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SUMMARY

This dissertation discusses the Singalovada Suttanta, a

text which is part of the Pali Canon and variants of which
are also found in the Mahdydna corpus. The Pali Text

Society edition of this text is translated into both English
and Afrikaans, and its place within the greater scheme of
Buddhist religious philosophy and canonical literature is
examined. It is concluded that the Singdlovada Suttanta is
an integral part of Buddhist ethical teaching and that it
displays clear connections to fundamental early Buddhist
philosophy. The text is also checked for internal coherence

and for variation between its different versions.

It is shown how the ethical principles and practices that are
expounded in the Singdlovada Suttanta can be applied to

life in a modern society, and what this implies for the
relationship between contemporary society, philosophy,

religion and ethics generally.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGICAI. REFLECTION

In this chapter, I shall set out my basic intentions with
this study and indicate the method that will be followed to
achieve these ends. Aspects of the history of the project

will also emerge during this preliminary discussion.

1.1. WHAT IS THIS WORK ABOUT? THE PROBLEM AND AN OVERVIEW OF

EXISTING LITERATURE.

Religion is a phenomenon with many faces. Even the most
cursory examination of religions and religious people shows
that one can distinguish an experiential dimension, a

mythical dimension, a theoretical dimension and so on®*.

This dissertation will focus on one such specialised area
within the broad field of Religious Studies, namely the
ethical dimension of religion, understood here primarily as
the field of interpersonal relations rather than as wider
ethical concerns such as political or ecological ethics. The
gquestion raised here is how I should act towards other

people, not primarily in the abstract, as so much of the

1. Cf. Smart (1978:42-43).



philoSophy of ethics purports to explain, but concretely, to
the very flesh-and-blood people with whom I come into
contact every day; my wife, boss, professor, and so on.
Furthermore, while trying not to lose sight of the wider
picture, this work will focus on interpersonal relations
within the religious complex known as Buddhism, and even
more specifically as these are dealt with in the Buddhist

text known as the Siﬂgalovﬁda Suttanta=.

Apart from the Pali version published by the Pali Text
Soéiety3 (1976), the singalovada Suttanta is also

available in translation. Perhaps the most accessible to the
modern reader is Walshe’s translation in his book "Thus have
I heard" (1987), which is a translation of the Digha

Nikdya. A more solemn and "biblical" tone is maintained by
Rhys Davids & Rhys Davids in volume 3 of their "Dialogues of
the Buddha" (1977), which is likewise a translation of the
Digha Nikaya and therefore also contains a translation of
the Singalovada Suttanta. Subasinha‘’s "Buddhist rules for
the laity"™ (1982) contains translations of the

Singalovada Suttanta, Vyaggapajja Sutta< and several

illustrative stories, mostly from the Dhammapada commentary.

2. Sutta Pitaka, Digha Nikaya, Sutta 31.
3. Abbreviated as PTS.

4. Anguttara Nikaya, Atthaka Nipata ch. vi, verse 53. This Sutta is

discussed further in section 3.3.



Its translation of the Singalovada Suttanta, however, is
somewhat suspect; for instance, it does not reflect the
difference between the verbs "paccupatthatabba" and
"anukampanti" in verses 28 to 33%. An abridged translation
of the Singalovada Suttanta can also be found in
Venkatesananda’s (1982) book of daily readings from the

Buddhist scripturess,

Selections from and more summary translations of the
Sifngalovada Suttanta may be found in Burtt (1982: 108-
111), Coomaraswamy (1985: 121-123) and Dutt (1981: 56-58).
English translations of the Chinese versions of the text
have been published and are fully‘discussed by Pannasiri

(1950) .

Like many other P3ali sacred texts, the Sifngalovada

Suttanta is known by a variety of names, which are in fact
little more than spelling variations. Sigalovada Sutta, for
instance, is one common appellation, and seems currently to
be the most popular among western authors. In using the term
Sifngalovada Suttanta, my intention is to adhere to the

terminology employed by the PTS (1976: vol. 3, pp. 168) in

5. The importance of this distinction will be made clear in chapter 5.

6. This book is not numbered on a page-by-page basis, but rather in a
calendar fashion, with a passage for every day of the year. The
Singalovada Suttanta may be found in the entries for the 20th and
21st of July.



its publication of the Pali text of this discourse”.

The Singalovada Suttanta is well known and often quoted
by contemporary Theravadin authors and western experts on
Theravada Buddhism. Space precludes mentioning all those
encountered during the course of this project, but the
following are fairly representative of many other brief

references to this text:

Sigalovada-sutta ... 1is a famous sutra ... of

the Buddha. Here he proclaims the duties of
parents to children, children to parents, pupil to
teacher, teacher to pupil, wife to husband and

vice versa (Kirtisinghe 1979: 193).

