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Foreword

“WHAT ARE LITTLE BOYS MADE OFF?”, asks the nursery rhyme, and reli-
gious traditions ask the same question. Though the Buddha apparently
denied that the human being contains something called a soul, what he
meant by the denial, or by the word in his language which we translate
“soul”, has rarely been scrutinised.

In ancient India the Buddha’s teaching was commonly summed up in a
verse which says that he taught “the cause of things which arise from a
cause, and their cessation too.” He explained life as a causal process which
normally leads to suffering; salvation can only come from reversing that
process.

The Buddhist texts assert that a human being — indeed, any being living
in our world — has five constituents, one physical and four mental: feelings,
apperceptions, volitions, consciousness. The word for these constituents is
“bundles”, to show that they are plural. So it looks at first glance as if the
Buddha was offering two analyses: the static, synchronic analysis of a
person into “bundles”, and the dynamic, diachronic analysis into a causal
chain of events.

Sue Hamilton began by asking the nursery rhyme question and
analysed what the texts have to say about the “bundles”. She has found an
exciting answer: they are bundles of experiences. On close scrutiny it turns
out that the Buddha did not ask “What is a man?” but “How is man?”. For
objects he substituted processes. And his analysis of the human condition
was an integrated whole.

This book is a breakthrough in our understanding of the earliest
Buddhism and offers a firm foundation for future research.

Richard Gombrich
Oxford, March 1995
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Introduction

BupDHISM HAS OFTEN BEEN SAID to complicate the attempts of scholars of
religious traditions to find common defining characteristics of ‘religion’.
One of the difficulties is that unlike all the other major religious traditions
Buddhism does not accept the existence of a creator God. Nor, as is
frequently pointed out, does it accept the existence of an individual self or
soul. Because Buddhism is sometimes described more in terms of a way of
life, some have even asked whether it is simply a philosophy or an ideology.
It is, however, defined as a religion because its central concern is to offer to
human beings salvation from the cycle of earthly existences (samsara), which
is characterised by suffering (dukkha). The non-acceptance of a creator God
in a system which offers salvation to human beings is not too problematic:
it can readily be accepted that salvation is achieved through one’s own
efforts. The apparent denial of the existence of an individual self or soul
has, however, been found less easy to reconcile with such a notion of
salvation. If there is no self, what is it that is saved?

The apparent denial of the existence of an individual self or soul is con-
tained in what is known as the doctrine of anafta (Sanskrit: andtman), a
teaching which appears, if in somewhat different guises, in all forms of
Buddhism (save perhaps for a few modern hybrid forms). The focus of this
book is a collection of texts known as the Pali canon, the textual basis of
Theravada Buddhism, the only surviving school of the early forms of
Buddhism. The importance and traditional meaning of the doctrine of
anatta for this school is indicated by Malalasekera, a distinguished modern
Theravada Buddhist, as follows:

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

This description of the doctrine of anatta reflects the way it is consis-
tently propounded by Theravada Buddhists, and also the fact that it is tra-
ditionally considered to be the central doctrine taught by the Buddha.
Such a description, however, might prompt one to add two other ques-
tions to that posed above: if there is no thinker of thoughts or doer of
deeds, how does a human being experience suffering? What, indeed, is a
human being according to the Buddha’s teaching? The latter of these is
the central question with which this book is concerned. And it is limited to
the human being because it is with the human being that the texts are
concerned: though other living beings such as animals and devas are some-
times mentioned, they are never discussed.

Perhaps because, as Malalasekera points out, it presents the utmost
difficulty to many people, other scholars writing about the human being
in early Buddhism have approached the texts with the aim of understand-
ing the doctrine of anatta. In his much-acclaimed book Selfless Persons,
Collins, for example, writes that it is his aim:

... to elucidate how it [the anatta doctrine] appears in the texts, what it
asserts, what it denies, and what it fails to assert or deny; and, perhaps most
importantly, I shall wish to study what role or roles it plays in the varieties
of Buddhist thought and practice, what function or functions it might have
for those who profess allegiance to it and whose religious activity is pat-
terned on it.?

In his“The Mind-body relationship in Pali Buddhism: a philosophical
investigation”, Harvey states that his intention is to attempt to “under-
stand the full meaning and actual implications of the teaching that ‘all
dhammas are anattd’”.® Harvey’s thesis is that consciousness (vifiiana) is in
effect a conventional self. Both these scholars write about the Theravada
Buddhist tradition as a whole, using as their primary sources not only the
early part of the Pali canon, the Sutta Pitaka, but also the later, scholastic
Abhidhamma Pitaka, the commentarial tradition and the Visuddhimagga of
Buddhaghosa, a highly influential Theravada Buddhist who lived in the
fifth century cg, and many other traditionally Theravada texts. Other
scholars have sought to establish that the early texts implicitly teach that
there is an absolutely transcendent non-empirical Self. A recent example
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of such work is Pérez Remoén’s book Self and Non-self in Early Buddhism, in
which he seeks to make “a systematic and complete study of the anatta
doctrine in the five Mkayas”.*

Another approach in modern scholarship is exemplified by those who
have concentrated on establishing that the early Pali texts teach an elabo-
rate psychology. For example, this is the aim of Johansson, in his book The
Dynamic Psychology of Early Buddhism.* He states his work is “a psychologist’s
attempt to understand what the Buddha meant by ‘dependent origina-
tion’”.® Similarly Reat, in his The Origins of Indian Psychology, attempts to
understand the human being in terms of a “theoretical psychology”.” For
such scholars, it is the content of the mind that as it were explains the indi-
vidual human being, and, incidentally, the external world. I will be return-
ing to the subject of the status of the external world shortly.

In attempting to answer the question “what is the human being accord-
ing to the Buddha's teachings?”, I decided, unlike the authors referred to
above, to focus on the Sutta Pitaka of the Pali canon, principally the four
main Nikayas. These represent the key doctrinal treatises of the earliest
Buddhist material we have. A comprehensive comparison between the
earlier Sulta material and the elaborated and systematised material of the
Abhidhamma and commentaries would undoubtedly be most interesting and
would be a fruitful area for further research, but as a single work it would
necessitate an extremely lengthy book. Perhaps more importantly, I also
wanted to see what the earliest Pali material had to say on the subject
before it was significantly adapted or elaborated as the Theravada tradition
developed. This approach is not so much intended to suggest that there is a
pre-Theravada form of Buddhism as to look at the primary texts without
reference to how the tradition has interpreted them in later material.® In
some circumstances, particularly in chapter 1, I have also drawn on the
later Abhidhamma and commentarial material, and on Buddhaghosa’s
Visuddhimagga, but this is the exception rather than the rule. Such references
to the later texts are usually by way of confirmation or contrast in
interpreting an ambiguous point. In chapter 1, however, it was the notable
shortage in the Sutta Pitaka of references to the subject matter of the
chapter, the khandha of the body, that prompted my consulting the later
material. Chapter viii draws on later material, particularly that represented
by Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, specifically to illustrate a divergence of
interpretation as the tradition developed.

My approach to the subject was prompted by the Buddha’s own con-
cern with the human condition or the human being itself, an orientation
which suggests that understanding the human constitution is important in
the context of following his teachings. Three of the key teachings contained
in the early Suttas illustrate this orientation. The first is perhaps the most
well-known of the Buddha’s teachings, the Four Noble Truths. These are
given in terms of understanding the human condition in samsara. In them
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the human condition is diagnosed (the first Noble Truth states that samsaric
existence is unsatisfactory (or suffering) — dukkha®); the cause of the condi-
tion is identified (the second Noble Truth states that the arising of dukkha is
because of desire or craving — tanha); a prognosis is given (the third Noble
Truth states that the condition is not terminal — the cessation of unsatisfac-
toriness (dukkhanirodha) is possible); and finally a prescription for achieving
dukkhanirodha is given (the fourth Noble Truth teaches the Eightfold Path
which leads to Nirvana,'® a synonym for dukkhanirodha).

The second key teaching is known as the formula of dependent origi-
nation, paticcasamuppada. This states that an individual is dependently origi-
nated, the most common version of the formula being given as follows:

Ignorance is the condition for [the arising of] the samkharas'!
The samkharas are the condition for [the arising of] consciousness
Consciousness is the condition for [the arising of] namaripa'?
Namariipa is the condition for [the arising of] the six senses

The six senses are the cohdition for [the arising of] contact'?
Contact is the condition for [the arising of] feeling

Feeling is the condition for [the arising of] craving

Craving is the condition for [the arising of] attachment
Attachment is the condition for [the arising of] becoming
Becoming is the condition for [the arising of] (re)birth

(Re)birth is the condition for [the arising of] old age and death.'*

This formula gives us a synthetical explanation of how a human being
comes to be born in samsara. Describing how the human being is depen-
dently originated, one might call it a formula of existential mechanics.'®

The third key teaching is given by the Buddha in contexts when he is
asked about individual identity: when people want to know ‘what am I?’,
‘what is my real self?’. The Buddha says that individuality should be under-
stood in terms of a combination of phenomena which appear to form the
physical and mental continuum of an individual life. In such contexts, the
human being is analysed into five constituents — the padcakkhandha. The five
khandhas are body (ripa), feelings (vedand), apperception and conception
(sanifi@), volitional activities (samkhara) and awareness (viidna).'®

The importance of the first two of these three key teachings is empha-
sised by their formulaic form: formulas were often used as a mnemonic
device in the oral tradition in which the Buddhist teachings took root. The
third teaching is the standard analysis of the human being in a large number
of Suttas. And though the &handha doctrine has usually been associated with
the doctrine of anatta in the specific sense that human beings Aave no self but
only five constituent parts (an interpretation to which I will return in the
conclusion), its importance is more positively emphasised by the Buddha'’s
identification of the five khandhas together — in effect the earthly life of an
individual — with dukkha.'” Thus the fundamental characteristic of the
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human condition as stated in the first Noble Truth is given not just in
descriptive terms but is intrinsic to being human, indicating that the need
to understand the constitution of the human being is crucial to achieving
the goal of Nirvana, given as the cessation of dukkha. Above all, these
teachings indicate that however central the doctrine of anatta is, the
Buddha’s concern is most undeniably with the human condition as a
whole, and though consciousness is mentioned in two of them it is given no
more elevated a place than the other parts of the respective teachings.
I therefore chose to approach a study of the human being by looking at the
way the texts describe the khandha analysis, with frequent cross-references to
the paticcasamuppada formula.

In all cultures there is some kind of common sense view of what a
human being consists of. In the West, for example, we tend to treat the
human being dualistically, as consisting of body and mind. There is no
consensus, however, about how these relate: major branches of philosophy,
psychology and medicine consist of discussing and investigating how body
and mind interact, and even physicists and mathematicians have joined the
general debate. The situation becomes more complex because Christianity
and other Western religions traditionally believe that in addition to body
and mind, individual human beings have souls, thus making the question of
how each part of the human being relates and interacts more problematic.
Furthermore, many cultures, including popular British culture, allow for
the existence of ghosts, which have human form but do not obey the laws
of matter as they are normally understood.

In view of such diversity just in the contemporary Western understand-
ing of the human being, one cannot assume a priori that any culture will
have a consistent or coherent view of what constitutes a human being. And
it would be particularly inadvisable to make such an a priori assumption of
the Pali canon since it is a body of oral literature which is generally thought
to have come together over time. Accurate oral preservation of literature
had been crucial in the pre-Buddhist Brahmanical tradition in India for
many centuries, and it is not uncommon the world over for the essential
parts of important teachings to have been incorporated into stories, songs,
chants, and so on, in order to preserve them accurately. There is clear
evidence in the Pali canon of such a process of preservation, and we can
thus be fairly sure that much of the Sutta Pitaka is of a very early origin.
Nevertheless, it would have been impossible for any one person, or even
one close-knit group of people, to have preserved all the extant material,
and there is textual evidence that different groups were given the task of
preserving certain sections of the teachings. The Theravada tradition
records that there were periodic councils at which the teachings as a whole
were recited. It was at these councils (sasigitis) that the teachings were, over
time, codified. But it is also probable that the teachings were more widely
disseminated in this way: after hearing a complete recitation, a group of
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bhikkhus might have spread topics which it was not strictly their duty to
preserve. So there was much opportunity for variations to be included in
the material. Though the Pali canon as compiled from all its different
sources was written down in approximately 25 BGE, scholars accept that
even after that date changes are likely to have taken place.'® This process of
preservation applies to the Vinaya, in which the bhikkhus’ code of discipline is
recorded, and the Sutta Pitaka, which contains the doctrinal teachings. The
Abhidhamma Pitaka is a later scholastic compilation which deals systemati-
cally and minutely with a wide range of issues in the Buddha’s teachings. It
aims to give definitive views on points which might not have been clear in
the earlier material. "

My study of the Sutta Pitaka was undertaken with the initial view that
where various interpretations of apparently inconsistent passages are
equally possible, it would be faulty methodology not to attribute to the texts
the strongest interpretation, that is the most coherent and intellectually
powerful one, given their common doctrinal background. In view of the
way the canonical material was compiled, I nevertheless had little or no
expectation of finding a coherent understanding of the human being and
anticipated that a large part of this work would consist in relating its
inconsistencies. But I found that in the main the inconsistencies lie in
relatively minor matters such as the use of terms. In many instances a term
is used in different contexts with different meanings. Sometimes the
difference in meaning is only subtle and not easy to detect, and sometimes
there is a wide variation in meaning. In his History of Indian Philosophy,
Dasgupta makes the following comment on the fact that terms are used
with different meanings in different contexts:

The Buddha was one of the first few earliest 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 somewhat elastic ... *°

In discussing this point, I. B. Horner has suggested that this indicates a
certain insufficiency of terms rather than an unsettled state of philosophical
and psychological terminology by the time the Nikayas came into being.'
But philosophy and psychology were in a far from settled state at the time
of the Buddha’s teaching. The philosophical enquiry in the Brahmanical
religion, as recorded in the Brahmanas and the early Upanisads, was a
relatively recent phenomenon, seen as merely supplementary to the
ritualistic sacrificial system. The development took place gradually, and
this is reflected in the early Upanisads which were perhaps extant at the time
of the Buddha. In them we find both the ritual of the Vedas and the
speculative beginnings of a psychology based upon the new idea of
salvation as a special kind of knowledge. The systematic use of philosophi-
cal and psychological terminology is far from established, and terms are
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used to mean different things in different contexts in much the same way as
they are in the Pali canon.

