam domanassindriyam (and for all the other
indriya). Tafica kho sanimittariv saniddnam sasankhdrar sappaccayarn. Tarir vata
animittam anidanam asarikhiaram appaccayarn domanassindriyam uppajjissafiti netarn
thanam vijjati. So domanassindriyar ca pajanati domanassindriyasamudayarica pajanati.
Domanassindriyanirodhariv  ca pajanati.  Yattha cuppannarn  domanassindriyam
aparisesari nirujjhati tafica pajanati (S. v, 14). I have taken the liberty of translating
the term indriya as vedand since the term paricindriydni, in this particular context,
refers to the {ive types of vedana. See p. 52 for a discussion of these five indriya.

83 Idha’ ekaccassa evariparn sukhariv vedanarin vediyatoakusald dhamma abhivaddhanti
kusald dhamma parihayanti, idha pan’ekaccassa evaripam sukham vedanarm vediyato
akusala dhammaparihayanti kusala dhamma abhivaddhanti. ... The same is given in
respect to painful and neutral vedana (M. i, 475).

84 Evariipam sukham vedanam pajahatha ti idam cha gehasitasomanassavasena (MA. i,
187).

85 M. iii, 217ff.
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Dhammapada: “Even though one may be highly dressed—in other
words, not wearing the simple monastic habit and therefore being a
householder—if one is poised, calm, controlled and established in the
holy life, having laid aside the rod towards all beings, this person is truly
a brahmana, a recluse, a bhikkhu.”* This passage supports the popular
adage habitus non facit monachum (clothes don’t make the monk). The
Pili canon even apprises us of certain householders who had attained
a higher development than certain monks. For example, Citta Gahapati,
who remained a householder throughout his life, possessed a thorough
understanding of the teaching of the Buddha® and had attained a
stage that was superior to many who had become monastics.® Equally,
there are cases of monks who remained as undeveloped at the mental
level as an ordinary householder (putthujana). For example the
venerable Nanda was tormented by thoughts of his former wife,% and
his mental state did not reflect the calm of the true renunciate, but
rather the agitation of the householder. Therefore, we have to stress
that the terms nekkhamasita and gehasita refer to ways of approaching
the vedand rather than to physical appearance and social status.

The Paparicasudani further interprets these two terms of gehasita
and nekkhamasita as being similar to the terms @misa and niramisa, also
used to describe vedana.”® The Satipatihanasutta, a text essentially
concerned with meditative practices, also uses these terms of amisa and
niramisa vedana.” The term dmisa is derived from the Sanskrit amisa
or amis, both meaning “raw flesh,” and the word niramisa literally
means “without raw flesh.” We might easily say that the Buddhist
meaning of the terms has been extended respectively to “non-
vegetarian” and “impure” and to “vegetarian” and “pure.” However, as
Seyfort Ruegg established in his article “Ahimsa and Vegetarianism in

86 Alankato ce’pi samanis careyya santo danto niyato brahmacari sabbesu bhitesu nidhaya
dandari so brahmano, so samano, so bhikkhu (Dh. 142).

87 A.i,26.

88 Vsm. 442,

89 G.P. Malasckera, Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, vol. 2 (London: P.T.S., 1974),
p. 10.

90 MA. j, 278. The kinds of vedana that the Papasicasiidani is referring to are described
in detail in the Salayatanavibhargasutta (M. iii, 219).

91 M.j, 59 also at A. iii, 411 and D. ii, 298.

92 V.S. Apte, The Practical Sanskrit Enquh Du:twnmy (Kyoto: Rinsen Book Company,
1986), p. 346.
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the History of Buddhism,” the establishment of vegetarianism in
Buddhism is closely connected to “a specific religious and philosophical
teaching: the tathagatagarbha doctrine,”® which was elaborated much
later than the Satipatthanasutta. It seems that, at the time the Sati-
patthana was composed, meat-eating was not yet perceived as
“corrupting.” We cannot therefore establish a relation between the
meaning of these two words and the connotations implied by eating
meat. However, it is very clear from this particular sutta that the vedana
represented as niramisa symbolize those vedana which are not conducive
to further defilements such as craving or aversion.

In this chapter, we have discussed the states of saffiavedayita-
nirodha and of vedanakkhaya. The former is a state comparable to
nibbana without residue, for none of the mental aggregates can be
found therein. The latter is more comparable to nibbana with residue,
for the five aggregates of a person experiencing such a state are still
functioning. We have also discussed many classifications of vedana such
as niramisa, nekkhamasitd, amisa and gehasita. We came to the
conclusion that a certain means of approaching vedana would transform
them into niramisd or nekkhammasita vedand, which are of an
inoffensive nature, while an alternative approach would transform
vedand into amisd or gehasitd vedand, which are endowed with a
negative connotation since they will act as potential agents in the future
arising of craving and aversion. The factor responsible for this particular
approach to vedanda is the next aggregate: recognition (sa7i7ia). It is this
third aggregate that will transform sensations into nirémisa (nekkhama-
sitd) or amisa (gehasitd), a transformation that will be either responsible
for the generation or eradication of craving.

93 D. Seyfort Ruegg, “Ahimsa and Vegetarianism in the History of Buddhism,” in
Buddhist Studies in Honour of W. Rahula, ed. O.H. de A. Wijesekera (London:
Gordon Fraser, 1980), pp. 236-37.



Chapter 4

The Safinakkhandha

As we saw in the previous chapter, vedand is a necessary but not a
sufficient condition for the arising of craving (tanha). Craving depends
not only on the occurrence of sensation, but also on the occurrence of
a particular type of safifig. My aim in this chapter is twofold: first, to
circumscribe the meaning of the term safifidgkkhandha and second, to
show how it contributes to the emergence of craving within the
framework of the chain of dependent origination.

Like vedana, sarifig is usually defined with respect to the six
sense-doors (dyatana) through which the faculty is applied. Thus, safifia
is classified in terms of (1) visible object (ripasasiria), (2) sound (sadda-
sannd), (3) smell (gandhasafinia), (4) taste (rasasafifia), (5) touch
(phot thabbasarifid), and (6) mental object (dhammasafifid).! Moreover,
as with vedana, the canonical definition of safifig does not shed much
light on the meaning of the term since the verb used to define it
(safijanati) refers to the root from which the term safifia is derived.?
Fortunately, the Sariyuttanikdaya offers us a glimpse of what sa7ifid could
mean by expanding on the former definition: “It is called ‘recognition’
because it ‘recogmizes.” What does it ‘recognize’? It ‘recognizes’
[regarding the organ of sight] such things as blue, yellow, red, white, etc.
Because it ‘recognizes’, it is therefore called ‘recognition.’ 3

Words such as “to be conscious” and “consciousness™ or “to
perceive” and “perception” are often used to translate the term safirid.
However, my translation is grounded in the belief that both

“perception” and “consciousness” carry misleading connotations with

1 A iii, 413.
Sarijanatisarijanatiti kho avuso, tasma safid vuecati (M. 1, 293).

3 Kisica bhikkhave saiifiam vadetha? Sanjandtiti kho bhilkhave tasma sarifia ti vuccati.
Kifi casarijanati? Nilam pi safijanati pitakam pi safijanati lohitakam pi saiijanati odatam
pi sanjanati. Sakjanatiti kho bhikkhave tasma sarinia vuccati (8. iii, 87).

4  As F.L. Woodward translated these two words in The Book of the Kirdred Sayings
(London: P.T.S., 1917-22), 3:74.

5  As LB. Horner rendered them in The Collection of the Middle Length Sayings, 1:352.

o i_;:':i"‘z7‘
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regard to safifid. The word “recognition,” on the other hand, tends to
imply that the subject imposes certain categories upon the percept in
order to classify it. The term “recognition” can definitely not be
mistakenly ascribed to the concept of vififigna. To use our reference
from the Samyuttanikaya as a supporting example for this decision, we
may say that the words “to perceive” and “to be conscious of” would
suggest that the blueness, yellowness or redness of the object is inherent
in the object itself, whereas saying “to recognize” implies that the colour
(which may not be exactly blue, yellow or red, if such pristine colours
indeed exist) is “categorized” by being linked to previous labellings. In
fact, the word blue names nothing but a concept, and different people
form different concepts to describe the same sensation. For example,
one person may call two colours with different tones blue, while another
may recognize these colours as indigo and aquamarine. Both have an
extremely similar sensory experience, yet their recognition differs. The
classic dialogue between King Milinda and Nagasena on the definition
of a chariot further exemplifies this point.® Milinda is unable to define
the chariot without referring to all its constituent parts. The chariot is
a mere category, a mental conceptualization used by the safifig to order,
to classify the various sensory experiences resulting from contact with
the external object that we normally term chariot. This faculty of
recognition leads to the formation of concepts, usually rendered in Pali
by the expression parifiatti.” The Anguttaranikiya supports the analogy
by elaborating on the result of sarisia, saying that “safifia always results
in a ‘concept’ [vohdra, expression of worldly usage]: whatever is
conceptualized has previously been ‘saffianized.’ ”® This is very similar
to the Sanskrit equivalent of the term safifid (sarijfid) which usually
means “name,” “technical term” or “notion.””

6 Mil. 27f. This simile had already been mt'ﬁ by the Theri Vajira in her discussion with
Mara. Nayidha sattipalabbhati. Yatha hi angasambhara Hoti saddo ratho iti. Evam
khandhesu santesu. Hoti satti sammuti (S. i, 135).

7  For further information on pasiriatti, refer to A.K. Warder’s article on “The Concept
of a Concept,” Journal of Indian Philosophy (1971), especially p. 189.

8  Katamo ca bhikkhave sarifianari vipako? Vohdravepakkaham bhikkhave safifia vadami;
yatha yathd narn safijdndti, tatha tatha voharati ‘evarin safifit ahosin’ ti (A. iii, 413-14).

9  Vasubandhu says that one is aware of blue (nilarit vijanati), but one ascribes the
notion of blue to the perception (nilam iti samjanati). “La notion (sarmjia) consiste
dans la préhension des caractéres” (La Vallée Poussin, Abhidharmakosa, 1:28).
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The Vibhanga classifies safifia into three categories: wholesome
(kusala), unwholesome (akusalay and neutral (avyakata)."’ Neither ca-
nonical nor commentarial literature sheds much light on these
classifications. However, before establishing a correlation between sasifia
and the paticcasamuppada, 1 will attempt to clarify what the text means
by “unwholesome” and “wholesome” safifia.

Unwholesome Saiiria

Like vedana, safnfid can also be perceived as an obstacle to spiritual
progress. While the Vibhanga does not clarify what constitutes

wholesome and unwholesome sa#i7id, the Suttanipata mentions that “one

has not even the slightest sa7ifid as regards to what is seen, heard or
said; how can anyone in the world here doubt about such brahmana—
i.e., one who has not even the slightest safifia—who does not hold a
view (dizthi)?""" This passage implies, first, that true brahmana™ are
free from the control of sarifia; and second, that sarifid is associated with
the generation of views—these emerge from ignorance (avijja)" and
are therefore linked to craving and conducive to an unwholesome
future.' By emancipating themselves from the hold of the safifid, these
brahmana have automatically eradicated the possibility of the arising of
new views and of craving. The Suttanipata also states that “the

destruction of sorrow follows from the.eradication of sasifia.”"® This

10 Tividhena sarifiakkhandho: atthi kusalo, atthi akusalo, atthi avyakato (Vbh. 28).

11 Tassidha ditthe va sute mute va pakappita n'atthi ania pi safifia: tam brahmanari
dit thimanadiyanar denidha lokasmim vikappayeyya (Sn. 802).

12 In Buddhist terminology, the term brahmana is not limited to the members of a
particular social group. Instead, the sutta literature defines a “true” brahmana as one
who is established in sila, samadhi and pannia (see Kitadantasutta, D. i, 127-49).
Brahmana in the Buddhist sense is often employed as a synonym of arahant.

13 S.i, 145; ii, 153.

14 A.i,22-23.

15 ... sanifiaya uparodhana evarn dukkhalkhayo hoti (Sn. 732).
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view is grounded in the fact that sasifid is seen as the cause of
“obsession”® (papafica), which hinders spiritual progress.””

A brief look at the word paparica will help us understand more
thoroughly the negative aspect of sasifid. The term paparica itself is
problematic, for it seems to have been used differently in the suita,
abhidhammic and commentarial literatures. In the sutta, the term
obsession seems interchangeable with wrong views (difthi). For
example the Suttanipata clearly states that the ground of obsession lies
in the belief that “I am the thinker.”"® The Saryuttanikdya goes even
further by stating that most human beings approach reality with
obsessions, but if one has removed the worldly things (gehasita) which
are the product of the mind, one moves towards renunciation
(nekkhammasita).”” The Saratthappakdsini vaguely explains the term
paparicasanfid, as used in this particular passage, as the notion of
obsession created by unwholesome sasizia.”® This leads us to a narrower

16 Sadndnidana hi paparnicasarikha (Sn. 874). The Niddesa equates papanca and
papaficasarikhd. Papafica yeva paparicasarkha (Nid. i, 280; 344). The term paparica
literally means “proliferation” and may refer to the proliferation of thoughts that
govern our behaviour without our being aware of it. This is why I translate the term
as “obsession.” However, as Richard Hayes notes, “the term ‘praparica,’ when used
in the context of a Buddhist work is virtually devoid of any precise meaning. [The
terms ‘praparica’ and ‘drs ti'] may be regarded as variables that are capable of being
given a more or less precise meaning by the Buddhist who uses them. Despite being
variables, they do have a constant feature, which is that every Buddhist uses these
words to connote wrongful uses of the mind. So, whenever we encounter the terms
in a given text, all we can know for sure is that they refer to mental habits that have
to be got rid of if we are to attain the greatest good” (Dignaga on the Intrepretation
of Signs [London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988}, p. 68, n. 35). For a detailed
analysis of the term, however, the reader should refer to Bhikkhu Nanananda's
Concept and Reality in Early Buddhist Thought (Kandy: B.P.S., 1986), a work devoted
entirely to the study of papaiica.

17 M. 1, 65; S. i, 100; wv, 52, 71; A. ii, 161; iii, 393, etc.

18 Manta ham asmi (Sn. 916).

19 This is a loose translation of the following verse: Papasicasafifia itaritara nara |
paparicayanta upayanti saniiino | manomayam gehasitafica sabbari |  panujja
nekkhammasitam iriyati || (8. iv, 71).

20 Kilesasariiidya papaiicasariiia nama hutva (SA. ii, 382). It is interesting to note that the
term kilesa is often associated with the mmd-deﬁlmg passions. See Nyanatiloka,
Buddhist Dictionary, p. 80.
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interpretation of the term, where paparica is used, more or less, as a
synonym for desire, wrong views and conceit.*!

The Pali Text Society Dictionary translates the compound
paparicasafifia as idée fixe, a translation which renders the meaning of
the term very adequately, for the Paparicasidani explains the term as
“the faculty of recognition associated with the obsessions related to
wrong views and craving.”? However, clarifications on obsession are
found in the Majjhimanikaya where the term is used as part of a small
causal chain reflecting a psychological process:

Visual consciousness arises on account of visual forms and the
eye, the meeting of these three is contact (phassa). On account
of contact there is a sensation (vedand). What one senses (as a
sensation), one recognizes (sarjanati, from sarfid). What one
recognizes, one “thinks about” (vitakka).? What one thinks
about, one is obsessed with. What obsesses one is the cause of the
number of obsessions which assail a person with regard to past,
present or future visual forms cognizable by the eye.?*

According to this and other examples, contact is a necessary element for
the arising of sensations, and sensations in turn are needed for the
recognition to arise. However, recognition constitutes a further
precondition for the appearance of “thinking about” and obsessions.
This passage demonstrates that the safifiakkhandha definitely follows
vedanakkhandha and precedes obsessions.

The concept of obsession is also closely associated with desire.
As one of the verses of the Theragatha reports: “one who follows [his]
obsessions is [like] a deer delighting in obsessions who has failed to

21 Tanhadit thimanappabhedan paparicam (SnA. 11, 431). Similar at Nid. i, 280; 344-45
and Net. 37.

22 Papaiicasaniia ti tanhadit thipapaiicasampayutta sanifia (MA. ii, 75).

23 On the term vitakka, see D. ii, 277. In his translation of the Dighanikaya, Maurice
Walshe supports the translation of the term as “thinking.” See Walshe, Thus Have I
Heard (London: Wisdom Publications, 1987), p. 587, n. 611.

24 Cakkhun c’avuso paticca ripe ca uppajjati cakkhuviifianarh tinnarh sangati phasso,
phassapaccayi vedana, yam vedeti tam sarijanati, yarn saiijandti tam vitakketi, yar
vitakketi tam papaiiceti, yar papariceti lato niddnar purisam papasicasarkhi
samuddcaranti atitandagatapaccuppannesu cakkhuvinneyyesu riapesu (M. i, 111-12).
Similar occurrences of the formula alsc_)“ appear at M. i, 259; S. iv, 67, etc.
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attain nibbana, the peace from bondage and the unsurpassable.”” This
metaphorical passage does not directly point to the association of
obsession with craving. However, E.R. Sarathchandhra expands the
image to arrive at the following: one ruled by his obsessions is
comparable to a deer who follows a mirage thinking that it is a pool of
water; the deer is thirsty and believes that the mirage (paparica) will
quench its thirst, just as people seek happiness and are convinced that
sensual pleasure will fulfil their desire.” Although obsession cannot be
directly correlated with craving, it can be associated with the emergence
of craving because, as the Sakkaparihasutta states, envy (issd) and
avarice (macchariya), as well as desire (chanda®’), have their origin in
papaﬁcasaﬁﬁ(i.28 Therefore, it would seem that both sarifia and the
more precise paparicasafifid are necessary conditions for the arousal of
craving—the link of the paticcasamuppada that follows vedana.

However, it must be stressed that obsession and paparicasafifia
are not elements of the sanrigkkhandha itself. As we have seen, the
safifiakkhandha is seen as the cause (or one of the causes) of
obsessions,” but these are never said to be part of the safifigkkhandha.
Furthermore, the causal chain of the Majjhimanikaya mentioned above
implies that safifia is a necessary condition for thinking about (vitakka),
which in turn is responsible for obsessions. It is also worth noting that
this same causal chain implicitly establishes a distinction between the
sanifiakkhandha and the sarkharakkhandha since, as we will see later,
thinking about is one of the members of the sankharakkhandha and it
would be illogical if obsessions, which follows thinking about, belonged
to the safifiakkhandha.*

According to the sixth book of the Abhidhamma, the safrfia-
kkhandha needs to be distinguished from recognition of views (dit thi-

25 Yo paparicam anuyutto paparicabhirato mago, ciradhayi so nibbanarn yogakkhemari
anuttararn (Th. i, vs. 989),

26 E.R. Sarathchandra, Buddhist Theory of Perception (Colombo: Ceylon University
Press, 1958), p. 10. .o

27 Chanda is equated in the commentaiy.with craving (tanha).

28 D.ii, 277-78.

29 Sn. 874.

30 In fact, if we adopt the sutta hypothesis mentioned on p. 80 that papasica is a
synonym of dit thi, paparica is automatically classified under the sarikharakkhandha
category, for dif thi is explicitly described as one of the fifty elements that fall into
the category of sarikharakkhandha (see p. 107).
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sarifid). Only the Yamaka refers to this nuance, while other texts, such
as the Dhammasargani,* imply that the faculty of recognition, the fact
of having recognized and the state of having perceived all belong to the
sanifigkkhandha. The Dhammasangani does not seem to admit a
distinction between the various sa7ifia, while the Yamaka does. This
apparent contradiction might be due primarily to a semantic
misunderstanding of the term ditthisariia. The Pali Text Society
Dictionary translates the word dizthi as “view, theory, belief, dogma”
and stresses that unless preceded by the adjective samma, it usually
carries a negative connotation. To my knowledge, however, the
compound dif thisafifia is almost never used in the sutta literature and
seems to be particular to the Yamaka.*> The Yamaka commentary
elucidates the term by equating it with the concept of papaficasarnifia®
which, as we have seen, is intimately related to craving.