The Sirigalovada Suttanta consists of a
discourse in which the Buddha lays down for a
young layman the duties of those who live in the
world, in general accord with the injunctions of
Brahmanical scriptures (Coomaraswamy 1985: 272).
Its form is interesting and typical of the
Buddha’s explicit reformism; he substitutes for a
traditional ritual an ethical practice. Nominally
he claims to be reinterpreting the ritual, but in
fact he is abolishing it (Gombrich 1978: 109).

In the charming Sigdlovada Sutta, we find an
admonition to a young householder, warning him

7. Rhys Davids & Rhys Davids (1977: 168) use the term Sigalovada
Suttanta for their English translation. Walshe (1987: 461) uses
Sigalaka Sutta.



against the dangers of liquor, gambling, bad
friends and the like. The young man is reminded of
his responsibilities towards his parents,
teachers, family, friends and companions, and
‘servants. Sigdla is even told how he should use

his money ... (Kriiger 1991: 135).

More extensive use of the text is made by Saddhatissa
(1987), who mentions its classification of interpersonal

relationships throughout his influential work.

The Sifgalovada Suttanta is also known in Mahayana
Buddhism: it is however less often gquoted and discussed
there than in the southern school®, so much less, in fact,
that the research performed for this dissertation turned up
only one secondary Mahayana reference to the

Singalovada Suttanta, by the Japanese Buddhist writer
Mikkyo Niwano®, as opposed to the plethora of mentions of
the Sifngalovada Suttanta in Theravada-oriented

literature.

Despite the wide scholarly familiarity with the text, and
the many passing references to it, there appears at present

to be no comprehensive discussion of the Suttanta as a

8. It is, for instance, not mentioned in Nariman’s Literary history of

Sanskrit Buddhism (1972).

9. Niwano (1980: 201), where the text is named in Japanese as the

Shikara-otsu-ropporai-kyo.



whole, as opposed to these brief mentions, in a western
language. Only the introduction to Rhys Davids and Rhys
Davids’ English translation of the Suttanta (1977: vol. III
pp. 168-172) and three pages in Rahula’s well-known
introductory work What the Buddha taught(1962: 78-80) expand
on the brief references found elsewhere. Perhaps this should
not surprise us; Reynolds, in his bibliography of Buddhist
ethics*® (Reynolds 1979: 40) states that Buddhist ethics is
an under-researched field, and an even more specialised
subfield within this under-researched field would therefore
have scant chance of existence. It is hoped that the present

work will to some extent fill this gap in Buddhist studies.

1.1.1. WHY THIS STUDY? A PERSONAL STATEMENT

My reasons for pursuing this study are twofold: firstly, I
believe one can reasonably claim that research into ethical
codes is not a luxury in the last decades of the twentieth
century, but a necessity. Right across the modern and
modernising world, traditional religion has lost its firm
grasp on human minds. As Ninian Smart once put it "Who’s
still afraid of being excommunicated?"**. This is called

secularisation and it is as true of formerly Christian

10. In which, incidentally, there is no mention of any work dealing

specifically with the Singalovada Suttanta.

11. Personal communication.



Europe as it is of formerly Buddhist Japan. No longer do we
inherit our religion, and therefore our ethical code of
conduct, along with the colour of our eyes. Nor have people
adopted nominally nonreligious, humanist codes to guide
their behaviour, as was predicted in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Even as I write this paragraph
(November 1991), institutionalised Marxism is collapsing*=.
Liberal humanism, despite the claims of some fundamentalist
Christians, has not been adopted by any considerable
proportion of the world’s population. One of its spokesmen,
sir Julian Huxley, is quoted as saying in 1963 that "We
shall need ... a new religious terminology, and a re-
formulation of religious concepts in a new idiom. A humanist
religion will have to work out its own rituals and its own
basic symbolism" (In Ling 1979a: 209). It does not seem to

have done so.

Thus, a considerable, and growing, part of the world’s
population has no explicit code of conduct on which to base
their behaviour. The results are clear: escalating viblence,
overcrowded jails, drug abuse on an unprecedented scale and
so on. This is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the

South Africa of 1991, where almost every news bulletin

12. Which, incidentally, may yet usher in a new era of the use of
Marxism as an academic methodology, on a par and possibly in combination
with others and free from the emotional "arguments" for and against it

that have typified the recent past.



starts with the latest casualty figures in the factional
strife raging in the "townships". Furthermore, I maintain
that religious traditions should abandon any hope of
regaining their previous hegemonic positions, or even of
clinging to it in those few remaining pockets of premodern
society where they still do have the upper hand. Modern,
urbanised, technocratic society is a fact of life, and if
present trends continue, it will become increasingly more
difficult for any religion or secular philosophy to force

its ethical code on people®?3.

