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THE BUDDHIST UNCONSCIOUS

This work focuses upon an explicit notion of unconscious mind formulated by
the Yogacara school of Indian Buddhism in a series of texts from the third to the
fifth centuries CE. These texts describe and defend this “Buddhist” unconscious
through a variety of exegetical and metapsychological arguments whose ration-
ales are analyzed in terms of their historical and contemporary context. The
work thus first presents the multivalent conception of consciousness (vijfiana)
within the early teachings of the Buddha, and then demonstrates how the
Abhidharma emphasis upon momentary and conscious processes of mind was
widely understood to make the continuity and multidimensionality of con-
sciousness problematic in several crucial ways. The Yogacara thinkers addressed
these multiple problems with a new model of mind centered upon the Buddhist
unconscious, whose meaning and purpose is now made accessible to Western
readers for the first time.
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PREFACE

Our lives in this world are prescribed in countless ways. As human beings, we have
certain capabilities, such as speech, but not others, such as natural flight or sonic
navigation. As males or females, we inherit obvious as well as some not so obvious
biological and social conditions. As Americans, Chinese, Indians, or Russians, we
are acculturated from birth into particular world-views, with all of their attendant
behavioral norms, cognitive regularities, and moral imperatives. Our actions in this
life have done little to create the conditions in which we are born and raised,
which nevertheless strongly circumscribe the parameters of our daily experiences.

This is no less true for our capacities of mind. The range of our normal
perceptions, our typical array of appetites and aptitudes, even our capacities for
our highest worldly achievements — to the extent that these are species-specific —
are in large part already inscribed by the time we are born as human beings. Most
of us, for example, cannot choose whether or not to see the sun as yellow or to
feel pain when injured, or to become fearful or angry when physically assaulted.
Most of this happens automatically, without our conscious choice and relatively
impervious to our conscious intentions. This “unconscious structuring of
experience” has been recognized to varying degrees, and with varying degrees of
sophistication, in different times and places.

The essay that follows is the story of one such time and place — fifth-century
CE India — where an awareness of this area of unawareness, and the challenges it
poses to conscious self-transformation, were developed to an extraordinary
degree. So much so that the Indian Yogacara Buddhists who first systematically
conceptualized this awareness of unawareness, if you will, felt able to describe its
dynamics and delineate its contours in considerable detail. They not only explicitly
differentiated a dimension of unconscious mental processes — called “alaya”
vijiana, the “basal, store, or home” consciousness — from the processes of con-
scious cognitive awareness — called pravrtti-vijiana. They also articulated a variety
of experiential, logical, and exegetical arguments in support of this concept of
unconscious mind, arguments which we will examine in considerable detail in
the several Yogacara chapters below, which form the core of this work.

This “Buddhist unconscious,” however, did not arise out of a vacuum. The
description of this “alaya” consciousness, as well as the problematics driving
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PREFACE

its development and the rationales offered in its defense, all evolved within
a particular intellectual and religious milieu: the sophisticated traditions of
Abhidharma Buddhism (roughly 200 BCE to 600 CE). Despite their (sometimes
deserved) reputation for a scholasticism “as dry as dust,” Abhidharma traditions
evinced great intellectual vitality. Driven by religious conviction, informed by
yogic practice, and expressed in a systematic, albeit painstaking, idiom,
Abhidharmic modes of analysis have indelibly influenced Buddhist thought and
practices ever since. These traditions developed philosophical analyses of mind
and mental processes to such a degree that its practitioners became acutely
aware — experientially as well as intellectually — of the underlying conditions and
constraints of ordinary, and even extraordinary, forms of conscious awareness. It
was within this milieu that the complex concept of dlaya consciousness devel-
oped, and within which the intricate and interwoven rationales supporting this
“Buddhist unconscious” are most intelligible. The rationales for this concept are
too dense, assume too many doctrines, and are simply too technical to be fully
appreciated outside of this Abhidharma context. The second chapter is therefore
devoted to providing the indispensable specifics of this originating context.

The Abhidharma traditions did not develop out of a vacuum either. They
represented, more or less, a systematization of the teachings passed down from
the Buddha himself. In these early teachings there was no overt distinction
between consciousness (Sanskrit: vijfiana; Pali: vififiana) as waking, object-
oriented cognitive awareness and as a persisting, underlying level of basic sen-
tience. The single term “vijfiana” encompassed both these connotations. This
distinction is discernable, however, through careful analysis of these early teach-
ings, particularly in the light of later developments. This was, in fact, exactly
how the Yogacarins justified their innovative distinction between conscious and
unconscious mental processes: by examining the earlier teachings in the light of
the later, more sophisticated perspectives of Abhidharmic analysis. We follow in
these illustrious footsteps and turn first to the earliest teachings of the Buddha,
focusing in particular on the concept of vijfiana (vififiana) — rendered there
equally appropriately as either “consciousness” or “cognitive awareness.” This,
along with materials introductory to the basic Buddhist world view for the
benefit of non-specialists, comprises the bulk of Chapter 1.

Although we by no means set out to replicate or validate the Yogacara interpreta-
tion of the early concept of vijfiana, our study of these same teachings led us to sim-
ilar conclusions: the “two aspects” of vijfidana which were originally undifferentiated
in the early texts became increasingly, and untenably, problematic within the
Abhidharma context, eliciting in its wake various conceptions of non-conscious
mental processes, only one of which was the “Glaya” vijfiana. We will therefore briefly
examine these other responses to the same set of problems — the continuity of karmic
potential and the latent afflictions, and their gradual purification along the path of
liberation — together with the other Abhidharma materials in Chapter 2, before turn-
ing our attention squarely on the alaya-vijfiana itself, as it is most systematically
presented and described in key Yogacara texts, in Chapters 3-5.
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We, of course, do not work out of a vacuum either. Whatever else they may
think of Freud’s and Jung’s other theories, most scientifically educated people
readily acknowledge that many if not most mental processes take place uncon-
sciously. Indeed, a concept of a “cognitive unconscious” is now widely accepted
within cognitive science and philosophy of mind.! Although our study focuses
exclusively upon the “Buddhist unconscious,” one of our aims is to introduce this
fascinating concept into current Western discussions of unconscious mind. In order
to address this wider audience, the first and second chapters in particular present
many basic concepts which, while well known to Indian and Buddhist specialists,
serve as the indispensable building blocks for the larger argument that follows.

These early materials are central to this larger argument for another reason as
well. Since our main thesis is that the alaya-vijfiana arose in response to the
Abhidharmic developments of earlier Buddhist doctrines, we need to examine
those earlier doctrines, first in order to appreciate the nature of the Abhidharmic
innovations and the problems they generated, and second to see exactly how the
concept of dlaya-vijfidna addressed these problems by skillfully integrating the
Abhidharma innovations with the earlier conceptual framework. It is this syn-
thesis of early and Abhidharmic treatments of mind that most distinguishes the
alaya-vijfiana complex, and is the main reason, we reiterate, why it is necessary to
examine this ancient background and its contemporaneous context in order to
fully appreciate the alaya-vijfiana within the context of Indian Buddhist thought.

This is thus very much a synthetic work, tying together materials spanning
some one thousand years of Indian Buddhist thought. Though most of these
materials are familiar to specialists, they remain widely scattered in disparate
publications in a host of languages around the globe. There remains, therefore, a
serious lacuna that this book strives to fill. There is still no single work in any
Western language that has brought together the multiple and variegated strands
comprising the complex notion of the alaya-vijfiana and woven them into an
integrated, accessible,” and compelling narrative. And this notion is indeed
multiple and variegated. Such a bewildering array of synonyms and attributes
has congealed around this “conceptual monstrosity,” as Conze (1973: 133) char-
acteristically described it, that the dlaya-vijfiana remains an abstruse topic even
for those relatively well versed in related areas of Buddhist thought. We have
therefore taken a chronological approach, in which the various attributes of the
alaya-vijfiana, and the problems they address, are gradually introduced and accu-
mulated over time, ultimately resulting in a complex and richly interwoven
model of mind, to be sure, but one whose structuring components have each
been examined in their own right. By the time the reader reaches the Yogacara

1 Kihlstrom (1987); Lakoff and Johnson (1999: 9-15); Flanagan (1992: 173): “There is agreement
that most mental processing is unconscious and occurs in parallel.”

2 We have previously addressed many of these issues for a more specialized audience, expressed nearly
exclusively in their Sanskritic and Abhidharmic terms, in Waldron (1994).
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chapters themselves, in Part 11, the outlines of this model will have already begun
to fall into place, so that the alaya-vijfiana may ironically seem the most parsi-
monious way of addressing the daunting array of experiential, exegetical, and
doctrinal conundrums (for which see Appendix II) generated by the innovative

developments of Abhidharma Buddhism.
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THEMATIC INTRODUCTION

A Buddhist critique of the construction
of self and world

The Buddha offered an understanding of the actions that perpetuate the repetitive
behavioral patterns called “samsara” that differed from contemporaneous Indian
yogic traditions in several key respects. In the Buddhist view,! what keeps beings
trapped in these cyclic patterns is both the deep-seated but mistaken apprehen-
sion that we are (or have) an unchanging, independent, self-subsistent entity
or “self” (atman), as well as the misguided activities motivated by attachment
to such a self. These activities are misguided, the Buddhists assert, because no
permanent and independent individuality can actually be found in our worldly
existence. Instead, sentient beings are thought to consist of aggregations of ever-
evolving physiological and psychological processes which arise and persist only
as long as the causes and conditions that sustain them persist. Chief amongst
these sustaining conditions are, paradoxically, the very ignorance of these basic
facts of life, and the futile desires and activities to deny or overcome them through
attempting to grasp onto something permanent — making actions informed by
ignorance and desire the “driving forces” of cyclic existence. This view of the
delusions and activities that keep beings trapped in the vicious cycle of repeti-
tive behavior patterns was already quite clear in the early discourses of the
Buddha, to which we shall return shortly. Shorn of their metaphysical dimen-
sion, however, these themes are readily understandable in modern, humanist
terms, which we will briefly entertain in the next few pages.

Buddhist thought thoroughly critiques our attempts to attain permanence,
independence, and self-subsistence by identifying with transient, conditioned
phenomena, whether material, psychological, or conceptual. We impute intrin-
sic meaning and value onto these phenomena, the Buddhists assert, and imagine
that their possession somehow augments our essential worth or well-being. This
entails that we bifurcate our world of experience into two discrete dimensions,
the objective and subjective. That is, we experience the world in terms of “objec-
tive” things — which are inevitably mediated through linguistic, cultural, and
social conventions — and we imagine that they possess intrinsic power to impart
happiness, health, and well-being. These “things” possess, in other words, a sym-
bolic value® above and beyond their mere physical existence. Enthralled by these
enduring yet abstract objects, we create, as it were, a life-world of seemingly
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solid, yet unavoidably mediated “things.” Man,’ the symbol-making creature,
constructs a world of his own in which to make his home.

But this is only half the picture. We also build up an image and an idea, and
a deep-seated attachment to, an equally symbolic sense of “self” which can expe-
rience and enjoy these apparently independent objects and which seems to
possess equally independent, intrinsic existence. We imaginatively create a locus
of subjective experience, an enduring referent to the notions of self and “I”
with which we can identify and hold as our own. We imagine that we actually
are an enduring subject which exists independently of the external objects
around it, which it can possess and enjoy. Our entire world of experience is
experienced in reference to this self-wrought self. Man, the “self-making” crea-
ture, constructs the subject of his own existence which may dwell within his
self-constructed home.

These parallel processes of the reification of object and subject constitute the
main target of the Buddhist (and particularly the Yogacara) critique of ordinary,
worldly consciousness. On the one hand, we impute the actual existence of
apparently external objects, transforming them from immediate experiences into
abstract objects which putatively possess inherent power and worth, constituting
them within our culturally mediated, symbolic universe. On the other hand, we
create an equally abstracted sense of self-identity, based upon an accumulation of
experiences, memories and feelings, which possesses apparent coherence and
continuity. This sense of enduring identity is the subjective counterpart of the
enduring objects one apprehends and objectifies. There must be an independent
“someone” in order to possess or experience a separate “something.”

Now, we must ask, how does all this come about? Why do we construct real-
ity in this way, abstracting static, symbolic modes of subjective and objective
experience from the on-going continuum of living processes, bifurcating them
into the twin reifications of subject and object? What purposes does such
creative activity serve for us as individuals, as societies, or as a species? And what
drawbacks accompany these processes?

Confronted with the transiency of experience and the ever-present physical
and psychological threats to our integrity and survival, organisms with higher
nervous systems such as ourselves must be able to recognize and comprehend
recurrent patterns underlying our variegated forms of experience, and to con-
struct working models capable of anticipation, predication, and premeditation. In
this sense, the emergence of a “self” from the stream of inchoate experience into
a relatively stable locus of self-reference and self-awareness, with all its regular
and regulated cognitive and affective processes, is one of the most remarkable
achievements of biological evolution and constitutes perhaps the most
fundamental human technology.

The Buddhist critique of these twins constructions of “self” and “world,”
however, rests largely upon their deleterious consequences. We typically fail to
recognize, the Buddhists contend, that the twin reifications of “self” and “object”
achieved through our linguistically and culturally mediated symbol systems are
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simply skillful means, highly practical tools for getting a handle on the whirlwind
world within and without for the purpose of serving our own relative purposes.
In our constant struggle to secure a stable, predictable, and prosperous life, we
mistake these pragmatic tools and provisional purposes for actualities and ulti-
mate ends: by imagining that we actually are such a self, we fail to fully appreci-
ate the evolving and constructed nature of all experiential phenomena.

