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The Sarvastivada and its Critics:
Anatmavada and the
Theory of Karma

Prof. Alexis Sanderson

The Sarvastivada, one of the main divisions of the earliest (non-Mahayanist) Buddhism, is
notable for the emphasis which it places on the Abhidharma. Its Abhidharmapitaka survives
with exegesis culminating in the system of the Kashmirian Vaibhasikas expounded in the
Abhidharmakosa of Vasubandhu. Like the Theravadins, the Sarvastivadin Vaibhasikas deny
that an unchanging ‘Self’ [atman, pudgala] is the basis of personality and explain how past
(or present) action (karma) can bear fruit in the present (or future) simply on the basis of the
doctrine of Dependent Origination [pratityasamutpada). They also agree with all other
Buddhist schools that only intentional actions can lead to retribution: “It is intention
[cetana], O monks, that I call karma” (AN 3, 415). They differ, however, in their view of the
mechanism of retribution and in their analysis of action itself. The first follows their doctrine
that phenomena [dharma] exist not merely in the present but also in the future and the past
(the sarvastivada). They claim that the transience [anityata) taught by the Buddha refers to
their present activity [karitra) and not their existence itself. This enables them to say that a
karma in its present mode establishes a connection with its future consequence and in its past
mode stimulates that consequence to pass from latency to present actuality. The action itself
they analyse into intention and the deed itself, the first a mental phenomenon [caitta] and the
second a configuration of matter [rapasamsthana). In certain cases a self-reproducing
imperceptible form of the latter is believed to arise, an avijiiapti or ‘non-communicator’,
which amounts to an enduring and in some cases growing state of responsibility or
deservingness. Inhis commentary on his Abhidharmakosa Vasubandhu presents a Sautrantika
(Satra-based) critique of the Kashmirian Vaibhasika doctrines, which accuses it of obscuring
the simplicity and economy of the Abhidharmic teachings found in the Satras. The theory of
existence in all three times is rejected for a doctrine of momentary existence in which karmic
retribution is explained as the culmination of a gradual change in a chain of momentary mind-
events initiated by the action [cittasamtanaparinama). The dichotomy between (mental)
intention and (material) deed is rejected: there is only intention, latent and active. The
material avijiaptis go too. The facts which they are supposed to explain are accommodated

in the model of gradual change initiated in the flux of mental events. However, both

Vaibhasika and Sautrantika accounts of karma are compromised by accommodating certain
beliefs which cannot be justified in terms of the intentionalism of the philosophical theory,
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notably the beliefs that a donor benefits karmically every time his donation is used by a
beneficiary even if he is unaware of that use, and that a person who instigates someone to
commit a murder is more karmically disadvantaged if the assault is successful than if it is not.
Vasubandhu’s commentary on his Abhidharmakosa shows that he is aware of these difficulties,
but he does not pretend to solve them. Both Vaibhasika and Sautrantika approaches are
thoroughly exegetical. They will not jettison a belief supported by the Sutras even though it
appears to contradict the fundamental teachmg

fthe various divisions of the earliest, non-Mahayanist Buddhism, which the

Mahayamsts refer to as the Sravakayana or Hinayana, only the Theravada

survives as aliving religion, being practised in Sri Lanka, Thailand and other
parts of Southeast Asia. For knowledge of the other non-Mahayanist Buddhist sects
which once flourished on the Indian subcontinent and beyond we depend éntirely‘ on
what has survived of their literature or, in some cases, on $econd hand accounts of their
doctrines found in the writings of those who opposed their views.' Within this
literature one of these sects stands out by reason of the thoroughness with which it
systematized its interpretations of the Abhidharma: the sect .of the Sarvastivadins.
This is the only nikaya apart from the Theravada whose Tripitaka canon survives in
its entirety. We also have much of its extensive corpus of post-canonical Abhi-
dharmic sastras. The Sarvastivadin Vinaya flourished principally, though not
exclusively, in the northwestern regions of the Indian subcontment particularly in
Gandhara and Kashmir.

The cause of the separation of the first Sarvastivadins frorn the Theravada
(Sthaviravada) is said by unconfirmed and dubious tradition to have been a dispute
over a point of Abhidharmic doctrine. It arose, we are told, in the middle of the third
century B.C. between Maudgaliputra-Tisya (Moggaliputta-Tissa) and Katyayaniputra
and concerned the existential status of the past and the future. To Maudgaliputra-Tisya
is ascribed the view known as the vibhajyavada, namely that what exists [asti] is only
whatever is in present time, together with a part of what is past, that is, those past
intentional actions, good [kusala] or bad [akusala], which have not yet given birth to
the reward or punishment which are their effects. Against this view, which is that of
the Theravada, Katyayaniputra and those that sided with him are said to have insisted
on the sarvastivada, ‘the doctrine that everything exists [whether it be present, past or
future].” According to this view all future events already exist and all past events
continue to exist, not merely those past actions which have yet to bear fruit. The
transient existence of an event in present time is seen as just one mode of an eternal
existence, its momentary point of passage from existence in the future to existence in
the past.¢

Four facts are given by the Sarvastivadins as proof of this doctrine of the real
existence of all past and future phenomena. The first is a passage from their Sat-
rapitaka (Samyuktagama 3, 14) in which the Buddha Himself is taken as teaching
explicitly that past and future matter [rapa] really exist. The second is a canonical
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passage in which the Buddha teaches the same fact by implication when He says that
the arising of any cognition depends on two conditions: the cognitive faculty and its
object. If the Buddha had held that past and future phenomena were non-existent, He
would not have said this. Why ? Because mental cognition [manovijfiana] is one of the
forms of cognition. Since He held that it arises, He must have believed that past and
future phenomena exist, since these are its objects.

These two proofs are scriptural. They are backed up by two non-scriptural arguments.
The firstis as follows. A cognition arises only when there exists an object of cognition.
Past and future phenomena are cognized, therefore they exist. The second is that if past
events were non-existent a good or evil action could not have an effect in the future.
For at the time at which the reward or retribution should arise the action supposed to
be the cause of this outcome [ vipakahetu] would have ceased to exist: only an existent
cause can give rise to an effect.s

The Sarvastivadins were unique among the sects in taking their name from an
Abhidharmic doctrine; and indeed, it was in the seven treatises which compose their
Abhidharmapitaka that they deviated most from the other sects. The most fundamental
of these seven canonical works is the Jianaprasthana. This, expains Yasomitra, is the
‘body’ of the Abhidharma collection, the other six works being the ‘feet’ on which it
rests.*In Kashmir in about 200 C.E. an enormous collective commentary on the Jfiana-
prasthana was composed. This great work, the Mahavibhasa or Vibhasa, is the source
of the name Vaibhasika, ‘adherent of the Vibhasa’ or ‘expert in the Vibhasa’? under
which the Sarvastivadins are generally known in subsequent accounts of the varieties
of Buddhist doctrine.