This first distinction between the sarifiakkhandha and recognition
of views (dit thisarifiad)—defined as papaficasarifia by the Paficappakara-
natthakathd—indicates that the safifigkkhandha does not include
obsessions and that craving is not inevitably generated by the sarifia-
kkhandha itself. In fact, obsessions—as well as recognition of views—
would fall into the category of sarnkharakkhandha and not of the
sanfigkkhandha, for, as the Nettipakarana states, “obsessions are craving,
views, conceit and whatever sarkhdra are activated by them.”* The
same text further supports this statement by saying that “whatever is
obsession, whatever are the sarikhdra and whatever are the delighting
in the past, future and present, all these are the same.” The Yamaka
does not classify recognition of views (and obsessions) as sanra-
kkhandha because it belongs to the sankharakkhandha. As noted
previously, safifid is often seen as the cause of obsessions. The saririd-
kkhandha is the ground for the development of obsessions (as views,

dit thi). I must stress, however, that obsession itself does not belong to

31 Katamo tasmim samye safifidkkhandho hoti? Ya tasmim samaye sannia saijand
safijanitattarn—ayam tasmirn samaye sariniakkhandho hoti (Dhs. 17).

32 One occurrence of the term has been found in the Mahaniddesa of the
Khuddakanikaya where it is equated to wrong views (Nid. 93).

33 Sanrayamake tava ditthisafinia ti paparicasanna ti adisu agata dit thisaina (C.AF.
Rhys Davids, ed., Paricappakaranatthakatha, Journal of the P.T.S. 6 (1910-12): 59.

34 Paparica nama tanhadit thimana tadabhisarkhata ca sankhara (Net. 37).

35 Yo capi papaiico, ye ca sarkhara ya ca atitanagatapaccuppannassa abhinandana, idam

ckattarn (Net. 38).
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the sarifiakkhandha, for the latter is merely a function that triggers the
arising of the former, which, in fact, partakes of the sarikharakkhandha.

Wholesome Sanfid

Sanria is not always represented as a hindrance to salvation. The
Anguttaranikaya, for example, provides us with an example of the
positive value of sasi7ia. Once, the closest disciple of the Buddha,
Ananda, came to report that the monk Girimananda had been struck
by a serious illness. The Buddha then‘told Ananda to visit Girimananda
and recite “ten safifia” to the sick man; from this mere recitation, he
says, “there are grounds to believe that the sickness will be allayed.”*
These ten saifig consisted of (1) the recognition of impermanence
(aniccasarifia), (2) the recognition of selflessness (anattasanirid), (3) the
recognition of unpleasantness (asubhasaifid), (4) the recognition of
danger (adinavasannia), (5) the recognition of abandoning (pahana-
sannd), (6) the recognition of dispassion (viragasanna), (7) the
recognition of cessation (nirodhasarifid), (8) the recognition of
disenchantment with the entire world (sabbaloke anabhiratasafifid),
(9) the recognition of the impermanence in reference to all
compounded things (sabbe sankharesu aniccasanifid), and (10) the
mindfulness of breathing (@napanasati).

We may wonder why the Buddha thought that there were
grounds to believe that the mere recitation of these ten recognitions
might alleviate the suffering of Girimananda. The Asibandhakaputta-
sutta®® demonstrates that the Buddha did not believe that the power
of words could alter one’s destiny; hence for him to say that the mere
recitation of the ten safifiéd would improve Girimananda’s future seems
incongruous. However, it is possible that he simply meant that hearing
the ten sa7ifid might encourage Girimananda to develop these recogni-
tions—this would result, if not in a cure for the sickness itself, in alle-
viating the unhappiness-that caused.it.

Just as there are two types of vedand—amisid and niramisa—we

also find two kinds of safifia: those that lead to sorrow and unhappi-

36 Sace kho tvarn Ananda Girimanandassa bhikkhuno upasarikamitva dasa safifia
bhaseyyasi, thanarn kho pan’ etarin vijjati, yarh Ginmanandassa bhikkhuno dasasariiia
sutva so abadho thanaso patipassambheyya (A. v, 108).

37 S.1v,310.



The Sarifiakkhandha 85

ness”® because of their generating of obsessions, and those that
improve one’s future by approaching reality through the three
characteristics of existence (anicca, anatta, and dukkha)® and seven
other perspectives which, taken all together, constitute the ten safifig
enumerated in the Girimanandasutta. The Girimanandasutta is not the
only text to refer to this wholesome aspect of safifia. For example, these
wholesome safifid are classified in categories of seven in the Digha-
nikaya, where it is said that they are conducive to [spiritual]
prosperity,* in categories of six in the Anguttaranikdya, where they are
qualified as integral constituents of knowledge (vija),"" in categories
of five, in the Dighanikaya, where they are described as leading to the
maturity of liberation,” and finally, in the Arguttaranikaya,” where
they are described as being very fruitful, merging in and leading to the
deathless (nibbana).

To my knowledge, the whole Pali canon along with its
commentaries support the view that safifid can be wholesome when it
is geared towards the recognition-of elements essential for liberation.
What is important to note is that three main elements are explicitly or

38 As mentioned in Sn. 732; 802.

39 Dukkha is indirectly implied by the reference to asubha and adina.

40 Yavakivaii ca bhikkhave bhikkhii anicca-saiifiarh bhavessanti, anatta-saririam
bhavessanti, asubha-safifiam bhavessanti, adinava-safifiarn bhavessanti, pahana-saniiar
bhavessanti, viraga-sanifiarn bhavessanti, nirodha-sarifiam bhavessanti, vuddhi yeva
bhikkhave bhikkhanam patikankha no parihani (D. i, 79). The seven recognitions
mentioned by this passage are those.of impermanence, non-self, non-beautiful,
danger, overcoming, dispassion and cessation. It seems clear that prosperity is used
in the “spiritual” sense in this context for the Buddha is addressing a monastic
audience.

41 Cha yime bhikkhave dhamma vijabhagiya. Katame cha? Aniccasaiing, anicce
dukkhasariia  dukkhe anattasaiinG, pahdnasannid, virdgasaninid, nirodhasarifia
(A. iii, 334). These six recognitions are: impermanence, suffering amidst what is
impermanent, not-self amidst what is suffering, overcoming, dispassion and cessation.

42  Pafica vimutti-paripdcaniya safifid. Aniccasafifia, anicce dukkhasarinia, dukikhe anatta-
safifd, pahanasanind, viragasannid. These are the recognitions of impermanence, of
suffering amidst impermanence, selflessness amidst suffering, overcoming and of
dispassion (D. iii, 243).

43 Paiic'ima bhikkhave safifia bhavitd bahulikatda mahapphald honti mahanisarisa
amatogadha amatapariyosand. Katama.paica? Asubhasafifia maranasaiifia adinava-
saifiia dhdre patikkitlasafifia sabbaloke (anabhiratasannd (A. iii, 79). These are the
recognitions of unpleasantness, death, danger, unwholesomeness with regard to food
and disenchantment with the whole world.
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implicitly incorporated in all of these lists: the recognition of
impermanence (anicca), of suffering (dukkha) and of selflessness
(anatta). As hinted above, these three main elements constitute the
basis for wisdom. In order to attain the goal, whether nibbana with or
without residue, or even sarfdvedayitanirodha, what is definitely
required by the practitioner is to have developed wisdom through
vipassand, insight, which in turn is cultivated by the awareness of
impermanence, suffering and selflessness. As Buddhaghosa states in the
Visuddhimagga, there are eighteen major kinds of vipassana* and six
of these eighteen are among the various enumerations of wholesome
sanfia seen above. These are impermanence, selflessness, suffering,
dispassion, eradication and danger (ddinava). The cultivation of these
wholesome sa7i7ia will not lead to the further generation of craving, but
will help to develop wisdom through which one can break away from
the cycle of life and death and the chain of dependent origination.

‘Wholesome Sanifia and the Sarnakkhandha

At this point, we may wonder whether or not this wholesome sa#i7ia
does, in fact, belong to the safifiakkhandha. Buddhaghosa argues in the
Visuddhimagga that the function of safifiad as one of the aggregates is
simply to recognize objects as “blue,” “yellow” and so forth. The saAina-
kkhandha, according to this particular text, cannot lead to the
penetration of the characteristics of existence: one could not, through
the faculty of recognition, grasp at the deepest level the characteristics
of impermanence, suffering and selflessness.” Buddhaghosa goes on
to establish, through a metaphor; a-radical difference between the
sannakkhandha and wisdom: {(pahivid). While the former merely
recognizes the appearance of objects, the latter analyzes every object
and perceives it as it is—that is, from a Buddhist point of view, as
impermanent, painful and selfless. According to the Visuddhimagga, the
safndkkhandha  itself cannot deeply apprehend these three

characteristics of existence, Yet, the discussion of the various

44 Vsm. 695. The eighteen contemplations (anupassand) enumerated there are those of
impermanence, suffering, selflessness, aversion, detachment, cessation, abandoning,
destruction, vanishing, change, unconditioned, desirclessness, emptiness, higher
wisdom regarding all phenomena, knowledge and vision of reality as it is
(yathabhiitarianadassana), danger, reflecting and turning away. Those that are

italicized are included in at least one of the enumerations of wholesome sarifia.
45 Vsm. 437,
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wholesome safifid indicates that there can be a recognition of
impermanence (aniccasafifid), of suffering (dukkhasanrid) and of
selflessness (anattasafifid). As evidenced by the Sumargalavilasini,*
there are “five safifia leading to liberation.”"” Also interesting to note
is that three of these five safifia are contemplations of the three
characteristics of existence.®® The Sumangalavilasini implies not only
that the object of sa7ifia can be the three characteristics of existence, but
also that these very recognitions can lead to liberation through the
development of wisdom.

The Visuddhimagga, as I have noted, claims that the primary
function of the saAfiagkkhandha is to interpret by means of a sign
(nimitta). The term nimitta, in this context, refers to the outward
appearances of an object and excludes the more subtle attributes that
characterize every phenomenon of existence. For example, a particular
kind of deliverance described as signless (animitta) is interpreted in the
Atthasalini as being the result of the practice of the threefold
contemplation.”® By observing the ‘three characteristics of existence,
one attains the deliverance known as the “signless.” The signs, in this
context, are the beliefs in permanence, delight and self, which are all
outward appearances not reflecting reality as it really is—as
characterized by impermanence, suffering and selflessness. While the
sanfigkkhandha itself is concerned with recognizing the outward
appearances, the signs, the wholesome sa7i7i@ apprehend the “signless.”
Therefore, since wholesome saifia do not apprehend signs, they cannot
be classified as members of the sarifiakkhandha, for the latter only deals
with appearances.

-

Correlation between Szfifia and the Pa ticcasamuppada

According to the paticcasamuppdida, vedand is a necessary condition for
the arising of the next link, craving. However, in the chapter on vedana

46 DA. iii, 1033.

47 Parica vimutti-paripdcaniya sarifia. In this expression, the term “liberation” (vimutti)
is explicitly correlated to the state of arahanthood.

48 DA. ii, 1033. e B

49 Saijanapaccayanimittakaranarasa (Vsm, 462).

50 Animittavipassanari kathesi. Vipassana hi niccanimittarn sukhanimittarn attanimittan
ca ugghateti, tasma animinta ti (DhsA. 221).
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we saw that not all sensations ‘générate craving.”® Depending on the
response to a sensation, craving will either arise or not arise. Sasifid is
primarily responsible for the way in which the individual approaches
sensations.

Whenever something is sensed, it is also recognized.”? Safifia
always accompanies and follows vedand,” but depending on the
particular orientation of the saf7id, one may generate craving or start
cultivating wisdom. The safifidkkhandha lies between two links of the
paticcasamuppada: vedand and tanha. We have just seen that it follows
the vedanakkhandha, and the causal chain of p. 81 implies that it also
precedes tanhd. As we will see in the next chapter, tanhd and the
following two links of the paticcasamuppada fall into the category of
the sankharakkhandha. That causal chain, then, places safifia between
vedana and thinking about (vifakka). Since thinking about belongs to
the sarikharakkhandha, it is evident that the sarifidkkhandha finds its
place in between the vedanakkhandha and the sarnkhdrakkhandha.

Sarifid imposes categories on our sensations and classifies them.
The texts usually give the example that a certain sensation is interpreted
as “blue” or “yellow.””* But this categorization goes much further by
classifying sensations as “worth craving,” and “worth hating.” However,
if the recognition that interprets the sensation is one of the positive
safind, no craving or aversion will be generated, for the recognition itself
will signal that this particular sensation is not “worth craving for” since
it is impermanent, suffering and selfless. Yet, if the sensation is
interpreted by a recognition that leads to obsessions (similar to views,
dit thi), one will suffer under the illusion that this particular sensation
is permanent, a source of pleasure or associated with the self. According
to Buddhism, it is these particular views that are responsible for
misperception of reality and bondage to sarisara, for they are grounds
for craving.

As Buddhaghosa states in the Visuddhimagga, the safifiakkhandha
(necessarily associated with obsessions) has the function of interpreting
by means of signs that are apprehended, like the blind men who

51 See pp. 71if.

52 Yarn vedeti tarn saiijanati (M. i, 111-12). Similar occurrences also appear at M. i, 259;
S. iv, 67, etc.

53 This is also evidenced by the causal chain described on p. 81.

54 8. iii, 87.
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describe an elephant.” The comparison with the blind men probably
refers to a story of the Udana®™ where men blind from birth are asked
to describe an elephant by touching only a certain part of the animal.”’
The blind men are all partially correct, but since their interpretation is
based on their limited experiences, they cannot perceive the totality of
the truth and the reality as it is (yathabhitaranadassana).® However,
if the unwholesome sa7i7iad were replaced by one or many of the various
wholesome sarifid, craving would not be generated, proper under-
standing of reality would arise and wisdom would be developed.

In this chapter, we have seen that the main function of the
safifigkkhandha is to recognize and interpret sensations through the
imposition of categories. I have distinguished between two types of
sanfiad. The wholesome safifia are recognitions of, in short, the three
characteristics of existence. These do not belong to the safifiakkhandha
as such. The unwholesome sa#i7id, on the other hand, are simply certain
interpretations of reality that are not conducive to insight and that
generate obsessions. The sarifidkkhandha is essentially constituted of
these unwholesome sa7ifia. Unless the safifia of an individual are
governed by the wholesome safifia, that person is likely to generate
craving, aversion, clinging and becoming, all of which fall under the next

aggregate: sankhdra.

55 Yatha gahitanimittavasena abhzmvesakaranapacrupat thana, hatthidassaka-andha viya
(Vsm. 462).

56 Ud. 68-69. Although the simile found in the Udana was used by the Buddha to
explain to the king why different ascetics perceive the doctrine differently,
Buddhaghosa has appropriated this parable and made it relevant to the function that
sanifa performs.

57 Te ediso hatthi, n’ediso hatthi, n’ediso hatthi, ediso hatthi’ ti affiamarifiarh mut thihi
sarmyujjhirmsu (Ud. 69).

58 Noteworthy is that knowledge and vision according to reality (yathabhitarianadassana)
is one of the eighteen major kinds of insight (vipassana) mentioned in n. 44 on p. 85.
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Chapter 5
The Sankharakkhandha

My purpose in this chapter is, primarily, to uncover the basic meaning
that links the various contexts in which the term appears; and,
secondarily, to arrive at a precise interpretation of sarnkharakkhandha
and its function with respect to the theory of dependent origination. I
will not attempt to find one English translation with which to render all
the connotations of sarkhara since, as we saw above, such an
undertaking would be doomed to failure. Rather, I will attempt to
adduce an extemsive (and, I hope, comprehensive) explanation of
sankhara that will provide an understanding of the general meaning of
the word by stressing the simultaneous presence of its causal and
effective dimensions. To achieve this task, I will first use the fivefold
division to analyze the different contexts of the word. I will not discuss
sankharakkhandha within the scheme. Once the different contexts have
been presented, and the meaning of the term within them has been
clarified, I will proceed to discuss the general sense of the term
sankhara. Finally, I will examine the specific function of sarikhara as one
of the paricakkhandha. This methodology will offer us both a general
understanding of the term sarkhara and of the sankharakkhandha.

Polysemy of the Term Sankhdra

In order to unravel the specific function of the sarikharakkhandha, 1 will
first explore the meaning of the word sarkhdra in its larger context.
Sankhara is one of the Pali'*words most highly endowed with
philosophical implications. Stcherbatsky remarks that “the word and
conception samskdra performs a conspicuous part in all Indian
philosophical systems. It usually means some latent mysterious power,
which later on reveals itself in some potent fact.” In her introduction
to the translation of the Majjhimanikaya,® 1.B. Horner refers to a
passage from the Pali Text Society Dictionary in order to stress the
semantic depth of the word sankhara. It is “one of the most difficult
terms in Buddhist metaphysics, in which the blending of the subjective-

1 Stcherbatsky, The Central Conception of Buddhism, p. 18.
2 Homer, The Collection of the Middle Length Sayings, 1: xxiv.
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objective view of the world and of happening, peculiar to the East, is so
complete, that it is almost impossible for Occidental terminology to get
at the root of its meaning in a translation.”® Mrs. Rhys Davids also
expresses her bewilderment regarding the significance of the term:

We are only at the threshold of its problems, and it is hence not
strange if we find them as baffling as, let us say, our own
confused usage of many psychological terms—feeling, will,
mind—about which we ourselves greatly differ, would prove to an
inquiring Buddhist. If I have not attempted to go into the crux of
the sankhara-skandha [sic}, it is because neither the Manual [the
Dhammasangani] nor its Commentary brings us any nearer to a
satisfactory hypothesis.*

The exact meaning of this “mysterious power” still remains
obscure. As Bandusena Madanayake points out in his doctoral thesis,
“thirty scholars have put forward as many different meanings” for this
single term.’ One of the reasons for this diversity of translations might
be the fact that within the Pali language itself, sarikhdra possesses many
meanings. Surendranath Dasgupta explains the polysemy encountered
in the Pali canon by the fact that

The Buddha was one of the .. “€arliest thinkers to introduce
proper philosophical terms and phraseology with a distinct
philosophical method and he had often to use the same word in
more or less different senses. Some of the philosophical terms at
least are therefore rather elastic when compared with the terms
of precise and definite meaning which we find in later Sanskrit
thought.’

Yet many scholars, such as Hans Wolfgang Schumann, suggest that the
rather wide semantic field associated with the word sarkhira was
nonexistent at the time of the Buddha. According to Schumann, this
diversity of meanings resulted from the growth of exegesis on the earlier
sutta literature and from the development of an intricate and systematic

3 Rhys Davids and Stede, P.1.S. Pali-English Dictionary, p. 664.

4 CAF. Rhys Davids, trans., Buddhist Psychology: An Inquiry into the Analysis and
Theory of Mind in the Pali Literature (London: Luzac, 1924), p. bxxi.

5 Bandu W. Madanayake, “The Study of Sasnkharas in Early Buddhism” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Toronto, 1987), p. 2.

6 Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, 1:86.
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philosophical system that arose many centuries after the death of the
Buddha.’

I.B. Horner divides sarikhara into four different categories, each
having a different meaning. This classification consists of sarikhara (1)
as one of the aggregates, (2) as one of the links of the paticca-
samuppada, (3) as a sort of activity associated with the body, speech and
mind (kaya, vaci and cttta) and finally (4) as properties when associated
with the term life (@yu).® Schumann, in his thesis Bedeutung und Bedeut-
ungserewicklung des Terminus Samkhara im frithen Buddhismus,
elaborates a similar scheme by classifying the various interpretations of
the term into four categories.” Using Horner’s and Schumann’s
classifications as a starting point, I have developed a more extensive
scheme consisting of five categories: (1) sankhdara as a sankhata-
dhamma, as synonym of its cognate form sarikhata, (2) as a paccaya, (3)
as dyu-sankhara, (4) as part of the compounded words sasarnkhara and
asankhara, and finally, (5) as one of the five aggregates.