Hence, while our sense of self addresses one set of problems, that of coherence
and continuity, it simultaneously raises another, that of our underlying anxieties
bred of transience: just because it is a product of complex interactive relation-
ships which are continuously evolving, our culturally mediated symbolic selves
are also continuously slipping away, just beyond our grasp, like an optical illusion
that disappears as soon as one looks straight at it. A nagging fear of our possible
non-existence, a sense of the sheer fragility of this constructed “self,” is always
lurking around the corner, underlying all our thoughts and actions. So we grasp
all the more onto our pains, our attachments, our identities, all the while vaguely
sensing that the only thing standing between us and non-existence is indeed this
self-wrought self. If this were lost — or so we fear — so would be who and what we
think we are. So man responds, in Ernest Becker’s terms, by

building defenses; and these defenses allow him to feel a basic sense of
self-worth, of meaningfulness, of power. They allow him to feel that he
controls his life and his death, that he really does live and act as a will-
ful and free individual, that he has a unique and self-fashioned identity,

that he is somebody.
(Becker, 1973: 55)

But this requires that we constantly reconstruct this sense of self, rehearsing our
past experiences through memory and emotion and anticipating our future expe-
riences through desire and imagination. We must continuously endow our
“selves” with a history and a future, without which, as brain-damaged patients so
poignantly illustrate, we would hardly be human. Ironically, it is our very attempt
to hold onto this self-wrought self, to maintain its existential integrity, that
insures our unending anxieties and insecurities, and instigates our activities to
perpetuate its constructed patterns. Man, the “history-making” creature, trans-
forms the raw materials of immediate experience and constructs the solidifying
structures of worldly existence.

Our constructed character, our self-identity is, in other words, a vital lie,
“a necessary and basic dishonesty about oneself and one’s whole situation”
(ibid.: 55), Becker continues, which is constructed “for the precise purpose of
putting it between [ourselves] and the facts of life” (ibid.: 59). This sense of an
underlying subject of experience, however constructed, is so basic and so habit-
ual as to occur mostly automatically, outside of our conscious awareness. This
unconscious self-clinging underlies all conscious, intentional activities, insuring
that our energies are constantly directed toward the continuation of the habitual
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thought patterns — the twin reifications of self and world — that produce and
perpetuate their own frame of reference. In this respect, virtually all cultures,
belief systems, and especially characters and habits, are

like a comfortable web [that] keeps a person buoyed up and ignorant of
himself, of the fact that he does not rest on his own center. All of us are
driven to be supported in a self-forgetful way, ignorant of what energies
we really draw on, of the kind of lie we have fashioned in order to live
securely and serenely.

(Becker, 1973: 55)

Cultures as well as characters can thus be seen as symbolic wish-fulfillments:
if we cannot get what we really want — actual individual, autonomous
existence — then we substitute symbols for realities and achieve our aims by
surrogates means. Rather than facing the facts of impermanence and insecurity
and accepting the transient and contingent nature of our lives, we attempt
to avoid awareness of them by constructing enduring symbols of wealth and
meaning, of life and pleasure, in reference to which our putative permanent
selves exist as equally undying, and hence inevitably lifeless, subjects. If things
themselves have no sustainable existence, then at least their consensually medi-
ated symbols do. If our life itself has no apparent permanency, then at least the
abstract symbol of “self” that stands for it does. We live, that is, as in a symbolic
world constructed by our own imaginative powers. We are always actively, albeit
unconsciously, ignoring the radically interdependent nature of our existence and
setting up in its place the “false idol” of a self, the undying and therefore unliv-
ing symbol that represents our unrequited desires for permanent, personal
autonomous existence.

This is, of course, no deliberate course of action. It is merely the extension of
those deeply embedded cognitive and affective capacities that have otherwise
proved so conducive to human survival. This is the tragic vision common to so
many cultural and religious traditions. It is our very success that plagues us, for,
as Becker avers, these are necessary and vital lies, providing necessary skills and
serving vital, albeit worldly, interests.* But lies they are, clothing the world in
fabricated illusions, interpreting all experience in reference to our own con-
structed self-view. We are as drunk with our own god-like powers of self- and
world-creation, inebriated by a hubris which dares to call itself homo sapiens, the
wise one. We have, in this way, bound the bonds of our own bounded, worldly
existence.

EE

These themes, so clearly and incisively expressed in various streams of modern
thought, are strikingly similar to the ideas discussed in these pages, and we shall
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return to them again and again in their Buddhist guise. Indeed, they suggest an
initial working glossary of the core concepts used throughout this text:

e  klista-manas, “afflictive mentation,” unconscious self-grasping which occurs
in every moment of worldly existence, which is itself informed by:

e klesa, the afflictive cognitive and emotional attitudes that color most of our

activities, in particular:

the conceit “I am” (asmimana);

the view of self-existence (satkayadrsti);

attachment to self (atmasneha);

ignorance (avidya). Activities instigated by these give rise to:

samskara, karmic formations, the constructed physiological and psychologi-

cal structures which have been built up by past activities and reinforce their

own reoccurrence, and which, in some contexts, also refers to those very
activities themselves. These are often accompanied by:

e  upadana, appropriation or grasping, the process of taking the body, thoughts,
or feelings as one’s own, as well as the “objects” so taken. And these under-
lie or support the arising of:

e wjjilana, consciousness or cognitive awareness, which gives rise to our com-
mon world of reified “subjects” and “objects” — which in turn instigate the
afflictions leading to further activities that reinforce the whole process,
creating the vicious circle called “samsara.”

In contrast with modern humanistic approaches, however, Indian religious
systems consider that the processes of creating our “selves” and our “world” — the
bifurcation of experience into subject and object — entail actual cosmogonic
(cosmos creating) or ontological consequences. As Lama Govinda explains, in

the Buddhist world-view

it is on account of our clinging to these forms of life that again and again
we produce them. ... It is our will, our ardent desire which creates the
world in which we live, and the organism which corresponds to it.

(Govinda, 1969: 54)

This book is an extended examination of these processes and the conse-
quences they set in motion, centering on the Yogacara concept of the alaya-
vijfiana, the subliminal “base, store, or home” consciousness,” which is always
accompanied by an unconscious apprehension of self. The alaya-vijfiana prima-
rily represents this persisting locus of habituated yet unconscious reifications of
self and world and hence constitutes the main obstacle to liberation from the
bonds of cyclic existence. Like the other yogic traditions developed in classical
Gupta-era India, as Eliade described them, the Yogacara thinkers discovered that
“the great obstacles to the ascetic and contemplative life arose from the activity
of the unconscious, from the samskaras and the wvasanas — ‘impregnations,’
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‘residues,’ ‘latencies’ — that constitute what depth psychology calls the contents
and structures of the unconscious” (Eliade, 1973: p. xvii). Although we will not
discuss at any length either the practices toward or the results of liberation from
these obstacles, our examination of the dlaya-vijiana will at least clarify exactly
what, in the Yogacara view, one is to be liberated from: the dynamic cognitive
and behavioral patterns perpetuating the vicious cycle of repetitive behavioral
patterns called samsara.

In order to understand the historical developments through which the alaya-
vijfiana came to represent these habitual behavioral patterns, however, we must
first examine these ideas as expressed in the early discourses of the Buddha. We
will find here, in incipient form, nearly all of the basic elements that would later
comprise the Yogacara model of unconscious mind, the alaya-vijiiana. This topic
is addressed in our first chapter.
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THE EARLY BUDDHIST
BACKGROUND

The three marks of existence

Dissatisfaction, dis-ease, and suffering, in Pali dukkha (Sanskrit: duhkha),' that
ubiquitous quality of our conditioned existence,” is the leitmotif of all Buddhist
teaching, its cessation its overriding purpose.” Understanding the conditions
that bring about this suffering, and undertaking the activities that lead to its ces-
sation, constitute the contents and aims of the buddha-dharma, the teachings and
practices passed down in the name of the Buddha.* The fundamental causes
of this dissatisfaction and suffering are ignorance (P. avijja; S. avidya), a basic
misunderstanding of how things actually are; craving or thirst (P. tanha; S. trsna)
for pleasure and for continued existence; and the unhealthy actions (akusala-
kamma) these first two bring about. This essay on the development of a Buddhist
concept of unconscious mental processes afflicted with such delusions and desires
is nearly exclusively concerned with the dynamic interplay between these basic
causes, which constitute the contents of the second Noble Truth, the Arising of
Suffering.

Ignorance is traditionally defined as regarding what is impermanent as
permanent, what is suffering as pleasure, and what is non-self as self, since, the
Buddhists insist, what is impermanent, filled with disease, and devoid of intrin-
sic self-identity, cannot afford any independent and lasting satisfaction.’
Ignoring these basic realities, we nevertheless attempt to escape from such
transience and such suffering, and to attain permanent and pleasurable states
by identifying ourselves with and becoming attached to what are ultimately
impermanent and unpleasant phenomena. Clinging to their apparent solidity
and stability, we bind ourselves to such phenomena, and thereby increase and
perpetuate our own deluded existence. As the Buddha® declared:

Whoever ... saw anything in the world that seems lovely and pleasant
as permanent, saw it as happy, saw it as good, saw it as health, saw it as
safety, they made craving to grow. They in making craving to grow made
the basis [of existence (upadhi)] to grow; in making the basis grow, they
make suffering grow; in making suffering to grow, they were not
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liberated from birth, from old age, from sufferings, from sorrows, from
despairs — yea, I declare, they were not liberated from ill.
(ST 109. PTS)

Above all, we reify or substantialize the continuity of our lives, imagining that
there is, or we are, a permanent, substantive self, an unchanging locus of experi-
ence which can enjoy permanent, pleasurable states. We mistakenly think, as the

Buddha put it:

That which is this self for me that speaks, that experiences and knows,
that experiences, now here, now there, the fruition of deeds lovely or
depraved, it is this self for me that is permanent, stable, eternal, not sub-
ject to change, that will stand firm for ever and ever.

(M 18PTS)?

In the Buddhist view, however, no such permanent, unchanging self can be
found. Instead, our ever-changing mental and physical processes are likened to a
stream that arises, flows, and passes away depending upon nothing but the vari-
ous conditions that create and sustain it. The processes which constitute human
existence are categorized into five groups, which the Buddha called the “aggre-
gates of grasping” (upadana-khandha) since we tend to identify with and grasp
onto them as our “self.” These are the aggregates of form, feeling, apperception,
karmic formations or volitions, and cognitive awareness or consciousness (riipa,
vedana, saifia, sankhara, vififiana). As the term “aggregate” indicates, however,
these are not independent elements or entities in and of themselves but rather
distinct classes of processes. None of them should be conceived of in relation to
a permanent self (S III 46), nor should such a self be conceived of apart from
these processes, for all of them are characterized by the so-called three marks of
existence: impermanence, dissatisfaction, and non-self.®

Nevertheless, we tenaciously cling to such notions of a self, and to the objects
that seem to support it, imagining they somehow secure lasting satisfaction.
Ironically, it is just this preoccupation with a self, with identifying something as
“I” or “mine,” that, in the Buddhist view, brings about suffering, not ease,
bondage, not liberation. As the Buddha observed,

He regards feeling as self ... apperception as self ... volitional formations
as self ... consciousness as self, or self as possessing consciousness, or
consciousness as in self, or self as in consciousness. That consciousness
of his changes and alters. With the change and alteration of conscious-
ness, his consciousness becomes preoccupied with the change of con-
sciousness. Agitation and a constellation of mental states born of
preoccupation with the change of consciousness remain obsessing his
mind. Because his mind is obsessed, he is frightened, distressed, and
anxious, and through clinging becomes agitated.

(S 161.)

10
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This is, of course, a vicious circle: in craving for what is “happy, good, healthy
and safe,” in imagining a self that enjoys them, we inadvertently increase
the conditions that lead to suffering, anxiety, and distress. For as long as there
is craving for and attachment to self, the Buddha declared, so will there be
further distress, in response to which there will be further actions that lead to
further distress and so on. It is, in short, our misguided desires for some truly
lasting, satisfactory existence within this conditioned world, along with the
actions taken to secure it, that keeps us continuously bound to the repetitive
cognitive and behavioral patterns called “samsara.” The way out of the vicious
cycle, the Buddhists suggest, comes through understanding their underlying
causes — the interactive dynamics between ignorance and grasping, the
actions they instigate, and the results these lead to — and gradually reversing their
deleterious results. And this is the fundamental aim of the formula of dependent
arising.

The formula of dependent arising

The relationship between action and mind, and mind and action, has intrigued
philosophers and mystics for millennia. What is the relationship between our
actions and our thoughts, our awareness and our behavior? Do thoughts always
direct behavior, or is it, perhaps, the other way around? Does one have priority
over the other? Is one fundamental while the other merely epiphenomenal?
Early Buddhist traditions considered either of these alternatives objectionable
and depicted instead a reciprocal relationship between mind and actions, a rela-
tionship in which our past actions affect our present states of mind, our present
states of mind affect our present actions, and these present actions in turn affect
future states of mind. This reciprocal relationship, perhaps the earliest con-
ceptualization of what we now call feedback, is depicted in the well-known
formula of dependent arising (P. paticca-samuppada; S. pratitya-samutpada),
arguably the most distinctive aspect of early Buddhist thought and one whose
ramifications will continue to unfold throughout the history of Buddhist
thought.