Another reason for the different use of terms in different contexts is the
fact that the texts are a compilation, as mentioned above. And it is not
unlikely that as the years went by and the Buddha’s teachings were given
to an ever wider range of people with different backgrounds, so they had
to be explained slightly differently in order for them to be understood by
those people.?? We know, for example, that there were many different
speculative teachings being propounded in the milieu in which the
Buddha lived.?® In particular the Ajivikas and Jains are referred to in the
canonical texts, and others are mentioned in relevant Jain texts. When
teaching such people, the Buddha might well have adopted their terms in
order to communicate with them. And in so doing, it is possible that the
terminology was on some occasions used in what appear to be different
ways but in fact with the same meaning

So the contexts in which terms are found have to be taken into consid-
eration when attempting to ascertain whether or not their meanings are
different. I have accordingly tried not to explain a term in one context by
taking out of context what is said about it elsewhere and thus arriving at an
inappropriate definition. In order to understand what a given term means
when it is being used in connection with one of the kkandhas it is sometimes
necessary also to understand what it means in other contexts. In these cases
I have not hesitated to discuss the other contexts in detail. In spite of this, I
found that in the majority of cases the contexts differ only superficially, and
terms are used with a considerable degree of coherence.

The Buddha’s understanding of the constitution of the human being is
best introduced in the light of a brief description of the way the doctrines
and concepts he taught fit into the background in which he was teaching. I
have stated above that the religious milieu in which the Buddha was teach-
ing was a complex one and that the terminology he used was sometimes
varied to take this into account. But the dominant religion was that of the
Brahmans, including both the older Vedic sacrificial religion and the rela-
tively new Upanisadic teachings, at least some of which were known to the
Buddha. Others have written about the emergence of Buddhism from its
Brahmanical background in considerable detail,** and in several places in
this book I too will discuss at some length the background to a particular
subject in order to gain a better perspective of the way it is understood in
Buddhism. Here, I will suggest in more general terms how those aspects of
the Buddha’s teachings that are most crucial to the human condition in
samsara correspond to or are different from the Brahmanical religion.

In this respect, the most central doctrine of the Buddha’s teaching is
based on his interpretation of the law of karma, a word which literally
means ‘action’.?® The notion that karma, or action, brings results was
deeply embedded in Indian religion by the time of the Buddha. In the
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classical Vedic sacrificial religion, karma is the sine qua non for individual
well-being, for the well-being of society and for the maintenance of the
universe as a whole. The rationale of the entire sacrificial system is the
efficacy of (correctly performed) actions bringing about desired, and
desirable, results. Sacrifices are performed for specific personal benefit in
the short, medium or long term. Such sacrifices can have as their desired
results things such as good health, the birth of a son, good fortune both in
this world and in the next, or the benefit of one’s ancestors already in the
next world. Personal ritual duties are also, and more commonly, performed
simply for general wellbeing, again both in this world and the next.
Sacrifices are also performed for the prosperity of the community as a
whole: the performing of the sacrifices serves to please the gods, who not
only grant individual desires but also maintain the universe.

According to the Vedic tradition, sacrificial, or enjoined, actions are
completely self-validating, whether or not a given action has any prima facie
purpose or expected result. Furthermore, the sacrificial rationale works
automatically: the correct performance of ritual actions is as it were a
mechanical device. Though it is said that if the gods are ‘pleased’ they will
maintain the universe and grant one’s desires, in fact their reciprocal con-
tribution is as enjoined upon them by the performance of the sacrifice as
the performing of the sacrifice is enjoined upon the individuals in the
community. The ritual actions of the sacrifice can, therefore, be regarded
as a mechanical and automatic device for bringing about desired results.

In the early Upanisads karma is also of central relevance in the doctrine
of transmigration they espouse. In the earlier Vedic material, life after death
could be in one of several different lokas or worlds, the most important of
which are the pitrloka, the ‘world of the ancestors’, and the devaloka, the
‘world of the gods’.2® Which of these is attained depends on whether or not
sacrifices have been correctly performed, though attainment of the pitrioka
also requires a man to have performed public services and almsgiving.?’
Gradually this belief developed into a system whereby individual existence
was seen in terms of a series of lives. And in the Brhadaranyaka and Chandogya
Upanisads we read that the kind of deeds performed in one earthly life will
determine the nature of the next earthly life: good deeds are rewarded with
rebirth in a high status and bad deeds result in a correspondingly
unattractive rebirth.”® Though in these passages there is the suggestion of a
difference between the ritual and ethical dimensions of actions, this
differentiation was never developed in the Brahmanical religion; good and
bad deeds are ritual actions which are correctly or incorrectly performed.

The Buddha took for granted the concept of rebirth in a series of lives,
but revolutionised the concept of karma by teaching that karmic conse-
quences accruing to any particular individual are entirely dependent on his
or her mental volition.? He defined karma as follows: “O bhikkhus, I say
that volition (cetana) is kamma. Having willed, one acts through body, speech
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and thought”.*® The ethical implications of such a radical interpretation of
a well established principle condition the Buddha’s teaching about how
salvation is attained: spiritual progress is frequently described in terms of
moral development, for example, and anything which helps or hinders
progress is described as wholesome and unwholesome (kusala/akusala)
respectively. The Buddha’s reinterpretation of the law of karma was also
unlike the ideology of the sacrifice in that it involved the body, or corporeal
faculty of the human being, with the mind, or mental faculties, in an
unprecedented way: having willed, one acts through body, speech and
thought. Though the ritual actions of the Brahmanical religion are said to
bring about desired results, ‘will’ and ‘mind’ nevertheless have little or
nothing to do with the efficacy or quality of the action, which depend
entirely on the accuracy with which it is performed. The Buddha’s version
of the law of karma also had the profound effect of making the individual
human being responsible for his or her own spiritual progress. Priests, gods
and scriptural injunctions were bypassed by the Buddha and his teaching
was centred on the moral condition (in its broadest sense) of individuals
themselves and how they could bring about their own liberation. Once
again this teaching suggests the importance of understanding how the
human being works.

The contemporary developments in the Brahmanical religion, as
recorded in the Brahmanas and early Upamsads, include the new teaching
that the soteriological path is epistemological. It arose from speculations
about the sacrifice which posited a correspondence between microcosm
(man) and macrocosm (the universe). According to the Upanisads, the
culmination of the path, moksa, is achieved when one knows experientially
that the essence of one’s self is identical with the essence of the universe:
atman is Brahman. In the Buddha’s teaching, the goal of the path to
liberation, known either as Nirvana or as Enlightenment, is also an
epistemnic condition. But in spite of certain similarities, the two traditions
are inherently and crucially different in a way which fundamentally affects
the way they respectively understand the human being,

In stating that liberating knowledge is the realisation that the
transcendent Reality, Brahman, is identical with the individual self, atman,
the Upanisads are ultimately concerned with being, sat. One can see,
therefore, that the question they are thus concerned with is “what is man?”
This would no doubt be the common sense approach to understanding the
constitution of the human being; it was, indeed, the question I myself
formed when I started my research. But though the Buddha’s teachings
also stress the need to ‘know thyself”, in contrast to the transcendent self of
the Upanisads he taught liberating knowledge in terms of insight into ‘things
as they are’, yathabhitam. Most importantly, the macrocosmic/microcosmic
correspondence was expressed by the Buddha not in terms of an
ontological identity, but in the fact that all things are dependently
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originated. By extension, this is applied to his teaching on the law of
karma: one has to understand how one’s existence is conditioned by
dependently originated in) one’s volitions. For the Buddha, the important
thing is to understand the nature of the human condition and we see that he
emphasises not what things are but how they operate. Given that all things
are dependently originated, he states that it is not fitting to think in the
separative (independent) terms of “This is mine, this am I, this is my self”.*!
So he does not give us a different answer to the same question “what is
man?” but asks an altogether more sophisticated question: “kow is man?”
And he sustains this approach systematically throughout his teachings. The
Buddha thus substitutes processes for objects. Primarily, he teaches the
process of attaining Enlightenment as a goal which is achievable if one
understands, and thus is able to overcome or reverse, the mechanics of that
which is preventing it. Descriptions in the Sutfa Pitaka of the Buddha’s own
Enlightenment describe it precisely in such terms: and there is no mention
of his experiencing what he is. And just as this ultimate experience involves
understanding the nature of the human being and how he or she exists in
samsara, so, my research has found, the Buddha also teaches that the
analysis of the human being into five khandhas is not an analysis of what the
human being consists of, but of those processes or events with which one is
constituted that one needs to understand in order to achieve Enlightenment.
Knowing what the body is, for example, is of relevance only insofar as such
knowledge contributes to an understanding of how it operates in the overall
process of human existence. And we shall see in chapter 1 that contrary to
what one might expect given that we have ‘sense organs’, the senses are not
explicitly included in descriptions of the khandha of the body, an omission
which serves to highlight the importance of understanding them in terms of
the process in which they are involved rather than as organs of the body in
the physical sense. Perhaps because our everyday commonsense world
consists very much of what we think of as objects, and our tendency to
want to know what things are, this important point has frequently been
missed even within the Buddhist tradition itself.

One might suggest that the consistency of the Buddha’s concern with
processes rather than substance is reinforced by his dismissal of questions
concerning ontological issues. He states that he is only concerned to give
whatever information will assist the individual in attaining liberating
insight, the process whereby one becomes free from the cycle of lives in
samsara, and that ontological questions are irrelevant and/or misleading*
When asked questions which he did not think would be conducive to the
attaining of insight, he refused to answer them. Classically, there are four
‘unanswered questions’: whether or not the universe is eternal, whether or
not the universe is finite, whether or not that which is the vital principle
(7iva) is different from the body, and whether after death a tathdagata (an
epithet of the Buddha and the implication is that it means any liberated
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being) exists or not, whether s/he exists and does not exist, or whether s/he
neither exists nor does not exist.** In similar vein, a long list of all sorts of
ontological views are refuted by the Buddha in the well-known Brahmajala
Sutta. Here the implication is that all such views are not just erroneous in
the sense of holding to the wrong ontological view, but erroneous in the
sense that holding to an ontological view is simply the wrong approach to
the solution of the problem of bondage to samsara. This point is further
supported by the fact that the having of ‘views’ (ditth?) is sometimes stated
to be one of the d@savas, the most binding and deeply entrenched of all mis-
placed tendencies needing to be ‘rooted out’.

All of this suggests that questions about what cannot be experienced as
part of the empirical human condition are considered to be speculative. In
refusing to answer such questions the Buddha has left the way open for
what one might call the nihilists and eternalists of all times and places,
Buddhists and scholars alike, to continue to speculate about whether or
not there really is a soul, and whether it is extinguished at death or persists
on some transcendent, non-empirical, level. But in the context of the early
Buddhist texts such speculations are pointless. First, they are destined to
remain speculative. In common with most religious texts, there is much in
the Sutta Pitaka that is open to subjective interpretation. Thus both nihilists
and eternalists of every persuasion can find what they believe to be sup-
port for their theories. Second, and more importantly, in running directly
counter to the Buddha'’s teaching that it is not conducive to insight, onto-
logical speculation does not assist in one’s attempt to understand the
teaching he gave, which was intended to be conducive to insight.

