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Bhavanga and the Buddhist Psychology

Perception

NE of the most interesting theories in the whole ethico-psychologic)
O system of the Abhidhamma is that of bhavanga, variously translate
as ‘sub-conscious life-continuum ’ and ‘sub-liminal consclousnegg
which forms the basis of the Buddhist psychology of perception. It is a thegp
which is unique in the history of Indian thought, as being one of the fa
attempts made by the ancients to explain the phenomenon of consciowsne
without reference to what the Buddhists might regard as animistic notion
such as postulating a * soul * that takes part in the cognitive process.  Bhavang
is also one of the most ‘psychological ’ of the teachings of the Abhidhammg
in the sensc that it is the least mixed up with cthical considerations and the
crude physiology that form a good part of the Abhidhamma. And we cannof
help being struck by the way it anticipates certain modern ideas such as the
conception of consciousness as a tlowing stream.
Though to the moderns, the attempt to divide an act of cognition intg
several stages, and to enumerate various steps may appear arbitrary, we cannof
help being impressed by the systematic way in which the Buddhist scholiasts
set about to analyse the process. Both in the conception of bhavanga as well
as in the idea of the stream of consciousness, what we see is an application on
the subjective side of the Buddhist analysis of objective reality as a constant
flux. Bhavanga seems to be the result of an examination of mental phenomen
from the point of view of this dynamic view of life.

Thus, the idea of the stream of becoming (bhavasota) is often met wit
in the Nikdyas. But in this form it is still a philosophical theory used in
reference to the objective world. TIts application in the psychologica
sphere appears to have given rise to the idea of bhavafiga. Though the
words bhava and bhavasota appear to the Nikavas, the occurrence of the word
bhavanga is much later and is confined, in the main, to the Abhidhamma
literature.

About the word bhavamga itself, there scems to be no necessity to reject
the traditional exegesis of bhavassa anga, as the word itself seems to be peculiaf
to commentarial Pali, and has been, in all probability, coined by the scholiasts.
Mrs. Rhys Davids’ attempt! to derive it from blavan +-gyais far-fetched and
untenable. If we may be allowed to play about with etymologies in the samé
way, we might rather suggest bhavam +-ga from gacchati. This wonld be moré
plausible and far more tempting, in view of the Upanishadic satd sampannd
and svam apito. The Buddhist equivalent would, therefore, be something

galo, and the mind during deep sleep would be called bhavanga
ind that goes to blhava instcad of to saf.  However tempting such
knay be, we are on safer ground with the traditional interpretation,
by in view of the lateness of the word. At any rate, we do not have
# crounds for rejecting the commentarial etymology in faveur of sug-
R:uch as the above, and, as the history of the word is obscure, it would

ter to be guided by the scholiasts, with whom the tradition of the
& of the word is likely to have been preserved throughout the centuries,
we have suggested, the word had not been coined by them in recent

g clue to the understanding of the theory of bhavanza must lie in the
"J"gy of dreams and sleep as expounded in the Abhidhamma. In all
hought, the starting-point for the analysis of the individual and his
msness was the condition of deep sleep.  The Sankhya analysis of
h reality itself, was, according to the interpretation that Vacaspati
Wives in his Tatvakaumudi, based on an analysis of the individual. And
f Vedanta the state of deep, dreamless sleep (susuptavastha) is compared
p original state of the world (pragavastha). The dreamless condition is
'vregarded as the true state of the soul (svariipacasthd), and in analogy
#his, the Vedintists regarded the original condition oi the world as the
Enature  (svardpa) of Brahma.z2 To the psychologists of the Abhi-
ga, too, the man in the condition of deep sleep appeared to be the most
starting-point : with this reservation, that his consciousness was
pal with the stream of life, and not with ultimate reality as postulated
ber philosophers.