In this chapter we will examine this formula and its implications at some
length, not only because the notion of dependent arising expresses the core
of Buddhist thought — that all phenomena arise in dependence upon other
phenomena — but also because the multifarious formulations of dependent aris-
ing (in its varying lengths and alternate members) touch upon all the key
concepts and problems later associated with the alaya-vijfiana model of mind.
We will therefore use this formula of dependent arising to provide the basic
framework for our extended examination of the meanings and functions of
viifiana (S. vijiana) — as both “consciousness” and “cognitive awareness” — as
well as its complex and interactive relationship with action, that is, karma, and
with the cognitive and emotional afflictions (kilesa; S. klesa) that instigate these
actions.

11
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To adumbrate our argument, vififiana (S. vijiana) as described in the various
formulas of dependent arising exhibits two discrete aspects or functions: as
“consciousness” and as “cognitive awareness.” The first refers to vififiana as an
underlying sentience which flows in an unbroken stream of mind throughout
multiple lifetimes, while the second refers to vififiana in terms of six modalities
of cognitive awareness which momentarily arise in conjunction with discrete
cognitive objects. Although the early texts evince no overt distinction, let alone
discordance, between these two “aspects” of vififiana, such a distinction can be —
and in later commentaries nearly always was — discerned through careful textual
and conceptual analysis. This distinction is crucial to our reconstruction of the
development of the dlaya-vijfiana for two reasons. First, subsequent Abhidharma
analyses of mind focused primarily upon manifest cognitive awareness, making
the aspect of vififidna as “consciousness” conceptually problematic — a situation
to which the alaya-vijfiana was, in large part, a response. Second, the two “aspects”
of vififiana that are discernable in these early texts also clearly foreshadow the
bifurcation of vififidna (vijiana) in the Yogacara school into a subsisting, sub-
liminal, and accumulating consciousness, represented by the dlaya-vijfiana, and
the momentary, supraliminal forms of awareness, represented by “manifest cognitive
awareness” (S. pravrtti-vijiana). We thus find the antecedents of these later
notions in the earlier Buddhist texts.

These two “dimensions” of vififiana are also closely related to a similar distinc-
tion among the cognitive and emotional afflictions (P. kilesa; S. klesa), between
their persisting, latent forms as underlying tendencies (P. anusaya; S. anusaya)
and their momentary, active forms as “manifest outbursts” (P. pariyutthana;
S. paryavasthana) — a distinction that became problematic in Abhidharma dis-
course for much the same reasons vijfiana did. This eventually led the Yogacara
school to conceptualize a distinct strata of unconscious self-grasping called
“afflictive mentation” (S. klista-manas), one that roughly parallels the alaya-
vijfiana itself. We will thus also briefly examine the role that these self-centered
afflictions played within the early Buddhist doctrines. Together, they articulate a
vision of circular causality between consciousness, the cognitive and emotional
afflictions, the activities these instigate, and the results that they collectively
accrue, a vision expressed in the series of dependent arising.

koo ok

The theory of dependent arising (paticca-samuppada) seeks to understand the
dynamic relationship between ignorance, the afflictions, and their ensuing
actions, by analyzing the patterns through which they arise, persist, and pass
away in dependence upon their supporting conditions. That is, the processes that
perpetuate our conditioned existence are neither completely random nor com-
pletely determined; rather, they follow regular and discernable patterns of arising.
[t is these patterns that are expressed in the formula of dependent origination,
an understanding of which was considered indispensable for reversing their

12
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deleterious consequences. The simplest expression of this arising in dependence
on conditions is formulated as follows:

When this exists, that comes to be; with the arising of this, that arises.
When this does not exist, that does not come to be; with the cessation
of this, that ceases.

(M1I32)°

As we can see, this is formulated in two directions: the conditions that lead from
the existence of one factor to the arising of the next (anuloma), and, in reverse
order, the conditions that lead to their cessation (patiloma). This theory of
causality is neither solely simultaneous nor exclusively sequential, it is a theory
of concomitant conditionality: when X is, Y comes to be; when X arises, Y arises,
and so on. In a text called Nidana-vagga or the Sayings on Causes, the Buddha
presents the traditional twelve-member series of dependent arising in this same
fashion, first describing the conditions leading to the arising of this world of
suffering, and then, in reverse order, those leading to its cessation:

And what, monks, is dependent origination? With ignorance as
condition, karmic formations [come to be]; with karmic formations
as condition, consciousness; with consciousness as condition, name-
and-form; with name-and-form as condition, the six sense-spheres;
with the six sense-spheres as condition, contact; with contact as
condition, feeling; with feeling as condition, craving; with craving as
condition, grasping; with grasping as condition, becoming; with becom-
ing as condition, birth; with birth as condition, aging-and-death, sor-
row, lamentation, pain, displeasure and despair come to be. Such is the
origin of this whole mass of suffering. This, monks, is called dependent
origination.

But from the remainderless fading away and cessation of ignorance
comes cessation of karmic formations; with the cessation of karmic for-
mations, cessation of consciousness; with the cessation of conscious-
ness, cessation of name-and-form; with the cessation of name-and-form,
cessation of the six sense-spheres; with the cessation of the six sense-
spheres, cessation of contact; with the cessation of contact, cessation of
feeling; with the cessation of feeling, cessation of craving; with the ces-
sation of craving, cessation of grasping; with the cessation of grasping,
cessation of becoming; with the cessation of becoming, cessation of
birth; with the cessation of birth, aging-and-death, sorrow, lamentation,
pain, displeasure, and despair cease. Such is the cessation of this whole
mass of suffering.

(Sune

Although this twelve-member series was eventually to became the standard ver-
sion, variations of it are found throughout the early Buddhist texts, many of

13
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which we shall examine below. The Nidana-samyutta itself, however, briefly
describes each of the twelve members or limbs (anga) of the series:

Ignorance (avijja) is defined in terms of the four Noble Truths, as “ignorance
concerning suffering, the origin of suffering, the cessation of suffering, and the
path leading to the cessation of suffering” (S II 4). That is to say, one of the con-
ditions for the arising of this world of sorrow and suffering is ignorance regarding
the dissatisfactory nature of worldly existence itself, of the origins of these dis-
satisfactions, of their cessation, and of the path leading toward their cessation.

Ignorance conditions the arising of karmic formations (sankhara), forma-
tive structures of body, speech, and mind. This complex concept denotes both
formations that have been formed from past actions as well as the formative
actions that give rise to future formations, exhibiting a “process—product” biva-
lence we shall further examine below.!! Sankhara is one of the core concepts of
Indian Buddhist thought and plays a particularly important role within the alaya-
vijfiana complex of mind.

These karmic formations condition the arising of consciousness or cognitive
awareness (vififiana). Although vififiana is glossed in this text as the six modes of
sensory and mental cognitive awareness, in this place in the series it is usually
considered!? a rebirth consciousness which descends into, “takes up,” and there-
after animates the newly forming fetus, as described in this dialogue with the

Buddha:

‘I have said that consciousness conditions name-and-form. ... Were,
Ananda, consciousness not to descend into the mothet’s womb, would
name-and-form coagulate there?

‘No, Lord.’

‘Were consciousness, having descended into the mother’s womb, to
depart, would name-and-form come to birth in this life?

‘No, Lord.’

(D 1I 62f,; PTS)

The next limb, name-and-form (nama-riipa), usually refers to the psychologi-
cal and physiological aspects of human experience that begin developing during
the intra-uterine stage and continue throughout a single lifetime. These repre-
sent the basic processes of the human mind and body and correspond closely to
the five “aggregates of grasping” (upadana-khandha)®® mentioned above.

In traditional interpretations stemming from the commentarial period, the
first two factors in the series, ignorance and the karmic formations, denote
karmic conditions that have carried over from a past life, while the conscious-
ness (vifiiana) which enters the womb and conditions the development of name-
and-form marks the beginning of a new life. This form of consciousness will later
be considered the alaya-vijfiana by the Yogacara school. These first three factors
also represent the initial steps in the feedback relationship between afflictive

14
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factors (ignorance), the actions they influence (karmic formations), and the
results they give rise to (the arising of consciousness) — a relationship we will
examine at considerable length below. Succeeding steps in the series depict how
consciousness, the results of previous actions, in turn conditions the arising of
the further afflictions and further karmic actions (see Appendix I).

The next four factors in the series — the six sense-spheres, contact, feeling, and
craving — all depend upon the presence of a living psycho-physical organism
(name-and-form). Collectively, these summarize the typical perceptual process.
That is, perception in the early Pali texts is explained in relation to the six
sense-spheres or sense-domains, those of the five senses plus mind. When some-
thing impinges upon any of these, contact or sensation (phassa) arises. This
sensation is experienced as a pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral feeling (vedana),
which (if pleasant) in turn conditions the arising of craving or “thirst” (tanha)
for that “object.”'* These factors not only epitomize the basic cognitive process,
but they also lead to the important afflictive factors that, typically, instigate fur-
ther karma-creating activities. Craving, as we saw above (S II 109), is one of the
dynamic factors driving the cycle of death and rebirth.

Thus, conditioned by craving, grasping or appropriation (upadana) arises.
Although the text presents the traditional enumeration of grasping as “grasping
to sensual pleasure, grasping to views, grasping to rules and observances, and
grasping to a theory of ‘self’” (kamiipadana, ditthipadana, silabbatipadana,
attavadipadana), upadana has much wider connotations than mere “grasping”
might suggest. It also refers to a “substratum by means of which an active process
is kept alive or going” (PED 149), in this case, the process of an endless succes-
sion of rebirths. Upadana thus forms a natural link with the processes of newly
“becoming” (bhava), the next member of the series. Both of these senses
of upadana will also have important roles to play in the alaya-vijfiana model
of mind.

Becoming (bhava), often translated as “being” or “existence,” is defined (A I
223) as “repeated rebirth in the future” (ayatim punabbhava-abhinibbatti) into
any of the three realms of existence.!> Becoming marks the transition to another
lifetime, the third and last in the commentarial interpretation of the series into
a three lifetime sequence (Appendix I). Becoming thus conditions a new birth
(jati), which our Sutta explains as:

The birth of the various beings in the various orders of beings, their

being born, descent [into the womb], production, the manifestation of

the aggregates, the obtaining of the sense spheres. This is called birth.
(SII3)

The final member of the series, aging-and-death, etc., is straightforward.

There is considerable uncertainty regarding the original form and scope of this
formula. It occurs in so many different formulations in the early texts that it is
not at all clear what form, if any, it may originally have had.!® What all the
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variations do illustrate, however, is that the arising of our phenomenal world,
especially our world of dissatisfactory experience, is brought about not by any
single cause alone, but by the concomitance of a number of conditioning factors
arising in discernibly repeated patterns.

This picture of causality is not only concomitant, however, it is also circular.
Not only does the formula as a whole recursively reinforce itself, leading to the
nearly endless rounds of rebirth called samsara, but core components within the
formula do so as well. As we shall see, the karmic formations (sankhara) and con-
sciousness (vififiana) can be understood to occur twice in this series, at first explic-
itly between the second and third members, and then again, implicitly and in
reverse order, when the processes involved in cognition (the sense-spheres, sensa-
tion, etc., that epitomize the arising of cognitive awareness) give rise first to feel-
ing and then to the karmically productive processes of craving, appropriation, and
becoming. In other words, karmic formations first condition consciousness, which
is then centrally involved in the karmic activities that give rise to yet further
karmic formations, and so on. We will examine this relationship, which clearly
depends upon the multivalence of the key terms involved, more closely below.

Whatever the historical origins of the formula, most Indian Buddhist schools
came to use the twelve-member series (and its three lifetime interpretation) as
an important teaching tool, illustrations of which, in the form of the “wheel of
life,” are still found in temples throughout the Buddhist world. As a heuristic
device for outlining the whole of Buddhist teaching, the twelve factors suc-
cinctly summarize a broad range of doctrines whose deeper implications in any
case need to be fleshed out in more specific contexts. In the following sections
we will therefore analyze key components of this formula, examining how con-
sciousness continues from one life to the next propelled by self-reinforcing cycles
of karmic action and reaction. What we shall see is a complex feedback rela-
tionship between our misunderstanding of who we are, the actions this misun-
derstanding instigates, and the psychological and “psycho-ontological” results
that these lead to. But first, we must clarify what karma refers to, and address the
perennial question, if there is no real “self,” who or what might be reborn?

Causation and continuity without a self
“Samsara” literally means a turning, a going around. What keeps the cycle turn-
ing are the energetic processes of karma,'’ that is, intentional actions and their
consequences. Put another way, what the series of dependent arising describes is
the way karmic actions arise, the results they accrue, and how these in turn lead
to yet further actions — in short, the vicious circle called samsara.

koo ok

Although a richly textured term central to all Indian religious systems, karma is
much less straightforward that it first appears. As with many other terms inherited
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from his Indian milieu, the Buddha reinterpreted the Sanskrit term karman,
meaning “religious act or rite,” and gave it a new, more psychological, sense:

Monks, I say karma is intention; having intended, one does karma
through body, speech, and mind.
(A I 415)18

More specifically, karma refers to intentional actions (saficetanika-kamma) which
eventually bring about consequences, a stipulation that will affect all the debates
that follow:

Where there are [deeds of] the body, [speech, and mind,] Ananda,
personal happiness and suffering arise as a consequence of the intention
of the [deeds of] the body, [speech, and mind].

(S 11 39-40. PTS)

Intention (cetana) then is necessary for an action to accrue results, for it to be a
karmic action. So, for example, inadvertently crushing insects underfoot while
walking down the street or unknowingly killing hair mites while scratching one’s
head does not accrue the karma of killing, since there is no intention to kill
them. Swatting mosquitos or executing criminals does.