However, the question of ontology continues to arise in the scholarship
of early Buddhism. In particular, several ambiguous passages in the Pali
material have been interpreted as suggesting an idealistic ontology, like the
one formulated by the much later Buddhist school of Vijfianavada. This
development perhaps corresponds to the fact that there are passages which
suggest idealism in the Upanisads and this ontology was later attributed to
them wholesale by Sankara and other Advaita Vedantins. The debate
about canonical passages which are ambiguous in this way recurs several
times in this book, and we shall see that in every case much depends on
how a passage is interpreted. An example of how differently a passage can
be interpreted can here be drawn from the Digha Nikaya. In translating the
Pali aghattam riipa-saiifit eko bahiddha ripan: passati,®* Johansson gives: “When
somebody experiences forms inside himself, he will see forms outside...”
and writes of it: “The objective world, according to Buddhism, is no
different from the experienced world: it simply consists of the subjective
world projected by our mind...”.** But the passage can be translated and
interpreted differently, as follows: “One who apperceives a visible feature of
himself [likewise] sees visible features of others”. This translation follows
the convention found in some contexts in the Sufta Pitaka, usually those
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concerned with meditation, of using the terms ajhattam and bahiddha,
‘internal’ and ‘external’, to refer to oneself in contrast to others. In the
Satipatthana Suttas, for example, which contain descriptions of key medita-
tion exercises to be practised by bhikkhus, these terms are used to indicate
that the meditation exercises are to be practised both on one’s own physical
and mental faculties and also on those of others.*® The purpose is to realise
that one’s nature is the same as the nature of anyone else. Even if in the
Digha Nikdya passage the term bahiddha is interpreted simply as ‘external’, so
far as [ am aware there is no convention in the Sutta Pitaka of ajjhattam being
used as part of a psychological term to indicate an ‘internal picture’. So in
my opinion it is unlikely that this passage was intended to have the
implications which Johansson reads into it. Rather, it suggests to me that
one sees that both one’s own and external (be they of other individuals or
not) visible parts are of like nature. This is the more likely because the
context of the passage is one in which the various insights which come with
meditation are described. One of the most important insights for a bhikkhu
to achieve is that all things are of like nature, not whether or not the
external world is a projection of his mind.

Another frequently found term, loka, which literally means ‘world’, is
similarly ambiguous. This is a very important term and its use warrants
careful consideration. The nature of the human being is so fundamental
to the Buddha’s teaching that a common metaphor for the life of an indi-
vidual is ‘the world’, loka. Failure to understand this metaphor has led
some to conclude that ‘the world is not real’, ‘the world only exists in our
minds’, and so on. But what appear to be ontological statements in fact
metaphorically relate to the subjective experience of the individual, and it
is invalid to extend the metaphor into a statement that the world s that
subjective experience.

The metaphorical use of the term loka pre-dates the Buddha’s teaching.
Though in both Sanskrit and Pali the term loka does have the conventional
meaning ‘world’, even in the earlier sacrificial religion of the Brahmans its
meaning was not limited to the external world. According to Gonda, the
Sanskrit word loka has an “inherent vagueness”.*” It does not necessarily
indicate a spacial location but often means a state of happiness or stability.
Gonda traces the changing meaning of the term, and states that its earliest
meaning is a “free, open space” or a “safe, sacred space”.*® This concept
was of particular importance to the early Aryan settlers in India because of
the religious significance in early Indo-European culture of clearings, forest
glades and so on. Thus in the sacrifice a sacred space is constructed to rep-
resent the desired loka in this world and the next. In this way the term also
became associated with cosmological planes (desired lokas), which tend to
be interpreted spacially.*® But the association of security and happiness
with the sacred space becomes extended metaphorically so that in fact the
desire to ‘gain a loka’ in this world (through sacrifice) and/or the next does
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not just refer to the spacial location but to the individual’s state of security
and happiness. So there are two principal meanings of loka, the one spacial
and the other psychological.

The way the term loka is used in the Sutta Pitaka is perhaps an extension
of this meaning of loka in the Brahmanical religion. Here, too, it is used to
indicate cosmological levels. But metaphorically it is intended to indicate
the individual’s subjective experience in samsara. This is most clearly
indicated in the Khandha Samyutta, which is primarily concerned with the
analysis of the individual in terms of the five khandhas. Here we read that
the five khandhas together comprise a “phenomenon which is a world in the
world”.*® The context is one in which the Buddha states that he has no
quarrel with the world (naham lokena vivadami) or with some of the teachings
of other teachers in the world (loke papdita). But he wants to establish a
teaching which is not given by those other teachers, that of the five
khandhas, which he has thoroughly penetrated and realised (abhisambujjhati
abhisametr). There is no suggestion in this passage that in associating the
term loka with the khandhas the Buddha wishes to deny the existence of the
external world. Rather, he is unconcerned with its status and concentrates
on passing on his understanding of the kkandhas.

This metaphorical sense of loka is also suggested by the fact that it is used
in similar contexts to the term dukkha. As we have seen, the Buddha taught
that samsaric existence is characterised by dukkha, unsatisfactoriness. And
that dukkha refers to the individual’s samsaric experience is confirmed by the
Buddha’s definition of dukkha as being the five khandhas of which the
individual is comprised, as we have also seen. Frequently, teachings are
said to lead to the “ceasing of this entire mass of unsatisfactoriness”.* This
means to the point where the individual, who persists with five khandhas
being reborn in samsara, achieves liberation. And that loka is being used in
the same way is illustrated in the MNidana Samyutta of the Samyutta Nikaya,
where two consecutive Suttas are the same save for the fact that in the
second Sutta loka is substituted for dukkha.*? In the Suttas, the Buddha states:

I will teach you, bhikkhus, how dukkha/loka arises and how it ceases... Visual
consciousness arises because of sight and (visible) objects (and so on through
all the senses); contact is the combination of the three; feeling is conditioned
by contact; craving is conditioned by feeling. This, bhikkhus, is the arising of
dukkha/ loka.

The cessation of dukkha/loka comes about when the craving which is
normally conditioned by feeling no longer occurs: when craving utterly
fades away and ceases, then grasping, becoming, birth, and cyclic exis-
tence in samsara cease.*®

If one takes the first part of these passages out of context they can be
construed to be stating that both dukkha and the world arise as part of
one’s psychological experience of perception. In other words, an idealist
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might conclude from this that the world has no external reality, that it
only exists in our perception. But if one considers the context in full, the
terms dukkha and loka are in fact associated with the life of an individual
and the Suttas are describing the process by which craving (tanka) brings
about continued becoming, rebirth, and so on, and it is through the cessa-
tion of craving that continued rebirth ceases. It is this individual ‘world’
(loka) of the individual, sometimes called dukkha, that is the subject of these
passages, not the arising of the ‘world’ in general terms.

A similar passage in the Ariguttara Nikaya states: “It is these five types of
sensual desire that are called the world in the discipline of the noble one”.*
The five types of sensual desire are identified with five corresponding
senses, and the passage continues by stating that a bhikkhu is to become
detached from sensual desire and practise appropriate meditation. When
he eventually sees that his @savas are completely destroyed, he “is said to
have come to the end of the world, he lives at the end of the world, he has
overcome attachment in the world”.** In stating that the five types of
sensual desire are called the ‘world’ of the noble one, this passage indicates
that loka is a verbal convention to indicate samsaric existence which is fuelled
by desire. When the bhtkkhu has achieved the destruction of the dsavas, this,
for him, is the end of the cycle of rebirth, the end of ‘his world’.

As a final example of this meaning of loka, I will draw on a passage in
the Salayatana Samyutta, where we read:

Bhikkhus, 1 declare that the end of the world is not to be learned, seen, or
attained by going to the end of the world. Nor do I declare, bhikkhus, that
the end of dukkha can be made without attaining the end of the world.*®

Here one does not ‘go to’ the end of the world, but ‘attains’ the end of
the world. Loka has no spacial connotation, as it would if it referred to the
‘external’ world, but is a designation for the ending of the individual’s
samsaric existence, dukkha. Later in the same Sutta, the individual’s ‘world’ is
again defined in terms of the senses. It is because of the craving that we
have for sensual experience that our ‘world’ has continued existence: this
is how the individual continues, not what the external world is.

Two points arise from the foregoing discussion. The first point is that
these passages and the possible interpretations I have shown illustrate the
need for ambiguous passages to be interpreted in the light of the material
as a whole. Those of us whose work lies primarily in attempting to under-
stand questions of a philosophical or doctrinal nature have to ask ourselves
which of the possible translations is the more likely given the doctrinal
background of the Buddhist teachings. With regard to ambiguous passages
which have potentially ontological implications, we have to ask ourselves
the prima facie question of whether it is likely that the Buddha would have
mnade such ontological statements. If we answer no to this question, then
we have to consider both whether a passage has an alternative meaning
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and whether the ontological statements of others are incompatible with his
teachings. The second point is that I am in no way attempting to refute an
ontological position that other scholars have adopted because 1 wish to
adopt another one. I merely think that in view of the fact that the Buddha
clearly dissociates his teachings from anything to do with ontology, it is a
mistake to project any ontological significance onto the text.

I would like to make one further comment here about the fact that my
research has shown that the Buddha’s teaching on what comprises the
human being is consistently focussed not on the substance of the
constituent parts but rather with what their function is and how they
contribute to the complex of human functions. In considering what are
usually called ‘body’ and ‘mind’, this important point has to be borne in
mind. The words body and mind have substantialistic connotations in
English. Though corresponding terms are used in the early Buddhist mate-
rial we will be considering, I shall suggest that such terms are a convenient
verbal convention and that they carry no substantialistic or ontological
implications. Returning to a brief example given above, this point is partic-
ularly important when considering the ripakkhandha, which refers to the
living body. It is analysed in terms of four ‘elements’, earth (pathavi), water
(apo), fire (tgo) and air or wind (vayu). Though in the West one might tend to
think of the human body as what we would call ‘matter’, according to the
Buddha’s teaching these elements are, rather, intended to signify that it is
analysed according to certain abstract qualities which characterise how the
body manifests. The characteristics of solidity and extension (the primary
characteristics of ‘matter’) are signified by the element earth. Fluidity is sig-
nified by water, heat by fire, and mobility by wind. We shall see more com-
prehensive descriptions of the elements in chapter 1, but my purpose in
commenting on this subject here is to alert the reader to the implications of
an analysis of the human being which is given not in terms of what he or
she consists of but in terms of how he or she operates.

A large part of the third volume of the Samyutta Nikaya, itself entitled the
Khandha-Vagga, consists of the Khandha Samyutta, which exhaustively discuss-
es the five khandhas. Used in this way, the term khandha is distinctively
Buddhist, not being found in the earlier Vedic literature except in the sense
of ‘trunk’. Most frequently, the khandhas are referred to by name without
giving any explanation as to what the name means or implies; where
descriptions are given, these are sometimes so brief that it is difficult defin-
itively to ascertain the precise characteristics and functions of each one.
Nevertheless it is possible to extract from the material as a whole a coher-
ent picture of each of the kkandhas. No reason is given for the order of the
khandhas, which is virtually always in the order in which I will discuss them
below: ripa, vedand, saiifia, samkhara and wiiniana.*’ With regard to the first of
these, the ripakkhandha, this presents certain organisational complications
in that cross-references between material relevant to understanding it and
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material relating to the other four kkandhas are not necessarily self-
explanatory until the later chapters have been read. For this reason, some
readers may find it helpful to delay reading the first chapter until they
have read chapters two to five.