Sarikhara as Sankhata

Throughout the Pali canon, the concept of sarikhdra is closely associated
with that of sarikhata.'® The usual definition of the term runs thus: “it
is called sankhara because it ‘produces’ sarikhata.”"' Because the Pali
word for what I have translated as “to produce” is abhisankharoti, a
cognate of sankhara, the deciphering of this definition is rendered more
difficult. The Atthasalint provides us with a description of sarikhata that
may clarify the above definition of sarikhara. “The sarikhata are made,
having been assembled by conditions, and whatever is not sarikhata is
asarikhata.” S.Z. Aung, in his appendix to the translation of the Abhi-
dhammattasangaha, emphasizes that, although the notion of being
compounded is implied by the term sarikhata, the idea of being
conditioned and having been caused is the closest to the definition of

7 Hans Wolfgang Schumann, Bedeutung und Bedeutungsentwicklung des Terminus
Samkhara im frihen Buddhismus (Ph.D. diss, Bonn, Rheinishchen Friedrich-
Wilhelms-Universitit, 1957), pp. 84ff.

8 Horner, The Collection of the Middle Length Sayings, 1; Xxiv-xxv.

9 Schumann, Bedeutung und Bedeutungsentwhicklung des Terminus Sarnkhdra in frithen
Buddhismus, pp. 4511,

10 Refer to p. 15 for a discussion of the sarikhata and asarikhata groups.

11 Sankhatari abhisarkharontiti bhikkhave tasma sankhara ti vuccanti (8. iii, 87).

12 Paccayehi samagantva katd ti sarikhata, na sankhata ti asarikhata (DhsA. 47).
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the term.” These conditions, or causes, that produce the sankhata-
dhamma seem to be sankhdra as well.

Clearly, there is a definite relation between the two concepts (viz.
sarikhdra as a cause, and sankhdra as an effect, i.e., sarikhata-dhamma),
but the texts go so far as to suggest that there is no difference at all
between them. In the sutta literature, there are a few instances where
the first two characteristics of existence—impermanence and
suffering—are used to qualify the term sankhdra. In these same
passages, however, the third characteristic of existence, selflessness, is
an attribute of dhamma rather than sarikhdra:

Sabbe sankhard anicca ti; All sankhara are impermanent;
Sabbe sankhara dukkha ti;  All safikhara are suffering;
Sabbe dhamma anatta 1. All phenomena are selfless.™

I do not think that, here, the term dhamma is used in a different sense
than sankhara. If the Buddha had said “sabbe sankhara anattd,”
meaning that all the conditioned phenomena are substanceless, people
might have wrongly inferred that the unconditioned phenomenon
(asankhatadhamma) must have a permanent entity (ata). The
unconditioned phenomenon wlnch, in the Theravada tradition, is
restricted to a unique component (nibbana), is also devoid of any
permanent entity (a#ta). In order to avoid the misunderstanding that
sabbe sankhara anattd could potentially imply, the term sarnkhara is
replaced by dhamma in this particular context. Moreover, by stating
“sabbe dhammad anattd,” the text not only suggests that all the
conditioned phenomena are anarta, but that the only unconditioned
phenomemon—nibbana—is anatta as well. The commentary on this
passage also mentions that sarikhara is a synonym of sarikhata, the latter
referring to any element (dhamma) which has been conditioned.”

Therefore, we may affirm that sarikhara, as a sarkhata, refers to
all the principles of existence except nibbdna (and other dhamma
considered by other traditions as asankhata). Stcherbatsky presents an
interesting theory as to why the conditioned phenomena are called
sankhara:

13 Aung, Compendium of Philosophy, p. 273.

14 S.1,200; D. ii, 157; also Kvu. ii, 531.

15 Tattha anicca vata sankhara ti adisu vutta sabbe pi sappaccaya dhamma sarkhata
sartkhara nama (DA. ii, 230).

o)
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The elements of existence were regarded as something more
similar to energies (sariskrta dhamma [skr. equivalent for
sankhata-dhammal]) than to substantial elements. ... Since the
energies [sarikhata-dhamma)] never worked in isolation, but always
in mutual interdependence according to causal law, they were
called “synergies” cooperators (samiskdra [skr. equivalent for
sankhara))."®

Thus, in certain contexts, conditioned phenomena are synonymous with
sankhara because they were previously produced, they were conditioned
and, most of all, because they do not subsist independently of other
sankhata—they are “cooperators”. This definition of sarnkhdra is valid
for the entire universe: the individual microcosm (the five aggregates)
is included in the term! and so is the macrocosm, the entire
phenomenal world we live in.”® Therefore, everything but nibbana is
sankhara. Everything that has been compounded and has a cause is a
sarkhara in the sense of conditioned phenomena (sankhata-dhamma).

Sankhara as Paccaya

Within the complex theory of dependent origination, sarkhara is
inserted as a link between ignorance (avijjd) and consciousness
(vififiana).”” This means that on account of ignorance, sarnkhara come
into being and generate a consciousness. It seems that within the
paticcasamuppada the term sankhara has a meaning radically different
from the one previously ascribed to “sarikhara as a sankhata” since
there is no explicit textual evidence of conditioned phenomena
producing consciousness.

The Vibhariga defines sarnkhara produced by ignorance (and
implicitly generating a future consciousness) as volition (cetana).”® The
sutta literature also has a similar definition of sarikhadra: the Samyutta-

16 Th. Stcherbatsky, Buddhist Logic (New York: Dover, 1962), 1:5.

17 S. iii, 144.

18 The Sammohavinodani correlates the words anekadhatu-nanadhatuloka with
upadinnakasarikharaloka (VbhA. 456).

19 Avijjapaccaya sankhard; sankharapaccaya virinana (8. ii, 5).

20 Tattha katamo avijjGpaccaya sankharo? Ya cetand saricetana saficetayitattam, ayam
vuccati avijjapaccaya sankharo (Vbh. 144; a similar passage is also found at Vbh. 173).
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nikaya equates the term with the six groups of volition, which are
defined therein with respect to the six sense-doors.”

Volition is clearly explained in the Arnguitaranikaya, where the
Buddha states that what he calls volition (cetana) is simply kamma, and
that one who “cetanizes” is one who generates kamma either by body,
words or mind: “Monks, I say that volition is action. Having
“cetanized,” one acts by deed, word or thought.”” Another example
of the relation between sankhara (or volition) and kamma is symboli-
cally exemplified in the Rathakdravagga of the Arguttaranikaya. In this
sutta, a “wheel-maker” explains to the king that the wheel (and by
analogy the kamma-concept) “kept rolling as long as the impulse that
set the motion (abhisarikharassa gati) lasted. It then circled and fell to
the ground.”” The term abhisarkhara® is a synonym of volition and
refers here to the dynamism and momentum usually associated with
kamma. For this reason, Padmasiri de Silva points out that sankhara is
often considered synonymous with the concept of volition or kamma.”
These pieces of textual evidence support the relation that the Burmese
meditation teacher Sayagyi U Ba Khin drew between kamma and
sarkhara:

In this connection, we should understand that each action—either
by deed, word, or thought—leaves behind a force of action, sar-
khara (or kamma in popular terminology), which goes to the
credit or debit account of the individual, according to whether the
action is good or bad. There is, therefore, an accumulation of
sarikhara (or kamma) with everyone, which function as the supply-

21 Katama ca bhikkhave sarikhara? Chayime bhikkhave cetanakayd. Rapa ... sadda ...
gandha ... rasa ... phot thabba ... dhammasaricetana ime vuccanti bhikkhave sarikhard
(S. ii, 60).

22 Cetanaham bhikkhave kammarit vadami; cetayitva kammarh karoti kdyena vacaya
manasd (A. iii, 415). B

23 Tarh pavattitam saméapam yavatiki abhisarikharassa gati tavatikarn gantvé cingulayitva
bhiimiyarh papati (A. i, 111).

24 The interchangeability of the terms abhisarikhara and sarkhdra is evidenced by the
Sarmyuttanikaya (S. iii, 87) and the Dighanikaye (D. i, 18) where the function of
sankhara is said to be “abhisarikharoti.”

25 M.W. Padmasiri de Silva, Buddhist and Freudian Psychology (Colombo: Lakehouse
Investments, 1973), p. 117; also see Aung, Compendium of Philosophy, p. 274.
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source of energy to sustain life, which is inevitably followed by
suffering and death.”

The Vibharga further states that sarikhdra produced by ignorance are
threefold: meritorious sarnkhara (purifiabhisankhara), non-meritorious
sankhara (apurifiabhisarikhara) and “unshakable” sankhara (Gnerijabhi-
sarikhara).*’ Meritorious sarikhara are defined as being profitable
volitions—kamma—that will yield their results either in the sensual
sphere or in the fine material sphere; these meritorious “actions” (of
body, speech and mind) consist of charity, morality and meditation.”*
The non-meritorious sankhdra are explained as being unprofitable
kamma, the results of which will be reaped only in the sensual
sphere.”” The unshakable sarkhdra are said to be wholesome kamma
producing a result in any of the four immaterial spheres.® This
division of sarikhara into meritorious, non-meritorious and unshakable
further stresses the relation between sankhdra and kamma, since the
Vibhanga states that these three divisions constitute the entire field of
the kamma-process.”

The Vimohavinodani elucidates the meaning of sarikhira as
threefold: there are sarnkhara of body, of speech and of mind. The
sankhdra of body are initiated by the body and express themselves
through it. The sankhara of speech and mind are initiated by speech
and the mind and express themselves through them.” According to the

26 Thray Sithu Sayagyi U Ba Khin, “The Essenuals of Buddha-Dhamma in Meditative
Practice,” in Sayagyi U Ba Khin Joumal: 4 Collection Commemorating the Teaching
of Sayagyi U Ba Khin (Igatpuri: Vipassana Research Institute, 1991), p. 31.

27 Tattha katame avijjapaccayd sarikhara? Punnabhisankharo apufiriabhisarikharo
anerijabhisankharo (Vbh. 135).

28 Tattha katamo pufisiabhisarikharo? Kusala cetand kamavacard ripavacara danamaya
silamayd bhavanamaya, ayam vuccati purriabhisarikharo (Vbh. 135).

29 Tattha katamo apurnigbhisarikharo? Akusala cetana kamavacara: ayarh vuccati
apuriiiabhisankharo (Vbh. 135).

30 Tattha katamo anerijabhisankharo? Kusald cetana aripavacara: ayam vuccati
anerijabhisankharo (Vbh. 135).

31 Tatthakatamokammabhavo? Pufifiabhisarikharo apunifiabhisarikharorienjabhisarkharo:
ayar vuccati kammabhavo (Vbh. 137). The compound kammabhava literally means
“kamma-process.” However, this term is used in a technical sense and refers to links
eight, nine and ten of the theory of dependent origination. See pp. 110ff. for further
discussion of this concept.

32 Kayena pavattito, kayato va pavatto, kayassa va sarkhdro ti kayasarikharo. Vaci-
sankhara-citta-sankharesu pi es’ eva nayo (VbhA. 142).
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Yamaka, the sankhara of body are said to originate from breathing in
and breathing out; the sankhara of speech, from reflection and
investigation which “denote the whole mental process of thinking”;*
the mental sankhdra, from sarifia and vedana or, in other words, all the
principles associated with the mind except reflection and
investigation.** I do not believe that body-sankhira (kayasarikhara)
arise from the mere function of respiration, but since breathing is
essential for the subsistence of the body and the performance of any
other action, it is considered to be the precursor of any further body-
sankhara. Similarly, reflection and investigation are not inherently
speech-sankhdra (vacisankhdra) but, because these functions precede all
verbal activities, they are regarded as the foundation that allows a
person to speak and thereby generate speech-sarkhdra. Since the mental
sankhara are said to arise from sefifid and vedana,” sankhdra as a
paccaya is not simply deeds, but also physical, vocal or mental actions
that will yield certain consequences in the future. Both of these, the
karmically charged action and the future consequences, are sanikhdra in
the sense of condtioned phenomena, but only the former can be
classified under sankhara as a paccaya.

Sarkhara Used in the Compound-dyusarnkhara

Another type of sarikhdra is also mentioned in the Pali canon. The
Kathavarthu alludes to the Buddha entering into parinibbana only after
he had “let loose” his gyusarnkhdra.®® The sutta literature, particularly
in the discourses referring to the Buddha’s death, also makes a few
allusions to this word.* The term bhavasarikhara also seems to have
been used as a synonym of dgyusarikhira. The Anguttaranikaya employs
this expression to state that when the Buddha had released his bhava-

33 Rhys Davids and Stede, P.T.S. Pali-English Dictionary, p. 620.

34  Tayosankhard: kaya-sankharo vacisankhdro cittasarikharo. Assasapassasa kayasarikharo,
vitakkavicard vacisarikhdro, saifia ca vedana ca cittasanikhdro, thapetva vitakkavicare
sabbe pi cittasampayuttakd dhamma cittasarikhdro (Ymk. i, 229).

35 Ymk. ), 229.

36 Capale cetiye ayusankharo ossattho, Kusindrdyarh Bhagava parinibbuto ti?
(Kvu. i, 559).

37 Such asin D. i, 99; 108.
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sankhara, he broke apart the “coat of mail”® that originates from
one’s own person.”” None of the commentaries explain the meaning of
these two terms, yet the words themselves suggest a kind of “life
principle,” a vital energy which provides the neccessary fuel to produce
rebirth and without which life ceases. This is reminiscent of our
interpretation of senkhdra as paccaya, where the term sarnkhdra was
correlated with the dynamism -and momentum associated with the
concept of kamma. The only difference is that the dyusankhara (as well
as the bhavasankhara) refers to a specific force—not simply any karmic
force, but the one responsible for rebirth. Both dyusankhara and bhava-
sarikhara refer to the force responsible for generating a new existence.

Sankhdara Used in the Compounds Asarnkhara and Sasankhara

The fourth usage of the word sarikhdra is found in the compounds
“without sarnkhara” (asankhdra) and “with sankhdra” (sasankhara), the
latter appearing in relation to the word parinibbayin in the sutta
literature, and usually in conjunction with the term citta in the Abhi-
dhamma texts,

While discussing the different methods of attaining nibbana, the
Samyuttanikaya states that one who eradicates the five fetters of the
lower sort attains nibbana “without sankhara” and, following a similar
procedure, can achieve nibbana “with sarikhara.”*® Although the
meaning of this sentence is obscure because no textual evidence is
implied as to the distinction between the procedures to be followed in
order to enter either nibbana “with sankhara” or nibbana “without
sankhdra,” the meaning of these two terms seems fairly clear. Asankhara
means “without sarkhara,” while sasankhdara means “with sankhara.”
Therefore, the term asarkhara applied to nibbana suggests that nibbana
has been reached while the experiencer still possesses a karmic

38 Kavaca: the P.I.S. Dictionary (p. 200) says that the word applies to “existence,”
probably because the latter is made up of many factors and combinations, or, in other
words, that life is the expression of an intricately knitted mail of conditioned
phenomena. )

39 Tulan atulani ca sambhavarn bhavaserikhiram avassaji muni ajjhattarato samahito
abhindi kavacam iv’ attasambhavan ti (A. iv, 312).

40 No ce paficannam orambhagiydnar sarmyojandnam parikkhaya asarikhdraparinibbayi
hoti. Atha paricannam orambhagiydnari sarmyogandnam parikkhaya sasankhara-
parinibbayi hoti (S. v, 70). The same passage is found at A. i, 233,
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residue.” According to tradition, the Buddha attained nibbdna at the
age of thirty-five, but remained alive some forty-five more years.
Because he “came back” to teach in the k@maloka, we might postulate
that he still had certain stock of kamma which allowed (or caused) him
to come back into this world; he had not yet entered nibbana without
residue. When he reached that state, no more karmic residue was
present, thus no force could hold him to this world. The problem we
encounter is that in the sutta, the words sasarikhara and asarnkhdra are
used not in reference to nibbana, but to nibbana without residue. A
further difficulty emerges from the fact that Pali is a highly inflected
language; we often find two or more declined words losing their case
endings and being compounded (concatenated) together. Sometimes, it
is only through a careful analysis (and often, speculation) that we can
unveil the syntactic relation uniting the members of the compounds.
The compounds sa-sankhara-parinibbayi and a-sankhdra-parinibbayi are
extremely ambiguous. From one perspective, the first element
(asankhdra or sasarnkhadra) could be interpreted as an attribute of the
word parinibbdyi,* hence meaning “one who has attained the state of
parinibbana which has (or has no) sarikhara.” Although grammatically
correct, this analysis is rejected by the Sumangalavilasini which holds
that an instrumental case relation®:links parinibbayi to asarikhara and
sasankhara, hence attributing 'qmte a different meaning to the
compounds: one who has attained parinibbana from (or because of)
sarikhara (or from the lack of it in the case of asankhdraparinibbayr).
The commentator further elaborates by defining asankhdra as “without
effort, with ease and pleasure,” and sasarkhdra as “with efforts,
difficulty and dukkha.”*

The Abhidhamma literature strengthens the commentarial
definition of sasankhara and asankhdara by emphasizing that one who
has completely eradicated the fetters and thereby perceives the noble
path “without efforts” is called a person who has achieved parinibbana

41 The Atthasalini apparently agrees with this interpretation since Buddhaghosa defines
sasarikhdra as “with sarikhdra.” Tass’ attho saha sarikhérena ti sasarikharo (DhsA. 156).

42 Bahuvrihi compound.

43 Instrumental tatpurusa.

44 Asankharena appayogena akilamanto sukhena patto aserikhdra-parinibbiyi nama.
Sasankhdrena sappayogena kilamanto dukkhena patto sasarikhéra-parinibbéyi nama
{DA. i, 1030); similar definitions are found in the Sdratthappakasint (SA. iii, 143)
and the Manorathapirani (AA. ii, 350).
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“without efforts”; similarly, one who eradicates the fetters through
striving, and thereby perceives the noble path, is called a person who
has achieved parinibbana “with efforts”.* The Atthasalini further
elucidates the meaning of the term sasankhara (which the commentator
considers to be a new word in Buddhist terminology)® with a
narrative. A monk had certain duties to perform, such as sweeping the
courtyard, taking care of an elderly monk and listening to the dhamma,
but was not naturally inclined to fulfill them. Yet, either. by self-
instigation or by being admonished by another monk, he realized the
disadvantages of not performing his duties and the advantages of
carrying them out, and ultimately performed what he had to do. This
action of his, triggered by instigation and necessitating efforts on his
part, is called an action which gives birth to a wholesome mental state
because of sankhara (“with effort”).¥” According to Mrs. Rhys Davids,
all the thoughts (cizta) which are not called sasankhara are implicitly
included in the concept of asankhara.*®

The story of Bahiya Daruciriya® serves as a good illustration of
asankharaparinibbayi within Theravada Buddhism. The elderly ascetic
Bahiya, who was living in the vicinity of what is now Bombay, decided
to travel all the way to Savatthi to seek advice from the Buddha. When
he arrived in the capital city of Kosala, he met the Buddha and received
a few words of inspiration. While he was listening, he suddenly reached
enlightenment. Later, the Buddha said that Bahiya Daruciriya was the
supreme example of those who comprehended the truth instantly
(khippabhirifianarir). This story exemplifies the unexpected attainment
of nibbana—a realization devoid of proximate conscious striving
(asankhara).

Both in the sutta and abhidhammic literature, the term
sasankhara seems to refer to a thought, action or state attained by
instigation or mental efforts that constrain the natural tendencies of the

45 So asarkhdrena ariyamaggarn saijaneti uparitthimanari saiifiojananam [saryoja-
nanar] pahanaya: ayamn vuccati puggalo asankhara-parinibbayi. ... So sasarikharena
ariyamaggam sarijaneti uparit thimanar sarifiojanfiam pahanaya: ayam vuccati puggalo
sasanikhara-parinibbayi (Pug. 17).