The Abhidharma texts and the Mahavibhasa were composed in Sanskrit; but apart
from fragments none of them survives except in Chinese, and, in one case, Tibetan
translations. However the Abhidharmakosa of Vasubandhu survives in the original
Sanskrit, together with the author’s own commentary [-bhasya] and the commentary
of Yasomitra [-vyakhya (sphutartha)]. This masterly work was composed in the fourth
century C.E:2 It presents a systematic account of Vaibhasika Abhidharma in some six
hundred (598) verses and elaborates, defends and occasionally criticises its doctrines
in the prose autocommentary. The tendency of Vasubandhu’s criticisms is Sautran-
tika, a term to whose meaning I shall return. Also Sautrantika is a chapter appended
to the commentary in which he refutes the soul-doctrine [pudgalavada, atmavada) of
the heretical Buddhist sect of the Vatsiputriyas and that of the system of Brahmanical
philosophy known as Vaisesika. Vasubandhu refers to the doctrine he expounds in the
verses as ‘the system of the Kashmirian Vaibhasikas’ [kasmiravaibhasika)®, thereby
excluding the tradition of certain non-Kashmirian sub-schools and emphasising the
pre-eminence of the Kashmirian scholastic tradition.® His work and that of his
commentator Yasomitra are the main basis of the following account of Sarvastivadin
doctrine and its Sautrantika critique.

In this paper the purpose is to consider first how the Vaibhasikas resolved the
problem of karma and then to consider the Sautrantika critique of their solution. The
word ‘problem’ is used because the theory of karma seems at first sight to call into
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question the truth of two fundamental tenets of Buddhist doctrine: first that all
conditioned things [samskarah] are impermanent [anityah]" and second that all
phenomena [dharmah] are impersonal [anatmanah].”? Intentional actions [cetayitva
karmal] are conditioned events. They are therefore impermanent. How, then, can they
affect the present after their occurrence? And if all phenomena are impersonal, how
can we hold that past actions affect not just the present but the present of the person
who intended the action? The problem was real, both within Buddhism itself, and in
relation to the non-Buddhist, Brahmanical schools of thought. Within Buddhism there
were the Arya-sammatiyas of the Vatsiputriya Nikaya, an offshoot of the Sarvasti-

vadins, who held that the Satras do in fact teach the existence of a personal identity,

a ‘self’ [pudgala] which is the ground and support [asraya] of changing mental states.
Moreover, they used the theory of karmic retribution as evidence to support their
doctrine." Outside Buddhism were the various schools of Brahmanical thought, all of
which taught some variety of the doctrine that the basis or source of consciousness and
action is an eternal [nitya] Self that remembers, recognizes and experiences the effects
of its past. :

THE SARVASTIVADA'S THEORY OF KARMA

Anatmavada

Vasubandhu begins his refutation of these Buddhist and non-Buddhist soul-doctrines
with the following:* ‘

Is there no liberation [possible] in any system other than this? There is not. Why
so? Because [the followers of the inferior religion (Yasomitra: kutirthyah)] do
not recognize that that to which they apply the term ‘self” is.nothing more than
a series of constituents [skandhasamtana]. What, then [, do they recognize]?
They wrongly believe that their identity [4tman] is a distinct reality [dravyant-
ara) [over and above this series]. And from [this] clinging to a Self arise the
Afflictions [klesa].

His commentator Yasomitra quotes a hymn to ﬁé.kyamuni by the poet Matrceta:

The sequence of births does not come to an end so long as the mind retains any
sense of personality (‘I’) [ahamkara]. And this sense cannot leave one’s
awareness if one believes in the Self Doctrine. And since no teacher in the world
but [You] has taught the Doctrine of Selflessness [nairatmyavadin], there can be
no Way out but Yours.'

The Buddha’s teaching that all phenomena are impersonal [sarve dharma
anatmanah) means that there is no phenomenon which is a Person in the sense of an
entity other than the transient constituents of personality, nor any such entity within
or behind phenomena.'s ‘Self” is purely nominal [prajiaptisat]. Ordinary people and

saints alike use it and other terms expressing personal identity;"” but the reality

[dravyasat] to which the name is applied [ prajiapyate] is actually this or that sequence
of everchanging associations between five changing factors [skandha]: the body or
matter [riapa], feelings [vedanal, perceptions [samjial, volitions [samskara] and
cognitions [vijianal.

it
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Pratityasamutpada

It was, says Vasubandhu, precisely to counter this idea that the factors constituting
individuals require and presuppose a ‘Self’ as their basis that the Buddha taught His
doctrine of dependent origination [pratityasamutpada]. The essence of this doctrine is
that the coherence of pheriomena is not the result of an unchanging and transcendental
element which unifies them from within but comes about simply because these
phenomena are causally related: when A is present B arises.'s

Dharmas

There is then no agent of action [kartr], only actions arising as transient events within
a continuum of causally connected states. What, then, is an action? To understand the

Vaibhasikas’ answer to this question their classification of phenomena must be
understood. This differs inimportant respects from that of the Theravadin Abhidharma
and from that accepted by the Sautrantikas. Whatever exists is in one of two classes.
It is either the result of causes and conditions [samskrta]® or it is not [asamskrta]. Three
things are not the result of causes and conditions. They are space [akasa] » and the two
non-occurrences [nirodhal.* The two are: 1. ‘non-occurrence (of the defilements
[klesa]) brought about through wisdom’ [ pratisamkhyanirodha], and 2. ‘non-occurrence
as a result'of something other than wisdom’ [apratisam-khyanirodha). The first
is, in the highest case, the nirvana attained by an Arhat while still in his body
[sopadhisesanirvanadhatu). The second is the non-occurrence that pertains, for
example, to all the other consciousnesses that would have occurred if one kind of
consciousness, say a visual consciousness of yellow, had not arisen, or to all the life
experiences that would have occurred in a particular incarnation if untimely death
had not intervened.?

These three causally unconditioned [asamskrta] phenomena and one phenomenon
which is causally conditioned are free of defilement [anisrava]. This causally
conditioned but undefiled dharma is the fourth Truth of the Noble [aryasatya], the Path
to the Cessation of Suffering [marga]. All other phenomena, i.e. all causally conditioned
phenomena except the Path, are defiled [sasrava].?

Causally conditioned phenomena are classified into three types. They are either (i)
material [rapal, (i) mental [citta + caitta [ caitasa (cittasamprayukta)], or (iii) neither
material nor mental. These last are termed ‘conditioned phenomena which are not
involved in cognition’ [cittaviprayuktah samskarah].* As Yasomitra explains, they
resemble mental phenomena in that they are immaterial [ardpin], yet they are unlike
mental phenomena proper, such as feelings and volitions, because they do not arise at
the same time as cognitions and with reference to the same faculty and object.” The
most basic of these phenomena are sentences [padakaya), words [namakaya] and
letters [vyafijanakayal, the similarity which defines an animate creature [sattva] as a
member of a particular species [(nikaya)sabhagata], the four characteristics
[laksana] of any conditioned phenomena, namely birth [jati], continuance [sthiti],
decline [jara], and impermanence [anityata], and the so called ‘possessions’ [prapti]
and ‘non-possessions’ [aprapti] which are believed to arise whenever any phenomenon,
conditioned or unconditioned, occurs or does not occur in an individual stream of
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conscious existence.