Having discussed the five khandhas, 1 will then go on to discuss two
other key concepts with regard to the constitution of the human being,
namaripa and manomaya. The former frequently occurs in association with
uiiiana and is one of the links in the paticcasamuppada formula. The latter is
one of the most obscure terms found in the Su#ta Pitaka, but consideration
of what it means throws light on the manner in which the human being
exists as he or she progresses on the spiritual path to liberation. It also
illustrates the power of the mind according to Buddhist teachings. In the
light of this, in my final chapter I shall show that there is no justification
for holding the body to account for originating the volitions which bind
one to the cycle of rebirth.
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CHAPTER 1

The Rupakkhandha

Introduction

IN THIS CHAPTER, MY CONGERN is with the body of the human being,
referred to as the nipakkhandha. Having selected the earliest part of the Pali
canon, the four main Nkayas of the Sutta Pitaka, as my source material for
this study of the kkandhas, however, an immediate problem presents itself
which needs to be dealt with at the outset. In this early stratum of the texts
there is a notable lacuna in the information we are given about the human
being, a lacuna that at first sight appears to lie in the descriptions of the
riipakkhandha. From the two types of definitions of the ripakkhandha that we
are given one can draw out an overall view of how the khandha is meant to
be understood. Though relatively brief, this overall view is in some crucial
respects very informative, as we shall see. But as one proceeds to reading
canonical descriptions of the four aripakkhandhas (ariipa refers to the four
that are not riipa) one sees with hindsight that an important and frequently
mentioned feature of the human being has not anywhere been explained.
This feature is the senses. All the ariipakkhandhas are subdivided according to
the senses, thus stressing their important role, but they are neither
considered actually to be part of the aripakkhandhas nor are they mentioned
at all in descriptions of the ripakkhandha. When later Theravada Buddhists
realised the importance of the senses, and attempted to redress the lacuna
in the descriptions of the khandhas, they included the senses in the
ripakkhandha. In view of this, it seems appropriate to discuss the senses in
this chapter, and where necessary I have drawn quite extensively on com-
mentarial texts and parts of the Abhidhamma, notably the Dhammasanganz and
its commentary the Afthasalini, and the Vibhanga. In so doing, I have been
guided (perhaps limited) by a desire not to arrive at a definitive view of the
riipakkhandha as understood by the (later) Abhidhamma tradition, but to
suggest an overall picture of how the ripakkhandha and the senses might be
understood that is compatible both with the brief definitions found in the
Sutta Pitaka and with other aspects of the human being described in later
chapters.
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To this end, my discussion of this kkandha will be structured as follows. In
the first part of the chapter, the definitions of riipa as given in the Sutta Pitaka
will be discussed, including a consideration of the terms ‘primary’ (no-upada)
and ‘secondary’ (upada) as used in this context. The discussion will also
cover the so-called ‘elements’, the mahabhita, as briefly referred to in the
Sutta Pitaka and more elaborately in later material. The second part of the
chapter will concentrate on a specific discussion concerning the senses.
Recognising their importance, the Theravada tradition as a whole (that is
the Abhidhamma, commentaries, Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga and the
writing of modern Theravada Buddhists) singles out the senses and their
corresponding objects (collectively referred to as @yatanas) in defining the
‘secondary’ level of the ripakkhandha (which itself is not defined in the Sutta
Pitaka). In spite of this, the attempt here to gain a meaningful under-
standing of the senses has not been an easy one. As we shall see, even the
Abhidhamma is inconsistent in its descriptions. Though it defines them at
times as ripa, at other times it describes them in a way which suggests they
are not ripa. In the light of such ambiguity, I shall question just what it is
that is being referred to when the senses are mentioned in the Sutta Pitaka.
Not only do descriptions of each of the four aripakkhandhas state that the
senses (or their objects) determine the different kinds of activity the khandha
represents, as I have said, but the senses are also one of the links in the
chain of the paticcasamuppada formula which describes how the functioning
of a human being is dependently originated. I also referred in the
Introduction to passages which state that the ongoing existence of the indi-
vidual, his or her loka, is caused by desire based on the senses. The
Theravada Buddhist tradition, and many scholars of Buddhism, have
understood that where the senses are said to determine the different kinds
of activity of the aripakkhandhas, they are the physical bases of the corre-
sponding mental activities. But I find this unsatisfactory: if the physical
sense organs are meant, one might expect them to be included in a descrip-
tion of the ripakkhandha in the Sutta Pitaka, particularly in view of the fact
that they are subsequently mentioned, but not classified, in the descriptions
of each of the aripakkhandhas. 1 shall suggest a way they might be
understood to be neither ripa nor aripa, thus explaining why they are not
included in the khandha analysis in the Sutta Pitaka.

In Buddhism, and in other Indian religions also, it is common that the
senses include the five which are common to us in Western culture and also
a sixth sense, manas, the corresponding object of which is dhkamma. The term
manas literally means ‘mind’, and as such appears qualitatively different
from the other senses. Perhaps because of this, it remains uniquely ambigu-
ous as a sense, throughout the Pali material. Nor is it immediately obvious
what dhamma refers to. Neither is explained in the Sutta Pitaka, but in the
Abhidhamma and commentaries they are classified as @yatanas, a term which
covers all the senses and their objects (thus giving a total of twelve ayatanas).
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But in spite of the fact that the other (five) senses and their corresponding
objects (that is, those ten of the @yatanas) are clearly defined as ‘secondary’
ripa, neither manas nor dhamma is defined as being ripa, or at least not
consistently so. The lack of clarity is compounded because the Atthasalini, the
commentary on the Dhammasangani, contains what one might call a ‘theory
of sense’ (if an imperfect one) in the context of a description of rigga, but it
omits manas and dhamma from this theory. In fact both terms have a multi-
tude of meanings in the Pali material and, in my opinion, they have never
been adequately understood in the context of sense and corresponding
object, either by the Buddhist tradition or by modern expositors. In view of
the role of all six of the senses as determining the sixfold classification of
each of the aripakkhandhas, it is important to establish how manas and
dhamma might best be understood and what the function of manas is before
we go on to consider those aripakkhandhas. The concluding part of this
chapter will therefore be a discussion of these two terms.

The ripakkhandha

Apart from the specific context of the ripakkhandha, the term ripa is found
in two other contexts in the Pali canon which are relevant and need brief
mentioning here. First, it is the term which refers to the sense object
(ripayatana) which corresponds to the sense organ ‘eye’. Here the criterion
of visibility dominates and it has the general meaning of ‘visible object’. In
such contexts the literal meaning of the Pali word ripa, ‘form’, which in
common usage usually means shape or appearance, is most relevant.
Second, it is also frequently found in the compound namaripa. This literally
means ‘name and form’, but has also been interpreted as ‘mind and body’.
The meaning of namaripa is discussed separately in chapter vi. When used
in the expression ripakkhandha, riipa is often understood through its literal
meaning (form) to refer to the shape or appearance of the human being,
that is the physical body. In this way the terms ripa and ariipa have usually
been understood to imply a distinction between ‘body’ and ‘mind’ respec-
tively. We shall see, however, that though riipa refers to the body, this is not
just in physical terms, and its shape or appearance, while clearly relevant as
visible object, ripayatana, is not an important factor in understanding the
ripakkhandha.

In the Sutta Pitaka there are two main kinds of description of the
ripakkhandha: the simple and general description, which gives us minimal
information, and the detailed and specific description, from which we get a
more comprehensive account of what the khandha comprises. The simple
descriptions are just two, both being found in the Khandha Samyutta of the
Samyutta Nikaya.' The first occurs, so far as I am aware, only once. But it is
picked up repeatedly by the later commentarial tradition. The second
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constitutes a common formula used throughout the Pali material to define
ripa, and is of considerably more interest to us here. We shall see in the
comprehensive descriptions of it that the term ripa also refers to a general
category, described as ‘external’, suggesting an overlap between the ‘form’
characteristics of the body (ripakkhandha) and those of visible objects in
general (ripayatana). But both types of analysis of ripa indicate that the term
primarily refers to the body, in accord with the Buddha’s central concern
with the human being,

The context in which the first simple analysis is given in the Khandha
Samyutta is when the Buddha is teaching that none of the five khandhas con-
stitutes anything that should be thought of as a permanent, unchanging
‘self’, in this life or in any previous life. Each of the kkandhas in turn is
briefly defined, and then each is discussed in a way which illustrates their
impermanence. The riipakkhandha is defined as follows:

And why, bhikkhus, is it called body? It suffers, bhikkhus. That is why the
word ‘body’ is used. Suffers from what? Suffers from cold and heat, from
hunger and thirst, from contact with gnats, mosquitoes, wind and sun and
snakes. It suffers, bhikkhus. That is why it is called body.?

The verb I have translated here as ‘suffers’, in order to draw out the
meaning of this passage, is ruppati. It is because of the use of this verb here
that this description is repeatedly referred to by the commentarial tradi-
tion, and by Buddhaghosa in his Visuddhimagga. Ruppati is taken by the tra-
dition as a pun on ripa, though etymologically ruppati has absolutely no
connection with ripa. And in spite of a similar lack of etymological link the
punning is also extended to nama, which, as mentioned above, is frequently
found twinned with rigpa in the compound namariipa.® So in Pali the play on
words reads as follows: Namanalakkhapam namam ... ruppanalakkhanam riipam.*
Discussing ruppati, Woodward, the translator of the Khandha Samyutta for the
Pali Text Society, suggests that ruppati as a pun on ripa could be taken to
mean that body is embodied, form is in-formed, shape is shaped.® Literally,
however, ruppati means ‘to be destroyed’, ‘to be vexed’ or ‘to be oppressed’.
In Sanskrit, rupyate means ‘to suffer violent pain’, and by the r// alternation
it is closely related to lupyate, ‘to be broken’ or ‘to be destroyed’.® By exten-
sion one can understand ruppati simply as ‘suffers’, being analogous with
dukkha (so the definition might better read: “It is characterised by unsatis-
factoriness (dukkha)”). This, surely, is the point that is being made by the use
of the verb: such etymologising was, typically, for didactic reasons. This
point has been completely missed by Mrs Rhys Davids, who suggests
translating ruppati as ‘affected’. Woodward follows this, though he points
out in a footnote that he prefers ‘afflicted’.” The latter is surely more
appropriate, being in accord with the fact that ripa is associated with
dukkha, which in turn is in accord with the Buddha’s definition of dukkha,
representing the individual’s existence in samsara, as the khandhas. And
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though it is the ripakkhandha which is defined in terms of affliction, the Sutta
goes on to state that one identifies mistakenly with each of the khandhas as
part of samsaric existence and that one is to become detached from each
and every one of them. The explicit association of ripa alone with affliction
is primarily because ripa lends itself to this pun. But an individual’s life
In samsara also tends to be predominantly associated with the body. Not
only is it the physical presence of an individual, but as such it is the vehicle,
so to speak, of his or her experience in a given life. It is therefore dispro-
portionately associated with samsaric existence to the point where it is seen
to be ‘responsible’ for the affliction of dukkha. This point is more compre-
hensively discussed in chapter viir.

The second and perhaps the simplest analysis of ripa is frequently found
in the Pali material and represents the standard simple analysis not only of
the riipakkhandha but also, as we shall see, of ripa in general (that is, whether
the body of the human being or of any other visible object). The context in
the Khandha Samyutta from which I am quoting is another in which the
Buddha is teaching that the human being should be understood in terms of
five khandhas, and that none of these constitutes a permanent, unchanging
self: one is to become detached from each of them. Here ripa is analysed
into the four great elements and whatever is derived from them: “And
what, bhikkhus, is the body (riipa)? It is the four great elements and whatever
physical thing is derived from the great elements: this, bhikkhus, is called the
body”.® The four great elements (collectively known as the cattaro
mahabhita(ni), or less specifically as dhdtus) are: earth (pathavi-dhatu), water
(apo-dhatu), fire (tejo-dhatu) and wind (vayo-dhatu). In some contexts a fifth
element, ‘space’ (akdsa), is mentioned,® but in contexts where ripa is specifi-
cally being defined only the cattaro mahabhita are mentioned. In the
commentarial tradition, these are explicitly understood to have the abstract
meanings solidity, fluidity, heat and motion. In the Sutta Pitaka, such
abstract meanings are only implicit, though in the more detailed descrip-
tions of each of the elements the implication is quite clear. It is the abstract
meanings of the elements which suggest how they are applicable both to
the riipakkhandha of the human being and also to anything else that has
form, explicitly described as the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ dimensions of rijpa
in canonical passages which explain each of the four elements in turn.'
The abstract meanings of the four elements also serve to indicate that the
notion of ‘matter’ is purely conventional here. Rather, ripa refers to the
occurrence of various states or processes, collectively referred to as the
‘body’ (or visible object), which are characterised in a certain way.'" It is
only by virtue of a state or process having the characteristics of solidity or
extension that it can be described as ‘matter’, and the ripakkhandha is not
limited to this single characteristic.

In the Sutta Pitaka, the four elements are said to be ‘primary’. The term
used for this is no-upada, which has two literal meanings: ‘underived’ and
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‘not clinging or grasping’. The former does not in any way compromise the
teaching that there is nothing in samsara that is unconditioned. Indeed, we
read in a passage about Nirvana, which s referred to as the unconditioned,
that it is without the four elements, a confirmation of the conditioned nature
of the four elements themselves: “Monks, there exists that condition
[Nirvana] wherein is not earth nor water nor fire nor air...”.'? Anything to
which analysis in terms of the four elements is applicable, therefore, is part
of conditioned existence. The meaning ‘underived’ refers, rather, to the
fact that these four elements cannot be further broken down or analysed in
the way that, for example, a foot or a hand, both of which are complex
organs with more than one function, can be broken down or analysed to
the point where it is seen that they consist of an aggregate of elements. Put
abstractly, a complex organ is an aggregate which has characteristics that
are signified by more than one type of element. In this unaggregated sense
no-up@da means ‘underived’. The latter meaning, ‘not clinging or grasping’,
suggests that ripa has an underived state that is not the product of grasping
In the context of the riipakkhandha, this is not explained any further, but the
similar term anupada is regularly found in other contexts in the Nikayas in
the sense of not having any more of the fuel (grasping) necessary for
rebirth, not clinging to the world. It is grasping, more usually called
volition, which leads to continued rebirth, continued human existence. In
the light of this, no-upada ripa means ‘primary’ in that it has not (yet) been
further conditioned by intention.'* In the Atthasalinz, the commentary on the
Dhammasangani of the Abhidhamma Pitaka, this point is made explicitly:
“Upada means ‘it grasps’; this means grasping the [four] great elements; not
letting (them) go, such (secondary/derived forms) exist depending on
them”.'* This all suggests that the cattaro mahabhita are as it were the
potential states from which the body, conditioned by one’s karma
(intention), is derived; or, put differently, they represent the potential
characteristics of the body.