46 Imamsirh tava dutiyacittaniddese sasarikharena ti idam eva apubbam (DhsA. 156).

47 Dhs. 156,

48 C.AF. Rhys Davids, Buddhist Psychology, p. Ixvii.

49 Malasekera, Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, 2:281ff.

50 A.i, 24
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individual, while asarkhara points to a thought, action or state that has
arisen effortlessly, without instigation, in accord with personal inner
tendencies. The Atthasalini offers a list of synonyms of sasarkhara
(“with energy, with preparation, with effort, with the grasping of a
cause™), all of which indicate that the term implies a conscious
instigation on the part of the individual. We see that in the context of
sasankhara and asankhara, the term sarnkhara also refers to a certain
dynamism or force of action, as with sarikhdra as paccaya.

General Meaning of the Term Sarnkhara

Now that we have looked at the meaning of sarikhdra within the first
four divisions of our fivefold classification, I will attempt to extract the
essence of the term and to underline the general meaning of this
puzzling concept.

We have seen that sankhdra, as a sankhata, refers to all the
principles of existence, i.e., everything that exists except, of course, for
nibbana which is considered to be an unconditioned phenomenon. In
this context, sankhara is a synonym of conditioned phenomena since all
of them are, by definition, conditioned. As mentioned before, this
particular definition of sarikhdra means “the entire universe,” within and
without; this includes the individual microcosm made up of the five
aggregates, and the macrocosm—the entire phenomenal world we live
in. In short, sarikhara as a sankhata refers to everything that causes and
that is caused.

Sarikhara as a paccaya was defined in terms of two divisions. First
we examined the various sarikhara divided into puffia, apufifia and
anefija, each being respectively described as meritorious kamma,
unprofitable kamma and wholesome kamma producing a result in any
of the four immaterial spheres.”® Then, the word was described in
terms of kaya, vaci and citta, referring to physical, verbal and mental
actions. In this context, sarikhdra seems to mean any action that will
ultimately bring about a result; here sankhara is not different from

51 Tena sasankharena saussihena sappayogena sa-upayena sappaccayagahanend ti attho
(DhsA. 156).

52 This leads to a further problem: can nibbana (an asarikhatadhamma) be produced or
caused by anything (such as the practice of the eightfold noble path)?

53 Vbh. 135.
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volition, which is often equated with kamma.** Sarkhara as a paccaya
is the initiating action (mental, vocal or physical), and the karmic force
that will yield an effect. However, this effect, although not included in
sankhara as paccaya, falls under the definition of sarikhara as a
sankhata, for the result of a particular sarikhara (or kamma) is nothing
but a conditioned phenomenon.

Sankhdara as dyusarkhdra is a synonym of bhavasankhara, the
energy which is responsible for sustaining life. Here, it is important to
mention that at the instant of death, the dgyusarikhara is not necessarily
extinct. In most cases, it is still present, and manifests itself as the
energy that keeps an individual bound to the wheel of birth, death and
rebirth. On the other hand, if eradicated, rebirth does not occur and the
“person” enters into nibbdna without residue. Because the dyusarnkhara
and the bhavasankhdra are dependent on other activities, they are
conditioned phenomena. And since they constitute the energy that will
eventually lead to rebirth, they can also be seen as sankhdra as a
paccaya, for they definitely are a force.

Sankhara as it appears in the compounds asarkhara and
sasankhara is interpreted slightly differently in the sutta and abhi-
dhammic literatures. In the former, these compounds are described
mainly as attributes of the state of parinibbina, while in the latter, they
do not only qualify that state, but any conditioned phenomena as well.
Although the qualified term varies depending on the pitaka, the
meaning of the qualifier remains the same. Asankhdra refers to that
which has arisen effortlessly as a result of an individual’s inner
tendencies. On the other hand, sasankhdra points to something brought
about by effort or striving. The meaning of sankhdra in these
compounds is “conscious effort or instigation.”

Sasarikhdra means with effort or instigation, hence produced by.
When used as a qualifier to parinibbdyin, it means that someone has
attained parinibbana through conscious effort. Asankhara means the
opposite. Within this context, the actual meaning of sankhdra implies
production, whether it be of nibbina or a conditioned phenomenon.

The four contexts outlined above point to a generic meaning for
the term sarikhara. This underlying meaning is twofold: first, sarikhdra
is a productive force, like volition, which outflows from actions (mental,
physical or verbal) and produces effects; second, it comprises everything
that exists—all compounded things—these are conditioned phenomena.

54 A.iii, 415.
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Some (such as anger, love, etc.) result from the “productive force” and
are likely to become themselves “productive forces.” However, some of
these conditioned phenomena (such as external objects) are
independent of the personal psychological process and can by no means
become “productive forces.” We can also see this twofold division in
terms of a distinction between active and passive. If we say that the
meaning of sarikhara is “everything that is compounded,” then we can
divide these conditioned phenomena into “active” and “passive”
components. The “active” sarikhdra are those associated with the other
four constituents of the individual (paficakkhandha), and are likely to
produce more conditioned phenomena. The “passive” sarkhdra
(conditioned phenomena) would be those independent from any
aggregate and incapable of producing anything except, of course, the
process of decaying inherent in all compounded things.

The “mysterious” term sarnkhdra, as Stcherbatsky remarked,
seems to have two distinct meanings. The first is sankhdra as
“generating” and “producing” and, in this sense, it is a force of action
(verbal, mental or physical), relying on the functioning of the four other
aggregates (ripa, vedand, safifid and vififiana). Sankhara in this sense
cannot function independently of these four aggregates. The second
meaning describes the term as whatever is produced by this force of
action; this includes all conditioned phenomena. Let me offer an
analogy that may clarify the twofold meaning of the term. Sarnkhdra
could be compared to cooking. In fact, the verbal root samskr does, in
some contexts, refer to food preparation.® An analysis of the word for
cooking (pacati) does indeed shed light on the meaning of sankhara.
The Vaiyakaranasiddhantakaumudi, one of the commentaries to Panini’s
Sanskrit grammar, explains the meaning of the word pacati as a complex
activity. According to this Sanskrit text, the action of cooking requires
undertaking several minor activities which ultimately lead to a result.
For example, cooking rice, the commentary explains, involves putting
the rice into the vessel, pouring water over it, washing the rice several
times, placing the vessel on the fire with a suitable quantity of water,
leaving it over the heat, testing a single rice grain, and so on. When all
these minor activities are performed, the actual action of cooking is
accomplished and leaves the performer with a specific result: in this
case, soft and edible rice (viklittih). This rather intricate description of

55 Refer, for example, to Sn. 241 where “well-prepared” (susarikhata) meat is
mentioned.
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“cooking” is provided by the commentator to show that the word
cooking itself implies two major elements: (1) the bare action of
cooking (kriya), including all the major activities it adumbrates, and
(2) the result or the effect of these activities (phale).” Similarly, the
term sankhara implies these two elements: (1) what is understood as
volition or, to be more precise, a conation resulting in a volitional effort
and eventually in an action (mental, vocal or physical), and (2) the bare
effect, the result outflowing from previous actions. Any action will yield
a result so long as it is performed on the basis of craving sensations—in
other words, if it is performed as the result of the activity of safifig, or
as a blind reaction towards the vedana.

Although these two meanings are distinct, our discussion of the
four previous categories of sarikhdra could be combined and shaped to
form a general meaning. Sankhara (as a producing force) generates
other sarnikhira (conditioned phenomena). Yet, these conditioned
phenomena can, in turn, become a producing force and create more
conditioned phenomena. Whenever these conditioned phenomena are
associated with the four other aggregates (i.e., when the conditioned
phenomena are mental states and not external objeets), they may very
well become active or productive sarikhara. But, if independent from the
four aggregates, these conditioned phenomena will remain passive
sankhara.

The Sankharakkhandha

Having ascribed a generic meaning to the concept of sarnikhara, we are
in a much better position to understand the sankharakkhandha.
According to the Vibhanga, senikhdra, as one of the constituents of the
personality, can be seen in many different ways. As “onefold,” the
sankharakkhandha is associated with the mind; as twofold, it is either
caused or uncaused; as threefold, it is either positive, negative or
neutral” The first approach suggests that sankhara are always
associated with the mind (citta). The Dhammasarngani supports the
Vibhariga by grouping the different kinds of sarkhara under three

56 Bhattaji Diksita, ed., Vaiydkaranasiddhantakaumudi (Varanasi: Caukhamba Samskrita
Sirija Aphisa, 1969), p. 607.

57 Tattha katamo sarkhdrakkhandho? Ekavidhena sarikhdrakkhandho: cittasampayutio.
Duvidhena sarikharakkhandho: atthi sahetu, atthi na hetu. Tividhena sarikharakkhandho:
atthi kusalo, atthi akusalo, atthi avyakato ... pe ... evam bahuvidhena sarikharakkhandho
(Vbh. 72; there is also a similar passage at Vbh. 89).
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distinct types of mind (kusala, akusala, and avyakata).* This exhaustive
listing of sarikhara classified under the only three possible kinds of mind
implies both that sarikhdra are associated with the mind, and that
sarikhara are either good, bad or neutral—the third approach mentioned
by the Vibharga. (Refer to Table 6 for an overall view of these
principles.) All these principles which arise in accordance with the
paticcasamuppada, and which exclude the vedanakkhandha, the sarnfnia-
kkhandha and the viAfanakkhandha, fall under the sarikharakkhandha
category.” A total number of fifty different principles fall under the
category of sankharakkhandha. However, it is not necessary to analyze
each of these independently here.

The second approach implied by the Vibharga states that
sankhdra can either be with or without cause (hetu). Here hetu refers to
“the six roots of action,” three being wholesome (non-aversion, non-
craving and non-delusion) and three unwholesome (aversion, craving
and delusion). This would imply that certain sarnkhdra can be
“unconditioned,” in the sense of not having a cause (ahetu). This is
problematic, for, as we have seen, all sankhdra are conditioned.
However, in this context, as A K. Warder has pointed out, Aetu is closer
in meaning to mila (root) than to “cause.”® He, in this specific
sense, is one of the twenty-four paccaya of the Patthana;* by
extension, ahetu would refer to whatever is not heru, i.e., the twenty-
three remaining paccaya. The author of the Vibharga likely uses ahetu
in the sense of the remaining twenty-three paccaya; otherwise his
statement would contradict the rest of canonical literature.

As we have just seen, the Dhammasarigani and the Yamaka
strongly correlate sankharakkhandha with the different types of mind,
thereby implying that sankharakkhandha is an activity restricted to the
mental realm. Here we should call attention to our previous discussion

58 See Dhs. 18 for kusala, Dhs. 84-85 for akusala, and Dhs. 118 for avydkata.

59 When the list includes the sasifiakkhandha and the vedanakkhandha, the enumeration
is known as the list of mental concomittants (cetasika); this is not the one exposed
here.

60 AK. Warder, Indian Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1980), p. 310.

61 For further clarification on sarikhara as hetu, one of the twenty-four paccaya, refer
to Ps. i, SOff.
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Table 6
The Fifty Elements of Sarkhara

Avyakatacitta Akusala Kusala

contact contact contact ( phassa)

volition volition volition (cetana)

life life life (jivita)

concentration concentration concentration (samadhi)

fixed thought fixed thought fixed thought (manasikara)

thinking about thinking about thinking about (vitakka)

consideration consideration consideration (vicara)

determination determination determination (adhimokkha)

effort effort effort (viriya)

joy joy joy (piti)

resolution resolution resolution (chanda)
delusion (moha) wisdom (non-delusion; amoha)
shamelessness (ahiri)  shame (hiri)
unscrupulousness scrupulousness (ottappa)
agitation (uddhacca) faith (saddha)

envy (issa)

selfishness (macchariya)
remorse (kukkucca)

attention (sati)
balance of mind (tatramajjhattata)
non-anger (adosa)

greed (lobha) non-greed (alobha)

views (dit thi) serenity of body (kayapassadhi)
pride (mana) serenity of mind (cittapassadhi)
sloth (thina) buoyancy of body (kayalahuta)
torpor (middha) buoyancy of mind (cittalahuta)
doubt (vicikiccha) flexibility of body (kayamuduta)

anger (dosa)

flexibility of mind (cittamuduta)
alertness of body (... mariniata)
alertness of mind (... kammaiiriata)
fitness of body (kdyapaguririata)
fitness of mind (cittapaguririata)
straightness of body (kayojukata)
straightness of mind (cittojukata)
refraining from unwholesome
bodily conduct (kdyiduccaritavirati)
refraining from unwholesome
mental conduct
(vaciduccaritavirati)
refraining from wrong livelihood
(micchajivavirati)
compassion (karuna)
sympathy (mudita)
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on sankhara as a paccaya®™ and correlate sankharakkhandha with
sarkhara of mind. In that section, it was stated that “mental” sankhara
depend on vedana and safifia, each being one of the five aggregates.
Although there is a connection between sankharakkhandha and
“mental” sankhdra, it must be stressed that the realm of sankhara-
kkhandha is not restricted to “mental” sankhara—it also includes verbal
and physical sarkhara. As I noted above, verbal and physical sankhdra
are both dependent on subtler activities, respectively “reflection and
investigation” and “breathing in and breathing out.” I would go even
further by suggesting that both verbal and physical sarnkhdra also
depend on “mental” sarikhdra. As the first verse of the Dhammapada
indicates, “mind leads all actions” whether physical or verbal® Any
verbal or physical activity must be preceded by mental activity.
Therefore, although we should understand sarnkharakkhandha as a
“mental” sankhara, its comprehensive meaning adumbrates the whole
realm of sarikhara as a paccaya. Sankharakkhandha is the same as
sanikhdra as a paccaya.

The Visuddhimagga further clarifies our understanding of
sankhdara as one of the aggregates by correlating the term with
conditioned phenomena. Buddhaghosa holds that the sarikharakkhandha
should be understood as whatever has the characteristic of forming
(abhisarikharanalakkhana) and heaping things together.* The
Atthasalini, while using a different style, defines the term in the same
manner.® It is in complete accord with these sources to say that the
function or energy that gives birth to conditioned phenomena is nothing
but the sankhdrakkhandha. Yet the Yamaka introduces an important
distinction: not all sarikhdra belong to the sarnkharakkhandha. Riipa,
vedand, safifid and vififiana (the other four aggregates) are sarikhara, but
they are not sankharakkhandha® We find a similar distinction
introduced in the sutta literature itself. The Samyuttanikaya states that
sankhara (-kkhandha) is thus called for it conditions the five aggregates

62 Refer to the discussion on p. 97 on verbal, physical and mental sanikhara.

63 Manopubbargami dhamma manoset tha manomaya; manasé ce padut thena bhasati
vé karoti vé; tato nari dukkham anveti cakkari va vahato padarm (Dh. i, 1).

64 Yarh pana vuttam, yari kifici abhisarkharanalakkhaparin sabban tam ekato katva
sarikharakkhandho veditabbo ti, ettha abhisarkharanalakkhanar  nama
rasikaranalakkhanarn (Vsm. 462).

65 Rasatthena abhisankharanat thena eko va sarkharakkhandho (DhsA. 154).

66 Ymk. 16.




The Sankharakkhandha 109

of the next moment, or the next existence.” Although the sarkhara-
kkhandha is associated with all the other sarikhara, these two groups
have to be seen as distinct. This distinction elucidates the difference
between sankhdra as an aggregate and sankhara in general. The former
is an active force, producing and gathering together the conditioned
phenomena (sarnkhdra as a sankhata) while the latter is more
comprehensive and consists of any of the five aggregates, as well as any
of the conditioned phenomena.

The sankharakkhandha is definitely a sarikhara in the sense of
conditioned phenomena since it has been formed and conditioned. Yet
not all sankhara are sankharakkhandha, since they are not all endowed
with the capacity of “forming” or generating more conditioned
phenomena. It seems to me that a conditioned phenomena—this term,
of course, also includes sankharakkhandha—can only produce other
conditioned phenomena when working in conjunction with vififidna,
vedand, safifid and ripa; in other words, only the sarnkharakkhandha
(which, by definition, is closely connected to the other four aggregates)
can produce conditioned phenomena. This implies that sarikhdra as a
paccaya is simply a paraphrase of sankharakkhandha. They both refer
to a force that will generate an effect. The effect, however, although
being sankhata in the sense that it has been caused, is not necessarily
a paccaya or a sankharakkhandha for it may not generate a further
effect.

Correlation between the Sarikharakkhandha and the Paticcasamuppada

Each of the aggregates discussed so far has been directly correlated with
distinct links of the theory of dependent origination. The ripakkhandha
was equated with the six sense-doors (saldyatand) and with contact
(phassa), the vedandakkhandha with vedana, and the safifiakkhandha was
introduced between vedana and craving (tanha). As for the sankhara-
kkhandha, we can establish a relation between this particular aggregate
and the second link of the paticcasamupada, sankhara, for we have seen

67 Kirica bhikkhave sankhdre vadetha? Sarikhatarh abhisarikharontiti bhikkhave tasma
sankhara ti vuccanti. Kifi ca samkhatarn abhisarikharonti? Ripan ripattdya sarkhatam
abhisarikharonti. Vedanar ... Safifiam ... Sarikhare ... ViAnanam ... (S.iii, 87). A
similar distinction is found in Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosa: “Les sarnskaras, c’est
tout ce qui est conditionné, mais on réserve le nom de samskaraskandha aux
conditionnés qui ne rentrent ni dans les skandhas de ripa, de vedand, de sammjria et
de vijiiana” (La Vallée Poussin, Abhidharmakosa, 1:15).
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in this chapter that sarnkharakkhandha is the same as sarkhdra as
paccaya; both are forces that will generate a result. This work is
primarily concerned with the eight middle links of the theory of
dependent origination, the links that are traditionally held to be
representative of the present life. Since the sarikharakkhandha is one of
the five aggregates characterizing human existence, its function must
also express itself within these eight links, in the present.

According to the commentarial tradition of Theravada Buddhism,
the paticcasamuppadda, as well as the whole process of existence, is
usually divided in two: (a) the kamma-process (kammabhava) or the
karmically active aspect of existence, which is the cause of rebirth, and
(b) the regenerating or rebirth-process (uppattibhava) or the karmically
passive aspect of existence, which arises due to the first process
(kammabhava).*® The active aspect of existence (kammabhava)
determines the passive aspect (uppattibhava).” The first five links of
the present period of the paticcasamuppida—links three to seven:
vififidna, namarapa, saldyatand, phassa and vedand—are part of the
passive aspect, while the last three links of the present period—links
eight to ten: tanhd, upadina and bhava—are part of the active aspect
of existence. This is illustrated in Table 7.

According to this, craving, clinging and becoming are part of the
kamma-process of the present existence. Since we have previously
defined kamma-process as the sarkharakkhandha, we can state with
confidence that the kamma-process is identical with craving, clinging
and becoming, and arrive at a distinct correlation between these three
links and the sarikharakkhandha.

This appears to present a problem: according to the Vibharga,
becoming is itself defined as being composed of kamma-process and of
rebirth-process™ and its commentary explains the terms in the same
way as they have been defined here.” This seems to imply that the
sankharakkhandha is only part of the concept of becoming, the one that
is kamma-process.

68 Vsm. 200; 579.

69 Aung, Compendium of Philosaphy, p. 43.

70 Tattha katamo upadanapaccaya bhavo? Duvidhena bhavo: atthi kammabhavo, atthi
uppattibhavo (Vbh. 136; 137).

71 VbhA. 183.
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Table 7
The Paticcasamuppada at a Glance

Past 1. avijja ignorance Kammabhava
2. sarnikhara (as a paccaya)
3 vifiiana consciousness
4. namaripa mind and matter
5 salayatana 6 sense-doors Uppattibhava
Present 6. phassa contact
7. vedana sensation
8. tanha desire
9. upadana clinging Kammabhava
10. bhava becoming
Future 11. jati (re-) birth Uppattibhava
12. jaramarana ...  old age, death ...