Karma

Vasubandhu begins his exposition of the subject of karma with the assertion that it is
the karmas, the actions of sentient beings alone that are responsible for the diversity
of the incarnations of these beings and indeed for the diversity of the universe itself,
which exists solely as the receptacle of their experiences [bhajanaloka).” Just as the
Self of the Brahmanical schools is nothing but the Five Factors of Personality
[skandha], so the role which the majority of these schools assign to a world-creating
and administering God [Isvara] is taken in Buddhism by the actions of these
same ‘Self’-less persons.

What, then, is an action? It is divided by the Vaibhagikas into two parts: the intention
[cetana] which initiates the action and the intended action itself [cetanakrtam,
cetayitva karma].* The intention constitutes action in thought [manasam karma) and
the action which arises from it is either verbal or bodily.» The intention is a mental
phenomenon, a cittasamprayukta, whereas the verbal or bodily actions which it may
initiate are purely material. It may be ethically good [kusala], bad [akusala] or
indeterminate [avyakrta).

Avijnapti

Any action of either of these two kinds, the verbal or the bodily, is a vijiapti , that is
to say, an action which communicates itself by being audible or visible. If the intention
which gives rise to it is ethically good or bad and not merely indeterminate, then,
provided it is intense enough or sufficiently meritorious or sinful in itself, there will
also arise a verbal or bodily ‘non-communicator’ [avijiapti], an internal action
which does not communicate itself to anybody else nor, in all cases, to the agent
himself, as we shall see.® It rises from the communicated action;* and, like that action,
it is ethically charged.” It also resembles that action in that it is an entity under the
category of matter [riipa] rather than thought.» However it is unlike such action in that
it is perceptible only to the mind and not to the senses.* It is also different in that it is
self-reproducing [anubandha, pravaha), whereas the outward action is a single,
transient event.*

In order to remain associated with the skandha-series of the individual the avijiapti
requires the help of ‘possessions’ [prapti], those phenomena neither material nor
mental [cittaviprayukta] which the Vaibhasikas believe to be necessary if any
phenomenon is to belong and continue to belong to the personality stream in which it
arises.

The Vaibhasikas’ main arguments for the existence of these non-communicators are
the following:

1. If there were no non-communicators, there could be no Pratimoksa discipline.
Only if the act of undertaking the Buddhist vows to abstain from various actions gives
rise to a continuous stream of non-communicated acts of abstention’ [viratilaksana
avijiaptayah], can we explain how it is that those who have taken these vows are
always responsible for any infringement, even though they may be unconscious of
their vows at the time when the infringement occurs. Similarly, to take professions at
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the other extreme of the scale of morality, when a person commits himself to murder,
theft, hunting or the like as his livelihood this conscious act of non-abstention
[avirati] is followed by a stream of ‘non-abstentional non-communicators’ [avirati-
laksana avijAaptayah) which make him a murderer, thief, or hunter etc. even when he
is not actually committing the sins in question.”

2. If there were no non-communicators, the Buddha would not have taught in the
Mahacundasiitra that the merit [punya] that comes to a person who does some pious
act such as donating a garden [4arama] or a monastery to the Sangha, goes on steadily
increasing [punyavrddhi] after the act and does so whether the donor is walking or
sitting, awake or asleep.* The point of this argument is the belief that the merit earned
by such a pious donation is augmented with every use that the beneficiary or
beneficiaries make of it. Merit of this kind is called paribhoganvayam punyam, ‘merit
determined by profitable use’ and is distinguished from that derived from such actions
as donations to shrines [caitya], in which there is no beneficiary, and in which,
therefore, such merit as there is derives solely from the act of surrendering ownership
[parityaganvayam punyam]. The problem to be explained, then, is the following. If
such actions are analysable into nothing but initial intentions [cetana] and the manifest
acts which result from them, how could the subsequent use of a gift by others have any
ongoing karmic consequences for the donor? The Vaibhasikas argue that this problem
can be solved only by assuming that anon-manifest action-matter, anon-communicator,
arises in the stream of the donor every time his gift is enjoyed by another stream.
Demeritorious non-communicators of this sort can also arise. This occurs if the gift is
for an immoral purpose, as is the case in the founding of a Hindu temple in which
animal sacrifices will occur.®

3. If there were no non-communicators, one would escape the karmic consequences
of an evil action by having it done by someone else.® In fact, at the moment that a
murder is accomplished on a person’s instructions an avijiapti arises in the stream of
the instigator, making him a murderer.

These arguments also exemplify the classification of non-communicators into three
kinds: restraint [samvara), non-restraint [asamvara] or neither [naivasamvarasam-
vara). These pertain respectively to the following three classes of individuals:

1. monks [bhiksu), nuns [ bhiksuni], male novices [sramanera], female probationers
[siksamana], female novices [stamanerika], male and female lay Buddhists
[upasaka, upasika], and male lay Buddhists observing the twenty-four hour fasts
[upavasaka, upavasasthal, all these, with the exception of the last, having adopted
lifelong abstentional vows [pratimoksasamvara) of varying degrees of rigour;

2. those such as fishermen and hunters who have committed themselves to livelihoods
that are the antithesis of Buddhist morality; and;

3. the mass of humanity, which falls between these extremes of virtue and sin
[madhyastha].

When a person takes Buddhist vows [samvara] or adopts a sinful livelihood, a stream
of non-communicators will always be initiated. But morally determinate actions of
other kinds, committed not only by those who have adopted neither Buddhist nor
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sinful Vocatiops [naivasamvarasamvarastha] but also by those who have, will give rise
to corresponding non-communicators only under either of two conditiorls Thge firsti
that the manifest action must have been strongly intended. It must have bee‘n rom tecsl
by an exceptionally pure or defiled state of mind [prasadavega k]es’avg al %‘he
second is that the manifest action must be particularly virtuous ’or sinfulgA'non-
communicator will always arise, even if the intention behind the action is halfihearted
ifitis one pf a list of charitable donations that benefit the Buddhist Sangha or need ’
S{(;nksi if it is some Pious act such as worshipping a Stapa, if it is a pious vow, fo};
% nr;:}[; deé rr.1ol to eat without first venerating the Buddha, or is one of the major sins such
The function of avijfiaptimatter [ripa] is to accommodate beliefs which suppose the
§x1stence of gth1cal states independent of consciousness. Now, what these beliefs have
in common is that they more or less blatantly contradict the general Buddhist theo:
of action. Thus, if it is intention that is all-important, as this theory maintains wliy
should the sin of one who instigates a murder be dependent to any extent on wl;ethe}rl
or not the person engaged to carry out the murder succeeds or fails; why should merit
accrue to a donor whenever his gift is used, after the initial intention has expressed
itself in the physical and verbal act of giving; and why should being a Buddhisli [sam-
vara] or a professional sinner [asamvara)] be considered a moral state over and abov
the states of mind in which this or that action is performed? )