[ it was the dynamic aspect that the Abhidhamma wished to emphasise.
..éndogya Upanishad, a man in deep sleep is regarded as being one
mis inner self, which, to the Vedantists, was ultimately real: “When
5 sleeps, he becomes united with that which is, Somiya ; he has gone into
B self.”’s  And the Brhadiranyaka Upanishad describes the condition
sleep thus :  *“ Embraced by the Highest Self, he knows nothing that
out, nothing that is within.”’4 The Brahma Siitras, themselves,
Bly state that, in the absence of dreams, there is a lapsing into the self.5
ages like these, the man in deep sleep is, in the first instance, regarded
Ing gone into his self which is satz. The Buddhists, therefore, would
: hemselves, felt the necessity of giving a satisfactory explanation of the
Fenon of sleep according to their philosophy of life. Thus Niagasena,

Brahwma Sytras 11, 1 9;

b Yatraira: purusah svapiti nama satd Somya tadi sampanno bhavati ; svam apito
hand. Up, VI, 8, 1.

b Praision s . . . 5
Yafenatmana samparisvakto na bahyam kificana veda nantaram—Brhad. Up.

1. ‘1 cannot think it is a compound of bkava and anga, which yields no sense
I see it rather as an abstract form of what is, I believe, termed a secondary derivative, from
bhavan + -gya.”’—The Milinda Questions, p. 115.
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ﬂz‘ada_bh.dvo nadisu tacchrteratmani ca (The absence of that, viz., dreams, takes
3 € nadis and in the Self)—Br. Sut. 111, 2, i
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in the Milinda Pasiha (circa 100 A.D.) says, in answer to King Milind
question, that, when a man is in a state of deep sleep his thought (citia)
“entered into bhavanca.’s This scems to be the earliest occurrence of
word bhavesioa in the Pali writings, but although it appears as a fresh conegd
it is taken for granted, and no attempt is made to explain it.  We can imagj
therefore, the same question having been asked carlier, and an explina
framed in answer to the demand, some time before the Milinda Paiha it
Hence Nagasena advances the theory as though it existed before. B
though we cannot say at what time the expression came into being, it se 5
not unlikely that it was coined by the scholiasts in direct opposition to
Upanishad concept which we saw in the passages quoted above. To the B
dhists, there could be no “ Self ’ into which a man in deep sleep could lag
Even if there were such a self, they would object to a static word, such as
being applied toit. Hence, to the question as to what happened in deep sle
they replied that thought had gone into bhavanga. By this they meant t}
the state of deep sleep was mercly an aspect (azea), the subjective aspa
of the universal becoming (bhava). Thus, of the Upanishad theory, t
accepted only the identity of life with consciousness in the case of a man
deep sleep. And they substituted the conception of ‘that which is” (g
by the more dynamic ‘ that which becomes.’

jc import to distinguish it from the ideas of soul in the Upanishads
systems of Indian thought. And thiz import was Leightenced by
b, the conception of stream (solu) from the oviginal dhavasola.  But
y the old idca of =oul appearing in @ new garb veems to have been
re. Hence the Abhidbamma paychelogists did not wish bhavena
derstood as @ permancnt substratum of conscious niental processes.
ed that Lhavenea was “cut ofi ' (bhavana paccheda) when thouzht
his is a contradiction, particularlyv in view of the later application
prd, as we shall sce. M. Rbye Davids attempts to reconcile tlis
“ion in Mer illwninating interpretation of Lhaee va as consciousness
Eontial state, and thousht-processes as an actuadization of Dl
. doubtful if this was exuctly what the scholinsts had i mind when
Etulated a cutting-cfi of the stream ol Zhevenya, and contrasted
b, or vithimutla (process-free) with thought (pithi-alia).

;:eory, therefore, that was originally put forward as an explanation
gchological phenomenen, scems to have been in Iater times invested
Fmetaphysical connotation.  And this becomes further clear from the
Bitarial interpretation of the word. The ctymology remained the
t into the word anva there was forced in the meaning of feause T or
Bensable factor,” so as to give the whole word bhavenza the sense of
Bé-might call ““the principle of individuality.”  Its originad deseription
e of pure consciousness, analogous to the Upanishadic conception,
mphasised so much, although Lhavansa is now being made use of as
jis of the Buddhist psychology of perception.