As well as no-upada, riipa is also described in the Sutta Pitaka as ‘derived’
or ‘secondary’ (upada). In the simple analyses of the ripakkhandha there is no
mention of what upada riipa comprises, and we shall see that the situation is
not clear in the comprehensive description of the ripakkhandha either.
Though the commentary on the particular canonical passage we are
discussing makes no comment on what upada riipa means," the Theravada
Buddhist tradition has generally understood the term upada ripa specifically
to refer to the senses (usually taken to be the physical sense organs) and
their corresponding sense objects, collectively called ayatanas. A typical
definition of upada riipa is given in the Dhammasangani of the Abhidhamma,
where it is stated to refer to ten of the ayatanas (that is excluding the sixth
sense, manas, and its corresponding object, dhamma).' In the Vibhanga the
same ten dyatanas are in turn described as the four great elements which are
derived,'” which amounts to the same thing put differently. In the Atthasalini,
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upada ripa is discussed at length in terms of the a@yatanas, so much so that the
translator of the text for the Pali Text Society has entitled an entire chapter
“Derived Material Qualities”.'® In addition to such definitions, where the
Abhidhamma categorises upada riipa more extensively, so that it is said to com-
prise twenty-three different phenomena, the ayatanas are included.'
Likewise, in the section on the ripakkhandha in his Visuddhimagga, where
Buddhaghosa lists twenty-four kinds of upada ripa, he includes the dyatanas
in the same way as the Abkidhamma and the commentaries.?® Modern
Theravada Buddhist writers also define upada ripa as the senses.!

That upada ripa, undefined in the Sutta Pitaka, eventually came to be
defined in this way might be because of the fact, mentioned above, that in
contexts in the Sutta Pitaka where the five khandhas in turn are being
defined, and where the ripakkhandha has been defined according to the
simple analysis of the four elements and their derivatives, the different
aripakkhandhas are each said to be of six types according to the six senses
or their objects. This repeated reference to the d@yatanas in such classifica-
tions might account for the fact that they became singled out for mention
as upada ripa.

Given such prominent mention of the senses in the Sutta Pitaka, and
given that it is obvious to us that there are physical organs corresponding to
at least five of the senses (so one might equally obviously assume that they
are part of the ripakkhandha), it is also conversely notable that nowhere in
the Sutta Pitaka are the senses, or their corresponding sense objects, explic-
itly stated to be part of the ripakkhandha, and none of the passages which is
specifically describing the ripakkhandha includes any of them as upada ripa.
It is this omission that prompts me to question whether the consistent
references in the Sutta Pitaka to the senses or their objects determining the
types of mental activity necessarily implies that it was intended that either
the senses or their objects, or all of them, should be classified as part of
upada ripa within the riapakkhandha, as later defined in the Abhidhamma and
understood within the Buddhist tradition.

The question is prompted not just by the omission but also by the fact
that compared with what is found in the Sutta Pitaka, the later tradition’s
understanding of the senses becomes, on the one hand, more complex,
and, on the other hand, more ‘physical’. Dealing with the first of these first,
the Abhidhamma gives a more comprehensive classification of the twelve
d@yatanas collectively than is found in the four main Mkayas of the Sutta
Pitaka. In the Sutta Pitaka, there is more of a distinction between the senses
and the sense objects, and the term dyatana is more frequently said to be
sixfold.?* Where salayatana appears in the paticcasamuppada formula given in
the Sutta Pitaka, for example, only the senses are included in the definition,
not the sense objects.?® And though the senses and objects are at times
referred to as separate groups in the same classification, that is as ayatanas,**
the point is that the senses and objects are more clearly delineated from
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each other, each as separate ‘sixes’, than in the Abhidhamma where the senses
and their objects are all referred to individually and equally as ayatanas,
giving twelve in all, and are grouped together in definitions or descriptions
of upada ripa.®® This inclusion of the objects of sense in a definition of
something that is subject to ‘grasping’ is not, as might at first be thought, in
itself problematic. These objects are not necessarily external to the human
being: eyes and visibility, nose and smell, tongue and taste (and so on) are
all aspects of the human body. But this development represents a more
complex way of attempting to understand the senses than is found in the
Sutta Pitaka, a complexity that is compounded by lack of consistency.

By way of example, in the Dhammasangani we read that whatever ripa is
‘internal’ (that is personal to the individual) is upada, but whatever ripa is
‘external’ is sometimes upada and sometimes no-upada.*® External (bahiram)
ripa seems here to refer specifically to aspects of ripa which are experienced
subjectively oneself.? What is external in the sense of being part of other
beings is referred to in this text as bahiddha, and is also referred to as
dhamma.®® Though the ayatanas, whether internal or external (bahiram), are
usually collectively classified as upada ripa, potthabha,® manas and dhamma
are often excluded from the classification, though no reason is given for
this.

With regard to the increasingly ‘physical’ understanding of the senses,
not only does the later tradition explicitly classify the senses as riipa, but the
later texts also give long and elaborate physical descriptions of the sense
organs. The Pali terms used to refer to the senses are cakkhu, sota, ghana,
Jivha, kaya and manas, and following a physical interpretation of their
meaning, these are usually translated eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and
mind. But none of the meanings of the term @yatana suggests that a physical
organ is meant.* In the Sutta Pitaka, the senses are also sometimes referred
to as indriyas, ‘powers’ or ‘faculties’.* Though in such contexts they are also
usually translated as sense organs, the term indriya does not suggest that
physical organs are implied any more than does @yatana. Similarly, they are
also called dhatus, elements, which again need not imply physicality.*? This
suggests that the later attempts to classify the senses as upada riipa might be
placing an inappropriate emphasis on their physical aspects. And as a
further complication, we shall see in the next part of this chapter that even
in this respect the later material appears inconsistent.

The nearest the Sutta Pitaka comes to associating the senses with upada is
in a passage in the Sutta Nipata where there is a reference to the fact that the
five sensual pleasures plus manas are the grasping (upadana) which afflicts the
world.*® This does not, however, refer specifically to riipa, nor to the senses
themselves, but to the fact that sensual desire, the arising of which is based
on the senses, represents the fuel of continued samsaric existence: loka here
meaning the ‘world’ of the subjective individual rather than the external
world as a whole, as discussed above.
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In the Sutta Pitaka, all five khandhas are sometimes referred to as the
upadanakkhandha,* and they too are upddana in both senses of the word:
they are both derivatives and conditioned by grasping. Another passage
in the Khandha Samyutta describes both the pancakkhandha and the
pancupadanakkhandha. The term paricakkhandha, it explains, refers to the five
khandhas; paficupadanakkhandha means that each and every one of the five
khandhas is subject to dsavas.®® 1 referred to the term asava in the
Introduction. It is a notoriously difficult word to translate into English, but
it refers to the strongest and most deep-seated of the factors (‘graspings’)
which cause bondage to samsaric experience. There are said to be either
three or four dsavas: the three are the @sava of sense desire (kamasava), the
asava of desire for continued becoming (bhavasava), and the asava of
ignorance (avijasava), and the less common fourth is the @sava of holding
views (ditthasava). The dsavas are to be eradicated; but so profoundly are
they rooted in the human psyche that such eradication represents the very
experience of Enlightenment, the goal of the path to liberation. Thus any
reference to the asavas being present indicates an association with the
samsaric, pre-Enlightenment life of an individual, when he or she is
conditioned by grasping. Nanavira, a modern Theravada bhikkhu, suggests
that this passage distinguishes between an arahant, in whom the @savas have
been eradicated, who comprises the paiicakkhandhd, and an unenlightened
individual, who comprises the paicupadanakkhandha.® The point Nanavira is
making is that an individual only arises as a result of continued grasping
(the mechanics of which will become clearer in chapter 1v), and after
Enlightenment the individual will not arise (be reborn) again.

If the senses were to be classified as part of the ripakkhandha, then of
course it follows from the foregoing that they would be upada riipa, requir-
ing further discussion here. But in view of the ambiguity about precisely
what the terms used for the senses (@yatana, indriya and dhatu) are referring
to, and the fact that in the Sutta Pitaka the dyatanas are neither defined as
upada riipa nor included in any of the definitions of the ripakkhandha, it
seems more appropriate to defer such a discussion. Accordingly, I will
return to them in the second part of this chapter after discussing the
detailed analyses of the ripakkhandha found in the Sutta Pitaka. At that stage
more attention can be directed towards their important role.

The more detailed and specific analysis of the ripakkhandha is found in
three places in the Sutta Pitaka where the cattaro mahabhita are being
explained.” This analysis gives us much more information about ripa as the
body of the human being, though it is here that the term ripa is explicitly
stated also to refer to rigpa that is ‘external’. In each of the contexts in which
the comprehensive analysis is found, it is given for the purpose of teaching
that the individual’s body is merely an aggregate of the elements and that it
should not be thought of in terms of selfhood or identity. In one place,
descriptions of the impermanent nature of the ‘external’ manifestation
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of the elements are given in order to emphasise that the internal elements
are equally impermanent. For example, the external element of motion,
wind, is at times too strong and can blow down whole villages and at other
times there is no wind at all and people have to fan a spark in order to
make a fire burn.*®

The descriptions of the elements of pathavi and apo, solidity and fluidity
respectively, with regard to their ‘internal’ manifestation as the body of a
human being, consist of various parts of the body. We read of the ‘internal’
aspect of the element of solidity:

And what is the ‘internal’ element of solidity? Whatever is internal to the
individual and is hard and solid, and the product of grasping; that is to say
hair of the head, hair of the body, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones,
bone-marrow, kidney, heart, liver, membranes, spleen, lungs, intestines,
mesentery, stomach, excrement, and whatever other thing is internal to the
individual and is hard and solid [and which is] the product of grasping: this
is called the ‘internal’ element of solidity.*

Similarly, the ‘internal’ element of fluidity is described as follows:

And what is the ‘internal’ element of fluidity? Whatever is internal to the
individual, is liquid or fluid, and the product of grasping; that is to say bile,
phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, serum, saliva, mucus, synovic fluid,
urine, and whatever other thing is internal to the individual, is liquid or fluid,
[and which is] the product of grasping: this is called the ‘internal’ element of
fluidity.*

Though both these passages include actual parts of the body, I suggest
that the point they are intended to make is to establish that the body
includes elements which are characterised either by hardness/solidity or by
liquidity/fluidity. In neither case are the literal meanings of the elements,
earth and water, directly applicable: it is their abstract meanings which are
of central relevance. Similarly, the fact that the list is manifestly not
comprehensive suggests that such descriptions are not intended to be
understood as definitive lists of what the body is made of; rather they
indicate examples of the characteristics being described.

The passage continues with a description of the ‘internal’ element of
heat:

And what is the ‘internal’ heat element? Whatever is internal to the individ-
ual and is heat, heated, and the product of grasping; that is to say that by
which one is warmed, by which one ages, by which one is exhausted [lit:
burned], that by which one properly digests [lit: transforms] what one has
eaten, drunk, consumed or chewed, and whatever other thing internal to the
individual which is heated or warm [and which is] the product of grasping:
this is the ‘internal’ element of heat.*'
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I. B. Horner states that fgjo includes cold as well as heat since both
vitalising energy and decay are due to this element.*? Though it may be
appropriate to refer to it as the element of temperature rather than just of
being hot, it unclear whether this extends literally as far as being cold. In a
passage elsewhere in the canon, we read that it is heat, life and conscious-
ness that vitalise the human being (though the Pali word for heat in these
contexts is usma) and without them there is only a dead body, thus dissoci-
ating heat and the processes associated with it from a dead body.** But the
concern of this passage is to establish the impermanence of the vitalising
factors, not the extent of the activity of heat: usma and ayu are said to be
mutually dependent,** and uifiana is associated with the senses.*® The three
are also described as samkharas,*® which both indicates their constructed
nature and implies that they are the result of past karma.*’ I. B. Horner’s
suggestion is supported by the description of the ‘external’ aspect of tgo,
which refers to fire:*® it might be that it is in its external aspect that this
element is involved in the decay of a dead body. But this concern is an
unimportant one: as we shall see, the analysis of the body according to the
four elements is that of a live body rather than a dead one, which, though
leaving questions such as this unanswered, serves to emphasise the consis-
tency of the Buddha’s concern with human experience.