Retribution

Avijiiaptis are only actions of another kind. They make retribution possible in certain
cases, but only because one cannot have retribution without an action. The problem
remains: how it is that actions can give rise to consequences after they ﬁave cIe)ased to
?x1st2 Thg Vaibhasikas’ answer lies not in a particular class of phenomena but rather
in their view nature of any phenomenon. As we have seen earlier, they argued that the
fact that past intentional actions give rise to effects in the presen’t is one of the proofs
of th}% sarvastivada, the doctrine that phenomena exist not merely in the preseI;]t but
also in the future, before they.are present, and in the past, after they are presentnom

They cite the following scriptural verse:* o

Actiqns do not cease to exist even after thousands of millions of aeons. It is
certain t}_lat once they obtain the right moment and all the necessary conditions
they subject creatures to their [inevitable] effects. '

Actions, Fhen, are eternal. To exist is their nature [svabhaval] regardless of whether
they are in the past, the present, or the future. When the Buddha taught that all
conditioned phenomena are transitory He was referring only to the process by which
all phenomeng have been, are, or will be briefly present after having been fut)ilre and
before becoming past. He did not mean that phenomena exist only for a moment afte

and b_efore their nonexistence in the future and the past respectively. When .
mten‘tlona¥ action, good or bad, is occurring in the present, it is said to .establishan
relation yvlth its still future effect, to ‘seize’ or ‘anticipate’ it, with the result that thizl
effpct will pass at some future moment from inefficacious existence to efficacious
existence [karitra]. When that moment is at hand, the intentional action, which is now

—
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in the mode of past existence, ‘bestows’ [prayacchati] its effect in the present: when

the experience-to-be approaches the present, the past act stimulates it to enter the

present.<

THE SAUTRANTIKA CRITIQUE

Let us now consider the Sautrantika critique of this Kashmirian Vaibhasika account

of action and retribution. The term sautrantika is the Sanskrit equivalent of the Pali

suttantika and has the same primary meaning, namely ‘one who is an expert in the
Satras (/ Sutrantas).” In this sense it is parallel to the terms vinayadhara and
abhidharmika, meaning ‘an expert in the Vinaya’ and ‘an expert in the Abhidharma
[texts].” However, Yasomitra’s commentary on the Kosa gives it a more specialized
meaning: “Sautrantikas are those who accept the evidence of the Satras and not that
of the sastra.”™ The sastra to which he refers is evidently the Jianaprasthana and the
other six texts of the Sarvastivadin Abhidharmapitaka, since he makes it clear
elsewhere that they reject the Kashmirian Vaibhasikas’ claim that the Jiianaprasthana
is the word of the Buddha.* There is no evidence that their Satrapitaka and Vinayapitaka
were other than those of the Vaibhasikas. Nonetheless they are referred to as a
separate Nikaya in Indian sources.« The origins of the Sautrantikas are obscure; but
the opposition between Vaibhasikas and Sautrantikas on the matter of karma and
retribution goes back at least to the second century C.E., since it is already central for
Nagarjuna when he presents the current Buddhist theories on this subject in his
Karmaphalapariksa (Mialamadhyamakakarika 17.2-20). He does not mention the
schools by name but the arguments presented are exactly those opposed as Vaibhasika
and Sautrantika in the Abhidharmakosa and its autocommentary.

The gist of the Sautrantikas’ critique of the Vaibhasika Abhidharma is that it has
obscured the simplicity of the Abhidharmic teachings found in the Satras them-
selves.# The simpler ontology which they saw in the Sutras did away with a number
of the Vaibhasikas’ basic categories. They denied that ‘non-occurrence (of the
defilements [klesa]) brought about through wisdom’ [pratisamkhyanirodhal and the
other non-conditioned phenomena [asamskrta dharmah)] were entities [dravyasat].
For them the first, which includes nirvana, was not an entity but an absence [pas-
cidabhava), the non-arising [anutpada) of suffering. The same applied to ‘non-
occurrence caused by factors other than wisdom’ [apratisamkhyanirodha]: this too
was seen as the simple absence of certain events due to the absence of the necessary
conditions. Space, likewise, was simply the absence of space-filling bodies.*

Only conditioned phenomena [ samskrta dharmah] were held to be ultimately
real [dravyasat]. Here too the Sautrantikas simplified. Of the Vaibhasikas’ three
categories (1. material entities [rapa); 2. mind and associated mental events [citta and
caittas); and; 3. the neither material nor mental [cittaviprayukta]) the Sautrantikas
accepted only the first two. The phenomena of the third category were dismissed as
having no more than a conceptual or nominal existence [prajiiaptisat]. Thus they
eliminated the ‘possessions’ [prapti] of the Vaibhasika account of karma.» Furthermore,
they accepted only ten of the eleven categories of material phenomena taught by the
Vaibhasikas, namely the five sense-organs [indriya] and the five kinds of sense-object
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[visaya], rejecting their eleventh, the imperceptible avijAapti. They claimed, as we
shall see, that the circumstances cited by the Vaibhasikas as evidence of its existence
can be explained in purely mental terms.s

The Sautrantikas also rejected the Vaibhasikas’ dichotomy between action as intention
and action as matter. Motivated action, they said, is intention [cetana] throughout.
Beginning as resolve [samkalpacetana] it develops to become verbal or physical
[kriyacetanal.”

Finally, and most radically, they threw out the doctrine of the existence of
phenomena in the past and future. They held that when the Buddha taught that
phenomena are impermanent He meant that they cease instantaneously and
spontaneously as soon as they arise.2 The Vaibhasikas’ operation in the .present
[karitra] was also momentary [ksanika]; but their moment [ksana] was a finite division
of time equal to 0.013333 of a second, and therefore infinitely divisible.>* For the
Sautrantikas, however, a moment is indivisible, like a mathematical point in space.
The Vaibhasikas’ phenomenon, though it was brief enough in its state of activity in
the present, had to dwell there long enough to be the substrate of the four marks of a
conditioned entity: birth, continuance, decay and impermanence. For the Sautran-
tikas, as we have seen, these marks, being among the cittaviprayukta dharmas, do not
really exist [dravyasat]. They exist only nominally [prajfiaptisat]: nothing really waits
for its end, for however brief a span of time; nor is there any cause of its destruction.
Its cessation is spontaneous.