If we refer back to the list of fifty types of sarikhara on p. 107,
we see that thinking about and consideration are both included in
sankhara. These two terms are precursors to the concept of obsessions
previously discussed;” without any of these three, craving could not
arise because, as the Sakkapafihasutta states, envy (issa) and avarice
(macchariya), as well as desire (chanda)” have their origin in
obsessions.” The commentarial tradition is correct in affirming that
the three links of craving, clinging and becoming belong to the kamma-

72 As evidenced by the causal chain of the Majjhimanikaya: Cakkhun c’avuso paticca
riipe ca uppajjati cakkhuvififidnam tinnarn sangati phasso, phassapaccaya vedana, yam
vedeti tam sarijanati, yam sarijanati tar vitakketi, yarn vitakketi tam papariceti, yarm
papaficeti tato nidanarn purisam papaficasankhd samuddcaranti  atitanagata-
paccuppannesu cakkhuvinneyyesu ripesu. Visual consciousness arises on account of
visual forms and the eye. The meeting of these three is contact (phassa); on account
of contact there is a sensation; what one senses (as a sensation), one recognizes; what
one recognizes, one “thinks about” (vitakka); what one thinks about, one is obsessed
with; what obsesses one is the cause of the number of obsessions which assail a
person in regard to past, present or future visual forms cognizable by the eye
(M. i, 111-12; similar occurrences of the formula also appear at M. i, 259 and
S. v, 67).

73 Chanda is equated by the commentary of the text with tanha, desire, craving.

74 D.ii, 277-78.
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process, for thinking about and consideration both precede craving, and
these two elements are included in sarikhara.” However, this statement
does not reject the theory that becoming can itself be divided into
kamma-process and rebirth-process. Logically, there is no reason why
kamma-process could not occupy a certain place within becoming, while
extending to more than one link of the paticcasamuppada. Kamma-
process (or the sarnkharakkhandha) can and does belong to becoming
and to craving and clinging.

In this chapter, we have seen that not all sarikhara belong to the
sankharakkhandha, since they are not all endowed with the capacity for
forming or generating more conditioned phenomena. A conditioned
phenomenon can only produce other conditioned phenomena when
working in conjunction with vififiana, vedana, safrid and ripa; in other
words, only the sankharakkhandha can produce conditioned phenomena.
This implies that sarikhdra as a paccaya is simply a paraphrase of
sankharakkhandha. They both refer to a force that will generate an
effect. The effect, however, although being sankhata in the sense that
it has been caused, is not necessarily a paccaya or a sarnkharakkhandha
for it might not generate a further effect.

We have also situated the sankharakkhandha within the present
period of the paticcasamuppada, namely, taking the place of the three
links of craving, clinging and becoming. The next chapter discusses the
element that is generated by this active force.

75 Refer to the list of elements belonging to sarikhara on p. 107.




Chapter 6
The Vififianakkhandha

In the traditional enumeration of the aggregates, vififiana is fifth and is
commonly translated as “consciousness.” As with the previous four
aggregates, six kinds of vififidna exist, with each designation dependent
upon the sense organ through which the faculty performs its function.!
Therefore, we find vififigna associated with each of the six sense-doors.
The canonical definition of this aggregate is, again, as obscure as those
of the previous khandha. The Pali canon tells us that vififiana is so
to native speakers of Pali who had already interiorized through linguistic
and -cultural reinforcement the significance of “to vifiianize.”
Unfortunately, most of us are left without the slightest hint as to its
meaning,

In looking elsewhere for clues that will help define this
aggregate, we find that vififiana displays the characteristics of all
conditioned phenomena: namely the truths of impermanence and
selflessness. For example, the Cullavedallasutta condemns the attempt
to regard not only vififiana but any of the five aggregates as the seat of
individuality (atta),’ while the Alagaddipamasutta stresses that vififiana
itself is impermanent.* And it is mentioned elsewhere that those who
believe that vififigna has a destiny of its own, distinct from the other
four khandha, are misled as to its true nature.® Therefore, it is clear

that within the realm of Pali Buddhism, neither vififigna nor any of the

1 Chayime avuso vinifianakdya: cakkhuvififianam sotavififianam ghdnavininianar

2 Vijanati vijanatiti kho avuso, tasma vifinanan ti vuccatiti (M. i, 292).

3 Sutava ariyasavako ... na ripam attato samanupassati ... na vedanari ... na safifiarm ...
na sarikhare ... na vifiianam attato samanupassati, na vifiiidnavantari attanam, na
attani vififianarn na viririanasmim attanam (M. i, 300).

4 Tam kirh mariniatha bhikkhave. Vififidnam niccam va aniccarit va ti? Aniccarn bhante
(M. i, 138; also S. iv, 67-68).

5 Yo bhikkhave evam vadeyya: aham arifiatra ripd afifiatra vedandya anifiatra saiifidya

virii [ him va vepullari va paririapessami ti n’etari thanam vijjati (8. iii, 53.)
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other aggregates can be considered as permanent or as occupying the
place of an everlasting self.

Yet scholars such as Mrs. Rhys Davids® argue that textual
evidence does not always portray vififidgna as an impermanent element.
Their main argument is that vififiana is often approached as the seat of
individuality, the residing place of the self, or of a permanent entity.
They support their theory by canonical evidence which, according to
them, refers to vififiana in the sense of “self.” There are at least two of
these occurrences.” After the death of certain monks who had reached
arahanthood (Bhikkhu Godhika and Vakkhali), the evil spirit Mara
searched in vain for their vififiana since the latter had utterly ceased to
arise. According to Mrs. Rhys Davids, this definitely indicates that after
death, the vififidna of a non-liberated person is expected to go
somewhere before being “reborn”—therefore implying the existence of
some sort of permanent entity which travels from body to body. Mrs.
Rhys Davids also notes that the verb “to arise” (uppajjati or uppatti),
usually used in reference to vififigna, is occasionally replaced by “to
descend” (avakkhanti).® Once again, she interprets this as alluding to
a permanent entity, a kind of “soul” which descends into the body.
Viewed in this manner, these few examples contradict the core doctrine
of impermanence in general, the changing nature of vififiana itself,” and
the view that the body is existing permanently (sakkdyadit thi)."’ Mrs.
Rhys Davids suggests that, therefore, the notion of a transmigrating
entity must have been an intrusion of popular belief into
Buddhism—mere “folklore speech”’'—for, when contrasted with the
emphasis given to the concepts of anicca and sakkdyadi thi throughout
the entire realm of Buddhist literature, these pieces of evidence are far
too scarce to be taken seriously.

However, her interpretation of these passages is, I believe, a
result of a misunderstanding of the concept of impermanence and of the

core theory of dependent origination. Vififigna is characterized by
impermanence in the sense that it arises and passes away at every

6 C.AF. Rhys Davids, trans., Buddhist Psychology: An Inquiry into the Analysis and
Theory of Mind in Pali Literature (London: Luzac, 1924), p. 22.

7 S.iij, 124; 8.4, 121.

8 Rhys Davids, Buddhist Psychology, p. 22.

9 S.ii, 9%; v, 67; D. |, 21.

10 M. i, 300.

11 Rhys Davids, Buddhist Psychology, p. 22.




The Vifiianakkhandha 115

moment. Yet Buddhism stresses that new instances of vififidna
continually arise in an unbroken causal sequence. As Richard Hayes
remarks: “Accepting that a continuum of moments of mental events
moves from one physical body to another, or even lives outside a
physical body for a while, does not commit one either to a view of
permanence or to a view that the continuum is a self.”'* A continuing
sequence of causally related vifiiana needs not imply, as Rhys Davids
suggests, any kind of permanence. This leaves us with no substantial
grounds for affirming that the passages mentioned above represent an
“intrusion of folklore speech.” Furthermore, other passages are
congruent with the mainstream canonical interpretation of vififidna. As

Lilian Silburn explains:

C’est autour de vijigna [vififiana] que graviteront les erreurs de
la continuité personnelle, 8 commencer par celle de Sati, un des
disciples du Buddha, jusqu’a celle des Bouddhologues occidentaux
qui s’acharnent & découvrir une personne qui dure et transmigre
dans un vijiana que tant de textes pourtant décrivent comme
conditionné et évanescent ... 2 chaque instant apparait un vijiidna
conditionné par un vijfigna précédent; il y a une certaine
continuité parce que les moments de conscience dépendent de
leurs conditions et se succédent sans interruption; mais il n’y a
pas de continuité d’un principe qui demeurerait essentiellement
le méme en dépit de ces changements.”

This concept of ever-changing vififiana, of “non-entity,” seems also to
be in complete accord with William James’ understanding of
consciousness:

To deny plumply that “consciousness” exists seems so absurd on
the face of it—for undeniably “thoughts” do exist—that I fear
some readers would follow me no further. Let me then
immediately explain that I mean only to deny that the word
stands for an entity, but to insist most emphatically that it does
stand for a function."

12 Electronic-mail message, received from Richard Hayes on March 12, 1992.

13 Lilian Silburn, Instant et cause: le discontinu dans la pensée philosophique de I'Inde
(Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1955), pp. 207-208.

14 William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism (London: Longmans, Greens,
1912), p. 4.
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Therefore, to elucidate the meaning of vifiiana we should, as James
recommends, approach it as an abstract function, an intangible mental
operation, just as we have approached all the other mental aggregates.

- -

The Function of Vififiana

Many scholars hold that the function of vififidna merely consists of
apprehending the bare phenomenal world, “the immediately known
thing which on the mental side is in opposition with the entire brain
process.”” Stcherbatsky’s interpretation is typical:

It [vifiriana] represents pure consciousness, or pure sensation,
without any content. Its content is placed in the objective part
which contains the definite sensation (sparia), feclings (vedana),
ideas (samjria), volition (cetand). ...

He continues:

. vijiana and its synonyms, ciftd, manah, represent pure
sensations, the same as the kalpanapodha pratyaksa of Dinniga,
and samjfa corresponds to definite ideas. Every construction
(kalpand), every abstraction (udgrahana), every definite
(parichinna) representation, such as blue and yellow, long and
short, male and female, friend and enemy, happy and
miserable—this is all brought under the head of ideas (sarjria) as
distinguished from vijiidna = pure sensation."”

Stcherbatsky’s theory receives support from other scholars such as E.R.
Sarathchandra, who advocates that when the term vififidna was “applied
to the psychology of perception, it meant not full cognition, but bare
sensation, a sort of anoetic sentience that occurs before the object is
completely apprehended.”® Jayatilleke also agrees, quoting the
Vibhanga t thakatha, to the effect that visual consciousness means mere
visual perception.”

15 William James, Principles of Psychology (New York: Dover, 1950), p. 142.

16 Stcherbatsky, The Central Conception of Buddhism, p. 13.

17 Ibid,, p. 16.

18 Sarathchandra, Buddhist Theory of Perception, p. 4.

19 Cakkhuvifiidnam pan’ ettha dassanamattam vififiana eva hoti (Jayatilleke, The Early
Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, p. 436).
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The theory that correlates vififiana with bare sensations devoid
of any content seems to be inconsistent with certain passages of the Pali
canon, since the Majjhimanikaya indicates that the function of vififiana
is to “vififidnize” what is pleasant, unpleasant and neither pleasant nor
unpleasant.”’ If, as Stcherbatsky and Sarathchandra propose, vififidna
is pure sensation without any content, then it would be impossible for
the vififidna to “viidanize” anything pleasant, unpleasant or neutral.
This would be possible only if the pleasantness, etc., that the faculty
viifidnizes were intrinsic to the object (be it sensation or mere external
form) being approached. Nevertheless, if the pleasantness were intrinsic
to the object, then no difference would be found between vififiana and
vedana, which is also said to be pleasant, unpleasant or neutral.

The Pali canon also explains vififiana differently. As
Sarathchandra mentions, “vififidna in the earliest texts was almost
synonymous with safifia.”” One of the items of canonical evidence
supporting this theory states that vififigna is so called because it
vififanizes flavours as sour and bitter, acid and sweet, salty and
bland.? Recalling our definition of sarifia (see p. 77), it is the
recognition of a certain colour as blue, red or yellow which can be
extended to the recognition of a certain sound as flute, drum or
trumpet, or a certain flavour as sour, bitter or sweet, and so on. Hence,
according to this interpretation, vififidna seems almost identical to
Sanng.

These numerous different interpretations of vififidna have
confused scholars who have attempted to circumscribe the meaning of
the term. The general meaning of vififigna is pure consciousness, mere
attention, but what remains obscure is whether this consciousness or
attention is of pure percepts devoid of any categorization, of something
pleasant, unpleasant or neutral, or of a certain categorization. By
examining these three possible definitions for vififidna, we notice that

(1) pure percepts refer to our definition of secondary matter or of

20 Kifi ca vijanati: sukhan ti pi vijanati, dukkhan ti pi vijanati, adukkhamasukhan ti pi
vijanati (M. i, 292; M. iii, 242).

21 Sarathchandra, Buddhist Theory of Perception, p. 16.

22 Kifica bhikkhave vififianar vadetha. Vijanatiti kho bhikkhave tasma vififidnan ti vuccati.
Kisica vijanati. Ambilam pi vijanati, Tittakam pi vijanati. Katukam pi vijanati
madhukam pi vijanati. Kharikam pi vijanati. Akhdarikam pi vijanati. Lopakam pi
vijanati. Alonakam pi vijanati. Vijanatiti kho bhikkhave tasma viniianan ti vuccati
(S. iii, 87).
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contact (see p. 49), (2) something pleasant, unpleasant or neutral can
be correlated with our interpretation of vedand, and (3) the categoriza-
tion is in line with our explanation of sanifia. I feel that it would be a
mistake to assign the function of vififiana to only one of these three
possibilities. Vifiiana can be applied to contact, vedana and sasiria. The
“mystical” sense of vififiana may be elucidated if looked at as a function
which is applied throughout the mind and matter phenomenon. Vififiana
is probably the faculty needed for the cognition of pure percept, of
sensation and of conceptualization as well; it is not independent of any
of these three aggregates. Since none of the aggregates has the capacity
of being self-conscious, only vififidna can be considered as performing
the function of consciousness or attention.

In our discussion of contact (see p. 49ff.), we saw that in order
for a stimulus to be perceived, the presence of three elements is
required. There must be a sense-object (visaya), a sense-organ (indriya)
and attention or consciousness (vifiiana). Only when these three
elements come together can a stimulus be perceived. This implies,
however, that vififidna itself is present before the stimulus has appeared,
and that the former is independent of the latter. Vififidna as pure
consciousness or mere attention does not necessarily need to be
conscious of or attentive to something in order to exist.

As pointed out by Jayatilleke,” another aspect of vififiana is its
similarity to wisdom (pafifid). The Mahavedallasuna® correlates
wisdom with viifiana since the former is also characterized by cognition,
but in this case, the objects cognized are restricted to the four Noble
Truths. However, the same source mentions a difference between the
two terms: “while vififiana needs to be thoroughly understood, wisdom
needs to be developed.”” As Jayatilleke concludes, this fifth aggregate
“seems to be the general term for ‘cognition,” while pafifid is more or
less restricted in conmotation to the cognition of spiritual truths.”?
Therefore, when I translate the term vififiana as “consciousness,” it is
essential to bear in mind that although the function of what we call
“consciousness” is mere cognition, what is cognized is either pure
percepts (ripa), percepts loaded with either pleasant, unpleasant or

23 Jayatilleke, The Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, p. 434.

24 M.j, 292.

25 Pannia bhavetabba vifiianam parififieyyarn, idarh nesam nanakaranam (M. i, 293).
26 Jayatilleke, The Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, p. 435.
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neutral connotations (vedanda), or conceptualizations resulting from the
activy of safifia on the sense-data.

Finally, there are two conditions without which “consciousness”
cannot appear. As the Majjhimanikaya states:

Whenever there is a functioning sense-organ (eye, ear, tongue,
nose, body and mind), a sense-object (visual form, sound, taste,
smell, touch and thought) entering into the field of the sense-
organ then, with these brought together, there is the manifes-
tation of the part of consciousness referring to the specific sense-
organ.”

From this same Pali passage, Jayatilleke reads three conditions: to the
two we have mentioned, he adds “an appropriate act of attention on the
part of the mind” which, he says, is the English equivalent of tajjo
samannahdro hoti.® His elaboration of three conditions refutes the
references found in the surta literature, which mentions only two
conditions, namely the sense-door and a respective sense-object.”
Furthermore, while the Pali Text Society Dictionary renders samannaharo
as “bringing together,” Jayatilleke stretches the meaning to an
“appropriate act of attention.” Even if his English rendering of
samannaharo were correct, what would this “mind” which applies the
“act of attention” be? No “entity” shapes the individual other than the
five aggregates, and, because of our systematic discussion of the
khandha, we know that neither ripa, vedana, sarfid or sankhdra is
responsible for anything that resembles “an appropriate act of
attention.” Rather, it seems that the “act of attention” is precisely the
function of vifiriana.

Vinriana and Mano

Many canonical and commentarial passages equate the terms vififidna
and mano. For example, the Brahmajalasutta and the Visuddhimagga
indicate that citta and mano are both synonyms of vifiiana.*® Bhikkhu

27 Yato ca kho avuso ajjhattikari c’eva cakkhuri aparibhinnam hoti bahira ca ripa
apatham agacchanti tajjo ca samannaharo hoti, evam lajjassa vififianabhagassa
patubhavo hoti (M. i, 190).

28 Jayatilleke, The Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, p. 435.

29 Cakkhuii ca paticca ripe ca uppajjati cakkhuvififianam (S. v, 86; M. i, 259).

30 Cittan ti va mano i va vififianam ti (D. i, 21). Vififianarm cittarih, mano i atthato ekarn
(Vsm. 452).
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Narada in the introduction to his translation of the Abhidhammattha-
sangaha says that “citta, ceta, cittuppada, nama, mana, vififiana are all
used as synonymous terms in Abhidhamma. Hence, from the
Abhidhamma standpoint no distinction is made between mind and
consciousness.”! However, I would be more inclined to say that within
the sutta literature, these terms were used more or less synonymously
and that only in later abhidhammic and commentarial sources did the
distinctions between them become more important. Yet, we must
acknowledge that even in the sutta an implicit distinction is established
between these terms.*

Since the concept of mano has already been discussed (see
p. 40), I shall only stress the difference between the “mental sense-
organ” (mano) and vififidna itself here. In the discussion of “secondary
matter,” we saw that matter, in general, forms the six sense-objects:
touch (photthabbayatana), sound (saddayatana), taste (rasdyatana),
smell (gandhayatana), visual form (rdpdyatana) and thought
(dhammayatana). There are also six faculties or sense-organs that allow
us to perceive them: the tactile organ (kayayatana), the auditory organ
(sotayatana), the gustatory organ (jivhdyatana), the olfactory organ
(gandhayatana), the visual organ (cakkhayatana), and finally, the mental
sense-organ (mandyatana). However, we have seen that such perception
is only possible when there is a contact between the sense-object, the
sense-organ and the respective consciousness (vififiana). Mandyatana on
its own, without the function of vififiana, cannot induce perception. Like
the other five sense-organs, mandyatana is dependent on vififiana to
bring the object to the attention of the subject. Manayatana is purely a
sense-organ that cannot function without vifiidna. However, there is a
substantial difference between mandyatana and the other sense-organs:
while the latter can only apprehend their respective sense-objects,
manayatana apprehends only mental objects (dhammayatana)—yet these
very thoughts are derived from the contact of other sense-objects with
their respective sense-doors. As Kalupahana elucidates this point:

In fact, its [mano’s] function is to assist in bringing back the
impression produced by the other sense faculties and, as such,

31 Narada, A Manual of Abhidhamma, p. 9.

32 For a more detailed study of the distinction between mano, vififiana and other Pali
and Sanskrit concepts often translated by the English words “consciousness” or
“mind,” refer to Herbert V. Guenther, Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1974), pp. 15-49.
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constitutes a form of “reflection.” Mano, therefore, has “concept”
(dhamma) as its objects, and these are generally considered
substitutes for percepts. ... While mano is performing this special

function, consciousness (vifiiana) continues to flow uninterrupted
like a stream fed by all the faculties including mano.”