But, I believe, the need for such codes of conduct still
exists. While we may be quarrelsome, semi-carnivorous
beings, we are also social animals who need to relate to our
fellow-humans. What people have rebelled and are still
rebelling against is not so much the existence of such a
code as against a code being imposed on them without their
informed consent. The modern democratic consumer-citizen is
used to being able to "pick and choose", to examine the
various options and select the most appropriate based on the
evidence. Why should ethical codes and their religio-

philosophical presuppositions be different? And this is

13. It is interesting to note the recognition of this state of affairs
by the "postmodern” thinkers in recent years. It may well be that
Buddhist philosophy, with its emphasis on relationality and
interdependence, will be able to make a major contribution to this trend

in contemporary philosophy.



where academics and other intellectuals can make a
contribution: by explicating the options as clearly as
possible, they can show the people what the various ethical
traditions are, where they concur and where they differ, and
how they are theoretically justified by their religious

theoreticians and lived by their followers.

Ultimately, such a project will have to be a comparative
one, but firstly, and even after the comparative project has
begun, the ethical codes of the different traditions will
have to be explicated separately. And that is what this work
is about. I make no great claims to impartiality: I am a
Buddhist, and naturally I am biased in favour of my
tradition’s ethical theory and prescripﬁions. Whether this
has completely blunted my critical faculties is for the

reader to decide.

The Sifgalovada Suttanta is particularly well suited to

such a project. The themes of ethics and interpersonal
relations, while present in Buddhism, are not this religious
tradition’s prime concern, as is the case in, for example,
Confucianism. Moreover, most Buddhist texts on ethics fall
in the category of Vinaya literature: that is, they deal

with the monastic way of life<.

14. See Wijayaratna (1990) and Prebish (1986) for explications and
discussions of the Theravada monastic code, and Collins (1988) for a
comparative discussion of early Christian and Buddhist monastic social

roles.
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The Singalovada Suttanta is one of the few ethical
scriptures in Buddhism that is specifically directed at the
layman. In the Theravada tradition, it has in fact become
known as the gihivinaya, that is, the "householder’s code
of discipline" (Ahir 1989: 20). In the absence, as seems
likely, of a vast revival of monasticism in this century or
the next, the Sifigalovada Suttanta is therefore

particularly relevant to our situation.

It is of course impossible to ascertain exactly how
successful the Sifigalovada Suttanta has been in
influencing Buddhist society, but the following anecdotes
may give some indication of the high regard in which the

text has been held there:

During the 1970’s and 80’s, the Sri Lankan government, which
largely represented a Buddhist, Sinhala-speaking
constituency, embarked on an active campaign of promoting
the spread of Buddhism in the predominantly Hindu, Tamil-
speaking "dry zone" of that country. A key part of their
strategy was the printing and widespread distribution of a
booklet containing two Buddhist texts: one being the
Sifngalovada Suttanta, the other the Vyaggapajjha Sutta,
which is more specifically directed to the economic concerns

of the layperson (Peebles 1990: 44). The same two texts can



11

also be found in Subasinha’s (1982) Buddhist rules for the
laity, but its relationship to the government-produced tract

is unclear.

Earlier (1898), the Sri Lankan Buddhist reformer Dharmapala
had produced a booklet of ethical prescriptions for the
laity which contained a mixture of precepts from the
Singalovada Suttanta and more westerﬁ—oriented
injunctions*S, This booklet has since "run through some 20

editions and sold about 50 000 copies" (Gombrich 1988: 193).

Clearly, such actions indicate that in Sinhalese Buddhist
society at least, the Singalovada Suttanta is considered

to be an extremely important document as far as the
layperson’s practice of Buddhism is concerned. Thus, it may
serve a similar purpose for westerners, whether Buddhist or

not.