For the ‘internal’ element of motion the Sutta states:

And what is the ‘internal’ element of motion? Whatever is internal to the
individual and is movement [literally, ‘wind’] or motion and the product of
grasping; that is to say upward movements, downward movements, move-
ment in the abdomen, movement in the belly, movements of any of the
limbs, in-breathing and out-breathing, and whatever other thing is internal
to the individual and is movement or motion [and which is] the product of
grasping: this is called the ‘internal’ element of motion.**

I have translated the Pali word vatd as ‘movements’ in order to give this
passage some meaning in English. Its literal meaning is ‘wind’, and this
comprehensive description of wind passing all round the body, and along
every limb, recalls the Upanisadic five anas: prana (the in-breath), apana (the
out-breath), »yana (the circulatory or diffused breath), udana (the up-breath)
and samana (the middle or equalising breath).>® These were regarded as the
vital faculties responsible for respiration, digestion and the distribution of
food through the body.** Breath (prana) was also considered to be the
vitalising: principle in the early Upanisads, frequently used as a synonym for
Brahman.*? The functions of the Upanisadic pranas do not correspond
directly to those of the vayodhatu according to the Majhima Nikaya, since
digestion, for example, is the province of the tejodhatu. Nor is there any
understanding of vayu as a vitalising principle in the Pali canon as there is
in the case of heat: breathing is merely a bodily function. The Pali expres-
sion arigamariganusarino vata is not explained in the canon, but is understood
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by Buddhaghosa to refer to the winds (or forces) that produce flexing and
extending and so on. This would be congruent with the abstract meaning
of vayu, motion.*® There is evidence in the canon, however, (which is picked
up in the commentarial literature) that wind acts as a ‘humour’:** normal
wind conditions normal health, whereas winds which become strong (vata
baliyanti), or deranged winds (ummada vatd), cause pains and/or uncontrolled
movements of the body, eventually causing psychological derangement.**
The similarity between the Pali description of vayu and the Upanisadic
description of the pranas is enough for it to be possible that the former was
influenced by the latter.*
In two texts a description of the element ‘space’ (@kdsa) is also given:

And what is the internal element of space? Whatever is internal to the indi-
vidual, and is space or spacious, and the product of grasping; that is to say
the nose and ear orifices, the mouth opening, the passages by which one
swallows, retains and expels below what one has eaten, drunk, consumed or
chewed, and whatever other thing is internal to the individual and is space
or spacious [and which is] the product of grasping: this is called the ‘internal’
element of space.®’

Though akasa is said to be both ‘internal’ and ‘external’, no description
of ‘external’ @kasa is given in either of the texts in which this description is
found. Akdsa does have an ‘external’ dimension in descriptions of the
meditative states known as the jhanas. In such a context it is not, however,
the equivalent of external spaces between things paralleling the des-
cription of the ‘internal’ space element as internal orifices and openings. It
is, rather, a formless level where the apperception of visible shapes is
transcended.®

Here we have a comprehensive analysis of the nipakkhandha according to
the cattaro mahabhata. The term upadinnam (‘the product of grasping’)
indicates that all the factors included within the analysis of internal ripa are
upada. We shall see in chapter 1v, and again in chapter v, that this is com-
patible with the way volitions, which correspond to grasping, condition
every aspect of the arising of the individual in future lives.

The descriptions of each of the elements contain bodily parts or
functions which might logically be expected to be found there: solid things
are found in the analysis of the element of solidity, liquid things within the
element of fluidity, and so on. In other words, the analysis is common-
sensical. But the tgo and vayo dhatus, and the akdsadhatu when it appears,
comprise parts and functions which we might not immediately describe as
corporeal. Temperature, ageing and digestion, breathing and various
bodily movements, and orifices or internal spaces, are defined as being
part of the ripakkhandha. Taken as a whole, this description of the cattaro
mahabhata (plus akasa) gives us the human body as a whole in full working
order. The analysis emphasises the characteristics and processes which
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enable the living body of a human being to function: this is not a
description of a dead human body. It follows, then, that the term ripa is not
as strictly limited as one might in the first instance expect from the usual
association of body with matter or from the common understanding that
the word ‘form’ (the literal meaning of 7ipa) means shape or appearance.
From the comprehensive description we have here, ripa does not refer to
the physical body gua physical body; it is not concerned with what the body
s but with its living characteristics understood in terms of the four
elements.

We recall that the ‘object” which corresponds to the sense (organ) eye
(cakkhu) is form (riipa), and that its main criterion is visibility. Ripa as a
khandha does not so clearly imply visibility. One might say that processes
such as breathing, movement, and decay are visible, and if other processes
such as digestion and temperature control were not operating one would
be able to see that. This would correspond to the fact that in the ‘external’
dimension fire and wind are also visible (at least through their effects). But
such suggestions do not seem to me to be in accord with the overall
impression one gets from the description of the ripakkhandha, and the
internal organs are normally visible only potentially. Certainly visibility
does not seem to be a primary characteristic of the ripakkhandha.

The parts of the body referred to in the descriptions of the pathavidhatu
and the @podhatu above are also found in the canonical material as a
standard list of bodily parts to be used in a meditation exercise.>® The
standard list incorporates exactly the same parts as do the descriptions of
the dhatus and is as follows: hair of the head, body hair, nails, teeth, skin,
flesh, sinews, bones, bone-marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, membranes, spleen,
lungs, intestines, mesentery, stomach, excrement, bile, phlegm, pus, blood,
sweat, fat, tears, serum, saliva, mucus, synovic fluid and urine.®® During
meditation, a btkkhu should realise that his body includes a collection of
these physical items, none of which is to be identified as or with any sort of
abiding self. Other bodily processes are referred to in these meditation
exercises, such as breathing and movement, posture and decay.®’ None of
these passages states that it is offering a description either of the
riipakkhandha as such or of the cattaro mahabhita. The meditation on the body
in the Satipatthana Suttas, however, is clearly intended to be comprehensive,
including as it does a wide range of bodily activities, processes, postures and
states of decay, in the sense that such meditations should bring the bhikkhu
to realise that all such aspects of the body are similarly conditioned. It also
includes a meditation on the fact that the body is composed of the four
dhatus as follows:

And again, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu contemplates this body as it is placed or
disposed in respect of the elements, thinking “There are in this body the

elements of extension, fluidity, heat and motion’.%?
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No further analysis of the body according to dhatu is given, which again
emphasises the lack of concern in the texts to understand the human body
in terms of what its substance is.

The ripakkhandha, then, is the living body of a human being. This is
analysed according to the four (occasionally five) dhatus. ‘Body’ is an
appropriate translation of riipa when it refers to the ripakkhandha, since
even those phenomena included in this khandha which are not corporeal
are nevertheless parts of or associated with the body. And ripa which is
external to the human body is not part of the kkandha analysis as such.
One might conclude this part of this chapter by suggesting that the
emphasis on the characteristics of the human body which relate to how it
functions, rather than what it is in terms of substance, is highlighted both
by what is omitted from the descriptions discussed and by the style of the
descriptions of what is included. It is in this respect that what appears to
be merely an overview of this khandha is in fact singularly informative.

The Senses

According to the evidence in the Sutta Pitaka the senses are central to the
psychological/cognitive functioning of the human being. We shall see
below that even consciousness, the sine gua non of human life, is classified
according to the senses. And we shall also see in more detail in following
chapters that all discursive thoughts, ideas and knowledge arise because of
the simultaneous presence of a sense, its corresponding sense object and
consciousness: from this threefold event, known as ‘contact’ (phassa), all
cognitive activity, of whatever nature, arises; and, conversely, without such
an event no cognitive activity takes place.%® From this we see that the senses
are not only the means by which the individual interacts with the ‘external’
world in which he or she exists, but are also the means by which cognitive
experience subsequently leads either to progressing along the path to
liberation or to remaining in bondage within samsara. And yet in spite of
their importance in the individual’s psychological functioning, in the Sutta
Pitaka they are neither included in the analysis of the ripakkhandha, as we
have already seen, nor are they included in the analysis of any of the
aripakkhandhas. 1 have suggested above that though the Abhidhamma
discusses the @yatanas at length, its understanding of them appears to be
inconsistent. I have also explained that the terms commonly associated
with the senses, ayatana, indriya and dhatu, need not immediately suggest that
it is the physical sense organs that are being referred to in the terms cakkhu,
sota, ghana and so on. In looking at these points in more detail here, we
shall, I think, indeed see that what is meant by the senses is not their physical
organs but that they have a unique role which is as it were neither ripa nor
ariipa, and that this is why they are not included in the khandha analysis.
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I have stated in the first part of this chapter that in common with other
Indian religions, Buddhism recognises six senses. Be that as it may, casual
reference to different passages in the Pali material can cause confusion
concerning the number of senses there are. The standard canonical list of
sense pleasures (kdmaguna) includes only five senses: eye (cakkhu), ear (sota),
nose (ghana), tongue (jiwhd) and body (kiya).** We saw the same five, together
with their corresponding objects (ten @yatanas in all), referred to in the
Dhammasangani definition of upada ripa mentioned above.®® But this and sim-
ilar passages in the Abhidhamma are not suggesting that there are only five
senses: the reason the Dhammasangani definition in question only includes
five senses is because the author of this passage is defining upada ripa, in
which he does not include manas and dhamma. Generally in Pali texts
(including the Abhidhamma) the senses are sixfold. In the paticcasamuppada
formula, for example, when namaripa is said to be the condition for the
arising of the senses, the senses are stated to be sixfold.*® The six senses are
the five mentioned above as the kamaguna plus manas. Their corresponding
objects are (in Pali) ridpa, sadda, gandha, rasa, photthabba and dhamma, usually
translated (visible) form, sound, odour, taste, tangible things and mental
objects. They are discussed repeatedly, though not in detail, both in the
Chachakkasutta® and in the Mahasalayatanikasutta,”® and an entire volume of
the Samyutta Nikaya is entitled the Salayatana Vagga.*® The sensory events
(phassa), which are discussed in chapter 11, are sixfold according to the six
senses.”® We also read that in order to establish the moral basis from which
a bhikkhu can proceed as an ariyasavaka, all six senses have to be brought
under control,” (a discipline which perhaps reflects one of the meanings of
@yatana, which is ‘exertion’, ‘effort’, ‘practice’).

Where each of the aripakkhandhas is described according to a sixfold
sub-classification, the terms mentioned above which are often associated
with the senses, dyatana, indriya and dhatu, are not used, just the names of
the senses or sense objects themselves.”? We read of vedand, for example,
that it is of six types. These arise from contact, and are classified according
to the six senses.”® Similarly the vinnianakkhandha is of six types according to
each of the six senses.” Both the safifiakhandha and the samkharakkhandha are
again of six types, but these are classified not according to the six senses but
to their objects.” The texts do not explain why two of the aripakkhandhas
are classified according to the senses and the other two according to the
sense objects. The Pali word I have translated as ‘types’ is kgyd (literally
‘bodies’). Though this is sometimes translated in this context as ‘bases’ or
‘seats’,”® such translations act as red herrings, making it more difficult to
understand why the classification differs. If one assumes, as has been
done, that the senses refer to the physical sense organs, one might accept
that an internal sense might be a ‘seat’ of a mental activity; but it is hard
to see that an external object could be such a seat. If k@yd is translated as
‘types’, however, then neither the senses nor the objects need be considered
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as the actual ‘bases’ of the mental activities. Rather, the difference
between vedana and wifiiana on the one hand and sedfia@ and samkhara on the
other hand might be explained as follows: saiia and samkhara are more
developed and discursive levels of the cognitive process than are either
vedana or viiifiana and as such they are externally focussed. So with regard
to safina one would apperceive a smell or a sound rather than the nose or
ear. Likewise with samkhara, one’s volitions would be directed towards the
smell or the sound and not the sense itself. Moreover, both are able to
focus on a specific smell or sound rather than being limited to the general
olfactory and auditory senses. Thus the six types of saiiiid and samkhara are
classified according to the external objects. Neither vedana nor vifiiana is so
clearly defined, both functioning more generally in the cognitive process
when the activity of the senses is more relevant. So with regard to vedana,
one has visual or auditory feeling rather than visible object or sound
feeling. Vififiapa too is visual or auditory. Both of them function at the
general level of the visual or auditory sense, for the focussing on a specific
external object is the function of the safiid or samkhara khandhas.

The English words usually used in translations of the senses (eye, ear,
nose, tongue, body and mind) suggest that in each case (with the exception
of mind) it is the physical sense organ that is being referred to, which
probably accounts for the tendency to describe them as ‘seats’ or ‘bases’,
as mentioned above. And there is no doubt that (again with the exception
of manas, which is discussed in the third part of this chapter), these are
physical organs which are part of the human body. The terms most
commonly associated with them, a@yatana, indriya and dhatu, suggest,
however, that they might also refer to something other than the physical
organs themselves. Though all three of these terms have been translated as
if they do refer to the physical organs, a consideration of their other
meanings, together with some contexts in which the senses are referred to
in the Sutta Pitaka, suggests an interesting alternative.