The meaning and use of the term karma, however, entails an unavoidable
ambiguity, even in these early Buddhist texts. Karma refers to a relational com-
plex, to “the deed with reference to both its cause and its effect” (PED 191).1
Thus, although karma often refers specifically to an action as cause (in later
terminology, karma-hetu), in other contexts it refers to the result of an action
(i.e. karma-phala, “the fruit of karma,” or karma-vipaka, “the matured result of karma”).
Such distinctions, however, are not always explicitly made, sometimes causing
considerable ambiguity. Leading to even more ambiguity, in other contexts karma
may also refer to a potential for karmic results, that is, to the interim period
between having performed a karmic deed (as cause) and prior to its coming to
fruition (as result). In this sense, karma is said to be built up and accumulated:
one “accumulates karma” or amasses “a stock of good karma.” This important
sense of karma eventually became as problematic as it remained indispensable.

Overcoming the influences of this accumulation of karmic potential is one of
the central concerns of Buddhist practice, since cyclic existence is perpetuated
by and largely defined in terms of such actions, their results, and the ever-
present potential for further results. Thus the Buddha says:

I declare, monks, that actions willed, performed and accumulated will
not become extinct as long as their results have not been experienced,
be it in this life, in the next life or in subsequent lives. And as long as
these results of actions willed, performed and accumulated have not
been experienced, there will be no making an end to suffering.

(A'V 292. Nyanaponika, 1999: 265)
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This is no strict determinism, however, for that would lead to the fatalistic
attitude so often projected onto Indian religion, but here rejected by the Buddha:

those who have recourse to past action as the decisive factor (sarato
paccagacchatam) will lack the impulse and effort for doing this and not
doing that. Since they have no real valid ground for asserting that this
or that ought to be done or ought not to be done ... [they] live without
mindfulness and self-control.

(A 1174, 111 61. Nyanaponika, 1999: 62)

A deterministic view of karma, moreover, would preclude the very possibility of
liberation from karmic conditioning, against which the Buddha also cautioned:

If one says that whatever way a person performs a kammic action, in
that very same way he will experience the result — in that case there will
be no (possibility for) the holy life, and no opportunity would appear for
making a complete end to suffering. But if one says that a person who
performs a kammic action (with a result) that is variably experience-
able, will reap its result accordingly — in that case there will be (a pos-
sibility for) the holy life, and an opportunity would appear for making
a complete end to suffering.

(A 111 110. Nyanaponika, 1999: 315, n. 70)%°

Thus, in the early texts the Buddha taught that karmic activities conduce to,
but do not wholly determine, results that are consonant with the motivations
instigating them.

L

Nevertheless, one key question still remains: If there is no continuing self, who
is it that experiences these karmic effects? This question is unavoidable and, as
we shall see from the intra-Buddhist controversies concerning it, its answer was
not as obvious as it seems.

As with many other issues, the Buddha steered a middle path here between
two extremes. Portraying an individual as a continuous stream of psycho-
physical processes which arise and cease depending upon their causes and condi-
tions, the Buddha declared that it is neither the exact same person nor a completely
different one who experiences the results of karma. Just as one cannot step into
exactly the same river twice, since the flowing water is always changing from one
moment to the next, so too are we never exactly the same person, because the
conditions and processes which constitute our lives are also always changing
from moment to moment. On the other hand, neither are we completely differ-
ent, because, like the stream whose currents fall into consistent patterns depend-
ing upon the consistency of their supporting conditions, so too the continuity of
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individual “mind-streams” depends upon the continuity of their causes and
conditions. Thus, even if we are never exactly the same person we were a moment
ago (or last week, or last year, or last lifetime), neither are we wholly different;
rather, what we are is the continuously evolving result of a multitude of past
actions and events, whose “heirs” we are.?! Thus, the Buddha declared:

This body does not belong to you, nor to anyone else. It should be
regarded as [the results of] former action that has been constructed and
intended, and is now to be experienced.

(S 11 64)%

Thus, instead of an autonomous subject as an unchanging locus of experience
independent of this changing, conditioned world — the contemporaneous view of
self (atman) in ancient India — the Buddha taught that we can best understand
the continuity of sentient existence in terms of the cause-and-effect relationships
expressed in the concept of karma and exemplified in the recurrent patterns of
dependent arising. In other words: ignorance conditions the karmic formations,
the karmic formations condition consciousness, and so forth. That is to say,
the workings of karma and its consequences as depicted in the series of depend-
ent arising is the Buddhist theory of continuity, the continuity of the dependent
relations between the karmic formations, the arising of cognitive awareness,
and so on.?

Though there was no serious departure from this basic perspective in main-
stream Indian Buddhist thought, there were innumerable disputes over its
details. Indeed, one of the rationales of the alaya-vijfiana was that — given this
particular notion of selflessness — only it could account for the continuity of
karmic influences. This was accomplished primarily by reformulating, within an
Abhidharma framework, the relationships already expressed in the early texts
between consciousness and karma (in all their senses). Since these karmic influ-
ences were thought to persist from one lifetime to the next through an unbroken
stream of mind, which was closely connected with consciousness (vififiana), we
must carefully examine this key relationship. For it was the multiplicity of roles
and the multivalency of the concept of vififiana, we argue, that laid the ground-
work for the Yogacarin idea of the alaya-vijfiana.

Vififana in the formula of dependent arising

In this key section we will analyze the reciprocal and karmically generative rela-
tionship between the karmic formations (sankhara) and consciousness (vififiana)
within the series of dependent arising. That is to say, the formula depicts a
vicious cycle between our past actions, the forms of consciousness these actions
result in, and the afflictive actions these elicit — which lead to yet further karmic
formations and forms of consciousness, and so on. We must keep this larger pic-
ture in mind as we immerse ourselves in the complex but fascinating details of
the relationship between consciousness and the karmic formations.
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Perhaps the entire notion of the alaya-vijfiana arose out of the ambiguities sur-
rounding the early concept of vififiana, for it exhibits two distinct ranges of
meaning. The Sanskrit term vijfiana, cognate with the Pali vififiana, is composed
of the prefix vi-, denoting “separation” or “division” (related to the Latin dis-),
plus the verbal root jfia, “to know” (cognate with the Greek gnosis, the Latin
(co)gnitio, and the English know). Vi- together with jfiana thus means “the act
of distinguishing, discerning, knowledge” (PED 287, 611; SED 961). Although
“discernment” may be a more literal translation, “cognitive awareness” comes
closer to denoting its sense as an awareness of a specific object within a specific
sense-field, while “consciousness” highlights the aspect of vififidna as a subsisting
sentience which persists from one lifetime to the next.

Two distinct senses can thus be discerned in the way vififidna occurs in the
early texts and in the formulations of dependent arising, aspects which Pali
scholar O. H. de A. Wijesekera calls “samsaric vififiana” and “cognitive-
consciousness” (1964: 254f.).2* This first, “samsaric vififiana,” is consciousness
per se, the basic sentience necessary for all animate life, which in Buddhist
thought is always dependent upon supporting conditions and perpetuated by
karmic activities. In this sense, vififiana descends into the incipient fetus at the
time of rebirth, inhabits the body throughout life, and departs at the time of
death, initiating the transition to another life. This “aspect” of vififiana is nearly
always mentioned without reference to cognitive objects. In contrast, “cognitive
vififiana” refers to the forms of conscious cognitive awareness that occur in nearly
every moment of life, and which in human beings arise in six modalities, the five
senses and mind. It is nearly always defined in terms of its specific objects, one of
its requisite conditions.”” The differences between these two are succinctly
expressed in two typical formulations for the arising of vififiana:

Depending on karmic formations (sankhara) vififiana arises. (S II 2)
Depending on eye and forms visual vififiana arises. (S II 73)

On further analysis, however, we can discern a deeper and unexpected relation-
ship between these two “aspects” of vififiana: they virtually condition each other.
On the one hand, “samsaric” vififidna constitutes one of the preconditions for
any “cognitive” vififidna to occur in the first place, since sentience is necessarily
concomitant with all animate life, that is, only living beings have cognitive
awareness. On the other hand, vififidna as cognitive awareness is at the center of
the various processes within which karmic activities arise. That is, cognitive
processes typically lead, via afflictive intentions, to the karmic activities that
ultimately perpetuate the samsaric “aspect” of vififiana, which, accordingly, con-
tinues in an unbroken stream throughout one’s nearly infinite lifetimes. As we
shall see, the complex relationship between these two “aspects” of vififidna — in
conjunction with the karmic activities informed by craving, etc. — forms the cen-
ter of a self-perpetuating feedback cycle that is largely explicable in terms of the
intradynamics of mind itself. In the alaya-vijfiana model in later centuries, these
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two aspects of vififiana will be explicitly distinguished and their relationship
explicitly described in terms of their mutual and simultaneous conditionality
(anyonya-sahabhava-pratyayata) — a relationship that, we believe, is best under-
stood as a systematization of the complex interactions between the two “aspects”
of vififiana first adumbrated in these early texts. Although these “two aspects” of
vififiana remained largely undifferentiated in the early teachings, analyses of the
distinct semantic and functional contexts within which they occur led most
exegetes, both traditional and modern, to precisely these same conclusions.

In order to demonstrate this, we need to analyze vififiana’s twin roles — as
consciousness and as cognitive awareness — in the context of the formula of
dependent arising, focusing in particular on the complex relationship between
these forms of vififiana and the karmic formations, the sankharas. In the process,
we will discern three distinct but interrelated areas in which vififiana plays cru-
cial roles: (1) psychological — the ordinary processes of perception, conception,
intention, etc.; (2) “psycho-ontological” — the causal relationship between these
psychological processes (and the karmic activities they instigate) and the long-
term destiny of an individual life-stream within cyclic existence; and (3) soteri-
ological — the cessation of vififiana together with the karmic energies that
perpetuate such existence. We shall briefly discuss the psycho-ontological and
soteriological dimensions of vififiana as “consciousness” before proceeding to
examine its more overtly psychological aspects.

Vinnana as consciousness

In the early texts, vififidna as consciousness or sheer sentience is virtually coter-
minous with one’s samsaric existence as a whole. It occurs uninterruptedly
throughout all of one’s worldly lifetimes. It “descends” into the mother’s womb at
the beginning of each life and “departs” at its end. And it only comes to a com-
plete cessation with the end of samsaric existence itself, that is, with nirvana.
These characteristics will all later be attributed to the alaya-vijfiana as well.

Vififidna is closely associated with the continuity and perpetuation of cyclic
existence in a variety of ways. First, as one of the four sustenances — along with
edible food, sensation, and mental intention — consciousness “sustains” each sin-
gle life as well as one’s stream of lives.?® Driven by craving, the sustenance of
vififidna becomes one of the preconditions for rebirth itself: “if there is delight,
if there is craving for the ... vififiana sustenance” the Buddha declared, then

consciousness becomes established (patitthita) there and comes to
growth. Wherever consciousness becomes established and comes to
growth, there is a descent of name-and-form. Where there is a descent
of name-and-form, there is the growth of karmic formations.

(ST 101)%7

Vififiana is thus a precondition not only for the development of a new sentient
body (name-and-form) in this life but also for “the growth of karmic formations”
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(sankhara). After birth, vififiana and other accompaniments of life, the “life
factor” (ayu) and “heat” (usma), continue uninterruptedly throughout that life-
time until, upon their departure, one passes away.?® Thereafter, in dependence
upon these same conditions, “consciousness being established and growing,
there comes to be renewed existence in the future” (S II 65).2” Wijesekera thus
remarks:

[T]he conclusion is difficult to avoid that the term vififiana in Early
Buddhism indicated the surviving factor of an individual which by
re-entering womb after womb (gabbha gabbham: Sn. 278, cp. D. iii 147)
produced repeated births resulting in what is generally known as
Samsara.
(Wijesekera, 1964: 256, emphasis in original)*°

While the processes of vififiana grow and increase, thereby sustaining samsaric
life, they can also be calmed, pacified, and brought to an end, marking the end
of the cycle of birth and death. Indeed, the destruction of vififiana (along with
the other four aggregates) is virtually equated with liberation in one passage: “By
the disgust, the dispassion (wiraga), the cessation of vififiana, one is liberated
without grasping (anupada) — one is truly liberated” (S III 61).3! This cessation
of vififidna is brought about through Buddhist practice, which counters the
karmic activities perpetuating samsaric existence.’> As a result of such practice,
vififidna is no longer increased by grasping; on the contrary, a monk “who is
without grasping [or appropriation, anupadana) attains Nibbana” (M 11 265).%?
Thus, “when that consciousness is unestablished, not coming to growth, non-
generative (anabhisankhara), it is liberated” (S III 53).** A Buddha or Arhat
therefore differs from a worldly being, for whom vififiana is still continually
established in samsara, in that their vififidana no longer has a support in cyclic
existence (appatitthita-vififiana)>® — a notion the Yogacarins will also subsequently
associate with the cessation of the alaya-vijiana. Upon realizing nirvana at the
end of the process of karmically driven rebirth, vififiana, the stream of worldly
consciousness which persists throughout one’s countless lifetimes, also comes to
an end, or is at least radically transformed. The cessation of vififiana is here
closely identified with the destruction and cessation of the “karmic activities”
(anabhisankhara, S 111 53) which, we shall see, are necessary for the continued
perpetuation of cyclic existence.*

Karmic formations and craving increase
vififiana and perpetuate samsara
It is karmic activities — actions instigated and informed by the cognitive
and emotional afflictions — that cause consciousness to attain growth and
become established in cyclic existence. But what are the karmic activities that
do this and how do they lead to the “stationing” or persistence of vififiana? And
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what has this to do with the feedback relationship between consciousness and
karma?