How, then, does the Sautrantika account for the process of karmic retribution taught
in the Sutras? He does so through the theory of ‘the final, critical state [-visesa] of a
process of change [parinama] [initiated by intentional action] in the series of
[momentary] mental events’ [cittasamtanaparinamavisesal.* An intentional action,
though momentary [ksanikal,isa ‘seed’ [ bija] which initiates a gradual transformation
[parinama] in the series of subsequent mind-events; and this transformation culminates
at some future time to give rise in the next moment to the fruition of that action as
reward or punishment. The intentional action is necessary if the effect is to arise; but
itdoes not need, as the Vaibhasika argued, to continue to exist at the time that the effect
arises. The action is to its effect as the seed is to the fruit: between the two lie processes
of gradual transformation [parinama].* In his Malamadhyamakarika Nagarjuna shows
how the Sautrantika sees his answer to the problem as avoiding the two extremes of
eternalism [s4svatavada] and annihilationism [ucchedavadal:s

If [, as the Vaibhasika maintains,] an action continued to exist [after its
occurrence] up to the time of its consequence, it would have to be eternal.” If [on
the other hand] it ceased to exist [after its occurrence], then being non-existent
what consequence could it produce? [The Sautrantika denies this latter
consequence:] The seed initiates a series [of stages] beginning with germination.
Itis from that series [rather than from the seed] that the fruit arises; but that series
does not develop unless there is a seed to start it. Because the series arises from
the seed and the fruit arises from the series, the fruit depends on the seed, but [the
seed] is neither utterly annihilated nor eternal. [Likewise, a mind-event [citta]
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in which there is a good or bad intention] initiates a series of mind:evems
[cittasamtana). Itis from this [series] that the consequence [good or bad, in good
or bad incarnations] comes about; but the [series] does not getunder way without
the [initial] mind-event. Because the series arises from the mind-event and the

consequence arises from the series, the consequence dependsonthe [intgntional]

action; but [the action] is neither utterly annihilated [in the sense that it has no

effect] nor eternal.
CONCLUSION )
The Vaibhasika project is primarily exegetical: it outlines and defends what it sees as
the system of the canon itself. It offers this system as a comprehensive description of
extra-textual reality, because it believes that the Buddha’s system is the qnly true and
truly liberating doctrine; but it demonstrates the necessity of its categories from the
evidence of the word of the Buddha. Everywhere we encounter arguments in the form:
if X were not so, the Buddha would not have made the following statement(s). In the
introduction to his commentary on his Abhidharmakosa Vasubandhu explains thp
meaning of the work’s title in a manner which makes his own commitmex}t to this
exegetical perspective entirely clear. He tells us that the title Abhidharmakosa means
Abhidharma-Sheath and that this is open to two analyses: ‘The Sheath [kosa] of the
[Sword which isthe] Abhidharma’ and ‘[The Sword] whose sheath isthe Al?hidhanna’ ,
where Abhidharma means the Abhidharmapitaka. Both senses, he explains, express
the fact that his work presents the essential teachings of that part of the Tr'ipigaka, apart
considered by the Kasmira-Vaibhasikas, whose view he is representing, to be the
word of the Buddha himself.*

This desire to reflect the teachings of the Buddha is a desire to show their complete
and systematic nature. The Sarvastivadin Abhidharmapitaka reﬂec_ted by Vasubandhu
is itself a systematization of the teachings of the Sutras, and one which goes far beyond
the meaning and implications of those early texts, as both the Sautr:émuka and t}.l.e
indifferent philologist would agree: they do not support the sarvéstwa‘tja, the avij-
fiaptis, or the various phenomena neither mental nor mate_:rlal among which we ﬁnd
the praptis. Nonetheless, the Suitras remain the ultimate point of reference; anfi beliefs
originating from, or supported by Satra passages are allowed to compromise what
might otherwise have been a more symmetrical doctrine. We have seen evidence of
this in the Vaibhasikas® arguments for the existence of avijiaptis. The theory of
intention [cetana], which appears to be the very heart of the Buddhist do.ctrme: of
action, is tacitly pushed aside by beliefs which entail aless rational, more magical view
of karmic consequences. .

The Sautrantikas’ point of view might have been expected to be more consistent.
Discarding many of the categories sanctified by the Sarvastivadin -tr.admor‘l they
offered a more economic and coherent model of change and responsibility w‘hlch,.as
they claimed, was certainly closer to the position of the Sutras. However, their desire
for coherence did not tempt them to explain away the maladju.s'ted k'arma beliefs that
appear in these Vaibhasika arguments for the existence of avijaaptis. They deny the
conclusion: what the Vaibhasikas call avijiaptis are for them simply changes
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[parinama] in the stream of consciousness. But they do not deny that meri: arises in
the donor as the result of an action outside his consciousness and volition, namely the
-use of his donation by a beneficiary, that responsibility arises in an instigator to murder
when and only when the murder has been successfully accomplished, or that acts of
lay Buddhist piety are consequential (initiate a change in the stream of consciousness)
regardless of the strength of intention, whereas other virtuous acts will do so only if
that intention is intense. Vasubandhu as Sautrantika confronts the first two of these
beliefs. He offers no explanation of how these changes can come about. He says only
Fhat it is in the nature of things that they do, and admits that the problem is
impenetrable. If he prefers the theory of change in the stream of consciousness to that
of the avijiiapti in these cases, it is only, he says, because it is less unreasonable to
believe that an action by one person gives rise to a phenomenon in another’s mind-
series than to believe, as the Vaibhasikas do, that such an action gives rise to a
phenomenon that is connected neither with the body of the agent nor with mind of the
person affected.” In the first belief there is only one problem: the basic one of
interpersonal causality. In the second case there are two: that and the problem of the
avijiapti’s materiality.

NOTES
Abbreviations used in the text and notes are as listed below:

AN = Anguttara Nikaya

MCB = Mélanges chinois et bouddhiques, Bruxelles 1931—.

Abhidh-k = Abhidharmakosa :

Abhidh-k-bh = Abhidharmakosabhasya

Abhidh-k-vy = Abhidharmakosabhasyavyakhya )
1. The term ‘sect” here translates the Sanskrit and Pali nikaya. It refers, in the words of Heinz Bechert,
to “a group or.community of monks that mutually acknowledge the validity of their upasampada or
higher .ordmauon and therefore can join together in the performance of acts prescribed by Vinaya or
Buddhist ecclesiastical law.” See ‘Mahayana Literature in Sri Lanka: the Earliest Phase’, in L.

Lancaster (ed.), Prajiidparamita and Related Systems. Studies in honour of Edward Conze, ( Berkeley:
The Group in Buddhist Studies, etc., 1977), 363.

2. This Vinaya (‘in ten sections’ [Dasadhyaya]) is referred to as the Vinaya of Kashmir; see Etienne
‘Lamotte, Histoire du Bouddhisme Indien des Origines a l'dre Saka (Bibliothéque du Muséon, Vol. 43,
Louvain: Institut Orientaliste de Louvain, 1958), 191. The Kashmirian Vibhasa on this text is probably
the Vinaya of the Milasarvastivadins (adopted by the Tibetans); see ibid. p. 192.