My second reason for undertaking this study is more
personal; in 1984, I visited the Buddhist Retreat Centre in
Ixopo, Natal. The experience confirmed a favourable
impression of the Buddhist way of life which had already
emerged from reading and private pondering and I decided to
accept Buddhism as my personal faith. Before I left I bought

my first book on Buddhism, Subasinha’s Buddhist rules for

15. As an example of the latter, one might quote the fact that he

recommended that Sri Lankans eat with forks, as westerners did.
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the laity (1982) which is in part a translation of the
Singdlovada Suttanta. Without this experience, it is
unlikely that I would ever have gained the spiritual
satisfaction that has come my way in the last nine years,
nor that I would have started the process of academic
investigation that has thus far culminated in this work. By
presenting and explicating this account of the

Singalovada Suttanta’s code of interpersonal conduct, I

am repaying a considerable personal debt.

To summarise, I am writing this as a South African Buddhist,
male and of European origin, in the twilight of the
twentieth century, a period of considerable turmoil in
matters social and philosophical, and the work as a whole

should be seen in this context.
1.1.2 IS IT REPRESENTATIVE OF BUDDHISM?

In this work, the Singalovada Suttanta will be held up as
an example of Buddhist ethical teaching directed to the
laity. But the Buddhist nature of the text is disputed by
some scholars, and this dispute arises out of a specific
vision of what Buddhism is, and early Buddhism in

particular.

This interpretation of the early Buddhist ethos is that it

entails a complete withdrawal from the world of social and
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economic concerns. While this view is perhaps less prevalent
today, it was originally proposed by such academically
influential persons as Max Weber (1964: 266-8), and is still
quite widespread*c. I do not wish to dispute that rejection
of the world*” is the central concern of the Buddhism of
monastic (and lay) meditators, but I would insist that early
Buddhism also contains lifestyle instructions for those less
intent on spiritual progress than on maintaining a life of

both spiritual and material well-being*®,.

This does not imply that I support a radical discontinuity
between these two forms of early Buddhism and their
respective adherents*®. To the contrary, I would suggest
that while the "world-rejection" aspect of Buddhism is
central to its theoretical structure, the Buddhist message
nevertheless extends much further. If the teachings to the
laity do not comprise the primary Buddhist doctrines, they

nevertheless exist and should be taken seriously by scholars

16. It recurs, for instance, in a recent article by Richard Gombrich

(1978: 107).

17. Or more technically, seeing through the many layers of psychological

illusions which prevent us from perceiving the world as it actually is.

18. The relationship between Buddhist philosophy and social activism is
thoroughly discussed by Jones (1989), who argues from within the
contemporary Buddhist tradition that "withdrawal” from the world is only

a preliminary to working within it.

19. A point of view discussed at length in section 3.1.
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of religion.

From the understanding of Buddhism as a teaching of radical
and universal world-rejection is derived a sceptical
attitude towards the Singalovada Suttanta and other
Buddhist texts that deal with laypersons’ ethical behaviour
and interpersonal relations. King (1989: 21), for instance,
states that the precepts in this text "go little beyond the
general pattern of traditional Indian duties ..."2°,
Elsewhere (King 1964: 194) he is even more explicit when he
writes that the Singalovada Suttanta "seems quite un-
Buddhist in its language of Brahmins and heaven; and the
route by which it made its way into the canon may have been
devious"=2*. King (1964: 204) then describes how the
Singalovada Suttanta and the Mangala Sutta are used in
contemporary Theravada Buddhism as basic ethical treatises.

He comments:

On such meagre and non-Buddhist material they
would seek to erect a total social philosophy.
This witnesses to that meagreness of social-
ethical materials in the Buddhist scriptures and

tradition already referred to.

20. A similar view is held by Bush (1960: 219).

21. Various other authorities disagree with the latter statement, and
believe it to be a quite early part of the Pali Canon - see section

2.1.
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Based on my own understanding of the Buddhist message and my
reading of the text, I disagree with this representation of
the Singalovada Suttanta as a non~Buddhist document.
Accordingly, one of the aims of this dissertation will be to
show how it is autﬁentically Buddhist by pointing out
similarities between it and other Suttas and by showing how
it reflects Buddhist philosophy and religious practice.
Special emphasis will also be placed on the internal
coherence and consistency of the text, as this will
demonstrate that despite any later alterations that may have
been made, it was conceived as a unit and can therefore

serve as a coherent ethical guideline.
1.1.3. SUMMARY OF THE PROBLEM

Thus, to summarise the problem and its corollaries, we can

ask the following question:

(1) What contribution can the Singalovada
Suttanta make to our current existential
situation? Can we learn from it anything that will

assist us in our search for ethical guidelines?

Given the vast differences in time and cultural context
between twentieth-century western society and that of India
in the fifth century BCE, the need to interpret the text
must be constantly kept in mind. On a more specifically

methodological level, in order to answer this qguestion, we
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shall first22 have to find answers to the following:

(2) What does the Singalovada Suttanta say=>7?
How does it propose that we live our lives?