In the Salayatana Vagga of the Samyuita Nikaya, the six senses are defined
as being agjhattam, personal or internal, and the six corresponding objects
are defined as being bahiram, external, thus giving two ‘sets’ of six @yatanas.
In the MNdana Samyutta, however, which is concerned with explaining
paticcasamuppada, only the personal @yatanas are referred to by the term
salayatana.” This difference in usage in itself makes the term a@yatana an
ambiguous one, and it is unsurprising that the Pali English Dictionary does
little to clarify the term when it states that dyatana means “sphere of
perception or sense in general, object of thought, sense-organ and object”.”®
The dictionary goes on to state “@yafana cannot be rendered by a single
English word to cover both sense-organs ... and sense objects”.” Other
meanings of @yatana given in the Pali-English Dictionary are: “stretch, extent,
reach, compass, region; sphere,® locus, place, spot; position, occasion ...
relation, order.”® It also means “exertion, doing, working, practice,
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performance”, as mentioned above. If one considers @yatana in perhaps its
most crucial context, that of the paticcasamuppada formula, it is unlikely that
it refers to the sense organs themselves. Though the definition of salayatana
in the MNidana Samyutta is given in terms of cakkhu, sota, ghana, jivha, kiya and
manas, it seems improbable that the physical sense organs would warrant
their own stage in the description of the arising of an individual human
being when no other physical organs are mentioned in the formula.
Namaripa, which precedes salayatana in the common twelvefold version of
the formula, is discussed in chapter vi. I suggest there that it does not mean
‘mind and body’ as commonly supposed, but that it means the ‘name and
form’ of the individual in an abstract sense, according to which the psycho-
logical and eventually (at birth) the physical faculties of the individual
develop. The salayatana precede birth by several stages in the formula and
thus represent part of the development of the psychological faculties
of the individual: in this context it is virtually inconceivable that it is the
physical sense organs in a literal sense that are being referred to. Rather,
the context suggests that what is meant is the sphere or extent of vision,
hearing, taste, and so on, the locus (in a non-physical sense) of the senses,
which establishes the foundation (again in a non-physical sense) of the
psychological life of the individual. Sphere, extent and locus are all
meanings of ayatana. The ‘external’ @yatanas correspond to the ‘internal’
ayatanas because the interaction between the individual and the objective
world 1s the ‘occasion” when the spheres of vision, hearing, etc., are associ-
ated with their corresponding objects; it is the relation between, or the
relating of, the internal and external aspects of the sensory event. Thus in
the commentary to the Digha Nikaya, Buddhaghosa (to whom the commen-
tary is attributed) defines @yatana as samosarana, coming together or
meeting.®® The Pali English Dictionary definition of ayatana, when it refers to
the senses and their objects, would do better to confine itself to “sphere of
perception or sense in general” and omit “sense-organ and object”, and
there need be no concern with the lack of a single English word for both
sense organs and sense objects.

The terms indriya and dhatu support such an interpretation of d@yatana.
Indriya means ‘power’ or ‘faculty’ in the sense of controlling principle or
directive force.®® In connection with the senses, it thus means the power or
potential of the individual to have sensory experience: cakkhindriya, for
example, means the personal potentiality for seeing® Other indriyas men-
tioned in the Sutta Pitaka, which in the Abkidhamma came to be systematised
with many others,* include, for example, pleasure and pain, joy and grief,
and equanimity,® none of which is physical but which refer respectively to
the personal potentiality for pleasure and pain, joy, grief and equanimity.
Dhatu literally means ‘element’, and is often associated with the four
elements which define ripa, the mahabhita. Another of its meanings is
‘phenomenon’ similar to the meaning of dhamma in some contexts.?” We



18 Identity and Experience

have seen above, however, that the four mahabhiita can also have the
abstract meanings of extension, fluidity, heat and motion. In the same way,
the meaning of dhatu can be abstract. In the Dhatu Samyutta, where it is
associated with the senses, we also find it used in connection with abstract
characteristics such as radiance and beauty,* and ignorance.®

From all these meanings of dyatana, indriya and dhatu, as well as from the
position of dyatana in the paticcasamuppada formula, one might suggest that
what is referred to by the terms cakkhu, sota, ghana and so on is not primarily
the sense organs eye, ear, nose, etc., but that the terms are to be interpreted
figuratively as the faculties of vision, hearing, smell and so on. In English
the word ‘vision’ has a quite different meaning from that of the word ‘eye’.
The latter only means the physical organ (unless it is being used as a verb,
which would have a different context). The former involves the physical
organ, but means more than that: it means the ability to see, or sight itself.
Each sense faculty is a sphere or locus (in an abstract sense) for a potential-
ity: the potential to see or hear. What is particularly interesting about this
interpretation of the senses is how it relates to their objects. Though the
sense objects are not necessarily part of the human being, they too can be
thought of as representing the potentiality for a sensory event. A sound is a
sound whether anyone hears it or not, but it is also potentially part of an
auditory experience for a human being Thus the sense objects can also be
referred to as dyatana, indriya and dhatu.

A figurative interpretation of the senses is also suggested by a metaphor
associated with them in the Sutta Pitaka, which is later picked up and used
more frequently (and again systematically) by the Abhidhamma and com-
mentarial traditions. In the Sutta Pitaka we find several references to the
senses as ‘doors’ or ‘gates’ (dvara) which need to be guarded.®® Such a
metaphor suggests that they are both physical organs and openings at the
same time. The description of the senses as ‘guarded’ or ‘unguarded’ gives
the same metaphor a qualitative colouring, even where the word dvara is
not mentioned.®" This metaphor is doubly appropriate to what we have
been discussing here. On the one hand, it implies that there is an abstract
meaning to the senses which goes beyond the physical sense organs. On the
other hand, it indicates that the senses are a ‘way in’ or ‘entrance’, and
in this sense they are of fundamental importance in the psychological
processes of the human being That they have to be guarded suggests that
what one experiences through the senses can be interpreted or reacted to in
a way which can be detrimental to one’s progress on the path to liberation.
This is explained in the Samanniaphala Sutta, where the Buddha tells King
Ajatasattu how a bhikkhu guards the doors which correspond to his senses.
When the bhikkhu sees a visible object with his visual faculty, the Buddha
states, he is not entranced with views about its various characteristics. He is
intent on restraining those things which give rise to unwholesomeness, evil,
covetousness or dejection which flow over him for as long as he lives with
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his sense of sight unrestrained; he guards the visual sense, and attains
restraint over it.*

The notion that the senses are doors which need guarding has to be
understood in the context of the whole of the cognitive process or psycho-
logical life of the individual. It is significant that in the passage quoted in
the last paragraph the bhikkhu is said not to be entranced with views about
what he sees. It is not that the visual faculty itself has to see differently. As
we shall see below in chapters 11 and 1v, it is the involvement of the
samkharakkhandha in the cognitive process that gives rise to unwholesomeness,
evil, covetousness or dejection. Though it is from the senses that feelings
arise, and such feelings can in themselves be agreeable, disagreeable or
neutral, the arising of any unwholesomeness (in its broadest sense, which
means anything that is binding) is associated with volitions directed towards
the feelings by the samkharakkhandha. What has to be guarded is in fact one’s
reaction to what one experiences by means of the senses. It is precisely this
that constitutes the struggle on the path to liberation: and just as it is not
the fault of a door or an opening that an enemy enters and has to be fought
inside the building, so it is not the fault of the senses themselves that one
reacts unwholesomely to one’s sensory experience. Both an arahant and a
puthujjana might see exactly the same potentially desirable object; it is their
reaction to that sight that is different. Illustrating its connection with the
samkharas, in the Jataka the door imagery is associated with the ethical triad
of thought, word, and deed (in the Pali this is kaya, vaci, manas).*® Body,
speech and mind are said to be the three doors which are to be guarded so
that no evil is done in act, word or thought.**

Another metaphor associated with the senses in the Sutta Pitaka confirms
that it is not the senses themselves that give rise to binding volitions which
have to be guarded against. This metaphor is of an empty village. We read
in the Salayatana Samyutta that ‘empty village’ is a name for the six personal,
or internal, senses.”® The emptiness of the village, that it is unoccupied,
implies that it is not to be thought of in terms of an abiding self. It also
implies that it is the locus of activity which is generated by something other
than the physical infrastructure of the village itself. In the same passage we
read that the corresponding external objects are referred to as ‘village
plunderers’.?® This is because shapes, sounds, odours, tastes etc. are what
we find entrancing. When the sphere of such an object comes into the
sphere of the corresponding sense, our reaction might be to become
entranced by it: to have ‘views about its various characteristics’ (to refer
back to the Samansiaphala Sutta).

It is obvious that the physical sense organs themselves, being part of the
body of the human being, are part of the ripakkhandha whether they are
singled out for mention in a classification or not. Indeed the major part of
what is contained in the later texts about the senses concentrates on
describing the physical sense organs in minute and extensive detail and



20 Identity and Experience

classifies them clearly as ripa.*” But from the foregoing it also seems likely
that in contexts where the senses are referred to in the Sutta Pitaka, the
terms cakkhu, sota, ghana and so on are to be understood figuratively as the
potential for vision, hearing, smelling and so on, rather than being merely
the physical sense organs. This accords with contrasting references in later
texts to the a@yatanas being invisible, as mentioned above, thus implying the
importance of their function and not their (visible) physicality.*® So the
question remains whether the senses as ayatanas should also be considered
part of the ripakkhandha. We have seen above that comprehensive
descriptions of the ripakkhandha are not restricted to physical organs.
Indeed, we saw that the khandha includes processes such as breathing and
movement.

In the Atthasalini, however, one passage suggests why classifying the
senses as ripa may not be as straightforward as with some other processes.
We read:

The physical eye does not see because it is not conscious. Nor does con-
sciousness see, because it is not an eye. But, when an object comes together
with a sense door, one sees with one’s consciousness together with the sense
organ as the physical base.*®

Though the descriptions of the riipakkhandha refer to a live body, the
relevant non-corporeal processes which life involves (such as breathing and
temperature) do not specifically involve consciousness in the same way as a
sensory experience does, according to the Atthasalini: one does not have to
be conscious of breathing or temperature regulation in order for them to
function. Nor can consciousness be said to be part of the ripakkhandha.
What is suggested by the fact that in order to function there has to be the
coming together of sense organ and consciousness, is that vision, hearing
and so on are potential processes, bringing us back to the meaning we
arrived at above in discussing the terms @yatana, indriya and dhatu. As such it
would be inappropriate to attempt to classify them in terms of rijpa or anipa:
Jjust as phassa (which is discussed in chapter 1) is not classified in such terms,
so the senses should remain unclassified, as they do in the Sutta Pitaka.

Supporting this conclusion, and in striking contrast with the quantity
of material on the physical characteristics of the sense organs, in the
Atthasalini there is also to be found one short paragraph which gives what
I have referred to above as a ‘theory of sense’. The theory is incomplete
in that it does not make any mention of manas and dhamma. But this is
probably because the theory is (oddly) included in the passage which
discusses upada ripa, and manas and dhamma are not so defined. Maung
Tin’s translation of the passage states:

For the eye has the characteristic of sentience for phenomena worthy of
directly impinging on the object, or of sentience sprung from action caused
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by a desire to see the object. It has the function of drawing consciousness
towards the objects; it has the localizing of visual cognition as its manifesta-
tion; it has the being produced by action caused by a desire to see as
proximate cause. The ear has the characteristic of sentience for phenomena
worthy of directly impinging on sounds, or of sentience sprung from action
caused by a desire to hear sounds; it has the function of drawing
consciousness towards sounds; it has the localizing of auditory cognition as
its manifestation; and it has a proximate cause as above. The nose and the
tongue (or smell and taste), and lastly the body or tactile sense may be
analogously defined.'®

There is a clear indication in this paragraph of cakkhu and sota (and so
on) as potentialities. First is the use of the term pasada, which Maung Tin
translates as ‘sentience’. Earlier in the same chapter, the Atthasalini states
that though the sense organs are corporeal (mamsa), they comprise two
aspects, pasada and sasambhara.'®* Sasambhara means merely that it is a
compound of physical parts. Pasada literally means clearness or brightness,
but in this context means something like ‘sensitive surface’.'> The
introduction of the concept of pasada clearly indicates that the eye is
psychophysical. And we have an indication of kow the physical sense organs
(eyes) contribute to vision: they provide the physical sensitive surface on
which objects might impinge. Second, desire to see is instrumental in as it
were activating the sentience. Again the potentiality of vision is indicated:
mere possession of a physical eye does not constitute seeing, Third, this
passage confirms that vision is a conscious process.

An analogy to bring these things together and illustrate that sense is an
epiphenomenon of all of them can be suggested in terms of music. The
musical instrument represents the physical sense organ. On the one hand
the instrument is comprised of minute physical parts, sasambhara, and on
the other hand it is also a sensitive surface, pasada. The hands of a player
represent the sense object. Neither of these (the instrument and the hands)
constitutes music. Just as sense objects are ayatanas by virtue of
representing the potential for an individual’s seeing or hearing (and so on)
but they are not limited to being part of such sensory processes, so the
player’s hands are not limited to being part of the creating of music. For
there to be music, the musical instrument and the hands of a player have
to be combined with conscious intention, or ‘action caused by a desire to
create music’, to echo Maung Tin’s translation above. On the one hand
the musical instrument and the hands of the player are musical instrument
gua musical instrument and hands qua hands respectively. On the other
hand, they are potentialities for music. In the same way the physical sense
organs and their corresponding objects are literally those things and also
potentialities for the relevant senses, the @yatanas. Neither the musical
instrument nor the hands of the player would be classified as music; and
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music would not be defined as physical merely because the instrument
and the hands are physical. In the same way, neither the physical sense
organs nor their corresponding objects are the senses, and the senses are
not definable as physical.