The Unnabho Brahmano Sutta of the Samyuttanikaya explains the
function of mano. According to this text, each of the first five sense-
organs has a different scope and range, none of which are
interchangeable. In other words, the eye cannot perceive smell. Yet
mano is common to them all in the sense that it is able to interact with
all the other sense-organs.* The text does not imply that mano
perceives smells, visual forms, etc., but only that it can perceive the
concept (dhamma) that was derived from the percept apprehended by
one of the first five sense-doors. Table 8 will help further clarify the
distinction of manayatana and vififiana. It shows that mano is endowed
with a special function distinct from that of all the other sense-doors:
mano has the ability to survey the fields (gocara) of the other senses.
The term “field” does not refer to the sense-object itself, but to the
actual contact between the sense-object, the sense-door and the
respective vifiridna. The sense-object as such is merely a potential object
of perception, and, as long as it has not been apprehended by the senses
and the consciousness, it cannot become an object of marno. Once
contact has taken place, a percept arises. This percept may be either
visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory or tactile. In its turn, the percept
becomes a potential object of rmano, potential in the sense that not all
percepts come in contact with both mano and a vififiana. However,
when it does come in contact with these two other faculties, the percept
itself is technically termed dhammayatana for it becomes the direct
object of mano.

The main distinction between vififidna and mano, however, is
summed up in the following statement by Bhikkhu Nanamoli:

33 Kalupahana, Principles of Buddhist Psychology, p. 30.

34 Paficimani brahmana indriyani nanavisayani nandgocarani na aRR@manAassa
gocaravisayarh paccanubhonti. Katamani pasica? Cakkhundriyam. pe ... Kayindriyam,
Imesari kho brahmana parficannam indriyanarh nanavisayanarh nandgocaranam na
afiiamanfiassa gocaravisayam paccanubhontanam mano patisaranam mano ca nesarm
gocaravisayam paccanubhoti 1i (S. v, 218).
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Vinfiana (rendered by “consciousness”) is, loosely, more or less a
synonym of mano and citta; technically, it is bare cognition
considered apart from feeling [vedana], perception [safifid] or
formations [sarikhdra). Mano (rendered by “mind”), when used
technically, is confined to the sixth internal base for contact.”

Mano is often employed as synonym of vififidna or citta,® yet it seems
that a slight nuance can be implied by these terms. Vififiana is often
associated with sense cognition in general, while mano frequently refers
to the intellectual activity triggered by the contact of the mental objects
and vififiana®—a function similar to that of manas in Nyaya

philosophy where it is “the instrument through which the objects of
sense affect the soul.”®

Table 8
Mano and Viifiana

eye
ﬁsu@ visual contact
vififiana
ear
sou;%_ auditory contact
VIfiRGna
nose manayatana
smeﬂ> olfactory contact dhammayatana
vififiana vififiana
tongue
taste %— gustatory contact
vifiidna
body
tangﬂ%—-tacﬁlc contact
vifiiana

35 Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, p. 507, n. 35.

36 Such as in S. ii, 94: cittarn iti pi mano iti pi.

37 Refer to our previous discussion of mano on p. 40.

38 Apte, The Practical Sanskrit English Dictionary, p. 1233.
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-

Viifiana as Rebirth and Death Consciousness

In later Buddhist scholasticism, vififigna is often interpreted as being
either a rebirth-consciousness ( patisandhivififiana) or a death-conscious-
ness (cuticitta)—more literally, a “departing” consciousness.” The
death-consciousness constitutes the last consciousness of one’s life,
whereas the rebirth-consciousness consists of the very first consciousness
of a being. It is the factor that triggers the stream of comsciousness
which characterizes one’s existence and is wholly conditioned by
previous sarikhdra and kamma from previous lives. As Bhikkhu Narada
explains: “Dependent on past conditioning activities [sarikhdra] arises
relinking or rebirth consciousness in a subsequent birth. It is so called
because it links the past with the present, and is the initial
consciousness one experiences at the moment of conception.” This
idea of rebirth-consciousness may be misleading; it is not a permanent
entity transferred from one body to another. As Venerable Nagasena
explains to King Milinda, that which transmigrates from one life to
another is neither the same nor another.”’ In the Visudhimagga,
Buddhaghosa explains this “transmigration” of consciousness very
clearly:

But it should be understood that it [the vififiana] has neither come
here from the previous becoming nor has it become manifest
without the kamma, the formations, the pushing, the objective
field, etc., as a cause. And here, let the illustration of this
consciousness be such things as an echo, a light, a seal, a seal
impression, a looking-glass image, for the fact of its not coming
here from the previous becoming and for the fact that it arises
owing to causes that are included in past becomings. For just as
an echo, a light, a seal impression, and a shadow, have
respectively sound, etc., as their cause and come into being
without going elsewhere, so also this consciousness.®

death-consciousness and the rebirth-consciousness. However, their

39 The term ciita has been used instead of vififidna in the expression cuticitta. However,
in this specific context, both terms are synonymous. With regard to the
interchangeability of these two terms, see p. 119, particularly n. 30.

40 Narada, A Manual of Abhidhamma, p. 422.
41 Na ca so na ca aifio (Mil. 40).
42 Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, p. 639.
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meaning is not limited to these two particular types of consciousness,
for vififiana in general is also subject to the three characteristics of
existence. At every moment, each consciousness arises and passes away,
continually yielding its place to a new one. Thus every consciousness
must have the quality of both rebirth-consciousness, in the sense that it
arose from the previous consciousness, and death-consciousness, in the
sense that the rebirth-consciousness that has arisen must also die. The
quality of this latter vifiidna (which becomes a death-consciousness at
the moment of death) will engender a new rebirth-consciousness. Birth,
death and rebirth do not occur only at the beginning and the end of
life. From a microcosmic point of view, the cycle repeats itself at each
and every moment and each time a new consciousness is engendered.

-

Correlation between Vijiiana and the Paticcasamuppada

Like the four previous aggregates, vifiriana holds a specific place in the
theory of dependent origination. As one of the links of the paticca-
samuppada, vififiana is the third link of the chain, preceding mind and
matter, the six sense-doors and contact; the last two being part of the
rapakkhandha. 1 will leave the explanation as to why vifiiana, which is
the fifth member in the traditional enumeration of the aggregates,
occupies a place that precedes all the other aggregates in the paticca-
samuppada for the next chapter. Here I will explain the function of
vifiiana in the paticcasamuppida and describe its relation to the
vififianakkhandha.

We have to note that the explanation of the vififigna-link is often
limited to the first consciousness that enters the mother’s womb,*
which would be a rebirth-consciousness. To my knowledge, no such
statement is found in the surta literature itself. In later literature,
however, we find that the vififidna-link is associated not only with the
nineteen types of rebirth-consciousnesses, but also with the other
types of consciousness that may arise from this “original” consciousness.
The Vibhariga, for example, defines the vififidna-link as consciousness
(citta, mano, vififiana, manovififidnadhatu), the mind base (manayatana),
the controlling faculty of mind (manindriya), and the vififianakkhandha

43 See for example Nyanatiloka, Buddhist Dictionary, pp. 121-22.

44 Nairada, A Manual of Abhidhamma, p. 361. These nineteen types of consciousness are
described in Anuruddha’s Abhidhammatthasarigaha (ed. T.W.S. Rhys Davids, Journal
of the P.T.S. [1884]: 21-23).
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itself.” Therefore, the third link of the paticcasamuppada includes the
whole vififianakkhandha and not merely the patisandhivififiana.

In this chapter, we have seen that vififidna is variously translated.
Some scholars hold that it means “bare sensation,” some, “pure
consciousness” and others, “the cognition of something pleasant,
unpleasant or neutral.” However, none of these theories seems to be
completely accurate, since vififidna is responsible for the cognition of all
of these. Hence we defined the term as mere consciousness, whether
that consciousness is of riipa, vedana or saifid. We have also seen the
difference between mano—one of the six sense-organs—and vififidna
itself. Both are necessary for perception of thoughts or concepts
(dhamma), but only the latter is necessary for the apprehension of
stimuli from any of the other sense-organs. Finally, we have established
a correlation between the third link of the paticcasamuppada—the
viffiana-link—and the vififianakkhandha. Now that we have discussed
the function of each of the five aggregates, let us turn to a discussion

of their interrelation.

45 Tattha katamam sankharapaccaya vififianam? Yam cittam mano manasarin hadayarn
pandaram mano mandyatanarh manindriyamm vififidnam vifiianakkhandho tajja
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Chapter 7

Interrelation of the Aggregates

In the previous chapters we discussed each of the five aggregates
separately, without attempting to establish a detailed correlation
between them. However, simply understanding the purport of these
aggregates gives us merely a superficial insight into Buddhist
psychology. The knowledge that ripa is equated with the six sense-doors
and bare perception, vedana with sensation, safifid with recognition,
sankhara with any type of actions that will produce an effect, and
vifiiana with consciousness fails to shed much light on either the
workings of the mind or the path leading to salvation. On the other
hand, this understanding of the relationship between each of the
aggregates will considerably increase our insights into Buddhist
psychology.

The order in which the five aggregates have been presented so
far reflects their typical canonical enumeration. To my knowledge,
canonical literature does not offer a different order for the aggregates.!
Unfortunately, aside from the traditional order in which the aggregates
are enumerated, no hint as to their interrelation is given in the suita
literature. We must, then, deduce their operational process from the
core theories of Buddhism. I will argue that the function of each of the
aggregates, in their respective order, can be directly correlated with the
theory of dependent origination—especially with the eight middle links.
Three of the aggregates—sarnkhara, vifiiana and vedand—as well as the
entire psycho-physical phenomenon termed namaripa, are included in
the chain of dependent origination, indicating the intimate relation

1 Rhys Davids and Stede state in their Pali Text Society Pali-English Dictionary (p. 233)
that one incidence of a different enumeration has been found in the Sarmyuttanikaya:
Raparn vedayitarn safifiari vifiianam yafica sankhatamn neso ham asmi netam me
(S. 1, 112). Yet, while the aggregate sarikhara seems prima facie to have been placed
after vifiniana, we must stress that the term sarikhatarn in this particular context
comprises the four preceding elements. As the translation of this passage shows:
“Matter, sensation, recognition, consciousness, that which is conditioned, is not I.”
Therefore, we could hardly say that this particular passage offers a different sequence
in the enumeration of the aggregates. It simply states that matter, sensations,
recognition and consciousness and that which is conditioned cannot be identified with
the self.

127



128 The Five Aggregates

between the latter and the five aggregates. In this chapter, I will first
address the “order problem” that presents itself when trying to establish
a correlation with the five aggregates and the eight middle links of the
paticcasamuppada. Second, I will examine each of the middle links of
the paticcasamuppada and point out which of the five aggregates can
be correlated with them. This investigation will demonstrate that all the
aggregates but sarifia play an obvious role in this middle division. Third,
I will attempt to adduce evidence supporting the implicit, yet crucial,
presence of sarifid between the two links of vedand and tanha. Finally,
I will briefly explain the workings of the five aggregates within vipassana
meditation.

The Position of Vidifiana in the Enumeration

of the Pajicakkhandha

In the traditional enumeration of the paficakkhandha, vififidna appears
as the last aggregate. This is puzzling, for how can the functions of ripa,
vedana, safifia and sankhara be accomplished if no prior consciousness
is present to cognize and to come in contact with the external world?
This would imply the impossibility of having either “mere perception,”
a sensation, or even a recognition imposed on sense-data, for nothing
would have been cognized by a vififiana. The curious point remains as
to why virifiana is listed as the final constituent of the five aggregates
throughout the bulk of canonical literature. I believe, however, that
there is a simple explanation.

The concept of re-evolution, which finds an expression in the
theory of rebirth, is central to Buddhism. According to this theory,
death is a natural and unavoidable sequence to birth, and it is inevitably
followed by another birth—unless, of course, one has escaped the
samsaric cycle by becoming an arahant. In many Buddhist enumera-
tions—such as the five strengths (bala) and the eightfold noble path—
the final element revolves and comes back to condition or reinforce the
first member. However, there has been a controversy among scholars on
whether the different elements of these enumerations are to be
construed sequentially or cyclically.? It is not my intent to prove that a

2 K.N. Jayatilleke, in his work Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, deals with the
concept of saddha (trust) as the first member of the five strengths and shows that two
distinct interpretative trends can be observed. Tilmann Vetter (The Ideas and Medita-
tive Practices of Early Buddhism), on the other hand, offers evidence that the eightfold
noble path can be construed both cyclically and sequentially.
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cyclical perspective is definitively at work within the five strengths or the
eightfold noble path. Such an approach is plausible, but establishing it
would require a more exhaustive study. Moreover, whether the five
strengths or the eightfold noble path can be approached from a cyclical
perspective is not crucial for this study, since textual references indicate
that the five aggregates are definitely subject to such an approach. This
implies, therefore, that the last element of the five aggregates would

also become the first, that vifirigna revolves from its “last” position to
become the “first” of the aggregates (see Table 9).

Table 9
The Wheel of the Five Aggregates

Ripa

Vedana

Vifiriana

Sanna

Sankhara

This theory finds support in the paticcasamuppada itself, wherein
vififiana is placed before the mind and matter link. The five aggregates
themselves constitute the category of mind and matter. Since the last of
the aggregates is vififiana, it will again engender a new set of aggregates
until one breaks the chain of samsdra. The fact that consciousness
“engenders” mind and matter emphasizes the cyclical aspect of the five
aggregates. This theory is further evidenced by two major canonical
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passages. The first is found in the Samyuttanikaya, where Sariputta—the
Buddha’s disciple known as the commander-in-chief of Dhamma
(Dhammasenapattif——-explains to Mahakot thita that mind and matter
are conditioned by vififiana and that the vififiana is also conditioned by
mind and matter. The second passage is from the Dighanikaya where
the Bodhisattva Vipassi is said to have reflected on the nature of
consciousness (vifinidna) and of mind and matter. The result of his
reflection is the same as that of Sariputta: vififidna conditions mind and
matter, and vice versa.’ This clearly shows that vifiidna can either be
approached as the last aggregate, as portrayed in the standard
enumeration of the paficakkhandha, or as the first, for vififiana is
necessary for the arising of the other four aggregates. Having shown
that vififiana can be placed as the first or last member of the parica-
kkhandha, we may begin our actual analysis of the paticcasamuppada.

Correlation between Four Aggregates and the Paticcasamuppada

In Table 10, the twelve links of the chain of dependent origination are
divided into three traditional categories—past, present and future. Each
of these divisions represents an alternative means of explaining the
concept of mind and matter when taken in its largest sense, inclusive of
the five aggregates.® For the purpose of this book, I will limit my
analysis to the second division, where the presence of the five
aggregates is clearest, and I will clearly demonstrate the presence of the

3 The Anupadasutta offers a long eulogy of Sariputta by the Buddha (M. iii, 25ff.).
Sariputta is also known as chief among the disciples (aggasavaka).

4  Apica [sic] vifiidnapaccayd ndmariipanti, ... Api ca namaripapaccayd virifiananti
(S. i, 113).

5 Atha kho bhikkhave Vipassissa Bodhisattassa etad ahosi: “Kimhi nu kho sati
namariparn hoti, kim paccayd namaripan ti?” Atha kho bhikkhave Vipassissa
Bodhissattassa yonisomanasikard ahu parfiaya abhisamayo: “Viiifiane kho sati
namariiparh hoti, vififidnapaccaya namaripan t.” Atha kho bhikkhave Vipassissa
Bodhisattassa etad ahosi: “Kimhi nu kho sati vififianain hoti, kim paccayé viiifidnan 4?”
Atha kho bhikkhave Vipassissa Bodhissattassa yonisomanasikarad ahu paiifidya
abhisamayo: "Namaripe kho sati vifiidnam hoti, namariipapaccayd visifianan ti”
(D. ii, 32). It is interesting to note that this reflection of the Bodhisatta Vipassi
involves a slightly different formula of the theory of dependent origination. This
formula includes only ten links instead of twelve, excluding ignorance (avijjé) and
karmic activitics (sarikhara)—the first two links of the more well-known
formula—ifrom its list. A similar formula is also found at S. ii, 104.

6 See discussion on p. 9.
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aggregates within these eight links. The eight elements linked in this
second group can be considered a mere rewording or a more detailed
explanation of the psychosomatic process set in motion by mind and
matter.

Table 10
The Paticcasamuppada from a Mind and Matter Perspective

avijja (ignorance)
sankhara (karmic activities)  Past

N

Mind and matter

vififidna (consciousness)

namardpa (mind and matter)
salayatand (six sense-doors)

phassa (contact)

vedana (sensation) Present
tanha (craving)

. upadana (clinging)

10 bhava (becoming)

Mind and matter

VO NAn W

11. jati (birth; rebirth) Future
Mind and matter 12. jarédmarana (old age and death)

The first link enumerated in the middle group of the theory of
dependent origination is vififidna. While vififiana is the last member of
the paficakkhandha, it can also very well be considered the first.
According to the traditional interpretation of the theory of dependent
origination, consciousness, as a member of the chain, is nothing but a
rebirth-consciousness.” But as we have seen, every consciousness is a
rebirth-consciousness at the moment of its emergence, and a death-
consciousness at the moment of its dissolution. As soon as the

consciousness emerges, however, mind and matter arise.?

7  Vsm. 528, For clarification on the term patisandhi, see p. 123.

8 Idha patisandhi vififidnam okkanti namaripan ... (Ps. i, 52; also found at Vsm. 600).
“Here [in this present life] there is a relinking which is consciousness, there is an
appearance which is namanipa.” The word okkanti literally means descent, but can
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Many passages explain the second link of the middle group, mind
and matter (ndmaripa), as that which comprises all the five aggregates.
The term ndmardpa itself was already employed in pre-Buddhist
philosophical systems. As Sarathchandra has pointed out:

The expression ngmanipa, borrowed from the earlier upanishadic
literature, possessed two meanings. In one sense it referred to the
empirical individual who, in the Upanishads too, enjoyed only a
relative reality. But sometimes it was used as a comprehensive
term which included the entire phenomenal worlds comprising
mind and matter.’

Buddhism also ascribes these two meanings to the term. In the context
of the paticcasamuppada, however, the meaning of the term is limited
to the psycho-physical structure of the individual. The authors of the
Pali Text Society Dictionary™® note that the commentary on the
Dhammapada states that the four mental aggregates plus the material
aggregate constitute mind and matter."" Throughout Pali literature,"
numerous passages support this statement. Yet, oddly enough, we also
find repeated an explicit contradiction of this definition of mind and
matter. This has been noted by Etienne Lamotte who remarked that
“par mentalité [nama), il faut entendre les trois skandha mentaux a
Pexclusion du vijiana.” Although matter is always characterized by
the rapakkhandha, the mind (nama), in certain passages, is defined only

-

in terms of three aggregates—vedand, safifid and sankhara—instead of

also imply appearance; certain translators such as Napamoli have juxtaposed the
phrase “into the mother’s womb” to the term. This addition was probably inspired by
a sentence of the Dighanikaya where it is explicitly stated that if a vifi/idna does not
enter the mother's womb, mind and matter cannot be engendered: Vifsidnarin va hi
Ananda matu kucchim na okkamissatha, api nu kho namaraparir métu kucchismiri
samucchissathati (D. ii, 63).