3. André Bareau, Les Sectes Bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule (Saigon: Ecole Francaise d’Extréme
Orient, 1955), 33; 137 (n.5); Etienne Lamotte, op.cit., 665-667. Abhidh-k-bh on 5.25¢d: ye hi sarvam
astitivadanti atitam anagatam pratyutpannamca te sarvastivadinah/ ye tu kecid asti yat pratyutpannam
adattaphalam catitam karma kificin nasti yad dattaphalam atitam anagatam ceti vibhajya vadanti te
vibhajyavadinah //. -

4. For the four sarvastivadas, the Mahavibhasa’s four accounts of the nature of the difference that
occurs when a phenomenon passes from the future into the present and from the present into the past
(the theories of Dharmatrata [transformation], Ghosaka [change of emphasis], Vasumitra [passage
through a moment of efficacy] and Buddhadeva [shift in relational definition]) see ibid. 5.25c¢ - 26

_(approving the third).

5. For these four arguments, scriptural and rational, see Abhidh-k 5.25ab (sarvakalastitoktatvad dvayat
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sadvisayat phalat) and commentary. For the scriptural passages see Louis de la Vallée Poussin
(tr), L" Abhidharmakosa de Vasubandhu (Paris: Geuthner, 1923-31) on 5.25ab, 51(n.1 and n.2).
6. Abhidh-k-vy on 1:2b: sastram iti jiianaprasthanam | tasya sarirabhitasya sat padah prakarana-
padah, vijiianakdyah, dharmaskandhah, prajiaptisastram, dhatukdyah, sangitiparyaya iti //.
7. Abhidh-k-vy on 1.3: vibhasaya divyanti caranti va vaibhasikah | vibhasam va vidanti
vaibhasikah //. . ‘
8. See Erich Frauwallner, On the Date of the Buddhist Master of the Law Vasubandhu (Rome: Istituto
per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, 1951) for the later dating (distinguishing the Kosakara from the
earlier, Mahayanist author of the Trimsika etc.) and Stefan Anacker, Seven Works of Vasubandhu the
Buddhist Psychological Doctor (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1984), 7-24, for the earlier (following
hagiographical sources which do not so distinguish). See also (against the distinction) Lambert
Schmithausen, ‘Sautrantika-Voraussetzungen in Vimsatika und Trimsika’ in Wiener Zeitschrift fiir
die kunde Siid- und Ostasiens X1 (1967), 109-136 and Alayavijiana. On the Origin and Development
of a Central Concept of Yogacara Philosophy (Tokyo: International Institute for Buddhist Studies,
1987), 262-263 (n.101). .
9. Abhidh-k 8.40ab: kasmiravaibhasikanitisiddhah prayo mayayam kathito 'bhidharmah /.

10. Abhidh-k-vy ad loc.: santi vaibhasika na kasmira ye bahirdesaka vaibhasikah /. ’

11. Abhidh-k-bh on 2.47a: sarve samskara anityah; Candrakirti, Malamadhyamakakarikavyakhya on
1.3 (quoting Agama): anitya bata samskara utpadavyayadharminal. ..

12. Abhidh-k-bh on 2.47a: sarve dharma anatmanah; ibid. Pudgalaviniscaya, 1204 (ed. Swami
Dwarikadas S4stri, Varanasi: Bauddha Bharati, 1981 [Bauddha Bharati Series, 5-6]. 2nd edition. All
page references in these notes to the Kosa, the bhasya and Yasomitra’s vyakhya are to this edition):
sarve dharma anatmanah [=Samyukta 10. 7; see La Vallée Poussin, op. cit., vol. 4, 252]; Abhidh~k-bh
on 3.28ab (462): atma atmeti bhiksavo balo’ srutavan prthagjanah prajfiaptim anupatitah / na tv atma
va atmiyam va ( cf. La Vallée Poussin, op. cit.,vol. 4, 249 (n. 1)).

13. Abhidh-k-bh, Pudgalaviniscaya,1214: yadi tarhi pudgalo nasti ka esa samsarati, “If, then, there is
no person, who is this that transmigrates [in accordance with his acts] ?” :

14. Ibid. 1189: kim khalv ato ’nyatra mokso nasti / nasti / kim karanam / vitathatmadrstinivistatvat /

na hi te skandhasamtana evatmaprajiiaptim vyavasyanti | kim tarhi | dravyantaram evatmanam
parikalpayanti | atmagrahaprabhavas ca klesa iti //.

15. Abhidh-k-vy. 1189: stotrakarenapy eso 'rtha uktah "sahankare manasi na samam yati janma-
prabandho riaharikaras calati hrdayad atmadrstau ca satyam | anyah Sasta jagati ca yato nasti
nairatmyavadi nanyas tasmad upasamavidhes tvanmatad asti margah "//.

16. Abhidh-k-vy. 1204: sarvadharma anatmana iti | na caita atmasvabhavah [ na caitesu atma vidyata
ity anatmanah sarvadharmah // (i.e. glossing andtman- as both karmadharaya compound [‘non-self’]
and bahuvrihi [‘self-less’]). ' .

17. See the M:’musyakasﬁtra quoted at Abhidh-k-bh, Pudgalaviniscaya, 1201 - 1202 (...vyavahara-
matram evaitat / ); ibid. p. 1214 10 - 13 (on the Buddha speaking of His former lives). -

18. See Abhidh-k-bh on 3.28ab (hetur atra samutpadah samutpannam phalam matam), p. 458: santi
tarhi kecid ya atmani saty asrayabhiite samskaradinam bhavam parikalpayanty avidyadinam cotpadat
tadutpattim | atas tesam kalpanam paryudasitum idam nirdharayam babhava "yasyaivotpadad yad
utpadyate tasminn eva sati tad bhavati nanyasmin /"//. :

19. See Abhidh-k-bh 16: hetupratyayajanita ripadayah samskrtah /.

20. Abhidh-k 1.5d: tatrakasam anavrtih; Abhidh-k-bh ad loc.:...yatra rapasya gatih; Abhidh-k-vy ad

21. Abhidh-k 1.5bc: trividham capy asamskrtam [ akasam dvau nirodhau ca....
22. Ibid. 1.6 and commentary; also Abhidh-k-bh on 2.55d (321).
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23. Abhidh-k 1.4: sasravanasrava dharmah samskrti margavarjitah / sasrava asravas tesu yasmat
samanuserate // anasrava margasatyain trividham capy asamskrtam //.

24. Abhidh-k-bh on 2.36: ime samskara na cittena samprayukta na ca ripasvabhava iti cittavipray-
ukta ucyante /.

25. Abhidh-k-bh on 2.36 (210): cittagrahanam cittasamanajatiyapradarsanartham / cittam iva cittena
ca viprayukta ity arthah /...caitta api cittena tulyajatiyah [ te tu cittena sahalambane samprayuktah /
tadvisesanartham viprayuktagrahanam /. For the meaning of the term cittasamprayukta (‘engaged with
cognition’) see Abhidh-k 2. 34cd and commentary, which gives the five samatas (< sam- in sam-
prayukta), the ‘equalities’ of substrate (faculty), object, form, time and number.