Although it is not obvious at first glance, the karmic formations, the sankhara,
serve to perpetuate the cycle in two ways in the series of dependent arising: they
constitute both the basis for samsaric continuity as well as the causes of perpetu-
ating the cycle. These twin roles are implicit in the process—product nature of the
concept of sankhara itself. Generally, sankhara (S. samskara) denotes intentional
actions, that is, following the definition of karma noted above (A III 415),
actions that generate results. But sankhara also refers to what results from
such action. Hence, while one of the most important terms in Indian Buddhism,
sankhara is also one of the most difficult to comprehend, particularly in transla-
tion. Compounded of the prefix sam, meaning “with” or “together with,” and a
form of the verbal root kr, “to do” or “make,” samskara literally means “put or
made together” or, more simply, “formation.” Like many participial nouns in Pali
and Sanskrit (and like English terms such as “painting” or “building”) sankhara
demonstrates a “process—product” bivalence. That is, it has both an active sense,
“the act of forming,” and a nominal sense, “that which is formed.” In this latter
sense, sankhara refers most broadly to the entire phenomenal world insofar as
everything that exists has been formed from various causes and conditions. In the
psychological sense, however, sankhara refers more narrowly to the volitions, dis-
positions, and actions that constitute human activities, insofar as these are both
constructed complexes formed from past actions, as well as constructive and form-
ative influences conditioning present and future actions. Edgerton thus describes
sankhara (samskara) as “predispositions, the effect of past deeds and experience
as conditioning a new state,” as both “conditionings [and] conditioned states”
(BHSD 542).%7

It may seem contradictory for something to be both a cause and result at the
same time, to be both constructed and constructing, conditioned and condition-
ing. However, these two properties are simultaneously found in many processes,
especially those of living organisms, which develop and perpetuate themselves
through their own interactive feedback processes embodied in patterns of circu-
lar causality, as is now widely understood in the natural sciences.’® We can use
our analogy of a river again to illustrate how easily the results of previous actions
or events may become the basis, and even the cause, for succeeding ones.

A river is gradually formed through the continuous flow of water. At first,
runoff water from rain flows haphazardly, directed only by the continuous forces
of gravity and inertia, the particular lay of the land, and assorted obstacles in its
path. As the water flows, it gradually erodes furrows in the ground beneath it, so
the water from each succeeding rainfall is more likely to flow into these furrowed
channels. Over time, deeper channels are formed which guide the direction and
flow of each succeeding rainfall, which in turn erodes deeper channels collecting
more water, and so on; eventually these two create, and constitute, the “river”
itself. But even though it is the current form of the riverbed that now directs the
flow of water, this riverbed was itself primarily formed by the previous flow of
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water. In this way, the entire river came into being through nothing but its own
interactive, feedback processes: what was formed by previous events becomes the
basis for, and thereby conditions, succeeding ones.

Similarly, in the early Buddhist world-view the various kinds of bodies we
inhabit, with their specific types of cognitive and sensory dispositions and appa-
rati, are also built up over the course of countless lifetimes in the particular con-
ditions of cyclic existence. The paths our continued embodied existence take are
directed by the accumulated results of our past actions, which are continually
reinforced — which increase and “grow” — by our afflictive activities in the pres-
ent, which themselves are deeply informed by the underlying currents of our var-
ious dispositions. In Buddhist terms, these activities are conditioned by the
powers of desire and craving, the inertial forces propelling cyclic life, while their
deeply furrowed paths are the sankharas, the riverbed constructed through
countless lifetimes of previous existences, which both result from past actions
and serve as the basis for present ones. These sankharas are thus formative influ-
ences which not only continuously condition our bodily forms, but also our
intentional activities, the nature and direction of our mental and spiritual ener-
gies as well. That is, contoured by these banks, our stream of consciousness con-
tinuously flows with both the bubbling surface of its swift, churning waters and
the deeper, hidden currents flowing beneath its surface — both of which subtly yet
continuously make their mark upon the contours of that very riverbed and its
banks, scouring out pockets here, accumulating deposits there. Together, the
river and riverbed constitute a continuous, mutually conditioning relationship
that has been built up by nothing more than the history of their own previous,
continuous interactions. Sankharas built up from the past serve as the continu-
ous basis for our current activities.

This is an extremely apt analogy for the basic Indian Buddhist view of mind,
all the more so since it also illustrates early Buddhism’s radically depersonalized
view of causality. Who, after all, created the river? This question would not even
be asked in any naturalistic context. Such an ill-formed question would be
rephrased as: “What forces, what combination of causes and conditions, brought
about this great river?” As with the river, so too it makes little sense to ask —
within an early Buddhist context — “Who built the sankharas?” “Who produced
this consciousness?” “Whose body is this?” As Buddha said:

This body does not belong to you, nor to anyone else. It should be
regarded as [the results of | former action that has been constructed and
intended and is now to be experienced.

(S1I 64)

koo ok

The karmic formations (sankhara) are more than just constructed complexes,
however, they are also constructive factors in a positive psychological sense, and
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as such condition the arising of cognitive awareness in a number of ways.
Although their most prominent role is near the beginning of the standard series
of dependent arising, where the karmic formations from previous lifetimes serve
as a basis for further existence by directly conditioning consciousness in the
rebirth process, the sankhara also more actively bring about the “growth” of con-
sciousness in their capacity as intentional actions. In some passages, in fact, the
karmic formations are virtually equated with intention (saficetand, cetana) itself,>
the defining characteristic of karma. This sense of sankhara as intentional actions
also conditions the arising of vififiana in many formulations of dependent arising.

In one short passage, for example, the Buddha depicts the processes whereby
intention (cetana), conception (pakappana), and the underlying tendencies
(anusaya) perpetuate consciousness within cyclic existence:

Monks, what one intends (ceteti), and what one plans, and whatever
one has a tendency towards (anuseti): this becomes a basis for the
maintenance of consciousness. When there is a basis, there is a
support (arammanam) for the establishing (thitiya) of consciousness.
When consciousness is established and has come to growth, there is
a descent of name-and-form. ... Such is the origin of this whole mass
of suffering. ...

But, monks, when one does not intend, and one does not plan, and
one does not have a tendency toward anything, no basis exists for the
maintenance of consciousness. When there is no basis, there is no sup-
port for the establishing of consciousness. When consciousness is
unestablished and does not come to growth, there is no descent of
name-and-form. ... Such is the cessation of this whole mass of suffering.

(SII67)

But how could intentions, conceptions, and tendencies create a “support” for
consciousness to take rebirth in the future? And how do they make conscious-
ness “grow”? This happens because they are related to craving and the karmic
activities it instigates.

As we have seen, not all of one’s activities generate karma, only the activities
informed by afflictions such as craving (tanha) do. Without this afflictive dimen-
sion, without the cognitive and emotional afflictions (kilesa; S. klesa) to instigate
actions, there would be no cyclic existence. Craving in fact is so central to
Buddhist thinking that it is enshrined in the second Noble Truth, the origin of
suffering:

And what is the origin of suffering? It is craving, which brings renewal
of being, is accompanied by delight and lust, and delights in this
and that; that is, craving for sensual pleasures, craving for being, and
craving for non-being. This is called the origin of suffering.

(M 149)
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That is, it is actions motivated by desire and craving — rather common aspects
of human experience — that entail psycho-ontological consequences, that is,
continued rebirth.

Craving leads to rebirth in the series of dependent arising in two ways. In the
standard formula, sense-impressions and feeling give rise to craving (tanha),
which in turn conditions the arising of appropriation (upadana); these last two
are afflictive influences which instigate karmic activities, thereby indirectly con-
ditioning the arising of “samsaric” consciousness. In other contexts, however,
craving directly conditions the growth of consciousness, leading directly to fur-
ther rebirth. A text that closely parallels that cited at the beginning of this sec-
tion (S 11 66) states that when there is pleasure in or craving for any or all of the
four kinds of sustenances (ahara) of those who are already born or who desire to
come to be (sambhavesinam), then

consciousness becomes established there and comes to growth. Wherever
consciousness becomes established and comes to growth, there is a
descent of name-and-form. Where there is a descent of name-and-form,
there is growth in the karmic formations (sankhara). Where there is
growth in the karmic formations, there is the production of future
renewed existence.

(ST 101)%

We have thus seen two forces that cause vififidna to be supported and grow: first,
the active karmic formations of intending (cetana), etc. (S II 66 cited above),
provide the support (arammana) for establishing (thitiya) consciousness in this
world; and here (S II 101), it is the afflictive element of craving for the nutri-
ments such as consciousness that causes it to be established and grow. It is these
two factors — intentional actions (karma) and the affective, afflictive powers (kilesa,
S. kle$a) which inform them — that generate the energies propelling consciousness and
perpetuating cyclic existence.

But how do these processes actually promote the “growth” of consciousness,
leading to further rebirth? The Buddha used a series of simple vegetative
metaphors to describe this, metaphors the Yogacarins will similarly use to
describe the alaya-vijiiana. In one text, he asks:

If these five kinds of seeds are unbroken, unspoilt, undamaged by wind
and sun, fertile, securely planted, and there is earth and water, would
these five kinds of seed come to growth, increase, and expansion?

Yes, venerable sir.

Monks, four stations (thitiya) of consciousness*! should be seen as like
the earth element. Delight and lust should be seen as like the water ele-
ment. Consciousness together with its nutriment should be seen as like
the five kinds of seeds.

(S I 54)%
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A similar passage effectively glosses these fertile images:

Karma is the field, consciousness the seed and craving the moisture for
the consciousness of beings hindered by ignorance and fettered by crav-
ing to become established in the lower [intermediate, or lofty] realm.

Thus there is rebecoming in the future.
(A 1223, 111, 76, Nyanaponika, 1999: 69)

As these vegetative metaphors illustrate, the seeds of consciousness are estab-
lished or “planted” in the fertile fields prepared by karmic deeds and watered by
the bountiful founts of desire and craving — in short, it is karma and kilesa (afflic-
tions) that condition consciousness. This metaphorical equation of conscious-
ness with seeds, which the Yogacarins will also use in connection with the
alaya-vijfiana, suggests a close association between karma and vififiana, an asso-
ciation which, while equivocal, merits some attention.

Consciousness and the potential for karmic fruition

Although such metaphors are certainly suggestive, they hardly indicate what
the relationship between consciousness and karma actually is. It is frequently
said, for example, that karma is accumulated (upacita) and passed on, that
“beings are heirs” to their actions (A V 292; M 1 390, III 203), but, in the
early texts at least, it is never said exactly how. Pali scholar Johansson concludes
that vififiana is the “transmitter of kamma” (1965: 195f.), the “collector of
kamma effects” (1979: 61), but there are, as far as we know, no passages that
explicitly state that vififiana receives or maintains seeds or potentials for
karmic results. Nevertheless, an examination of the passages that do discuss
karma and consciousness, although individually ambiguous, together suggest
that they are closely connected indeed, especially if we take into account
that vififiana is the only process that explicitly continues across multiple
lifetimes.

First of all, vififiana itself is said to be directly affected by the quality of a
karmic action: “If an ignorant man undertakes meritorious actions [his] con-
sciousness will go to merit, and [if he] undertakes demeritorious actions, [his]
consciousness will go to demerit” (S II 82).#® These suggest that vifiidna takes
on the qualities of karmic action, whose potentials, we have seen, accumulate
until they come to fruition. Vififiana, moreover, seems to be the only process that
is explicitly described as leaving one body at death and entering another one at
conception.** For karmic potential to adhere to an individual life-stream and
persist throughout one’s series of rebirths, then it seems as if it must do so in con-
junction with vififiana — at least, in any case, during the crucial juncture between
death and rebirth. Though to my knowledge this is never explicitly stated in the
early Pali texts, such conclusions were commonly drawn by later exegetes and
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modern scholars alike. Hence, Johansson declares, with perhaps equal license
and justification, that

it is taken for granted that our existence is accumulative ... and our pres-
ent state is continually changed through the effects of the past. Vififiana
is the carrier of these accumulations, and is conceived as a stream flow-
ing ceaselessly in time if not made to stop.

(Johansson, 1970: 66)

This crucial question, with all its ambiguities, remains unanswered in the early
texts, and will return to haunt Buddhist thinkers in an era exacting more preci-
sion and rigor, that is, the era of Abhidharma and Yogacara scholasticism.

koo ok

In this section we have seen, on the one hand, that vififidna as consciousness
accompanies all animate existence and that its repeated “stationing” in this world
is coterminous with one’s samsaric destiny. At the time of rebirth, consciousness
is directly conditioned by the sankhara, the constructed karmic formations pro-
jected from previous actions; and during this life the afflictive factor of craving,
together with the actions it impels, propel the growth of consciousness toward a
further rebirth. Consciousness is thus the result, the product, of karmic activities
both at the beginning of one lifetime and in the transition to the next. Moreover,
since vififidna is the only process explicitly said to continue during rebirth, it is
closely, albeit indefinitely, related to the accumulation and transmission of karmic
potential over multiple lifetimes. On the other hand, vififidna may also be paci-
fied and brought to an end, a condition that is virtually equated with liberation.

Therefore, as both Johannson and Wijesekera have concluded as well, vififiana
is a subsisting constituent of individual existence which plays a central role in the
early Buddhist conceptions of samsara and nirvana. And, as we shall see, every
one of these characteristics will later be predicated of the Yogacara version of sub-
sisting sentience — the alaya-vijfiana — which also stands in sharp contrast to the
transient, discrete functions of an object-oriented cognitive awareness, the second
major aspect of the term “vififiana.” It is to this sense of vififidna that we now turn.