9  Sarathchandra, Buddhist Theory of Perception, p. 7.

10 Rhys Davids and Stede, P.1.S. Pali-English Dictionary, p. 350.

11 Vedanadijari catunnam ripakkhandhassa cd ti paiicannam khandhanam vasena
pavattari namariparin (DhA. iv, 100).

12 Naman ti cattaro aripakkhandhd, ripan ti ripakkhandha (AA. ii, 154); a similar

. statement is also found at DhsA. 392.
13 Lamotte, Histoire du bouddhisme indien, p. 40.
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four. This particular mterpretatlon excludes vififiana from the mental
category. Although there is an apparent contradiction, the problem
might not be as serious as it seems, because the simple presence of the
material aggregate along with the first three mental aggregates implies
vifinana. Since sankhara is listed as one of the mental aggregates,
Vififiana must naturally follow for, according to the paticcasamuppada,
sankhara gives rise to vififidna (sankhdrapaccaya vififianarn). Moreover,
as we have previously seen, the mind and matter category itself
conditions vififidna. Perhaps certain sources exclude vififigna from the
definition of mind and matter simply in order to avoid duplication,'
or perhaps they assume its presence to be so self-evident that it does
not warrant mentioning. Whether consciousness is explicitly mentioned
in the list or not, its function is always and undoubtedly present: on the
one hand, mind and matter arise on the ground of vififidna, and on the
other, sarikhara inevitably generates a vififidna. Therefore, the mind and
matter category must contain all five aggregates

The third link of this middle group is the six sense-doors
(salayatana), usually described as the six organs of cognition; namely,
the visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, tactile and thinking organs.
Each of these sense-doors is then further divided into internal (ajjhatta)
and external (bahira). However,' within the paticcasamuppada
formula itself, the term saldyatand includes only the six sense-organs
(ajjhatta) and not their respective objects. We can therefore establish a
direct correlation with the six sense-doors link of the paticcasamuppada
and the five sense-organs that partly constitute the rapakkhandha.

The fourth link of the middle group, contact (phassa), arises
from the six sense-doors. But as we saw, contact is bare sensory
experience devoid of any subjective content. We can establish a further
correlation here between the sense-objects (bahirasaldyatana) and the

14 For example, the Vibhanga excludes viifiana from nama: Vedanakkhandho
sanifiagkkhandho sarkharakkhandho: idar vuccati vififidnapaccaya namarm (Vbh. 144).
The Visuddhimagga also states that nama only includes the three aggregates starting
with vedana: naman ti arammanabhimukham namanato vedanadayo tayo khandha
(Vsm. 558). This view is not shared by Vasubandhu who stated in his
Abhidharmakosa that “les quatre skandhas immatériels, vedand, samjiia, sarmskaras,
vijiiéna, sont nommés naman, car naman signifie ‘ce qui se ploie’, namatiti nama” (La
Vallée Poussin, AbhidharmakoSa, 2:94).

15 Although duplication was not a technique that the compilers of the Pali canon
frowned upon.

16 See p. 48.
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ripakkhandha. The sense-objects, which belong to the rupakkhandha,
are potential objects of perception. But because of the congregation of
consciousness, sense-organs and sense-objects, they become actual
objects of perception and are termed contact.

Contact conditions the fifth link of the middle group, vedana. To
describe vedanad as one of the links is not necessary, since it has already
been discussed as one of the aggregates, and we can rightly assume that
the meaning of the term is the same in both contexts.

The sixth and seventh links which follow the vedana-link are
craving (tanhd) and clinging (upadana). As Bhikkhu Nanamoli points
out in his translation of the Nettippakaranam, the literal translation of
tanha is “thirst,” but the term tanha itself is never used in Pali literature
to refer to “thirst” as such. Instead, the word pipdsa is employed when
thirst is intended.”” Moreover, our common understanding of craving
may be misleading, since tanha refers to both craving and aversion.
According to Buddhism, craving reflects our discontentment with the
present moment, with reality as it is. We desire or crave something
because of a deep inner dissatisfaction and because of our inability to
accept reality as it presents itself. Craving is nothing but aversion
towards our immediate situation. Similarly, aversion manifests itself as
the craving for a better condition. The word tanha refers to both craving
~ and aversion and henceforth, whenever the word craving is employed,
aversion is also intended since both are the two faces of the same coin.
Clinging is usually defined as an intensified form of craving.’® Tanha
and upadana can be dealt with together since both represent craving at
different levels of intensity. Craving always expresses itself first at the
mental level, but it only rarely remains confined to that realm; through
verbal and physical deeds, craving shapes life. Since tanhd cannot
express itself without a mental, verbal or physical action, we can equate
both tanha and upadana with part of sarikhara, namely the activity that
arises from a mental conation. To return to the simile used to describe
sankhara,'” craving would correspond to the activity of cooking, but
would not include the final cooked product.

17 Nanamoli, The Guide (Nettippakaranam), p. 15, n. 42.

18 According to the Visuddhimagga, “Clinging is characterized by ‘seizing’ (gahana), its
property is not to release, and it manifests itself as a strong craving and as dif thi.”
Gahanalakkhanamupadanarh, amuricanarasari, tanhadalhatta-dit thipaccupat thanam
(Vsm. 528).

19 See p. 104.
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The sutta literature mentions that craving is the conduit to
becoming (bhavanerti);?® therefore craving leads us to the eighth link
in our investigation—becoming (bhava). However, a distinction should
be made between becoming as a general concept and becoming as one
of the links of the paticcasamuppada. According to Pali literature,
becoming in the general sense is divided into kamma-process and
rebirth-process.?? The former refers to all actions that lead to
becoming—what Nyanatiloka explains as “the karmically active side of
existence ... while the latter refers to the ... karma-produced Rebirth or
Regenerating Process, i.e. [sic] the karmically passive side of existence
consisting in the arising and developing of the karma-produced and
therefore morally neutral mental and bodily phenomena of
existence.”” Thus the rebirth-process is the result, the effect which
outflows from the kamima-process and reproduces the five aggregates
by generating a new vififidna.” Yet becoming, as one of the links of
the paticcasamuppada, does not include what we described as rebirth-
process, for it is only the kamma-process that is a condition for birth.*
Furthermore, the kamma-process is not restricted to the eighth link
(bhava), but includes the two previous links of the chain of dependent
origination, craving and clinging,” for all the kamma leading to the
general concept of becoming are included in kamma-process.?®

Here, again, there is an evident correlation with the parica-
kkhandha: the sarikharakkhandha is connected to the concept of bhava.
As we saw on p. 103, the underlying meaning of sarikhara is twofold. It
is defined as a productive force and as whatever is compounded. The
first aspect of sarikhara can be correlated with the kammabhava, i.e., to

20 S.iii, 190; v, 432.

21 Vsm. 571; also Vbh. 137,

22 Nyanatiloka, Buddhist Dictionary, p. 28.

23 The sutta state that the five aggregates have craving or desire as their root. Ime kho,
bhikkhave, patic’ upadanakkhandha chandamiilaka ti (M. iii, 16); also at S. iii, 100.
Furthermore, Buddhaghosa briefly explains the uppattibhava as the [five] aggregates

generated by kamma. Uppattibhavo pana sarikhepato kammabhinibbattd khandha
pabhedato navavidho hoti (Vsm. 571). ‘

24 Bhavo ti pan’ettha kammabhavo va adhippeto, so hi jatiya paccayo, na uppattibhavo
(Vsm. 575).

25 Vsm. 581.

26 Sabbam pi bhavagamikamman ti imind pana cetand sampayutta abhijjhadayo vutta
(Vsm. 571).
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craving, clinging and the link of becoming itself, while the second aspect
is nothing but the uppattibhava.

Through this simple analysis of the middle group of the paticca-
samuppada, we have now assigned four of the aggregates to the eight
links of the chain: with consciousness (vififidna), we have correlated the
vififidnakkhandha; with mind and matter, the five aggregates; with the
six sense-doors (saldyatand), matter (rupa); with contact (phassa),
matter as well; with vedana, sensation; and with craving (tanha), clinging
(upadana) and becoming (bhava), sarikhara. The only aggregate that has
not been included is safifia. Although it is not mentioned as a member
of the chain of dependent origination, nor even alluded to by the twelve
links, its implicit presence plays a crucial role.

~ -

Inclusion of Safifia in the Paticcasamuppada Formula

My work has already demonstrated” that sefizid comes in contact with
sensations after they have arisen, and that sarifia plays an important role
in the emergence of craving, attachment and becoming—the three links
of the paticcasamuppida that are correlated with sankhara. This claim
was based upon two major arguments. The first is supported by the
canonical statement that unwholesome sarifia leads to “obsessions”
(papafica),® a concept similar to that of [miccha-] ditthi”® and by
Buddhaghosa’s statement that clinging (upddana) is manifested as
[miccha-] ditthi® It is important to stress that only unwholesome
safifia (kilesasafifid) produce papafica® Since papafica is basically
interchangeable with micchaditthi, we could easily paraphrase
Buddhaghosa’s statement and say that clinging is manifested as paparica.
And, as the Surtanipata affirms, unwholesome sa7ifia is responsible for
the arising of paparica. Therefore safifid must precede clinging. Since
sanfid always follows vedana, it must perform its function between
vedana and upadana. Yet, we still ought to clarify whether sarinia occurs

between vedana and craving, or between craving and clinging.

27 Refer to pp. 87ff.

28 Sn. 874.

29 Refer to p. 80.

30 Vsm. 528. Previously quoted in n. 18 on p. 134.

31 This was discussed on p. 80, and evidenced by the Saratthappakasini (SA. ii, 382).
32 Tarn vedeti tar sarijanati (M. i, 111),
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This is where we used the second argument which is grounded
in the causal chain of the Majjhimanikaya,® a psychological theory that
E.R. Sarathchandra has qualified as one of the earliest Buddhist
formulas of sense-consciousness.** According to this formula,® “visual
consciousness (cakkhuvififiana) arises on account of visual forms (ripa)
and the eye (cakkhu). The meeting of these three elements is contact
(phassa)” which is a necessary condition for the arising of the next link:
vedana. The formula continues by stating that “whatever is felt (vedeti)
as a sensation is recognized (safijanati),” thus explicitly supporting our
statement that safifia follows vedana. Furthermore, this same formula
affirms that “safifia is followed by three mental functions (vitakka,
papafica and papaficasankha)” that fall into the category of sarikhara-
kkhandha. Therefore, this also implies that safifiad operates precisely
between the vedandkkhandha and the sarikharakkhandha. Since tanha
belongs to the sarikhdrakkhandha,’ the activity of the sarifigkkhandha
must take place before tanhd and after vedana. The commentary on the
Dhammasangani further supports this claim, for it places the activity of
saffid between vedand and cetana,”’ a synonym of sarkhara®
Stcherbatsky provides a diagram which clearly shows that the function
of safifia is activated after the emergence of sensation (see Table 11).*

As the chapter on vedand demonstrates,” sensation in and of
itself does not necessarily lead to craving. The sutta themselves
distinguish between two kinds of sensations: those that are impure

33 M., 111-12. Similar occurrences of the formula also appear at M. i, 259; S. iv, 67,
etc. Previously discussed on p. 81.

34 Sarathchandra, Buddhist Theory of Perception, p. 63. Sarathchandra quotes Mrs, Rhys
Davids from Buddhist Psychology (p. 63) and includes in parentheses that this formula
“is one of the earliest.”

35 Cakkhuri ¢’avuso paticca ripe ca uppajjati cakkhuvifiianam tinnarn sangati phasso,
phassapaccaya vedana, yariv vedeti tam sanjanati, yarn sanjanati tam vitakketi, yar
vitakketi tarh papaiiceti, yam papariceti tato nidanar purisam paparicasankhd
samuddacaranti afitanagatapaccuppannesu cakkhuvinifieyyesu rapesu (M. i, 111-12).

36 See p. 110.

37 Phassena pana phusitva vedanaya vediyali saifidya sanjanati cetandya ceteti
(DhsA. 107).

38 Asseenonp. 95.

39 I have translated Stcherbatsky’s Sanskrit terms into Pali, and replaced some of the
English equivalents by those that were used in this work (Stcherbatsky, Buddhist
Logic, 2:311).

40 See p. 71
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(@misa) or belonging to the householder (gehasitd) and others which are
pure (niramisd) or belonging to the renouncer (nekkhammasita). The
difference is that the former act as potential agents in the future arising
of craving while the latter do not. A certain vedand may engender
craving only if it is accompanied by unwholesome sa7ifia, for the latter
is likely to give rise to obsessions. Because of this particular faculty of
recognition, pleasant sensations are approached as likeable or
unlikeable, and individuals very soon find themselves generating craving
or aversion towards these sensations. Craving in turn generates more
sankhara and keeps the cycle of life and death rotating.

Table 11
The Emergence of Sensation (Vedana)

sense-objects sense-organs consciousness
(rapa) (salayatana; ripa) (virfiana)

meeting point

(phassa)

sensation
(vedana)

recognition
(sariria)
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The position traditionally attributed to sa7ifid within the parica-
kkhandha is of crucial importance, since the relation between vedana
and sarfia is responsible for human bondage as well as for liberation.
The safifia of an ordinary person (puthujjana) interprets and approaches
the sensations as one’s own property, considers them responsible for
one’s sorrow or happiness, and sets in motion the wheel of becoming;
this would be what the Saratthappakasini terms unwholesome saifid,*
which in themselves constitute thegiri safifiakkhandha. The Anguttara-
nikaya indirectly states that a wise person utilizes [wholesome] sa#ifig to
develop wisdom* and, not being misled as to the nature of sensations,
does not generate craving or aversion, therefore putting a halt to the
cycle of life and death. This distinction between unwholesome and
wholesome safifid is implicitly supported by many passages of the
Majjhimanikdya. The function of safifid, as we may recall, is to recognize
and interpret perceptions through their signs (nimitta) and minor
characteristics (anubyanijana). The texts state that those established in
the noble discipline, when seeing a form with the eye, hearing a sound
with the ears, etc., do not hold on to their signs and minor
characteristics (anubyarijana) because doing so would lead to the arising
of desire,” discontent and unwholesome states of mind.*

Since the function of safifid is precisely to hold to the signs and
minor characteristics, we could say, therefore, that unwholesome safifia
is propitious to the emergence of desire. This is evidenced by another
passage of the Majjhimanikaya:

When he has seen a material shape (ripa) through the eye, he
feels attraction for agreeable material shapes, he feels repugnance
for disagreeable material shapes; and he dwells without
mindfulness aroused as to the body with a mind that is limited
(parittacetaso), and he does not comprehend that freedom of
mind (cetavimutti) and that freedom through intuitive wisdom
(panriavimutti) as they really are, whereby those evil unskilled
states (akusala dhamma) of his are stopped without remainder.
Possessed thus of compliance and antipathy, whatever feelings

41 A. i, 382

42 According to the Girimanandasutta, pariiia is equated with the ten recognitions such
as aniccasaina, anattasaiiyid, asubhasaiifia, and so on (A. v, 109).

43 The word used is abhijja which, according to the Pali Text Society Dictionary, is
synonymous with lobha and is closely connected with tanha and upadana.

44 M. i, 180-81; i, 270; i, 273; iii, 34-35.
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(vedana) he feels—pleasant or painful or neither painful nor
pleasant—he delights (abhinandati) in that feeling, welcomes
(abhivadati) it and persists in cleaving (ajjhosdya (it thati) to it.
From delighting in that feeling of his, from welcoming it, from
persisting in cleaving to it, delight (nandi) arises; whatever is
delight amid those feelings, that is grasping; conditioned by
grasping is becoming; conditioned by becoming is birth;
conditioned by birth, old age and dying, grief, sorrow, suffering,
lamentation and despair come into being. Such is the arising of
this entire mass of anguish,*

This passage clearly suggests that when a person generates attraction or
repugnance to sensations (vedand), craving—or actually, nandi—and
clinging arise, and the rest of the links of the paticcasamuppada are
automatically called in. What is important to notice is that attraction or
repugnance are directly linked to the activity of sa7ifid. When safifig is
primarily focussed on the signs and minor characteristics of the object,
it is very likely that attraction or repugnance will be generated, and that
craving and attachment will then follow. This is what is meant by
unwholesome sa7i7id. Tilmann Vetter, commenting on the above passage
suggested that

One should not dwell on these impressions and thoughts a
moment longer than is necessary to orientate oneself. If one goes
too deeply into the signs of what is presented, or into minor
features, then one cannot avoid the arising of desires and
dejection and it will take a long time before these conditions
disappear again.*

However, Vetter seems to ignore the positive aspect of safifia. The
Anguttaranikaya clearly states that greed (raga) cannot arise in one who

is totally focussed on the signs of asubha*—as we have seen, asubha

is one of the ten sarifia described in the Girimanandasutta. Although
Vetter interprets the concept of nimitta as the signs of an object, it must
be stressed that the principal marks of any phenomenon are the three

characteristics of existence—anicca, anatt@ and dukkha. Vetter uses the

45 M., 266. Translation from Horner, The Collection of the Middle Length Sayings,
1:322-23.

46 Vetter, The Ideas and Meditative Practices of Early Buddhism, p. 24.

47 Asubhanimittan ti'ssa vacaniyam. Tassa asubhanimittarn yoniso manasikarato
anuppanno c’eva rago n’uppajjati uppanno ca rago pahiyati ti (A. i, 200-201).
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term nimitta in the sense of outward appearance, while its signification
also includes other characteristics. In this sense, Vetter is correct: one
focussing on the signs which only reflect the outside appearance of an
object will eventually generate desire. However, one focussing on the
essential characteristics of every object—the three characteristics of
existence and the other ° posmve saninia”—will eradicate greed.

Therefore, when safifia is primarily focussed on these three
characteristics of existence, craving cannot be generated, for the person
will understand the true nature of the object as well as the danger of
associating any form of delight (abhinandati) with it. The recognition of
these three marks of existence, as well as the other characteristics
described in the Girimanandasutta, is the function of safifia that we
termed wholesome. We must stress, however, that these wholesome
saffa do not belong to the safifiakkhandha as such. As we saw on p. 87,
the essential function of the safifiakkhandha is to apprehend a nimitta
(sign). The fact that the three characteristics of existence—anicca,
anatta and dukkha—are never considered nimitta and that, furthermore,
they are classified as animitta, implies that the wholesome sasi7ia does
not apprehend nimitta and, therefore, does not belong to the sanfia-
kkhandha. It becomes clear that safifia, as unwholesome or wholesome,
plays a crucial role between vedand and craving; craving will or will not
arise depending on the kind of safifid present. The inclusion of saf7ia
between these two links of vedand and craving further clarifies the
emergence of sankhara.

As we have hitherto suggested, the first part of sarkhara does
not refer to all activities, but only to actions that have previously been
conditioned by the safifid. In other words, any action performed with
craving or aversion as its foundation—craving which arose due to the
activity of sarifid—results in a sankhara, since safifid predisposes a blind
reaction to the sensations. However, actions performed with wisdom as
their foundation do not result in sankhdra since sensations approached
as impermanent cannot give rise to craving and aversion.

Thus, a simple analysis of the eight middle links of the
paticcasamuppada explains each one of the paficakkhandha. Table 12
shows which elements of the middle link of the paticcasamuppada are
correlated with which aggregate.

We have seen, then, that each of the five aggregates finds a
specific place in the theory of dependent origination. We have also
explained that the safifiakkhandha plays a critical role in the
multiplication of misery, for it seems to be the faculty that is indirectly
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responsible for transforming vedana into craving. When vedana is
coloured by the faculty of recognition, craving and attachment arise.*®
Yet, if one deactivates the inherently unwholesome sarifiakkhandha, or
transforms it into the ten recognitions mentioned in the Girimananda-
sutta, craving is no longer produced, because wisdom—and not wrong
views (micchadit thi)—arises from the activity of this wholesome safi7ia.
The chain of dependent origination is thus broken and the final goal of
enlightenment is ultimately reached. We will now explore how this
theory is applied to Theravada meditation practice as taught in Burma,
Sri Lanka and Thailand.