26. See Abhidh-k 2.35-48 and commentary. According to Yasomitra Vasubandhu’s list is not meant
to be exhaustive. There are other cittaviprayukta phenomena, such as schism [sanghabheda); see
Abhidh-k-vy 210.

27. Abhidh-k 4.1a and commentary: atha yad etat sattvabhdjanalokasya bahudha vaicitryam uktamtat
kena krtam [ na kenacid buddhipirvakam krtam [ kim tarhi / sattvanam karmajam lokavaicitryam /.
Cf. Abhidharmadipavibhasaprabha (ed. Padmanabh S. Jaini, Tibetan Sanskrit Works Series, Volume
4, second edition, Patna: Kashi Prasad Jayaswal Research Institute, 1959) on 4.1. [155], p. 118: etani
khalu trini karmani subhasubhani dvividhasyapi sattvabhajanalokasya hitahitanimittany utpattau
sampattau ca vaicitryasya karanam / nesvarakalapurusapradhanadayah /, “These three kinds of action
[, mental, physical and verbal], when either good or bad, are, being the causes of what is pleasant and
what is not, the cause of the arising and maintenance of the world in both its kinds, i.e. the world of
creatures and the receptacle-world [which is their habitat], not God, Time, the Individual Soul or
Fundamental Matter.”

28. Ibid. 1b: cetana cetanakrtam ca tat /. The commentary ad loc. quotes the canon: dve karmani cetana
karma cetayitva ca.

29. Ibid. lcd: cetand manasam karma tajjam vakkayakarmani //.

30. Abhidh-k-bh on 1.11: ripakriyasvabhavapi sati vijiiaptivat param na vijidpayatity avijaaptih /.
31. Abhidh-k-bh on 1.11: samasatas tu vijiiaptisamadhisambhitam kusalakusalam rapam avijiaptih
/.

32. Abhidh-k 4.7a: navyakrtasty avijiiaptih. The commentary: kim karanam / avyakrtam hi cittam
durbalam [ ato na Saktam karmakseptum yan niruddhe ’pi tasminn anubadhniyat, “Why [is there no
such thing as an ethically indeterminate avijiiapti]? It is because an ethically indeterminate awareness

is weak. It cannot project an action [of the avijiaptikind] which could continue undiminished even after
that [outwardly manifest action] had ceased.”

33. Abhidh-k 1.9ab: rapam paricendriyany arthah paficavijiaptir eva ca, “matter is the five sense-
organs, the five sense-objects and avijiapti.” ’

34. Abhidh-k 15cd: dharmayatanadhatvakhyah sahavijiiaptyasamskrtaih, “[These seven entities]
together with avijiaptis and the [three] unconditioned phenomena are referred to as the dharmayatana
and as the dharmadhatu (‘the sphere of mental objects’).”

35. Abhidh-k 1.11 and commentary (anubandhah subhasubhah, kusalakusale praptiprabandhah). See
also n. 31 above.

36. Abhidh-k 2.36bcd: praptir labhah samanvayah | praptyaprapti svasamtanapatitanam. ..

37. Abhid-k-bh 58345.

38. Abhidh-k 580 and Abhidh-k-vy ad loc.

39. Candrakirti, Miulamadhyamakarikavyakhya on 17.5: apunyam ca tathavidham / paribhoganvay
am ity arthah / tad yatha devakuladipratisthapanam yatra sattva hanyante | yatha yatha hi tatkirtau
pranino hanyante tatha tatha taddevakuladyupabhogat tatkartr nam samtane paribhoganvayam
apunyam api jayata .../, “There is also demerit of this sort, demerit, that is, which grows with use [by
beneficiaries]. An example is the founding of a temple in which living creatures are immolated.
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Whenever living beings are killed there in honour of the deity, a commensurate demerit of thi.s sort
arises in the personality-streams of the founders as a result of the use of the temple or similar
endowment.”

40. Abhidh-k-bh on 4.4ab.

41. Etienne Lamotte, MCB 1V (1935) 152: na prapasyanti karmani kalpakotisatair apj / samagrim
prapya kalam ca phalanti khalu dehinam //. See also S. Anacker, op.cit., 103. The verse is also quoted
by Candrakirti on Milamadhyamakakarika 17.21d.

42. See Abhidh-k 2.59 and commentary. Vasubandhu uses the term \/grah / prati-grah. Yasomitra
gives \/ a-kgipas a synonym and explains that ‘to seize’ or ‘anticipate’ an effect means to be established
as the cause of that effect (ad loc., 333272 ]....grhpantity avadharanam / pratigrhnantiti / aksipanti
hetubhavenavatisthanta ity arthah /. The past cause which ‘bestows’ its effect in the present is‘ termed
the vipakahetu; see ibid. on 2.59d.

43, See, e.g., Abhidh-k-bh on 4.34.

44. Abhidh-k-bh 15: kah sautrantikarthah / ye sitrapramaniki na tu sastrapramanikas te
sautrantikah /.

45. For this usage see, e.g., Abhidh-k-bh on 7.11, 1050: varam sastravirodho na tu satravirodhah, ‘It
is better to contradict the S4stra rather than the Stras.” Yasomitra ad loc. explains: abuddhoktam
abhidharmasastram ity abhiprayah, “The point is that the Abhidharmasastra is not the word of the
Buddha himself.” The Vaibhasikas hold that the Abhidharmapitaka consists of the teachings of the
Buddha collected and redacted by Katyayaniputra and others; see Abhidh-k-bh 15777,

46. Candrakirti introduces the Sautrantika view of retribution refuted in Mﬁla.madhyamakak.a'l{ika
17.6-11 as the view of ‘the followers of another Nikaya’: nikdyantariyah (135'in P.L. Vald){a’s edition,
Buddhist Sanskrit Texts, No. 10, Darbhanga: Mithila Institute, 1960); aikanikayikaih (ibid. 136').
47. See Abhidh-k-bh on 1.3 (15) on the Sautrantika view that the Abhidharmapitaka is contained in the
Satrapitaka itself in the form of such Satras as the Arthaviniscaya.

48. Abhidh-k-bh on 2.55d, 320" (atha ko ’ yam visamyogo nama...) -327.
49. Abhidh-k-bh on 2.36cd (debate between Vaibhasika and Sautrantika on the existence of praptis).
50. Abhidh-k-bh on 4.4ab, 578-590: avijiiaptih parvam evokta / sapi dravyato nastiti sautrantikah...)

51. Abhidh-k-bh introducing 4.1; on 4.3c: samkalpacetana pirvam bhavaty evam caiyam ca karis-
yamiti | tatha cetayitva pascat kriyacetanotpadyate /. .. kyakarmasamsabditac cetanavisesat....

52. For the Sautrantika arguments against the Vaibhagika theory of existence in the future and the past
see Abhidh-k-bh on 5.26.