(2.1) Are its ethical teachings aimed at the monk
or at the lay follower?

(2.2) Is the Singalovada Sutta internally
coherent? Should we, and can we, accept only
ethical advice from some of its sections, or
should we see the text as a whole and read it
accordingly?

(2.3) Does it accord with fundamental Buddhist
principles such as anic~a, anatta, dukkha and

paticcasamuppada?

Seen on a larger scale, question 1 deals with the
application of Buddhist ethical teachings to the
contemporary situation, while the second set of questions

are mostly concerned with intra-Buddhist affairs. The

22. "First" on a purely methodological level - this should not be
misconstrued as a hidden positivist agenda. While the second set of
questions have a more "factual” character than the first, it is fully
acknowledged that interpretation, evaluation and the determination of
facts are all present, though in varying degrees, at all stages of the
research process, But this need not deter us from seeing one particular
aspect of the process as being more concerned with, say, the

determination of factual information than others.

23, Again, this should be read on a methodological level only, and not
as presupposing a philosophical framework. The framework that will
actually be used will be developed further on in this chapter. See
section 1.4. for a more detailed exposition of the methodology to be

employed in this study.
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dissertation as a whole can therefore be seen as an attempt
to merge these two worlds, or "horizons of meaning", as
Gadamer’s wellknown phrase puts it: the ancient Buddhist on

the one hand, and the modern on the other.

To a large extent, this dissertation is an exploratory work.
For this reason, I would not care to posit a "hard", formal
research hypothesis at this stage. But the entire project
hinges on the fact that I had already read and appreciated
the Singalovada Suttanta before the academic project
commenced and had therefore already developed a "soft"
hypothesis, a hunch that this text might be useful in
supplying at least some answers to the contemporary ethical
crisis. And ultimately, that is what this project seeks to

resolve.

1.2. AN OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION.

Now that we have discussed the aims of the project and my
motivation for undertaking it, let us discuss the way in
which it will actually be done. First I shall discuss my
philosophical framework and the resultant methodological
approach. As was stated above, the formal, abstract theory
of Buddhist ethics is not the main focus of attention in
this work, but some attention to this topic is necessary if
we wish to explore the detailed prescripticns in the

Sifngalovada Suttanta. In particular, one should pay some
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attention to the way in which an ethical theory could be

integrated into Buddhist theology and philosophy. How, for
instance, can one reconcile ethical prescriptions with the
doctrine of impermanence, which seems to deny that there is

any enduring reality with which we can interact?

Next, I shall describe the Sifgalovada Suttanta’s

position in the Pali CanonZ®¢ and its Mahayana
counterpartszs. Then the major part of this work follows: a
new translation of the Suttanta, with comment and
explication of the Suttanta’s meaning, its relation to other
texts and certain internal relationships within the
Suttanta®®. I shall commence by answering the second set of
questions mentioned in section 1.1.3 in chapters 2 to 5,
while chapter 6 will then use these answers to answer the
first set. Naturally, such a division cannot be too rigidly
adhered to; some preliminary answers to our questions in
respect of particular verses of the Singalovada Suttanta
will be encountered in chapters 2 to 5, while even chapter 6
will of necessity contain an element of reiteration of what

has been said before.

In chapter 6, then, I shall attempt to unify such meaning as

24, Section 2.1.

25. Section 2.2.

26. Sections 2.3. ff.
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has been gleaned from the discussion by returning to the
questions which prompted me to commence this project and
ask; what can we learn from this? What relevance has it for
us? This section will also contain any areas of criticism
that could not comfortably be fitted into the main,
exegetical section. After this, there will be three
appendices, the first of which will supply the complete text
of the translation without exegetical comment, to enable the
reader to read the Suttanta as a whole, while the second
will be an Afrikaans translation of the Suttanta. The third
appendix will summarise the internal thematic connections
between the various sections of the Suttanta, as explained

in the exegetical comments in chapters 2 to 5, graphically.

1.3. THE THEORETICAL BACKGROUND TO THIS STUDY.

Early Buddhism taught that life was a process in which all
phenomena were mutually interrelated and causally
efficacious upon each other. Reality was not to be seen in
terms of discrete "things", whose relationship to each other
was philosophically highly problematical, but as a vast
"web" of interrelated events. In the following sections, I
shall indicate how this worldview was couched in technical,
philosophical language and how ethical behaviour and
interpersonal relationships can be seen to have a role to
play in such a framework, especially as interpreted by the

contemporary Buddhist philosopher bhikkhu Buddhadasa. This
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integrated worldview will then be used as the theoretical

background to this study.