Once hit upon, the theory of bhavanga seems to have supplied a long§
need. Hence its application was extended in the commentaries and the Ab)
dhamma literature to make up for, to a great extent, the aversion of I
Buddhism towards the conception of a ‘ soul.” Inthe Milinda Paiiha, bliava
is referred to only in respect of the psychology of dreams and slecp.
though many attempts arc made by Nagasena to answer Milinda’s unco
fortable questions as to the identity of the individual after survival,
result is not altogether convincing. The thcory of a succession of mer
states (Zhamma-santati) and the rather sclf-contradictory conclusion th
the surviving person is neither the same nor another (na ca so na ca an
must have been felt, in the last analysis, unsatisfactory.”? The scholiasts
a later day evidently found in bhave#iea a more plausible way out of §
difficulty. For one thing, it appeared to be the only factor which, accord
to Nagasena, continued to function when the body was to all intents 3
purposes dead, in the condition of deep, dreamless sleep.® And, betwé
this state and that of actual death, the only difference secemed to be
bhavanza functioned in the living individual. The word bad, also, the ned

fis also noteworthy that the full explenation of the theory of Dhavansa
; in the Abhidhammiatthasenooha, in conmection with the philoxophy
c and rebirth. The passage of & mortal rom birth to death and again
gth is thus detailed :

BTo those who have thus got rebirth the same kind of copsciousness
A®d rebirth, occupicd with the same ficld of objeets, « arting straight
‘ er the moment of rebirth, gocs on, in the abscence of any process of
pn, in unbroken flux like the stream of a viver till the uprising of death-
\v ness. And this fux of mind, because it is o condition of becoming,
M the continuance of the condition of becoming.” e Here Lhavanga
"ned as bharasca caza, end the Sinhalese pavaplivase of Siviputia
¥ 8ja,’ as well as the Uilhdrari Tika of Sumangala, both explain cne
ing ‘ canse,” ‘factor’ or ‘function.” ard ol Cpart’oor Cportion)’

6. Middhasamariilhassa araja citla an i— Mili Colot k. ; .

Ed., p. 440 { maharaja cittam bhavangagatam hoti—Milinda, Co | Milinda Questions, p. 115.
. Cf-,compemlium of Philosophv, by S. Z. Avng, pp. 152-153. The toxt i
3 'h”“f’“?isandhikﬁnam pana  paticondhinivedhdvaniarateppablai famevalan -
wobha t‘adeva cittam yava cuticitlippada asati cilhiciltuppide bldrassa wieebhécera
. antatisankhatam manasam albhocchinnam nadisclo viva, pevallell,
.rA.ﬁl‘lbuted to the twelfth century, and regarded as being carlicr than the com-
'{ Sumangala who appears to have consulted it.

7. Evawmeva kho maharaja dhammasantati sandahati aiqio wppajjati anio nirw)
apubbam acavimam viya sandahati tena ma ca so na ca anno pacchimavinnanasing®
gacchati—Milinda, Col. Ed., p. 33.

‘ 8. Middhasamarilhassa bhavaingagatassa sante pi sarire cittam appavatlam ho
Ibid., p. 240. ’
90 :
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b casurement of time has been fixed by the Buddhists as the duration
pught-instant (citlakkhana) which, according to Ledi Sadaw,” has
puted as between a billionth and two billionth part of the time taken
bsnapping of one’s finger or the wink of one’s cye.  And with this as
l3ard, the Buddhists have arrived at the figure of seventeen moments
".i- uting the duration of material phenomena.®® However this figure
ve been arrived at, it was necessary that cach act of cognition,
omputed this way, shonld be of cqual dwation. The cognitive
ges (vithicitta) ave detailed in the Viswddlin Megge,™ and clsewhere
commeMarics. But the Abhidhammatthasencaha  ¢ives us 2
and concise statement.2® The processes on occasion of sensory
are known as padicadvaravi/li (five-door process), and the precesses
Jection or representative cognition ave stvled manodvaravithi (mind-docr
).zt The process of visual cognition (cakklidvdaravithi), for example,
d be as follows :  When a visible object enters the focus of vision, at the
gmoment of its existence, it would have no effect on the percipient (1).
b there is a vibration of the stream of bhavanca (///:mr(ﬂ?ga—ca.h77:4.";?3 for
ia oments, and a conscquent interruption of the flow (2, 3). Theve is 10
.hga‘ any more, and, instead, there begins a conscious process, the first
fof which is the moment of adverting or avajjana (4). L. the subsequent
pents therc follow, in succcssion, the visual impressien (cakkhu-vindficna,
frecipient consciousness (sam patficchana, 6), investigating consciousncss
firana, 7), determining consciousness (vcfphabbena, 8), scven moments of
Rerception {(javana 15),23 and finally two moments of retention ‘or register-
ponsciousness (laddrammana, 17). This completes the seventeen moments,
after that Dhavanga begins to flow again until it is interrupted by a
Bulus.2+ :