Table 12
Correlation between the Paticcasamuppdda and the Aggregates

Elements of the Paticcasamuppada Corresponding Aggregate
vififidna (consciousness) vififiana
namaripa (mind and matter) the five aggregates
saldyatana (the six sense-dootrs) ripa
phassa (sensory stimuli) . ripa
vedana (sensation) Hptrvenn t vedana
< sanna
tanha (craving) sankkhdra
upddana (clinging) sarikhéra
bhava (becoming) sattkhara

Vipassand and the Pajicakkhandha

The paticcasamuppada constitutes a fundamental tenet of Buddhism,
indispensable for realizing and understanding the implications of the
Buddhist goal, nibbana. Since this complex chain of causation is always
said to give rise to suffering,* the deactivation of any of the twelve
links of this chain is bound to break the causal process and eliminate
suffering. The theory of dependent origination in its reverse order
(patiloma) is consequently one version of the path leading to the
eradication of misery. In fact, the meditation practice in Theravada

48 See pp. 79ff.
49 “This [the paticcasamuppida) is the origin of the entire mass of suffering.” Evam
etassa kevalassa duklchakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.
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countries is traditionally known to be an application of the process
described by this reverse order. The five aggregates being nothing but
a paraphrase of the theory of dependent origination, their function must
therefore be apparent in the Buddhist meditation process.

Before tackling the subject, I need to clarify what is meant by
meditation. The term meditation has a vast panoply of meanings within
the Theravada tradition, let alone the Buddhist tradition at large.
However, since this study is solely focussed on the Theravada, I will
refer to the meditation technique most widely practised in Theravada
countries: vipassang. Although there are differences in the various
techniques labelled vipassand, all their' proponents link them
unanimously to the Satipatthanasutta, the discourse in which four
modes of attention are described: attention towards the body (kaya),
sensation (vedand), mind (citta) and mental contents (dhamma). In
essence, the techmique consists in observing objectively these four
objects of attention. Some teachers may lay more emphasis on one than
another, but in most cases, observation of breathing™ and of sensations
are prevailing.

Through the observation of sensations, the practitioner becomes
increasingly aware of the fleeting nature of existence; every sensation
that arises eventually passes away. This awareness is the ground from
which sprouts a certain understanding of the two other characteristics
of existence; namely, suffering and selflessness. The transience of
sensations and of the entire psycho-physical structure enables a
meditator to become experientially acquainted with selflessness.
Realization of impermanence also strengthens the belief that
attachment to any sensation is doomed to produce misery, for that
sensation will sooner or later pass away. Therefore, one attempts to
simply observe the sensations objectively, without generating any form
of desire or aversion towards them:

Here a bhikkhu, when feeling a pleasant sensation understands,
“I am feeling a pleasant sensation”; when feeling a painful
sensation, he understands, “I am feeling a painful sensation”;
when feeling a neutral sensation, he understands, “I am feeling a
neutral sensation.” Now this awareness is firmly established in the
present moment. This awareness develops to the extent that there
is mere observation and mere understanding, nothing else, and he

50 Observation of breathing (imdpa‘na) is one of the numerous practices included in the
first mode of attention (k@yanupassand).
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dwells in a state where he does not grasp anything, and there is
nothing for him to grasp in the frame-work of the body This is
how a bhikkhu dwells observmg bodily sensation in bodily
sensation itself.”!

From a purely technical perspective, this attitude comes within the
scope of the paticcasamuppada. When sensations are observed with
equanimity, safifid is no longer active and craving is not generated.
When the habit pattern of the mind is broken and sensations are
perceived as impermanent, they are no longer approached as desirable
or undesirable. In fact, having replaced safifia by wisdom ( paﬁﬁd), one
does not react to the sensations, and new sarikhdra cannot arise.

Of course, this process of liberation is gradual in the sense that
liberation is not necessarily attained the instant that one ceases to
generate safifid and begins to develop wisdom. Even when a person
observes sensations with the understanding of their true nature (anicca,
anatta and dukkha) and does not generate new cravings, the wheel of
birth and death keeps turning. The force that activates the motion of
the wheel results from sarnkhara. Even when one does not produce new
ones, old sankhara will still continue to bear fruit in the form of new
vifiidna, ripa, and vedand. However, by failing to react or impose
particular evaluations on these newly arisen vedand, one does not
generate new kamma, and so the fruits of the old serkhara are
eradicated. In the presence of constant awareness, keen diligence and
strong wisdom arising from wholesome sa7ifid, new sarkhdra cannot
arise from sensations, since unwholesome sa7ifid no longer exist to react
to sensations with craving and aversion. The old sarkhara will eventually
all come up to the surface and pass away. As the Buddha told Ananda:
“Indeed, all karmic activities are transient. Arising and passing away is
their true nature. Having arisen, they are eradicated; the tranquillity
attained from such eradication is the real happiness.”

Earlier, we compared sarkhara with cooking;” I now wish to
extend the metaphor further by, correlating the process of eradication
of sankhdra with that of fasting. If orie ceases to give food to the body,

51 D.ii, 298.

52 Aniccavata sankhara uppadavaya dhammino; uppajjitva nirujjhanti, tesam vipasamo
sukho i (D.1, 199). This same passage was uttered by Sakka in the
Mahaparinibbanasutta at D. ii, 156.

53 See p. 104. »
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one does not die immediately after the first meal is missed. Rather, one
can survive without eating for perhaps two or three months. This is
possible even though the body has to feed itself at every moment,
because the body is able to break down and digest the old stock of food,
all the fat and muscle previously accumulated. Not until this storage of
nutriment has been consumed and only skin and bones remain will the
body finally die, no more sustenance being available. In a similar
manner, the mind and matter phenomenon needs to be fed at every
moment by sarikhdra which are constantly resulting from craving and
aversion towards vedand.”* But if one remains in a state of equanimity
characterized by wisdom, and does not react to sensations, the past
sankhara that are responsible for the arising of these very sensations
dissolve, and a time comes when not a single sarikhara is left to propel
the cycle. It is at this moment only that one attains or enters into
nibbana without residue, the final goal of true liberation.

From the perspective of the five aggregates, this process might
be more easily understood by referring to Table 9 (see p. 129) where
they are presented from a cyclical perspective. Sarikhara is responsible
for the arising of vififiana; vififiana for rapa; ripa, for vedana; vedana
for sanrid; and sarniia for sankhara, upon which another re-evolution of
the constantly repeated cycle is begun. If, however, one deactivates
sannd, new sankhara are not created and the chain is broken. This
constitutes the attainment of nibbana with residue. The individual is still
alive and the five aggregates are still present, as in the case of the
Buddha and all the arahant mentioned in the Pali texts. The five
aggregates are still present, for old sarnikhara that were produced in the
past continue to the surface and yield their fruits in the form of the four
other aggregates. At this stage, the individual has transformed safifid
into pafifia and further sarikhara cannot be generated. The five
aggregates—or the individual’s life—are maintained simply by dint of
the previously accumulated sarkhdra, and this keeps the wheel rolling

54 The Majjhimanikaya supports our simile by mentioning that four kinds of substance
are found; namely, material food, phassa, sarikhara and vifinana. Kabalirikaro aharo
olariko va sukhumo va, phasso dutiyo, manosamcetana tatiyo, vififidnam catuttho
(M. i, 48). Although the term sarikhdra is not used explicitly in this text, the word
used (manosamcetana) can be directly related to sarikhara. Such is the description of
manosamcetana of the Paramatthamarijisa (VsmA. 335; reported by Bhikkhu
Nianamoli in his translation of the ,Visuddhimagga, The Path of Purification,
p- 372, n. 2).
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as long as the impulse that set the motion lasts.”® This motion stops
when all sarikhara—past and present—have been eradicated. From then
onwards, none of the five aggregates can arise; this is the attainment of
nibbana without residue, achieved upon the death of the arahant.

This exact same process.can, also be understood from the
perspective of the paticcasamuppada: If one has totally transformed
safifid into paAinid, sensations cannot be the grounds for the arising of
further craving. Therefore, clinging, becoming and (re-)birth, all being
necessarily dependent upon the presence of craving, cannot arise either.
Although one may keep living for a certain period, rebirth is no longer
possible. The life of such an individual is temporarily maintained by
sankhdra—the link that precedes the eight middle links which
characterize the present. When these past sankhara are totally
eradicated, the switch from nibbana with residue to without residue can
occur.

Whether we approach Buddhist soteriology from the angle of the
paticcasamuppada or of the five aggregates, it has become clear that the
same process is at work: from the Theravada texts that were analyzed
in this work, the deactivation of safifia is the primary factor for the
attainment of enlightenment. Of course, this deactivation can be
expressed in different ways, such as the destruction of ignorance, the
cessation of craving or the eradication of sankhdra, but they all
necessarily imply an objective observation of sensations (mental or
physical) which will not produce craving or sarikhara.

55 The'wheel “kept rolling as long as the impulse that set the motion (abhisarkharassa
gati) lasted. It then circled and fell to the ground.” Tari pavattitarh samanam yavatika
abhisarikharassa gati tavatikar gantva cingulayitva bhimiyar papati (A. i, 111).



Conclusion

Although many scholars have referred to the five aggregates in their
works on Buddhism, none have thoroughly explained their respective
functions. By clarifying the importance of this previously untreated
subject, this study has circumscribed the meaning and the role of each
of the five aggregates and has established a correlation between each of
the aggregates and certain links of the paticcasamuppada.

In the chapter on the ripakkhandha, 1 argued that the many
classifications of this aggregate could be condensed and divided into two
major categories: those elements belonging to the sense-organs, and
those pertaining to the sense-objects. When approached from these two
categories, the rapakkhandha can be integrally correlated to two links
of the paticcasamuppada; namely, the six sense-doors and contact. All
the sense-organs except the mental organ (mano) belong to the six
sense-doors, while the sense-objects along with the mental organ are
included in contact (phassa). When these sense-objects are actually
perceived, they, along with consciousness and the sense-organs,
constitute contact: bare sensory experience, devoid of any subjective
inclination. Contact can potentially become a sensation vedana.

I also suggested that no distinction is found between the vedana-
kkhandha and vedand as a member of the chain of dependent
origination. By exploring how vedana, like ripa, was also classified
according to different schemes—such as pure (niramisa), belonging to
the renouncer (nekkhamasita), impure (dmisd) and belonging to the
householder (gehasitd)—I came to the conclusion that a certain way of
approaching vedana would transform them into niramisa or nekkhamma-
sita vedand—of an inoffensive nature—while an alternative approach
would transform the vedana into amisa or gehasita vedana—endowed
with a negative connotation because this type of sensation may act as
an agent bringing about the future arising of craving and aversion. I
have presented evidence which supports the idea that the factor
responsible for this second approach to vedana is the next aggregate:
sanina (recognition). It is safifia that will transform the sensation into
niramisa (or nekkhamasita) or amisa (or gehasit@), a transformation
which will become responsible for generating or eradicating craving.

The main function of the saffidkkhandha is to recognize and
interpret sensations through the imposition of certain categories. Yet

i ‘}147’ .
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not all safifié belong to the saffiakkhandha. To clarify this nuance, it
was again necessary to elaborate a scheme dividing sefifid into two
categories. The wholesome sa7ifid are, in short, recognitions of the three
characteristics of existence. These do not belong to the safifiakkhandha
as such for they do not apprehend signs (nimitta). The unwholesome
safna, on the other hand, are simply certain interpretations of reality
through the major signs. The latter type of sarifid is not conducive to
insight; it generates obsessions, and essentially constitutes the sarisia-
kkhandha. Upon realizing the presence of the safifiakkhandha between
the two links of vedand and craving, the major function assigned to this
aggregate in the arising of craving and aversion became evident: unless
an individual’s faculty of recognition is governed by the wholesome
sanifd, that person is likely to generate craving, clinging and becoming,
all of which fall under the next aggregate: sankhara.

The sarikharakkhandha was also analyzed in terms of different
schemes. I came to the conclusion that the sarnkharakkhandha is
definitely a sarikhdra in the sense of conditioned phenomena since it has
been formed and conditioned. Not all sarikhara, however, belong to the
sankharakkhandha, for they are not all endowed with the capacity of
forming or generating more conditioned phenomena. A conditioned
phenomenon can only produce other conditioned phenomena when
working in conjunction with vififiana, vedana, safifia and ripa; in other
words, only the sarkhdrakkhandha, which, by definition, is closely
connected to the four other khandha, can produce conditioned
phenomena. This implies that senkhdra as a paccaya is simply a
paraphrase of sankhdrakkhandha. Both these terms refer to a force that
will generate an effect. The effect, however, although being sarnkhata in
the sense that it has been caused, does not necessarily belong to the
paccaya or the sankharakkhandha, categories, for it might not generate
a further effect. I have also correlated ihe sarikharakkhandha with three
of the links of the paticcasamuppada: craving, clinging and becoming—
the three links responsible for the emergence of a new existence, a new
consciousness (Vififidna).

We have seen that viiianakkhandha is variously translated. Some
scholars hold that it means bare sensation, some, pure consciousness,
and others, the cognition of something pleasant, unpleasant or neutral.
Since the vififianakkhandha is responsible for the cognition of all of
these, however, none of these suppositions is totally accurate.
Consequently, the term was defined as “mere consciousness,” whether

that consciousness be of riipa, vedana or safifia. The difference between
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the mental organ and vififiana itself was also examined. Both are
necessary for perception of phenomena (dhamma), but only the latter
is necessary for the apprehension of stimuli from any of the other sense-
organs. A correlation between the third link of the paticca-
samuppdda—virifiananidana—and the vififianakkhandha was finally
established.

By correlating the five aggregates, in the order they traditionally
appear,' with the theory of dependent origination, I have presented
evidence supporting the significance of their traditional nomenclature.
The traditional order of the five aggregates is in perfect harmony with
the theory of dependent origination. If the order of the aggregates were
arranged differently, there would be a definite contradiction between
the two theories. Having correlated these two theories, I emphasized
that vififidna, which can cyclically manifest itself as either the first or last
member, is a necessary condition for the arising of matter, which in turn
conditions sensations. Sensation is necessary for the emergence of
sanifid, which might lead to sarnkhara if the safifia is unwholesome (and
therefore belongs to the safifigkkhandha)—or to wisdom (parifia) if the
sanfia is wholesome. If a sankhara is generated, then the grounds for
the arising of a new vififidna are prepared. Thus, the cycle is complete:
from vififigna to vififidna. Beings are trapped within a quasi-eternal
round of birth, death and rebirth.

The Buddhist tradition usually explains the process that binds
beings to samsara by the use of the twelvefold chain of dependent
origination in direct order (anuloma). This same process when viewed
in the reverse order (patiloma) is perceived as a soteriological indicator
by virtue of the implication that the chain can be broken. Thus the
doctrine of dependent origination plays an irrevocably crucial role in
Buddhism: it elucidates not only the process that binds beings to
samsara, but also the one necessary for attaining enlightenment. It is
probably for this reason that canonical literature states that “whoever
understands the paticcasamuppida understands the dhamma, and
whoever understands the dhamma understands the paticca-
samuppada.”> While the theory of dependent origination has been

allotted such great importance, the five aggregates have never received

1  With the sole exception of vififidna which appears as the last member and was moved
to the first place, for reasons explained on pp. 127ff.

2 Yo paticcasamuppadari passati so dhammari passati, yo dhammarn passati so
paticcasamuppddam passatiti (M. i, 190-1).
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much emphasis in terms of the process that leads to nibbdna.
Nevertheless, the paticcasamuppada is a process that takes place within
every individual, and since Buddhism describes the individual as
constituted of the five aggregates, these aggregates must mirror the
process hinted at by the paticcasamuppada. Similarly, the five
aggregates are reflecting a process of interdependence which must
necessarily be in accordance with the paticcasamuppada. By correlating
the five aggregates with the theory of dependent origination, I have
presented evidence that shows, on the one hand, the interdependence
of the two theories and, on the other hand, how the process which binds
beings to samsara is reflected in the five aggregates, thus transposing
Buddhist soteriology into a more concrete Buddhist psychological
framework. E



Glossary

The main purpose of this glossary is to refer the reader to the English
equivalents of the Pali or Sanskrit terms used in this book. Using the index,
one may then locate the passage where the term is analyzed.

ajjhattta

akasa

amisd

andagamin
andpanasati

anatta

anuloma
anupddisesa

apaya

apodhadu
appatigham
arahant
arghattaphalasamapatti
arupavacara
asankhata
asarikhatadhamma

asava
avacara
ayatana

bahiddha
bala
bhava
bhikkhu

cetand

cetasika

citta

cittay rttinirodha
cuticitta

dhamma
dhammdyatana

internal

space

pure (vegeterian)
non-returner
contemplation of breath
selflessness

" normal order (of the paticcasamuppada)

without residue (nibbdna)

four states of misery

water, water element

unresisting

liberated person

attainment of the fruits of arahantship

immaterial realm

unconditioned

unconditioned phenomenon (in the
Theravada tradition, nibbana is the
only phenomenon)

 bias

realm
base; sense-organs

external

strength (the five strengths, powers)
becoming

monk

volition

mental factors

consciousness

cessation of mental activities
death-consciousness

pﬁenomenon of existence; teaching
mental objects
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dhatu
ditthi

dit thisafinia
diire

dukkha

gehasita
gotrabhii

hadayavatthu
hetu

indriya
itthindriya
jhana
kamavacara
kammabhava
kammavipaka
khandha
khandhaparinibbana
khaya

kusala

lobha
lokuttara

maggaphala
mahabhiita

mano

manussaloka
namaripa
navalokuttaradhamma
nekkhamasita
nidana

nimitta

niramisa

nirodha .
nirupadisesa nibbana
olarika
paricakkhandha
panna

paparica
paramatthasacca

element

views (wrong-views)
recognition of views

far

suffering

belonging to the householder
change of lineage

heart basis
cause

sense-organ
femininity
absorptions

realm of sensuality
kamma-process
kamma-result

aggregate

total extinction of the five aggregates

destruction
wholesome

greed
transcendental realm

levels of realization
primary elements (4)
mental organ
human realm

mind and matter

nine supramundane elements
belonging to the renouncer
link of the paticcasamuppada
sign

impure (non-vegetarian)
eradication

nibbana without residue

gross

five aggregates
wisdom
obsession
highest truth
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pathavidhatu
paticcasemuppada
patiloma
patisandhiviifidna
phassa

phot thabbadyatana
puthujjana

riipa

riapavacara
salayatand
sabhavadhamma
sagga

sakadagamin
sakkayadit thi

samadhi
samapatti
samatha
sammutisacca
samsara
sarkhara

sankhata
sankhatadhamma
sanna
sanndkkhandha
sanfiavedayitanirodha
santike
sappatigham

sila

sopadisesa
sotapanna
sukhuma

sutta

tanhd
tejodhdatu

ucchedadit thi
upadana
upadanakkhandha
upadaripa
uppattibhava

earth, earth element
dependent origination
reverse order
rebirth-consciousness
contact

bodily impression
ordinary people

matter
material realm

six sense-doors

phenomenon which exists by itself

celestial realm

once-returner

view that the body is existing [perma-
nently]

concentration

attainments (4)

concentration

conventional truth

cycle of birth, death and rebirth

karmic activities [compounded
phenomena]

conditioned

conditioned phenomena

recognition

recognition aggregate

extinction of recognition and sensation

near

resisting

morality

with residue (nibbana)

stream-enterer

subtle

discourse

craving
fire, fire element

annihilation view
clinging
clinging-aggregate
secondary matter
rebirth-process
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vayadhatu air, air element

vedana sensation

vedandikkhaya state of destruction of sensations

vimutti release

vififidna consciousness

vipassand discriminative insight; one of the
theravada medition techniques

visaya sense-object

vitakka thinking about

voharasacca conventional truth
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