Vifnana as cognitive awareness

In these early texts, vififidna also refers to cognitive awareness insofar as it arises in
conjunction with specific objects. Whereas the “samsaric” aspect of vififiana is usu-
ally discussed in terms of what has resulted from past actions (i.e. sankhara), “cogni-
tive vififiana” is typically discussed in the context of its present objects.*® But that
is not all. “Cognitive awareness” is also directly involved with the processes that
generate new karma, and it is this karma that, in turn, causes “samsaric vififiana” to
continue being established in cyclic existence, thereby completing the vicious cir-
cle constituting the formula of dependent arising.
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In this context, vififiana is better rendered “cognitive awareness,” since it is an
awareness that arises in conjunction with specific cognitive objects. That is,
a specific form of cognitive awareness arises when an appropriate object enters
into its respective sense-sphere, impinging on its respective, unimpaired sense
faculty (indriya) and there is sufficient attention thereto.*® Sense-object and sense-
organ (or faculty) are thus correlatively defined: a visual object, by definition, is
that which impinges upon the eye. These cognitive modalities are, however, dis-
tinguished and classified by their object: “Cognitive awareness is reckoned by the
particular condition dependent upon which it arises,” the Buddha declared.
“When cognitive awareness arises dependent on the eye and forms, it is reckoned
as eye-cognitive awareness...,” and so on (M I 259). Cognitive awareness for
human beings is analyzed in terms of six specific modalities — visual-, audio-,
olfactory-, gustatory-, tactile-, and mental-cognitive awareness — based upon the
five senses and mind. All of these arise in dependence upon the concomitance
of their respective organs with their corresponding objects.

We must note, however, the asymmetry of the sixth cognitive modality (mano-
vififiana), which is based upon the faculty of mind (mano), for this arises in con-
junction with not one, but two kinds of cognitive object. When a cognitive
awareness of a sensory object occurs, it is often followed by an awareness of that
awareness, that is, a reflexive awareness “that such and such a sensory awareness
(vifiiana) has occurred.”*” This is one of the “objects” of mental cognitive aware-
ness (mano-vifinana). Mental cognitive awareness, however, also arises in con-
junction with cognitive objects that occur independently of the sensory
cognitive system, such as thinking, reflection, or ideas.*® Thus, mental cognitive
awareness arises in conjunction with two kinds of objects: with a previous
moment of sensory cognitive awareness as an object and with its “own” kind of
object, that is, mental phenomena. Insofar as these latter are mental, as opposed
to sensory objects, they are termed dhammas (S. dharma) — an increasingly impor-
tant term we shall further examine in the Abhidharma chapter. Generally speak-
ing, the category of mental cognitive awareness was broad enough that other
schools attributed to it many of the characteristics the Yogacara Buddhists would
attribute to the alaya-vijiana.

Mental cognitive awareness (mano-vififana) is, however, no more a perma-
nent, abiding agent or self than the other processes in the early Buddhist analy-
sis of mind are, and for the same reasons:

In dependence on the mind and mental phenomena (dhamma) there
arises mental cognitive awareness. The mind is impermanent, changing,
becoming otherwise; mental phenomena are impermanent, changing,
becoming otherwise.

(SIV 69)

This passage highlights the fact that all forms of vififiana are seen as dependent
upon the conditions that give rise to them. They occur, rather than act. That is,

29



BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF THE ALAYA-VIJNANA

when an object appears in a sense-field and impinges upon its respective sense-
faculty, that specific kind of cognitive awareness automatically arises.** This is
equally true for the sixth cognitive modality, mental cognitive awareness (mano-
vifiiana). When sensory phenomenon give rise to sensory cognitive awareness,
a second cognitive awareness may occur which depends upon that first cognitive
awareness as its object. Despite its apparently reflexive character, however, mind
is not “cognizing itself.” Mental cognitive awareness no more “cognizes” dham-
mas than the forms of sensory cognitive awareness “cognize” objects; neither of
them are agents or faculties, nor, for that matter, actions at all.

This is as much an interpretive and philosophical question as a terminological
one, for it goes to the heart of the Buddhist view of dependent arising. It is
common, though misleading at this stage of Buddhist thought, to think of
cognition (vififana) as an agent that acts upon its objects by “cognizing” them.
In the causal syntax of dependent arising, however, cognitive awareness does not
cognize anything — it is simply an awareness that arises when requisite conditions
come together.’® Cognitive awareness is thus not an act of cognition, it simply is
cognitive awareness itself.’! Failure to appreciate this impersonal, passive nature
of cognitive awareness — to interpret it as an act rather than an event, as listen-
ing rather than hearing, or watching rather than seeing — is to overlook the
most distinctive feature of early Buddhist thought: its radically depersonalized
model of mind, its understanding of experience without a subject. For if
cognitive awareness is not an act that one does but an event that occurs, then
there is no need for an agentive subject. In this sense, the traditional Buddhist
refusal to acknowledge a substantive, independent agent who “acts” or “perceives”
(anatman) is as much a reflection of its mode of analysis as a metaphysical
position.

And since cognitive awareness (vififiana) does not act, it does not in and of
itself accrue karma. Only intentional activities generate karma. Thus, even
though intentional activities are almost inevitably instigated by the affective
accompaniments of cognitive awareness — which we shall see seldom occurs
without them — vififidna itself is not the cause of karma; it is conceptualized
altogether separately.

It is apparent, moreover, that cognitive awareness arises depending, on the
one hand, on specific objects within a particular cognitive domain, as well as, on
the other hand, on karmic formations (sankhara) such as the sense faculties that
result from previous karmic activities. Even apparently simple sensory cognitive
awareness (vififiana) therefore depends upon the patterns and structures garnered
from past experience at the same time that it continuously arises in conjunction
with present objective phenomena (an obvious point that will be fully system-
atized in the alaya-vijiana model of mind). This is merely another way of saying
that new experiences are continuously conditioned by our pre-existing physio-
logical and psychological structures, which have themselves been formed
through previous activities and experiences. And these are the very patterns
described in the formula of dependent arising.
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Cognitive processes and the production of Karma

While “samsaric” vififidna is largely a product of past karmic activities, such as the
karmic formations and craving, “cognitive” vififiana is involved in the production
of these karmic activities. In the standard series of dependent arising, it is the fac-
tors which follow the descent of consciousness into name-and-form that set these
processes into motion. In fact, the first several of these — the six sense-spheres,
contact, and feeling — closely parallel the factors associated with the arising of
cognitive awareness itself: cognitive awareness arises in conjunction with the six
sense-faculties and contact, and typically gives rise to feeling.’? These are so
closely related that one text states that feeling, along with apperception (safifia)
both considered karmic formations of mind (safifia ca vedana ca cittasankharo,
M [ 301) — are virtually inseparable from vififiana:

Feeling, apperception, and cognitive awareness — these factors are
conjoined, not disjoined, and it is impossible to separate each of these
states from the others in order to describe the difference between them.
For what one feels, that one apperceives; and what one apperceives,
that one cognizes.

(M1293)%

In the standard formula, the affective factor of feeling then typically gives rise to
the afflictive factor of craving, so crucial for perpetuating cyclic existence.
Accordingly, another text simply places vififiana itself at the beginning of
a causal chain that leads to the “origin of the world”:

And what, monks, is the origin of the world? In dependence on the eye
and forms, eye-cognitive awareness arises. The meeting of the three is
contact. With contact as condition, feeling [comes to be]; with feeling
as condition, craving; with craving as condition, grasping; with grasping
as condition becoming; with becoming as condition birth; with birth as
condition, aging-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, displeasure, and
despair come to be. This, monks, is the origin of the world.

(S1I 73)°*

We can see here, in the direct progression from cognitive awareness to feeling,
to craving (tanha), and on to appropriation (or grasping, upadana) and becoming,
etc. the crucial relationship between the cognitive and affective dimensions of
mind, the afflicted karmic activities they typically give rise to, and the deleterious
results that follow. Thus, while not karmically causal itself, cognitive vififiana is
centrally involved in the processes that are: the afflictive factors of craving and
grasping and the karmic factor of becoming.’

In another respect, these factors can also be considered varieties of karmic for-
mations (sankhara), in their causal rather than resultant character, as processes
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rather than products. For without karmic activities, there is no perpetuation of
cyclic existence. This is epitomized by a passage already cited, in which sankhara
serves as the only link between name-and-form and renewed existence — that is,
sankhara replaces all the components of the cognitive processes in the standard
twelve-member formula (i.e. the six sense-spheres, contact, feeling), together
with the afflictive factors that they elicit (craving and appropriation):

Wherever consciousness becomes established and comes to growth,
there is a descent of name-and-form. Where there is a descent of name-
and-form, there is growth in the karmic formations (sankhara). Where
there is growth in the karmic formations, there is the production of future
renewed existence.

(S11101)

This underscores the profoundly bivalent nature of sankhara as “the effect of past
deeds and experience as conditioning a new state” (BHSD 542). That is, insofar
as they represent what results from past actions — the sentient body (name-and-
form) with its six sense-faculties, our emotional predispositions, and so forth —
the karmic formations constitute the indispensable basis for new cognitive expe-
riences and the powerful emotions they elicit. And insofar as they themselves are
intentional actions — intention being the defining characteristic of karma — the
sankhara represent the dynamic components that keep beings enmeshed in
samsaric life.

The causal dynamics underlying the arising of new karma, however, still needs
to be analyzed in terms of its individual components, that is, conditioned by feel-
ing, craving arises, conditioned by craving, grasping (upadana) arises, followed by
becoming, which leads directly to a new birth. Since it is grasping that forms the
key link leading from one lifetime and the next, we must briefly examine this
core concept.

Grasping or appropriation (upadana) is a complex, multivalent term, equally
important in early Buddhist and Yogacara analyses of mind. Like sankhara, it
may refer both to something produced from past actions and to an active process
in the present, both a conditioned and a conditioning state. It thus not only
means “fuel, supply, the material out of which anything is made,” and even “sub-
stratum by means of which an active process is kept alive or going” (PED 149),
but also, more actively, “appropriation, grasping, attachment, and taking up.”
Although as a translation, the term “appropriation” lacks the graphic immediacy
of “grasping,” it serendipitously encompasses both the nominal sense of “that
which is taken, seized, appropriated” (an appropriations bill, for example, seizes
money by exacting taxes), as well as the verbal sense of grasping or, even more
suggestively, “taking as one’s own” (ad-proprius).>®

This appropriation, this “taking as one’s own,” is, in the Buddhist view, the
basic attitude we take towards the aggregated material and psychological
processes (“the five aggregates of grasping,” pafic’ upadanakkhandha) which
comprise our sentient existence.’’ As an attitude which colors all our actions,
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however, grasping is not merely a pervasive psychological process, it also entails
powerful psycho-ontological consequences. In the following passage, upadana
equally denotes fuel, substratum, or grasping — all of which are deemed necessary
for continued rebirth:

Just as a fire burns with fuel (upadana) but not without fuel, so Vaccha,
I declare rebirth for one with fuel [or grasping (upadana)] not for one
without fuel ... When, Vaccha, a being has laid down this body but has
not yet been reborn in another body, I declare that it is fueled by craving
(tanhupadanam). For on that occasion craving is its fuel.

(S1V 399)%8

Without such craving and grasping, on the other hand, one may become
liberated:

If a monk seeks delight in [visible forms (riipa)], welcomes them, and
remains holding to them, his consciousness becomes dependent upon
them and grasps to them. A monk with grasping [or appropriation] does
not attain Nibbana....If a monk does not seek delight in them, does
not welcomes them, and does not remain holding to them, his con-
sciousness does not become dependent upon them or grasps to them.
A monk without grasping [or appropriation] (anupadano) attains
Nibbana.

(S 1V 102; translation altered)

Thus, appropriation (upadana) lays the foundation for future rebirth in two ways:
by serving as the basis, the substratum or fuel, for future lives, as well as by being
an indispensable afflictive (kilesa) component in the production of new karma.
And like other core Buddhist concepts, appropriation or grasping operates both
within the psychological processes of ordinary life, while also entailing “psycho-
ontological” results into the future, that is, by supplying the fuel for those who
have “not yet been reborn in another body.” Moreover, the cessation of grasping
is closely associated with Nirvana, the cessation of cyclic existence. This concept
of upadana will also later play an important part in the complex model of mind
centered around the alaya-vijfiana.

The underlying tendencies (anusaya)

So far we have examined the complex and reciprocal interrelationship between
vififidna and the karmic formations (sankhara), observing that the arising of
vififidna (in its two senses) is both based upon and perpetuated by the karmic
formations (in both of its senses), which it in turn also serves to elicit. That is,
on the analogy of the river and riverbed, the previous interactions between
vififiana and sankhara lay the groundwork for those same patterns of interaction
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to reoccur, continuously building upon each other in a constructive and self-
perpetuating process. In this sense, the relationship between mind, actions, and
their results — between vififidna and sankhara (and kilesa) in all their complexity —
is the core dynamic sustaining cyclic existence. But in one sense the materials we
have examined have stated rather than demonstrated how this arises. How do
these interactive processes actually facilitate their own repetition? That is, why
do we keep repeating the same thing over and over? Why are we bound to keep
looking for freedom and happiness in the wrong places? What, in other words,
are the underlying and recurrent tendencies that keep us caught in vicious
circles?