f The above process is essentially the same whether in presentative cognition
b representative cognition. Representative cognition or reflection oeeurs

Avcording to Sariputta, bhenanra is the cause of the unbroken continuity 4
the individual) in various existences.’>  And Sumangala explains it as
cause, reason, Indispensable condition of our being regarded subjectively
continuous ; the sine qua non of our existence ; that without which one canp
subsist or exist.s Hence we sce that the theory of bhavangsa is the reg
of an attempt to explain the continvity of the ‘ndividiial consciousness durj
the events of death and rebirth in the round of samsara, without refercnce
a soul.

That this was the Abhidhamma way of explaining continued persongj 3
without postulating a transmigrating entity, becomes further clear frg
a considerntion of the philosophy of death and rehirth. Ledi Sadaw
contemporary exponent of the Abhidhamma in Burma, explains biavay
as ‘the function of being, by reason of which the passive side of cxistez{
(uppatli-hhava) continuously cxists so long as the janckakamma of the pas
which caused that existence, lasts,””s  We are further told by the Abhidhamn
philosophers that when a man dics, there is presented to his ciying consciotsng
either his past reproductive action (janaka-kanuna) which is about 1o effe
hi§ rebirth, or a symbol of it, or a presentiment of his destiny in the ne
existence, some {ime before actual dsath-consciousness (cz.'/i-;‘z'[lzz) sets i
Any of these three presentations, respectively termed kamma, kamma-nim
and vali-nimitta, are regarded as being the object of the rebirth-conscicusne
in the next existence.”s  Conscionsness has been defined in the Abhidhama
as the relationship between subject and object.  And birth (patisandh,
joining up) and death (c##) are looked upon as artificial (ilividi{lq points 1
the flux of existence.  Henee, there is a stbject-object relationship betwed
the subjective side of the individval who is being reborn and his lil;t though
at the puint of death in the previous existence.

Henee is the continuity of the individual established without postulatis
a soul. So the Atthasdlini, after detailing the cognitive process, almd
rivmphantly remarks that there is no  doer * or * one who causes to do’ bl
that the process goes on of itself 6
‘ It would be necessary here to set forth briefly the Buddhist psycholog
ol perception, for a fuller understanding of the theory of bhavasnea. For 0
purposes we must strip the Abhidhamma of its ethical accretions and considd
only thtf psychological aspeet. Perception in general is regarded as an attung
ment of the mind to the constant flux of external reality.  The ultinate @

Compendium, p. 126, footnote.
Sattavasaciitakklanan: viipadhammanam aviu-—Abhidhammatthasangaka, Chap. 1V,
Vi.s'uddhinmgg;a, Chap. X1V, Vigaanakkhandha. P.T.S. Ed., p. 457 ff.

Chap. IV, Vithisanigaha.