1.3.1. EARLY BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY

In this section I shall briefly outline the main points of
early Buddhist philosophy. Of necessity, this will only be
on an introductory level, but a number of excellent works
that deal with the subject more extensively can be found=7.
To a large extent, "early Buddhism" coincides with the
contemporary Theravada tradition, but this is not always
the case: Kalupahana (1975: 80-83), for instance, has
demonstrated that the Theravada acceptance of the theory of
momentariness (ksapavada) is a relatively recent
innovation that was introduced from the now extinct
Sarvastivada and Sautrantika branches of Hinayana

Buddhism.

The early Buddhist philosophy will be discussed under the
following headings; first the three characteristics of
existence (tilakkhana) will be discussed. These are anicca
(impermanence), anatta (insubstantiality) and dukkha
(unsatisfactoriness or suffering). Paticcasamuppada
(dependent origination) will be described as the dynamic

process that explains how the empirical observations of the

27. E.g. Verdu (1985), Kalupahana (1975,), Johansson (1979), Hoffman
(1987), Kruger (1991) and Ross Reat (1987).
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tilakkhana can be used to explain how the impermanent,
insubstantial world nevertheless appears to our eyes to be
relatively permanent and stable. "Skilful means" (Skt:
upayakau$alya) will be introduced as the way in which this
Buddhist understanding is to be communicated. This concept
will come to the fore strongly in our discussion of the

Sifngalovada Suttanta.

1.3.1.1. IMPERMANENCE

Anicca lies at the very heart of all Buddhist philosophy,
whether early, classical or contemporary. An in-depth
investigation of reality, which equates to a state of deep
meditative concentration and insight, so the Buddha taught,
will show it to be a fleeting, ever-changing flow of
phenomena (dharmas). Entire worlds come into existence,
endure for a while but always in a state of change, and
finally decay. Individuals are born, grow up and dieZ®, This

is true of all dharmas except nibbana, the state of

28. And are reborn, though it is debatable, and is in fact hotly debated
in contemporary Buddhist circles, whether this should be taken literally
or in a more metaphorical sense. For instance, Buddhadasa, an
influential Theravadin monastic scholar of whom we shall hear more
below, appears to favour a metaphorical interpretation in his essay

Everyday language and Dhamma language (Buddhadasa 1989: 126-140).
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existence of the arahant or enlightened personZ2°.
1.3.1.2. INSUBSTANTIALITY

Nor are human beings somehow exempt from this process.
Unique among the world’s religious traditions, Buddhism
denies the existence of a permanent, immortal aspect to the
human being. Instead,»it posits a theory of anatta or
insubstantiality®°. As Verdu (1985: 11) has put it, "Anatta
.. represents the ‘subjective’ side of impermanence as this
mark points to the insubstantiality of what appears to be an

absolute and permanent ego"3?*.

Among most western, and indeed among most eastern,

philosophies, such a theory would indeed be the death-knell

29. This is still Theravada doctrine, but in Mahayana thinking and
that of a few Theravadin mavericks like Buddhadasa (1989: 141-145),
the concept of nibbana (Skt. Nirvama) is reinterpreted as being
identical to samsara, a term that simultaneously stands for the
unenlightened state and the phenomenal world, needing only a shift of
perspective for the psychological shift from the one to the other to

occur.
30. More literally, anatta means "non-self" or "non-soul".

31. See Collins (1982) for a detailed explanation of the place of this
concept, and of Theravada philosophy generally, in the history of
ideas. The Buddhist anatta concept is quite foreign to most western
philosophy, but perhaps the closest western analogue is Whitehead's
concept of the ‘actual entity'’ - see Inada (1971) for a discussion of

possible similarities between these concepts.
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of ethics. But Buddhists have nevertheless managed to be
ethical people; texts like the one examined in this
dissertation exhort people to behave in ways that are
commensurate with those proposed by other religious and
ethical systems.This gives us an initial clue that Buddhists
do not see their philosophy and their ethics as

irreconcilable.

1.3.1.2.1. THE FIVE "HEAPS"

If human beings do not consist of an immortal soul somehow
coexisting with a perishable body, of what do they consist?
The answer is that they are said to be comprised of five
khandhas>2, these being ripa (form), vedana (sensation),
sanna (perception), samkhara (emotional and volitional
factors) and vifhana (consciousness). At first sight, this
seems no advantage over a dualistic body/soul anthropology
or ontology: to the contrary, instead of explaining how two
distinct realities can coexist, we must now account for the
interaction of five such realities. But in fact, the five
khandhas are not seen as metaphysical postulates but as
empirical observations. The system is also somewhat
arbitrary since the factors themselves are highly
subdivisible, perhaps infinitely so (Sangharakshita 1966:

96). Thus, the khandhas appear to have served primarily as

32. Literally "heaps", but more usually translated as "factors".
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an empirical classificatory system and as objects of
meditation rather than as objectively existing metaphysical

constituents of the human being.