In early Buddhist thought, these are discussed in terms of the anusaya, the
“underlying tendencies” or “latent dispositions.” These tendencies form the essen-
tial link between the arising of cognitive awareness, with its affective responses,
and the afflictive karmic activities that these latter typically elicit. As we have seen
in the formula of dependent arising, the cognitive processes involving
contact (phassa) and feeling (vedana) give rise to craving (tanha) and grasping
(upadana). Although this sequence is usually stated without elaboration, the close
connection between feeling and these afflictive responses — so essential to the
perpetuation of samsara — lies within these underlying tendencies. These latent
tendencies represent the infrastructure, as it were, of the cognitive and emotional
afflictions, those indispensable elements underlying the generation of new karma.

Our focus on the underlying tendencies (anusaya) here is inspired by the
important, and problematic, role they played in later developments in
Abhidharma doctrine®® — for it was the doctrinal debates over the status of these
dispositions that, in large part, inspired the Yogacarins to postulate a distinct
locus of unconscious affliction roughly paralleling the alaya-vijiana itself.
Nevertheless, these tendencies were important in early Buddhism in their own
right. For insofar as they represent the potential, the tendency, for cognitive and
emotional afflictions (kilesa) to arise, the anusaya® are effective in the same
dimensions that vififiana and appropriation (upadana) are: (1) psychologically,
they are involved in the karma-generating activities elicited by cognitive
processes; and thus (2) “psycho-ontologically” are instrumental in perpetuating
samsaric existence; whereas (3) soteriologically, their gradual eradication is
closely linked to progress along the path to liberation.

In their psychological dimension, these tendencies underlie our usual affective
responses to ordinary cognitive processes. This is stated particularly clearly in
one formulation of dependent arising:

Monks, dependent on the eye and forms, eye-cognitive awareness arises;
the meeting of the three is contact; with contact as condition there
arises [a feeling] felt as pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant.
When one is touched by a pleasant feeling, if one delights in it, wel-
comes it, and remains holding to it, then the underlying tendency to
lust lies within one. When one is touched by a painful feeling, if one
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sorrows, grieves and laments, weeps beating one’s breast and becomes
distraught, then the underlying tendency to aversion lies within one.
When one is touched by a neither-painful-nor-pleasant feeling, if one
does not understand as it actually is, the origination, the disappearance,
the gratification, the danger, and the escape in regard to that feeling,
then the underlying tendency to ignorance lies within one.

(M 1II 285)

In other words, we are disposed to respond to certain kinds of stimuli in certain
habitual ways. That is, particular predispositions represent a potentiality for that
affliction to arise in response to the specific kind of feeling with which it is asso-
ciated. This close relationship between types of feeling and the types of affliction
they elicit is succinctly summarized in another passage:

The underlying tendency to lust underlies pleasant feeling. The under-
lying tendency to aversion underlies unpleasant feeling. The underlying
tendency to ignorance underlies neither-painful-nor-pleasant feeling.

(M 1303)%!

The implications of these passages are as obvious as they are odious: our
cognitive processes nearly always involve affective responses (M 1 293, cited
above), such as feeling or sensation, which — as long as the dispositions
continue to underlie them — tend to provoke the underlying potential for
the afflictive responses of lust, aversion, etc. to arise, which, in turn, typically
lead to new karmic activities, which result in more sensations, and so on. These
dispositions, these habituated patterns of afflictive response to everyday experi-
ence, therefore play an essential role in the perpetuation of our bounded cyclic
existence.

Accordingly, these underlying tendencies evince the same psycho-ontological
consequences other dynamic factors in early Buddhism do. One text, for exam-
ple (similar to S II 65 above), depicts the underlying tendencies as instigating an
entire chain of dependent arising all by themselves:

If, monks, one does not intend, and one does not plan, but one still has
a tendency towards (anuseti) something, this becomes a basis for the
maintenance of consciousness. When there is a basis, there is a support
for the establishing of consciousness. When consciousness is established
and has come to growth, there is a descent of name-and-form. With
name-and-form as condition, the six sense bases [come to be]. ... Such
is the origin of this whole mass of suffering.

(S 11 66)

One who has, on the other hand, eliminated these underlying tendencies,
these dispositions to passion, anger, and ignorance, no longer responds in the
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time-worn, habitual ways to whatever pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral feelings
may arise. And since the dispositions no longer lie latent within these feelings,
one no longer generates the karmic activities that perpetuate cyclic existence.
The cessation of the underlying tendencies is therefore equated in this same
discourse with liberation, with the end of suffering itself:

But, monks, when one does not intend, and one does not plan, and one
does not have a tendency towards anything, no basis exists for the main-
tenance of consciousness. When there is no basis, there is no support for
the establishing of consciousness. When consciousness is unestablished
and does not come to growth, there is no descent of name-and-form.
With the cessation of name-and-form comes cessation of the six sense
bases ... Such is the cessation of this whole mass of suffering.

(S1I 66)

The task of the Buddhist practitioner, then, is not merely to attain right under-
standing of the truths of suffering, its origin, its cessation, and the path leading
to its cessation, but to fully eradicate the afflicting passions such as ignorance,
lust, and aversion at the deeper, more entrenched level of unconscious disposi-
tions. As the Buddha declares:

Monks, that one shall here and now make an end of suffering without
abandoning the underlying tendency (anusaya) to lust for pleasant feel-
ing, without abolishing the underlying tendency to aversion towards
painful feeling, without extirpating the underlying tendency to igno-
rance in regard to neither-painful-nor-pleasant feeling, without aban-
doning ignorance and arousing true knowledge — this is impossible.

(M I1I 285)

But, in contrast, if one were to eliminate all these underlying tendencies, then a
complete end to this suffering would indeed be possible. And when this is accom-
plished one is said to have entered the true dhamma and attained perfect view.%?

The underlying tendency “I am” and conceptual
proliferation (papafica)
These tendencies and their associated afflictions are not only emotional, how-
ever, they are also cognitive, in the broadest sense; and the combination of the
two is a potent brew indeed. Recall that ignorance is, along with craving, one of
the two main conditions for samsaric existence. Foremost amongst our cognitive
mistakes, in the Buddhist view, is a deep-seated tendency to identify with our
bodies, our feelings, our thoughts. Each of us harbors an almost innate sense that
we actually are one or more of the five aggregates.®> But since this sense of self-
identity occurs at the deepest levels of consciousness, it is difficult to even
discern, let alone radically remove. Accordingly, even an Aryan disciple, a
Buddhist saint who has already removed the five lower fetters tying him to this
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world, is said to have subtle remnants of the conceit “I am.” As the Buddha
explains:

Suppose, friends, a cloth has become soiled and stained, and its owners
give it to a laundryman. The laundryman would scour it evenly with
cleaning salt, lye, or cowdung, and rinse it in clean water. Even though
that cloth would become pure and clean, it would still retain a residual
(anusahagata) smell of cleaning salt, lye, or cowdung that has not yet
vanished. The laundryman would then give it back to the owners. The
owners would put it in a sweet-scented casket, and the residual smell of
cleaning salt, lye, or cow dung that had not yet vanished would vanish.

So, too, friends, even though a noble disciple has abandoned the five
lower fetters, still, in relation to the five aggregates subject to clinging,
there lingers in him a residual conceit “I am,” a desire “I am,” an under-
lying tendency “I am” that has not yet been uprooted.

(ST 131)%

Moreover, this underlying tendency to personally identify with aspects of one’s
existence, the tendency toward “I am,” is at the center of another, even more
complex set of feedback relationships between consciousness, language, and self-
identity, and actions and their results: all of these give rise to an unending series
of conceptual or ideational proliferation (papafica; S. prapafica). This pattern also
recurs at the center of the alaya-vijiidana model of mind.

The sense “I am” is closely connected with the reflexivity of mental cognitive
awareness (mano-vififiana), the only cognitive modality not directly based upon
one of the sense faculties but upon the faculty of mind or mentation (mano).®
Mental cognitive awareness, as noted above, arises in conjunction with two
kinds of event: the occurrence of sensory cognitive awareness, which gives rise
to a reflexive mental awareness “that such and such a cognitive awareness has
occurred,” as well as its “own” objects, dhammas, which are associated with reflec-
tion or thinking (vitakka-vicara). These latter are both considered sankhara of
speech (vitakka-vicara vacisankhara, M 1 301), and arise in conjunction with
mano, with mentation (see n. 48). The reflexivity that mental cognitive awareness
provides, based on such mentation (mano), is thus bound up with our capacities
for language, which was considered in early Indian thinking, as elsewhere, as the
very medium of thought and ideas.%

Like language itself, however, this awareness invites endless rounds of recur-
sivity, of papafica, mental or conceptual proliferation®” — even in regard to objects
of sensory awareness:

Dependent on the eye and forms, eye-consciousness arises. The meeting
of the three is contact. With contact as condition there is feeling. What
one feels, that one apperceives. What one apperceives, that one thinks
about. What one thinks about, that one mentally proliferates. With
what one has mentally proliferated as the source, apperceptions and
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notions tinged by mental proliferation [papafica-safifia-sankha] beset a
man with respect to past, future, and present forms cognizable through
the eye, [and so on, up to:] mind-objects cognizable through the mind.

(MI1111.)%8

We have already seen intimations of a close relationship between cognitive aware-
ness, apperception,® and linguistic use. Cognitive awareness, feeling, and apper-
ception, M [ 293 declares, “are conjoined, not disjoined ... For what one feels, that
one apperceives; and what one apperceives, that one cognizes.” Moreover, A 111
413 states that “apperceptions (safifia) result in conventional usage (vohara).
As one comes to know a thing, so one expresses (voharati) oneself, “Thus I have
apperceived.””™ Now, in M I 111, cognitive awareness, contact, and apperception
give tise first to thinking and then to mental or conceptual proliferation
(papafica). And, with such proliferation as the “source,” further apperceptions and
proliferations arise in respect to other objects of cognitive awareness. That is,
what one has cognized, apperceived, and thought about becomes, via mental pro-
liferation, a condition for further cogitation, conceptualization, and so on.
Cognitive awareness, language, and thought are thus so inseparable that they give
rise to a runaway recursivity in their own right. Indeed, conceptual proliferation
itself is so multiply entangled in its own reciprocal relationships — (1) with con-
tact (which sometimes conditions the arising of cognitive awareness)’; (2) with
apperception (which always accompanies it)?%; and (3) with thought itself”® —
that it is often a synonym for phenomenal, cyclic existence as a whole.”

The most deeply entrenched source of these recursive possibilities, which also
doubles back to generate its own recursivity, is no doubt our reflexive sense of
self-existence, the sense “I am” (which is always expressed as speech, iti). As one
text declares, the notion “‘l am’ is a proliferation; ‘[ am this’ is a proliferation; ‘I
shall be’ is a proliferation” (S IV 202f.; Bodhi, 2000: 1259). Not only is “the
label ‘I, as Bhikkhu Nanananda puts it, an “outcome of papafica” (Nanananda,
1971: 11), but the thought “‘I am” is also, in the early Pali text the Sutta-nipata,
the very root of proliferation. In other words, as long as the thought “I am” per-
sists — this thought whose residual underlying tendency lasts until far along the
path to purification (S III 131, cited above) — so long will the feedback cycle
between cognitive awareness, apperceptions, conceptual proliferation, and fur-
ther apperceptions, etc. continue, thereby perpetuating cyclic existence.
Accordingly, the Sutta-nipata declares:

With what manner of insight, and not grasping anything in this world,
does a monk realize Nibbana? Let him completely cut off the root of
concepts tinged with the prolific tendency (papafica), namely, the
thought ‘I am.’

(SN 915-16)"

These subtle remnants, “the residual conceit ‘I am,” a desire ‘I am,” an underlying
tendency ‘I am’” (S III 131) will, however, be uprooted when the disciple rightly
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contemplates the arising and ceasing of the five aggregates and clearly sees the
futility of identifying “I am this” with any internal or external phenomena
whatsoever.”® Thus,

Monks, as to the source through which perceptions and notions tinged
by mental proliferation beset a man: if nothing is found there to delight
in, welcome and hold to, this is the end of the underlying tendency to
lust, of the underlying tendency to aversion ... to views ... to doubt ... to
conceit ... to desire for being ... to ignorance.

(M1109)

The debate over latent versus manifest

The persistence of the latent tendencies until far along the path to liberation,
however, immediately raises a number of questions that will challenge later
Buddhist analyses of mind. If they are so persistent that one continuously harbors
such tendencies until reaching liberation — which is implicit in the foregoing and
explicit to differing degrees in succeeding schools — then why would they not
affect all of one’s activities, making all of them afflictive, karmic activities (and,
in the process, making liberation impossible)? But if they do not, then how do
they exist when they are not actively affecting one’s activities? Although such
questions were not raised, and hence went unanswered, until Abhidharma analy-
ses forced the issue, the outlines of the problem are evident enough in the
early texts.

While many texts are ambiguous on these points, one at least, the
Mahamalunkya-sutta of the Majjhima-nikaya, is more suggestive. The Buddha is
depicted here correcting the misguided views of his disciple Malunkyaputta, who
thought that one is only bound by the afflicting dispositions when they are
patently manifest, but not otherwise.”’ The Buddha first responds by declaring
that the underlying tendencies exist even in a baby boy, although in a latent
state, suggesting that these underlying tendencies may be innate’® to human
beings:

For a young tender infant lying prone does not even have the notion
‘personality’ so how could personality view (sakkayaditthi) arise in him?
Yet the underlying tendency to personality view (sakkayaditthanusayo)
lies within him. A young tender infant lying prone does not even have
the notion ‘teachings,’ so how could doubt about teachings arise in him?
Yet the underlying tendency to doubt lies within him. A young tender
infant lying prone does not even have the notion ‘rules,” so how could
adherence to rules and observances arise in him? Yet the underlying
tendency to adhere to rules and observances lies within him. A young
tender infant lying prone does not even have the notion ‘sensual
pleasure,” so how could sensual desire arise in him? Yet the underlying
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tendency to sensual lust lies within him. A young tender infant lying
prone does not even have the notion ‘beings,” so how could ill will
towards beings arise in him? Yet the underlying tendency to ill will lies
within him.