In the text, cakkhu, the eye, is also referred to figuratively in that there is
said to be an ‘eye of wisdom’ (paiifiacakkhu) which is of five kinds: the eye of
awakening, the all-seeing eye, the eye of knowledge, the divine eye and the
eye of dhamma.'®® This treatment of cakkhu is no doubt because of the role
of insight in the path of liberation in Buddhism: such insight can be
described in terms of seeing. But paiiiiacakkhu refers to a qualitatively
different kind of seeing which is more akin to cognition than to the level of
the senses. Paiiid is discussed in chapter v.

In sum, then, there is nothing in the Sutta Pitaka to suggest that the
dyatanas are classified as part of the rigpakkhandha, and no direct evidence of a
theory of sense. Though the Abhidhamma and other later Pali material
define upada ripa in terms of the @yatanas, it seems clear that if one considers
the evidence as a whole, one can come to an understanding of the senses as
neither 7iipa nor anipa. They are, rather, potentialities which determine the
nature of each of the types of an individual’s psychological processes. In
order to be effected, the potentialities make use of a physical sense organ
and also involve consciousness. So, one can metaphorically understand
them as doors through which the individual subjectively interacts with the
objective world.

Manas and dhamma: the sixth sense and its object

I have been arguing that the senses are not limited to the physical sense
organs, and that even the external sense objects have a potentiality for
sensory experience by a human being as well as their objectivity. In five
cases out of six the corresponding physical location of the senses is
nevertheless obvious to us, and such physical sense organs are part of the
body of the human being, part of the ripakkhandha. In five cases out of six
it is also obvious to us what is meant by their corresponding external sense
object. But the physical location of manas, the sixth sense, is never
mentioned in the Sutta Pitaka and neither the function of manas nor the
identity of dhamma is clearly defined. I will first discuss the question of the
physical location of manas in the light of the later Pali material. I will then
go on to suggest that from references to manas in the Sutta Pitaka, one can
extract an understanding of its function, and the identity of dhamma.
Again, reference to the way it is understood in the later material helps to
clarify such an understanding.

According to Buddhist tradition, the physical basis of the mental faculties
is the heart (hadayavatthu), and in Indian religion as a whole the Sanskrit
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word for ‘heart’ (hrdaya) is often used to refer to cognitive acts, rather than
just to an affective centre.'® But in spite of the fact that its literal meaning is
‘mind’, nowhere in the Pali canon, not even in the Abhidhamma Pitaka, do we
read that the heart is the physical base of manas.'® There is one oblique
reference in the Abhidhamma to hadaya being synonymous with manas in a
passage which is defining citta, but in the context it does not have the specific
meaning of hadayavatthu.'® One might in any case expect the Abkidhamma not
to state that the heart (or anything else) is the physical location of manas since
we have seen that manas is specifically defined in the Abhidhamma as aripa.
There is, however, an apparent inconsistency on this point, and in one
passage there is the suggestion that manas does have a physical base.'”” The
somewhat obscure Pali is translated by Aung as follows:

That material thing on the basis of which apprehension and comprehen-
sion take place — that thing is related to both of them, as well as to their
concomitants by way of the relation of Base,'*®

The grammatical structure yam ripam ... tam ripam could not be less
informative about the location of the physical base for manas. Not until the
commentaries do we find the term hadayavatthu being used,'® and it is
identified as the location of manas by Buddhaghosa in his Visuddhimagga.'"
And Buddhaghosa accordingly includes kadayavatthu (amongst the other
ayatanas) in his analysis of upada rapa.'"

Aung suggests''? that the omission of the term hadayavatthu from the
canonical material is not accidental, proving simply that the compilers of
the early material and founders of the Abkidhamma doctrine did not believe
the heart to be the location of manas.'** Manas is a sense, and as such it
might not have been considered by the Abhidhamma tradition to have had
sufficient cognitive function to be identified with the common pan-Indian
understanding that kadayavatthu is the seat of the cognitive faculties. It is
significant in this respect that in the Sutta Pitaka it is citta and not manas that
is associated with the heart, both explicitly and implicitly."'*

Two writers within the (modern) Theravada tradition assume the brain
to be the physical location of manas. Nanavira Thera refers to a passage in
the Salayatana Samyutta which states that the senses are that by which, in the
world, one is a perceiver and conceiver of the world.""* Nanavira takes this
passage as substantialistic (though it need not be taken in such a way) and
states that just as the eye is a physical thing, so manas is the “mass of grey
matter contained in my head”.!'® Jayasuriya, writing about the psychology
of the Abhidhamma, states that the “Heart or Mind-base element... [is] in
the brain”.""” It is notable that in passages in the Sutta Pitaka which refer to
the sense organs in general, and manas in particular, the brain is never
mentioned. And in only two occurrences of the standard list of parts of the
body (discussed above) is the brain (matthaluniga) mentioned. Both are
in books in the Khuddaka Nikaya: the Patisambhidimagga,''® and the
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Khuddakapatha.'** The list is identical to the standard list of thirty-one parts
found elsewhere in the Sutta Pitaka save for the fact that it includes the brain
(matthalunga) as the thirty-second part. The commentary does not acknowl-
edge how unusual it is in including the brain, and no explanation for its
inclusion here, or its exclusion elsewhere, is given.'?® The Khuddaka Nikaya is
comprised of a variety of books, some of which are considered to be
considerably later than other parts of the Sutta Pitaka.'*' It is possible,
therefore, that these two passages are late, and that matthaluriga might have
been added to the extant standard list as a part of the body which had
become more widely known about. Alternatively, this list might have been
one which circulated among different people from those who recorded the
list which survives in other places in the Sutta Pitaka.

The brain is also mentioned both in the Viraya'** and in the Sutta
Nipata.'*® The context in which it is found in the Vinaya is a discussion of a
brain-destroying disease from which a householder is suffering. No other
parts of the body are mentioned, and the passage does not offer an analysis
of the body. The Sutta Nipata passage, on the other hand, is more
comprehensive:

Joined together with bones and sinews, having a plastering of skin and flesh,
covered with hide, the body is not seen as it really is — full of intestines, full of
stomach, (full) of the lump of the liver, of bladder, of heart, of lungs, of kid-
neys and of spleen, of mucus, of saliva, of sweat, and of lymph, of blood, of
synovial fluid, of bile, and of fat ... and its hollow head is filled with brain.!?

Many of the parts mentioned are also included in the standard list.
Probably because the Sutta NMipata is in verse rather than prose, the order
of those parts that are common to both is different; and several of the stan-
dard parts are omitted in the Sutta Nipata passage.'® It is acknowledged by
scholars that much but not all of the Sutta Nipata is very early. The inclusion
of matthaluriga here may be an indication that this particular passage is late.
But it may only be that the brain was not an organ which was known to
those early Buddhists who were concerned to give an analysis of the body,
whether for classification or for meditational purposes. Certainly, there is
no suggestion in the canonical material, early or late, that it is manas or the
physical base of manas.

There are three possibilities concerning the location of manas. First, we
have seen above that in the Sutta Pitaka the senses are not explicitly stated
to be upada ripa. 1 have suggested that this might be because they princi-
pally represent the potential processes of seeing, hearing and so on. Their
corresponding physical organs might have been excluded from the classi-
fication partly because they are readily identified (in all but one case) and
partly because the physical organs as such, though necessary, are of minor
significance in the psychological implications of seeing. If the terms used to
list the first five senses (cakkhu, sota, ghana, jivha and kaya) are actually
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intended to mean the psychological elements of vision, hearing, smell,
taste and touch rather than the physical organs of eye, ear, nose, tongue
and body, then in the Sutta Pitaka those senses are not explicitly located: we
know their locations because they are familiar to us. One is at a loss to
locate manas only because its location is not obvious to us any more than it
was obvious to the writers of the Abkidhamma.

Second, it is possible that though manas is part of the ripakkhandha, it
has no gross physical organ. We find in the Dhatukatha, another book in
the Abhidhamma Pitaka, a classification of rigpa which includes an analysis of
it according to whether it is subtle or gross.'?® This would account for the
non-corporeal aspects of the ripakkhandha we have already discussed, and
might explain the elusiveness of manas in being physically located. Third,
from the evidence (or lack of it) in the Sutta Pitaka, it remains a possibility
that manas has no corresponding physical organ, whether gross or subtle.
This might be another reason why the six senses as a whole are not classi-
fied within the ripakkhandha in the Sutta Pitaka. And it is clearly the implicit
understanding in sections of the Abkidhamma where manas is omitted from
descriptions of upada ripa.

There is insufficient evidence in the Sutta Pitaka, or in the Abhidhamma,
for us to know which of these three is correct. Nor do our general knowl-
edge and observation help. We may know from observation, for example,
that even if references to the senses in the texts are to be understood figura-
tively as referring to psychological processes rather than physical organs, a
corpse will nevertheless still have the physical organs eye, ear, nose, tongue
and body. But we do not know whether it also has a manas.

I turn now to the function of manas and the identity of its object, dhamma.
Manas is one of the most ambiguous and confusing terms in Pali material.
Western scholars and those working within the Theravada Buddhist
tradition usually translate it literally, as ‘mind’. Given that manas is an
@yatana, however, such a translation is perhaps questionable, since the word
‘mind’ tends to suggest that it undertakes processes that would be classified
in one of the aripakkhandhas. Though there have been some twentieth
century Western philosophers (notably Wittgenstein and Ryle) for whom
‘mental’ processes such as thinking are not incorporeal processes, most
Westerners are still very much influenced by the Cartesian dualism
between mind and body, whereby thinking is a non-corporeal process. And
in the Buddhist analysis of the person into khandhas, thinking is definitely
not a process which is associated with any of the elements by which the
body is characterised. The extent to which the Buddhist tradition’s
understanding of the sense manas attributes cognitive processes to it is no
clearer than whether or not it has a physical location. The lack of clarity in
this respect may well be because cognitive, thinking processes are clearly
stated to be the function of certain mental faculties, as we shall see.'?” The
ambiguity of the situation is exacerbated by the fact that the term manas is
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also frequently used in the MNikayas in a generic sense (as opposed to the
specific sense of manas as sense organ) in contexts where it does have a
mental, cognitive meaning. And etymologically the word comes from the
same root as the verb maiiiati, to think. Ascertaining in what sense manas is
being used requires consideration of the contexts in which it is found, some
of which are more ambiguous than others. In many passages it is
contextually clear that it is as a generic term for the mind in its cognitive
capacity that manas is being used. In a well-known passage, for example, it
is used in sequence with citta and vifiiana, which are definitely associated
with cognitive activities.'?® Here the term manas clearly does not refer to the
sense. Elsewhere, in contexts which one might loosely call ‘formulaic’, the
formula appears sometimes with manas and sometimes with citta or cetas,
which again are definitely mental or cognitive terms. Such contexts are
discussed further in chapter v.

Ambiguity about the meaning of manas is compounded because the
Abhidhamma tradition systematised the term, using various suffixes to give
it different technical meanings in different contexts. Though these later
technical usages of manas are occasionally mentioned in this chapter, their
later technical meanings are far from obvious in the Sutta Pitaka, the
material with which I am primarily concerned. And the ambiguity is yet
further exacerbated by the fact that dhamma, the object corresponding to
manas, also has a multiplicity of meanings. When manas is translated as
‘mind’, dhamma tends to be translated accordingly as ‘thoughts’, ‘ideas’,
‘mental images’.'* Yet the term can refer to phenomena of any kind as
well as to teachings and doctrines.!*

In order to distinguish manas as sense from manas as ‘mind’ in general
I will henceforth call the sense manodhatu. In the Abhidhamma, manodhatu has
a technical meaning which distinguishes it from mandyatana and
manoviiianadhatu. There, mandyatana is a collective term referring to the
whole of consciousness, but it is not clear to me whether either manodhatu
or manovnnanadhdtu means manas as sense as discussed here.'® My use of
the term manodhatu in a completely non-technical way just to refer to the
sense is similar to its use in the Sutta Pitaka in contexts where all the senses
are referred to as dhafus."*

As I have stated above, nowhere in the Pali material is the precise
meaning or function of the sense manodhatu explicitly made clear. But from
a consideration of the contexts in which it is found in the Sutta Pitaka one
can suggest that it is understood in two different ways, both of which have
been adopted by the later Abhidhamma and commentarial traditions: as a
unique quasi sense, and as an ‘ordinary’ sense.

The first meaning of manodhatu is suggested from passages in which it is
referred to differently, as a unique sense rather than as the sixth in a
series of senses each having a similar level of functioning. A passage in
the Khandha Samyutta refers first to the first five senses and then to
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