These five empirically observed realities were seen as being
in constant interaction, a process which is described by

Kruger (1991: 95) as follows:

... all five the constituents are seen to be
mutually dependent in an ongoing process. Never
does one occur on its owr They constantly mix and
part and reform in new patterns in the flowing
stream of consciousness. This is the third way of
the Buddha, offered as a alternative both to the
eternalism that postulates an unchanging ‘self’
and to nihilism that denies the existence of the
individual altogether32. Eérly Buddhism taught
personal continuity, but not substantiality.

1.3.1.3. UNSATISFACTORINESS

We have seen that there is nothing, then, with the possible
exception of nibbana, that is permanent, stable or
substantial. But, by a strange quirk of human psychology, we
insist on searching for permanence, stability and

substantiality. Since the universe is simply not set up in

33. From this assessment of Buddhist philosophy as an intermediary
between eternalism and nihilism derives the term "the middle path" as a

synonym for Buddhism. See Nishitani (1970: 1-2).
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this way, our craving (tanha) for these things can never

be satisfied. Because of this, existence is said to be
inherently unsatisfactory, or, in a more poetic turn of
phrase, "fraught with suffering". The entire thrust of the
Buddhist message is the proclamation of a way, first found
by Siddhatta Gotama, the historical Buddha, that will lead
away from desire and the suffering it causes to a condition
of absence of desire and the resultant lack of suffering. In
contemporary parlance, it offers a way for a person to stop
fighting the impermanence that is the inherent nature of the

universe and "go with the flow" of events.

1.3.1.4. CAUSALITY AND DEPENDENT ORIGINATION

But the universe does not change at random; to the contrary,
it was empirically observed that there are certain
regularities in the way that it changes, in the way some
events were caused by others, and these regularities were
classified into five general causal patterns. Kalupahana

(1975: 110) lists them as follows:

1. The physical (inorganic) world (utuniyama)
2. The physical (organic) world (bijaniyama)
3. The sphere of thought or mental life
(cittaniyama)

4. The social and moral sphere (kammaniyama)

5. The higher spiritual life (dhammaniyama)=+

34. The niyamas are discussed more fully in Kalupahana (1975: 110-146).
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Any event on the gross scale of human experience must once
again be seen, not as a mere instance of one of these causal
patterns but as a subtle interplay between them. As the
contemporary Buddhist thinker and social activist Ken Jones

(1989: 67) has very strikingly put it:

... the Buddha declared that although he taught
that every willed action may produce an
experienced effect he did not teach that all
experienced effects are products of willed action
(kamma). Thus, for example, a fatal but
unexplained aeroplane crash may occur because of
metal fatigue (utu-niyama), or an oversight on

the part of an overworked ground controller (mano-
niyama)3®, or even a covert suicide wish by the

pilot (karma-niyama)... The kammaic condition of

each of the passengers is surely the least likely
cause. And it is contrary to the whole spirit of
Buddhism to go hankering after some ‘meaning’ for
the ‘coincidence’ that it was those particular
passengers ... who booked onto that ‘fateful’
flight.

But in addition to these five general patterns of causation,
and not quite included in any of them, was another common

formula of causation "that was intended to explain important
questions about man and his destiny"™ (Kalupahana 1975: 141).

Known as the twelvefold application of paticcasamuppada

35. Synonymous with cittaniyama.
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(dependent origination)>¢, the formula is as follows:

On ignorance (avijja) depend emotional and
volitional factors (samkhara):;

on emotional and volitional factors depends
consciousness (vifihana);

on consciousness depends the psychophysical
personality (namarupa):;

on the psychophysical personality depend the six
sense orgéns (salayatana):;

on the six sense organs depends contact (phassa);
on contact depends sensation (vedana)

on sensation depends craving (tapha)

on craving depends grasping (upadana)

on grasping depends becoming (bhava)

on becoming depends birth (jati)

on birth depend ageing and death (jaramarapa)>7”

36. Kruger (1991: 109) warns against the common misapprehension that
this twelvefold formula "is or exhausts the teaching of
paticcasamuppada. In fact, it is only a special applféation and
formulation of that general principle". The general form is as follows:

When this is, that comes to be;

with the arising of this, that arises.