I. The senses arc technically termed ‘ doors ’ (dedre) in the Abhidbamma. The
B 1s called ‘ mind-door’ (manodvira).

2 2. Calana, vibration, is a term full of significance for thosc who wish to understand
h.llosophy that was the basis of the Buddhist theory of perception.  Calana scems to
F> t‘hat the cognitive process was looked upon as a sort of tuning in to thic speed of
EOsgillations of the material world.

o 3_- Javana has been translated as ¢ apperception,” but this word docs not bring out
vehical import. Javana has also the property of volition (cefana). It is, thercfore,

2. ¢ ¢ kamabhavadibheda-vi ulpatti-bhavaya-gé avicchinna-pravrltiyata fearanab

Compendiwm, p. 266.

loc. cit.
; . ) one free, undetermine i s whole fEiva. o - ich can ethicallv 1ifyv
Yatisas o ©17 = . ; . g ndetermined act in the whole cognitive process, which can cthically modify
1 u,,({m,zd/z.z cuti-sankhitam dvaravimutianam alambanam ca vebhuyyena bhava® Bn’s Cha,r t See dis : f the ter oF C p endi y sas {f )
raoahitum . Ranima-hammanimitt el - S L y - acter. See discussion of the term in Compendium, p. 245 ff.
§ N ma-kammanimitta-gatinimitia-sammatam—Abhidhammat 2 o . . L
24. The Abhidhammatthasangaha summariscs the seventeen stages thus: elfareia

sangaha, Chap, ITI.

5. 4 saling. C . PRSavithicittuppado dvebhavangacalanani bbeva atitak chacittakkhanaimn it katva

16. At (0 a1 A o Er aao veonavangacatanant wubbeva alitakdam cRacttiahikndnaln i e
Itthasalini, Colombo Ed., Ratanasara, 1916, p. 252. Pprasa Cittakk}lz)fndni 7“,(‘,,,,-;,@7,@;,‘:‘ Chop. 13

2
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k- disruption of unconscious life). The man is awakened by the falling
Kjverting, 4). He uncovers his head (sense-impression of fruit, 5),
tie doors of the five external senses (pasicedvara).  The steps in both proceg he fruit (receiving, 6), inspects it (investigating, 7), determines what
. btermining, 8), eats it (apperception, 9-15), swallows the last morsels

ceeur m the same order, and all of them obtain or no* according to the intengg
of the stimulus. wing, 10, 17), re-covers his head and sleeps again (subsidence into

thiough the door of Uie mind (marodedra), and presentative cognition thrg

1

In reference to the theory of bievanca us expounded in the Abhidhamp

what becomes clear to us {rom the above co sre is no scope, within the limits of this article, to discuss fully the

Emma psychology of dreams.  Dreaming is also regarded as a cognitive
¥ with this exception that it occurs through the door of the mind.3°
idhamma is in general agreement with other systems of Indian philo-
K well as with modern psychology, in stating that it is one’s experiences

s life that constitute, in the main, the stuff that dreams are made of.3
vh'nda Padiha as well as the Sammohavinodani agree in stating that
;'se'es dreams when he is neither asleep nor awake, in an intermediate
Byhich is like the sleep of a monkey.’s A detailed discussion of the
& kinds of dreams appears in the Sammohavinodani,3 and we learn from
fat the Abhidhamma knew of dreams caused by purely physical causes
" visceral disturbances (pittadinam  khobhqkavapapaccayayogena
‘dhdmko dhatukkhobbhato)s+, dreams caused by memories of past
A ces (anubhutapubbato), dreams due to the influence of supernatural
BB (devatopasamhdralo), and prophetic dreams (pubbanimittato). The

widerations, 1s that it is
sub-consciowsness or the unconscicus as understood in modern psycholog
DL sy e wnnd] dan T . - ! . v i

Blhavanga is said to be cut off when thought arvises. It does not exist as

parallel plane below the level of the conscicus plane, (’Lll(lﬁS such, thougly
Lannot rise rom it 0 the conscions level orin any way affect conscious p
cesses. It is sometimes styled the * door of the mind,” as being the dividj
point between active thought-processes and a mere passive state of purce e
scrousness.°

From the modern standpoint, questions also arise as te whether blicvay
could properly be understood as consciousness at all. For, functioni
as it does, only in decp sleep, it may be merely a phyeiclogical conditig
Further, though deep, dreamless sleep is theorerically possible, it hes beg
admitted by modern psychologists to be beyond verification, on account
18 dinivenaal taaadlnmese Fa s i . :

the untversal tendeney to {orget dicoms, It 15 also clear that, though

the original concept there was a probable identification of consciousncss wi .