(M 1433)

The Buddha (M I 434) then contrasts this situation with that of the “untaught
ordinary person ... [who] abides with a mind obsessed and enslaved by personal-
ity view” (sakkayaditthi-pariyutthitena cetasa viharati) [doubt, etc.]. “When that
personality view [etc.] has become habitual and is uneradicated in him,” the
Buddha warns, it serves as a fetter tying him to this world (orambhagiyam
samyojanam). The learned monk, on the other hand, well practiced in the
Buddha’s teaching and well trained in meditation,

does not abide with a mind obsessed and enslaved by personality view
[doubt, etc.]; he understands as it actually is [yathabhiitam] the escape
from the arisen personality view, and personality view together with the
underlying tendency to it [sanusaya] is abandoned in him.

(M I 434, emphasis added)”

These passages certainly seem to distinguish between the afflictions in a subsisting,
latent state (anusaya) and the state of being overwhelmed by their outbursts
(pariyutthana). While the underlying tendencies subsist in the infant only in
latent form, in adults they have developed into an abiding capacity to “obsess
and enslave” us, tying us to this world. The advanced monk or nun, however, has
rid themselves of the overwhelming manifest appearances of these afflictions,
together with their deeper, more trenchant form as underlying tendencies. These
tendencies persist throughout one’s lifetime and for as long as one exists within
samsara, until they are gradually eliminated along the path and only fully eradi-
cated upon final liberation. As we shall see, later schools will disagree about the
differences between the latent afflictions (anusaya) and the active outbursts
(pariyutthana),® drawing opposite conclusions from texts such as these, which
remain, in any case, somewhat equivocal.

What is clear though is why these underlying tendencies were so important in
early Buddhist thought: they connect the results of previous karma with the
causes of new karma, constituting a third crucial dimension to our vicious cyclic
existence, this one centered upon the cognitive and emotional afflictions. That
is, feelings or sensations result from previous karma (A II 157),3! within which
the underlying tendencies lie ever ready, as it were, to be triggered into activity.
Thus, when certain feelings arise they tend to elicit the underlying tendencies
associated with them, causing their respective afflictions — such as the three
unhealthy roots of lust, aversion, and ignorance — to burst forth (see Table 1.1).
The actions that are instigated or informed by these afflictions create more
karma, which in turn lead to further results, such as feeling, and so on. Insofar as
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Table 1.1 The relation between feeling (vedana) and the underlying tendencies (anusaya)

M III 285
Cognition — sensation — feeling — underlying tendency
vififiana — phassa — vedana — anusaya

M 1303

Pleasant feeling —  tendency to lust
(sukha-vedana) (raganusaya)

Painful feeling —  tendency to aversion
(dukkha-vedana) (patighanusaya)

Neither-painful-nor-pleasant feeling —  tendency to ignorance
(adukkamasukha-vedana) (avijjanusaya)

they represent the potential to repeat afflictions that already “have become
habitual and uneradicated,” the underlying tendencies are therefore both
conditioned, that is, constructed by past actions, as well as conditioning, that is,
conducing to present actions. In this sense, they constitute the indispensable
afflictive link to the dependent arising of “this whole mass of suffering,” without
which actions could not accrue karmic results.

Reciprocal causality between the two aspects of vififiana

In the introduction to this section, we argued that there is a mutually reinforc-
ing relationship between the “two aspects” of vififiana (summarized in Table
1.2). That is, for as long as the cognitive processes give rise to feeling, from which
follows craving, grasping, and the activities that create and sustain the “samsaric
vififidna,” so long will the cycle of rebirth be perpetuated — at the center of which
is the continuity of vififiana itself. And for as long as this samsaric vififidna per-
sists, so long will it provide the ground or basis for the continued occurrence of
those very cognitive processes, with all of their attendant affective and afflictive
responses.® In this sense, there is — clearly but implicitly — a reciprocal, yet
temporal feedback relationship between these two aspects of vififidna in the
series of dependent arising. They are, in this temporal sense, causal conditions of
one another.

We drew these conclusions, however, only through inference and analysis,
since there are no extant passages in the early Buddhist texts that explicitly dif-
ferentiate these two, nor relate them in this fashion.® It is, however, sufficient
for our purposes — to understand the background and context of the Yogacara
concept of the alaya-vijiana — to be able to delineate two regularly occurring and
consistently distinct contexts in which these “aspects” of vififidna appear in the
materials which later thinkers drew upon in formulating their own innovative
theories of mind. All the major Abhidharma schools drew upon roughly the
same materials and came to roughly the same conclusions (with some important
differences, as we shall see) regarding these “two aspects” of vififidna. Only
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Table 1.2 The relationship between the “two” vififianas in the formula of dependent
arising

First step: Factors 2—4: past actions condition a new life beginning with
consciousness.
Conditioned by the sankhara (karmic formations), samsaric vififiana descends into a
new body (nama-riipa).
Second step: Factors 5-7: conscious body (savififianakaya) conditions cognitive
processes.
Samsaric vififiana supports the arising of cognitive vififidna, which only occurs in
living bodies.
(Cognitive vififidna is recapitulated in the six sense-spheres, sense-impression,
feeling).

Third step: Factors 8—10: cognitive processes collectively condition samsaric
consciousness.
Cognitive vififidna instigates the affective and afflictive karmic activities that
perpetuate rebirth (bhava), whereby samsaric vififiana goes onto future existence.

Whole cycle: conditioned by the sankhara, vififiana is reborn in a new body; samsaric
vififidna conditions cognitive vififiana, which in turn leads to karmic activities that
lead samsaric vififidna to further existence.

the Yogacarins formalized this distinction into a complex model of mind in
which these two “aspects” were systematically distinguished and the relationship
between them characterized in terms of their reciprocal and simultaneous
conditionality. We will take up these developments soon enough in succeeding
chapters.

But first we wish to briefly discuss the studies of at least one modern scholar,
Rune Johansson, who (along with Wijesekera) came to many of the same conclu-
sions later Buddhist thinkers did regarding these “two aspects” of vififiana. In con-
trast to our approach, however, which focuses on the systemic relations between
these aspects of vififidna in the various formulations of dependent arising,
Johansson cites a number of texts which suggest these two aspects of vififiana in the
very same passage. And, in spite of his judicious reluctance to speak of two “aspects”
of the singular term “vififiana,” careful exegesis, he concludes, compels it.

Both aspects of vififidna seem to occur together in several rather similar pas-
sages. The first occurs in a discourse where the Buddha is recommending that a
dying disciple relinquish attachment to anything that could serve as a support
for vififiana to be reborn into this world, enumerating a long list of such phe-
nomena within which vififiana also occurs, first as a form of cognitive awareness:
“I will not cling to eye-vififiana (etc.) and my vififiana will not be dependent on
eye-vififiana (etc.)” (M III 260).3% This is then repeated for all five aggregates
(khandha), ending with consciousness (vififiana): “I will not cling to consciousness,
and my consciousness will not be dependent on consciousness.”® Johansson
interprets the second consciousness in both these passages as “vififiana in its
rebirth-aspect” (1965: 198).
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The next passage makes a similar point: desire for the five aggregates of
grasping, the last of which is vififidna, provides a “support” for vififiana, which,
however, disappears along with that desire:

If a monk has abandoned lust for...the consciousness (vififiana) ele-
ment, with the abandoning of lust the basis is cut off: there is no
support for the establishing of consciousness.

When that consciousness is unestablished, not coming to growth,
nongenerative, it is liberated. By being liberated ... he personally attains
Nibbana.

(S III 53, Bodhi, 2000: 891)

Johansson interprets this similarly:

This could mean that through freedom from the sense-perception-
vififiana (together with the other khandha [aggregates]), vififiana (in its
rebirth-aspect) is without support and — as the text continues — becomes
anabhisankhara (free from kamma accumulation) and parinibbayati
(attains parinibbana [Nirvanal).

(Johansson, 1965: 199)

Both of these passages suggest that vififiana has two distinct aspects and that
its cognitive or “sense-perception” aspect is central to the perpetuation (or con-
versely, the cessation) of its samsaric or “rebirth-aspect.”

This causal dependency also works the other way around. Not only do the
activities associated with cognitive vififidna bring about the renewal of samsaric
vififiana, but the presence of samsaric vififiana is also a precondition for any cog-
nitive processes to arise. That is, all of one’s previous actions and experiences
serve — through the medium of the constructed forms of body and mind — to
influence one’s immediate cognitive processes. A specific occurrence of vififiana,
in other words, is not only conditioned by its present cognitive object, which is
just one of its conditions. It is also informed by the whole complex of conditions
(S 1I 2: “Depending on karmic formations vififiana arises”) bearing on that par-
ticular moment, for all of our physical, sensory, and mental apparati, constructed
and conditioned from past actions, contribute to the range and content of expe-
rience in this life. As we have suggested, all our inherited physiological and psy-
chological structures, the sankharas as well as “samsaric vififiana,” condition the
forms in which “cognitive vififidna” currently arises.3

Buddhist analysis of mind, therefore, even at this early stage, is no simple
empiricism in which some autonomous cognitive faculty cognizes external objects
pre-existing “out there” in time and space. Rather, the theory of dependent aris-
ing suggests that mind and object dependently arise. A visual cognitive awareness,
for example, only arises in response to something “visible,” which is defined by the
capabilities of the eye-faculty, and so on. As Johansson points out, “if we did not
have the power of experiencing, the power of forming mental images [safifia], then
the object, seen through the eye, would not produce its conscious counterpart”
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(1979: 85). Our sankhara are therefore a “necessary condition for vififidana to
function at all” (ibid.: 139). In other words, our experience of cognitive objects
is a result of constructive®? activities whose enabling structures have been built
up through the processes of countless lifetimes and which continuously condi-
tion our present forms of experience.

Johansson emphasizes this in his interpretation of a passage in which
vififidna depends upon feeling born of contact, rather than the other way around
(M III 260: cakkhusamphassaja vedananissitam vifiiianam):

Perception is produced through the confrontation of a neural message
with memories stored in the nervous system. The information supplied
through the senses can be interpreted only by being compared with this
stored information; this information can from a Buddhist point of view
be envisaged as provided by vififiana and therefore present before the
stimulus; it is activated only through the contact, phassa. Vififiana is ...
a precondition of perception. ... The dimension of consciousness is the
condition of sensation, and the concrete content is the result of it.
(Johansson, 1979: 92 f., emphasis in original)

This is hardly surprising. How else but through some ongoing “dimension” of
mind could the mass of memories, the accumulation of karmic potential, and
(perhaps) the afflictive dispositions which constitute samsaric continuity, persist
when the momentary cognitive processes of seeing, hearing, feeling, etc. are oth-
erwise preoccupied with their own object-specific operations?

On the other hand, how else could these potentials for karmic accumulation,
these underlying tendencies, etc. be generated, strengthened, and increased,
except through the fateful cognitive and afflictive activities within which cog-
nitive vififidna plays a central role? Johansson suggests this very reciprocity while
fleshing out his metaphor of the “dimension” of consciousness:

Vififiana refers mainly to the stream of conscious processes which charac-
terizes the human mind, but it is also . .. responsible for the continuity both
within this life and beyond. [I]t is probably more adequate to call it the
dimension of consciousness. ... It is by nature dynamic and continually
changing. ... It may become more and more dependent on the stimuli
from the external world and may be stuffed with contents and memories,
which transform vififiana to the new personality of the next birth. ... In the
former type of context [the ‘dimension’ of vififianal, it is more of an inner
functional unit, inner space, store-room; in the latter, more of concrete,
conscious processes which are the inhabitants of this inner room.

(Ibid.: 631.)

These are precisely the two aspects of vififiana we have delineated above: a con-
tinuous “dimension” of samsaric vififiana, which “preconditions” the second,
momentary object-oriented, cognitive vififidna, which, in turn, “stuffs it with
contents.”
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These aspects of mind, moreover, not only reciprocally condition each other
in the extended temporal range of samsaric continuity (the “psycho-ontological”
sense), but their reciprocity would seem to function within the momentary
processes of immediate cognition as well — that is, they ought to condition each
other simultaneously. If, as the metaphors of a “dimension” of mind and its “con-
tents” suggest, cognitive vififiana is a particular, transient and object-specific
occurrence of an otherwise unceasing, accumulative, and relatively non-intentional
sentience, then why should all those accumulated potentialities, memories, and
impressions associated with this sentience, this samsaric vififiana, simply cease
when some object-specific form of cognitive vififiana arises? And what would
happen to samsaric continuity if they did? Though the early texts nowhere say
so, Johansson for one does not shrink from the simplest and most straightforward
answer to these questions. There are, “according to the early Buddhist analysis,
two layers of consciousness: what we called the momentary surface processes, and
the background consciousness. The latter is an habitual state ... always there”
(1970: 106£.)% (emphasis added).

Johansson has thus summed up the diverse functions of vififiana within the
early Pali texts. In his analysis vififiana is characterized as:

1 a continuously flowing process ...

2 principally conscious, but with a subconscious component, because most of
the content is not always present...

transmitter of karmic effects, modifiable by experiences,

a free-moving force (e.g., connected with dreams and free imagination),

an explanation of rebirth in terms of consciousness,

a process that can be stopped, and thereby e