When this is not, that does not come to be;

with the cessation of this, that ceases.

(Kruger 1991: 103)
Hick (1991: 145-146) also mentions that the exact phrasing of the
twelvefold application of paticcasamuppada varies slightly from one

text to another.

37. Translation by Kruger (1991: 109). cf. Kalupahana (1975: 141). For
an example of the formula in a Sutta (one among many), see the

Mahataphasankhaya Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya, Sutta 38).
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This formula, which may be a late innovation (Kriger 1991:
109) is open to a variety of interpretations: it may be seen
as an explanation of the way in which a personality is
reborn, with the formula stretching over three lives, and
this diachronic explanation is the orthodox Theravadin
interpretation (Kriiger 1991: 110). Alternatively, it can be
viewed as an explication of a synchronic psychological
process, in which all the twelve factors are simultaneously
present and active, and which explains how suffering arises
on a moment-by-moment basis because of the presence of
ignorance or nescience (avijjd). As we shall see below,
this is how Bhikkhu Buddhadasa interprets it and uses it to
explain the relationship between Buddhist ideas of
interdependence and conditionality on the one hand and

Buddhist ethics on the other.

1.3.1.5. SKILFUL MEANS

Skilful means (Skt: upayakau$alya) is the term which is
used in Buddhism to denote the way in which a Buddha (or a
non-enlightened Buddhist) attempts to introduce Buddhist
concepts and practices to a nonBuddhist. A certain

sensitivity is required for this:
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"Skill in means3®" is the ability to bring out the
spiritual potentialities of different people, by
statements or actions which are adjusted to their
needs and adapted to their capacity for

comprehension (Conze 1982: 50, my emphasis)

At times, this "if it works, use it" methodology could go to
some quite extreme points to achieve its goal: even to the
point of denying such apparently fundamental Buddhist
teachings as the Four Noble Truths>°. A common corollary of
this practice is the contention that Truth, and its
experiential realisation in nibbana, is ultimately
inexpressible and that all Buddhist teachings are to be
considered as mere skilful means (Conze 1982: 50, Pye 1978:
159). While this may sound quite radical, it can be seen as
an explicit acknowledgement that in any communication "...
there is always an element of interpretation" (Hick 1991:
145). In this, then, Buddhist hermeneutics, as represented

here by the concept of skilful means, is surprisingly (post-

38. An alternative translation, with the same overall meaning as
"skilful means". See Pye (1978: 10-17) for a discussion of the terms

used to express this concept in various languages.

39. This occurs, for instance in the famous Heart Sutra, where it is
said that "... there is no suffering, no origination, no stopping, no
path ..." (in Conze 1983: 163). A little closer investigation, though,
reveals that this sutra is stating that this is the case "in emptiness”,
and thus the denial of what would seem to be the fundamental teaching of
the historical Buddha is in fact a polemical device to point towards the
Mahayana interpretation of these teachings as "emptiness" (Skt:

Sunyata) .
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Jmodern<°.,

It is true that skilful means is a doctrine usually
associated with the later Mahayana development of
Buddhism**. But it is equally true that the seeds for this
important Buddhist concept were sown by the Buddha himself.
John Hick (1991: 142) has shown how instances of the concept
can be found in the Pali canon in such well-known tales as

the Parable of the Raft<=.

As far as ethics is concerned, the implications of the
concept of skilful means are as follows: ethics, seen as a
normative system guiding human behaviour according to
certain previously laid-down rules, is itself a skilful

means and is therefore bound to disappear one day in the far

40. In all fairness, it should be pointed out that "skilful means" need
not be subtle and sensitive. In the Ghatikara Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya,
Sutta 81 - see Horner 1975a, vol. II: 244-245) Jotipala, a potential
convert, is brought by his friend Ghatikara the potter to Kassapa
Buddha by being grasped first "by the waist-band" and later "by the
hair". Jotipala, we later discover, was a previous incarnation of the

Buddha.

41. As Pye (1978: 118) has put it: "The term skill in means occurs only

rarely in the Pali Canon, and then incidentally or in late texts".

42. Compare chapter 7 of Pye's Skilful Means(1978: 118-137), which
expands on the theme of the concept of skilful means in pre-Mahayana
Buddhism, especially pages 128-129, where he comments on Ling’s use of
the concept in an analysis of the Figure of Mara in the Buddhist

symbol -system.
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future when "every blade of grass" attains enlightenment.
But this does not mean that the compassion that is the
hallmark of Buddhas and Bodhisattas will disappear