53. See Louis de la Vallée Poussin, ‘Sarvastivada’, in MCB 5 (1936-7) 140.

54. See Abhidh-k-bh, Pudgalaviniscaya, 1229 (katham asaty dtmani vinastat karmapa dyatyam
phalotpattih...) to 1231'° (...na punar vipakantaram iti). The present author’s rendering of pari-
namavisesa follows Vasubandhu, ibid. 1230%%: yah karmapirva uttarottaracittaprasavah sa samtatih /
iasya anyathotpattih parinamah / sa punar yo ’nantaram phalotpédanasamanhab S0 'ntyapariqama—
visistatvat parinamavisesah /,“The ‘series’ [samtati] is the sequence of mind-events that arises in the
wake of an intentional action. The ‘process of change’ [parinama] is the fact that this series changes
as it proceeds. The ‘final, critical point of the process of change [parinamavisesa] is that mlnd-e;Yent
in the series which has the power to give rise directly to the fruit of the action. Itis calle@ parinamavisesa,
literally ‘exceptional change’, because it is distinguished [ visista] by [the fact that it is] the culminating
[moment of the process of] change.”

55.Ibid. 1229'' - 1230% naiva tu vayam vinastit karmana dyatyam phalotpattim brfimab/ kim
tarhi | tatsamtatiparinamavisesad bijaphalavat /, "But we do not claim that the retribution in the future
arises from the no longer existent action. What do you claim then ? [We claim that it arises] from the
specific transformation of the series [of events that arises] from that [action]."”




48 Proceedings: ‘Buddhism into the Year 2000’

56. Mulamadhyamakakarika 17.6 - 10: tisthaty a pakakalac cet karma tan nityatam iyat / niruddham
cen niruddham sat kim phalam janayisyati // 6 /[ yo ’rikuraprabhrtir bijat samtano ’bhipravartate |

tatah phalam rte bijat sa ca nabhipravartate // 7 // bijac ca yasmat samtanah samtanac ca phalodha--

vah/ bijapirvam phalam tasman nocchinnam napi sasvatam // 8 // yas tasmac cittasamtanas
cetaso ’bhipravartate [ tatah phalam rte cittat sa ca nabhipravartate /| 9 // cittac ca yasmat samtanah
samtanac ca phalodbhavah [ karmapirvam phalam tasman nocchinnam napi sasvatam f/ 10 //.

57. One might argue (with the Theravadin vibhajyavada) that the action would not be eternal, because
it would cease to exist once its consequence had been experienced. But Candrakirti explains for

Nagarjuna: naitad evam piirvam vinasarahitasyakasadivat pascad api vinasena sambandhabhavat |
vinasarahitasya casamskrtatvaprasangad asamskrtanim ca vipakadarsanad avipakatvena
sadaivavasthanan nityatabhyupagama eva karmanam upapadyate /, “This is not so, for what had been
spared annihilation up to that point would also be dissociated from annihilation thereafter, being like
space and other such [unconditioned phenomena]. Whatever escapes annihilation must be non-
conditioned, and non-conditioned phenomena are not seen to undergo any process of maturation into
something else. Because they do not ‘mature’ they endure for ever. It follows that we would have to
accept that actions are eternal.”

58. Abhidh-k-bh on 1.2cd.
59. See Abhidh-k-bh on 4.4ab.
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On the Status of Plants in Earliest
Buddhism:

Lambert Schmithausen

In Vedic religion as well as in Jainism, not only animals but '{115.,0 plants and even tllle'elements
- especially water and earth - are living, sentient beings, and injuring (e§pec1ally killing) Fhem
entails retribution. In Vedic religion, killing living beings is enjoined in the context of ritual,
which at the same time provides means for avoiding retributions, but t';rahmz.icérgns (not yet
entitled to ritual) and renouncers (who have abandoned ritual) can avoid retribution qnly t?y
entirely avoiding injuring or killing. The same is true of the'J amas,‘v&{hc? do not .bepevev in
ritual. Hence, especially Jaina monks and nuns have to refr'am from kllhng- or injuring any
living beings, including plants and elements as much as pos§1ble. The Buddhists, on the other
hand, have usually rejected the idea that plants are sentient beings, not to speak Qf _the
elements. In the Pratimoksasitra, however, Buddhist monks and nuns, too, are p1:oh1b1ted
from injuring plants and even from digging the earth or spoiling wate:.r."ljhe question to be
dealt with in my paper is whether at all, or to what extent, such prohibitions presuppose a
belief in the sentience of plants etc., and whether there are other clges for ascertaining the
status of plants, etc., in Earliest Buddhism. The result of my investigation is thaF there are
some passages in the Suttapitaka which seem to imply thaF on tl}e one hand in earliest
Buddhism it was still taken for granted that plants, too, are living pemgs. On. the other hand,
they appear to have been felt to be a kind of border—hpe case, with a growing ter‘lc.iency to
ignore their sentience, more or less, when it raised serious problems of practicability.

hen asking what status plants had in earliest Buddhism, I put this question, on
the one hand, as a historian of ideas. The answer depends on what the sources
(in my case mainly the éarly texts) disclose if one tries to understand t.hem
without preconceptions, in anatural way, so to speak. T!'llS means, among other things,
that one should try to understand a passage, if possible, by itself and against the
background of the ideas and terminology or phraseology ofits own time, a}nd that one
should not lightly follow the interpretations of commentaries stemming from a

muy 1990 in Bangkok, Thailand, at the First International Conference ‘Buddhism into the
2000, hosted by the Dhammakaya Foundation. ] o ]

Yf\?irdress correspongence and reprint requests. to Prof. Lambert Schmithausen, Universitit Hamburg, Institut
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© 1994 by the Dhammakaya Foundation, Khlong Sam, Khlong Luang, Patumthani 12120, Thailand




B4
*
4

BUDDHISM
INTO THE
YEAR 2000

International Conference Proceedings

Dhammakaya Foundation
Bangkok - Los Angeles




e

National Library of Thailand Cataloguing in Publication Data:
Dhammakaya Foundation
Buddhism into the Year 2000: International Conference Proceedings
1. Buddhism
I. Title
294.3

ISBN 974-89209-3-3

Published by the Dhammakaya Foundation
Department of International Relations

23/2 Moo 7., Khlong Sam, Khlong Luang,
Patumthani 12120

Thailand

Copyright © 1994 by the Dhammakaya Foundation

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be
reproduced, by any process or technique, without the
express written consent of the publisher.

Printed in Thailand by Darnsutha Press, 307 Soi Chandrasuk (Lardprao 87) Lardprao Road,
Bangkapi, Bangkok 10310

—
=
=)

By i respectfu[[y dedicated to
m mynl (Sodh Candasaro)
- ‘ (1884-1959) whv Staked his life to recover the
481591337 path to enlightenment, the core of Buddhism
(e 35) ‘that was for so long lost to the world