life, the later scholiasts were anxious to avoid any such implications. The P of the Sammohavinodani also speaks of dreams we would now call
therefore, separated thoaght from havasige, and also distinguished bhavas Jon dreams (pabbata palanio viya, akasena gacchanto viya), and he classes
from life by saying that it was, at some stage or other, cut off.  But, in atiemp pmong those due to physical causes. Modern psychologists are in
ing to explain the problem of survival by means of the concept, they sed g agreement as regards this position.

to have plunged themselves into an irreconcilable contradiction.  As a fo §Z. Aungss refers to an interesting development in the dream-theory
jAbhidhamma when he avers that ““ some authorities "’ are of opinion
fana never obtains in a dream-process. The Ceylon tradition, however,
¢ confirm this view, for the obtaining of javana in a cognitive process
p not on whether it is a waking-process or a dream-process but on the

&

of consciousness, whether potential or othierwise, as contrasted with though
processes, we can casily understand it At least this position is fairly cle
in the Abhidhamma.  Bhavenga is constantly referred to as a species of cith
And we have mentioned that, though blevange has no relationship to exterr
objects in this world, it takes for irs object onc of the signs that preses

themsclves to the dying man in his previous existence. Sammokavinodani (P.T.S.), pp. 406-407. Saraithadipani, Col. Ed. 1033, pt. 11,

¥.Cf. Freud : Experience shows us that dreams are excited by residues from
flous day.”—DMetapsychological Supplement to the Theory of Dreams. (Collected
#Yol. IV, p. 130).

b Milinda Paniha : kapimiddhapaveto kho maharaja supinam passati.—Col, Ed.
2 Y0 S0 maharaja supinam passati na so niddayanto passati napi jagganio passati—-
40. Cf. also, Frcud : “ It is true that drcams only show us the dreamer in
;he is not asleep : nevertheless they are bound to reveal to us characteristics of
L at the same time.”—loc. cit., p. 138.

P. 407 (P.T.S. Ed.).

Modern psychologists would qualify this statement. According to them, the
°¥ a dream may at times be purely physical, but the drcam-content would
M1gin in the unconscious.

b Compendium, pP- 47

In illustration of the process of coenition the Buddhist writers, mai
the commentarians, have given us the well-known mango-simile (ambopami
which is set forth in full in the A#hesalini.*®  Mrs. Rh\:s Davids sumimaris
it thus 20 ““ A man is in decp sleep with covered head beneath a manzo t§
(stream of unconscious life or bhavarnsa'. A wind stirs the branches (1)1‘u:~ed'
citla 1, and vibrating bhavai’ |

«(¢a 2, 3). This causes a mango to fall by h

25. Mrs. Rhys Davids’ statement that “ it would scem to mean what we now @
sub-conscidusness ' is inisleading.  Sce Milinda Questions, p. 114.

26, Abhidhammatthasargaha, Chap. IIL.
27. Sce W. H. R. Rivers, Instinct and the Unconscious, Chap. XTIV,
28. Colombo Ed. p. 251.

29.  Buddhist Psychology, p. 180. Iorx
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intensity of the stimulus. As to whether Aung is referring to a Burmg
tradition does not seem sufficiently clear from his statement. If it w
recognised that javana did not obtain in a dream-process, the developmey
would be an interesting one from the modern point of view. For, it migy
indicate that the scholiasts regarded the dream-process as a species of autigt
thinking, as do many psychologists of today. Cefana or will is a characteris
property of javana. And the suspension of javana would therefore mean thy
there was no control of the will over the dream-process. That there was
tendency towards such a development even in the Ceylon tradition is indicatg
by a passage in the Pdrajika Atthakatha, where it is stated that the power g
volition (cetand) in a dream-process is not sufficiently strong to bring aboy
rebirth.st

E. R. pE S. SARATHCHANDRA

36.  Svayam dubbalavatthukatla cetanaya patisandhim akaddhitum asamaitho.
See Abhidhavmaprakasava (1939), by Bhiksu Dodampahala Kavidhaja, Pt. 1, p. 243




