BUDDHIST ENLIGHTENMENT AND
INEFFABILITY
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Introduction

Traditionally religion is one major area with which the
alleged phenomenon of ineffability has been associated. In
God - centred religions the claim that God is ineffable
characterizes this belief. In Hinduism we come across two
wellknown concepts, 'anirvacaniya’ (indefinable) and 'avacya'
(ineffable) which carry this sense. The Kena Upanisad
statement: whence the word, along with mind, turn back
without reaching' (yato vaco nivartante-aprapya manasa
saha) indicates an ineffable state in the heart of the Hindu
religious experience. In the like manner, certain Mahayana
Buddhist texts talk about 'the unspeakable nature’ (analapya
svabhava) of the ultimate religious experience. Among the
Theravada Buddhists, today there is a wide-spread belief that
Nirvana (Pali: nibbana) is something that cannot be de-
scribed by words. In this manner some form of ineffability
has been associated with religious experience always. The
purpose of the present essay is to examine the concept of
ineffability in the context of the Theravada Buddhist tradi-
tion preserved in the Pali canon.

It is customary among Buddhist scholars to make a
distinction between what they call ‘early Buddhism' and the
Theravada tradition. Some scholars like the late Professor

28

ayatilleke who were instrumental in making tht? concept

ly Buddhism' popular seem to have ust it almost

sively to refer to the Pali canonical tradtion not even
mmodating the commentaries in the fold.

’* However today the concept is understood more broadly
, referring to a form of Buddhism represented not c_mly by
| Pali canon but also by the Chinese Taisho collection and
similar early strands of Buddhist literature. In the
nt essay I use the term 'Pali canon' to refer to the egrllest
of Buddhism represented by the three basets (ti-pitaka),
amely, Sutta, Vinaya and Abhidhamma. My use of ‘early

ddhism' solely refers to the Pali Canon for I Qo not make
yp of the Chinese or any other sources belonging tf’ f)thcr
-‘-H;ﬁﬂitions. One handicap in the Chinese canon is tha't itis not
a collection of one homogeneous tradition but a mixture 'of
‘many Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhist traditions. :Whllc
this variagatedness enhances the richness of the collection by
providing ample opportunities for the rcsegrcher of fhe
history of ideas it is not as helpful as the Pali canon wh;ch'
preserves one uniform tradition. Iuse the term Theravada
to refer to both early and later developmetns of the tradition
which takes the three baskets and the commentaries and the
sub-commentaries as its sources.

The very term 'Buddhism' means many tradit'ions f01:
many people. Thereis abasic distinction between 'ﬂnnayana
and 'Mahdayana'. In the so-called Hinayana Buddhism _thelje
is only one living tradition, namely, the Theravada which is
the traditional religion of Campuchia, Laos, Myanmar, Sri
Lanka and Thailand. There are many schools of Mahaylzma
tradition practised traditionally in such countries as China,
Japan and Korea. These schools can have considerable
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differences among themselves. A third form of Budddhism
called 'Vajrayana' has been traditionally practised in such
places as Bhutan, Sikkhim and Tibet. Although the core ideas
are the same there are considerable differences in details and
in practice among these traditions. Therefore we need to
specify what Buddhism we are discussing. In the present
paper my main focus is the Theravada Buddhism represented
by the Pali canon.

In contemporary discussions of philosophy of religion
the outcome of religious practice is generally described as
religious experience'. This is used to cover all forms of
religious ultimates, both 'personae of religious experience'
such as God, Allah, Yahweh, Krshna etc. and 'impersonae of
religious experience' such as Nirvana, Satori, Tathagata-
garbha, Atman/Brahman etc.! The use of the term lays stress
on the experiential aspect of the religious life over the
metaphysical aspect. Although in the context of the criticism
of religion by logical positivism the new move to focus on
one's experience has been little more helpful to the traditional
God - centred religion, one's personal experience does not
prove much in terms of metaphysics. I would maintain that
the metphysical problem typical of religion in general does
not affect early Buddhism. By the same token I will argue
thatearly Buddhism does not contribute to ineffability which
is usually a result of adopting a transcendental metaphysical
entity. In the course of this essay what I mean by religious
experience in Buddhism is the nirvanic experience or nirvana
although there are many degrees of experiencing the purifi-
cation characterized by Nirvana before the actual realization
of it.

What is Ineffability?

That God is ineffable seems to be a received view in
theistic religion. Many other forms of religion too make
similar claims. For instance, in Taoism, a basic belief is that

1 This distinction has been used by John Hick in his An Interpreta-
tion of Religion. Yale University Press, 1989,
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Tao that ca

words.

n be spoken of is not true Tao. In Hinduism,
Atman/Brahman has been considered something beyond
' The idea of ineffability indicates some sort of limit to
fﬁnguistic expression. H(_)wever, when we examine the claim
closely we can see that it is not only about a limit of language
but also it points to limits of our knowledge and the nature of

reality.

As a claim of the limits of language the ineffability is

not confined to the field of religion alone. For instance in art
itis generally believed that the subject matter of it lies beyond
Jinguistic expression. There is also a very general claim that

human emotions and experiences are ineffable. The alleged
ineffability in both religion and art is taken as an aspect of this
Jarger phenomenon of ineffability. There is a basic logical
difficulty in making a claim to the effect that something
cannot be described by words. The difficulty concerns the
status of the very statemet. Is not the statemen it self a
description of what is said to be 'indescribable'? Strictly
speaking, to say that something is ineffable is to say some-
thing about it. What is said is an important thing bpc_ause it
opens the discussion as to why this particular thing is ineffa-
ble. The logical difficulty is that by making a statement
regarding the impossibility of making a statement one 1s
cought up in a self-contradictory situation. Noticing the
difficulty Arthur Danto once defined meffablh'ty as "that
about which all that it is to be said is nothing more is sayable™.
However if we accept the validity of this logical difficulty we
have to conclude that nothing is absolutely ineffable.

) Paul Henle discusses the possibility of two kinds of
ineffability, one relative to a particular symbolism and one

Pervading linguistic system as a whole’. As an example of

Z 'Language and the Tao: Some Reflections on Ineffability’ in
- Journal of Chinese Philosophyl. (1973) pp. 45-55. :
3. ‘Mysticism and Semantics' in Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research. (1943) vol. ix. pp.416-22.

31



relative ineffability he says that there can be a certain system
of symbols in which certain statements cannot be made. By
the very structure of such a system it can express only some
ideas and not orthers. In such a situation, however, one can
switch into another system and overcome the difficulty. The
absolute ineffability is not something that is relative to one
particular system of symbols but a situation that covers the
phenomenon of language as a whole. It means that some-
thing cannot be expressed in any language at all. The claim
made in religious literature seems to be something of the
second sort. It seems to refer to human linguistic capacity in
general and claims that there are things that lie beyond its
limits

The Upanisadic statement mentioned earlier refers to
word and mind. It seems to be saying that certain things
cannot be thought or said. If something is absolutely unthink-
able then that must be necessarily ineffable for we cannot talk
about things we cannot think of. An associated claim is that
we cannot know certain things. Here again what is debated
is not the limit of particular individuals' capacity to know but
the limits of universal human capacity to know. In other
words, what is claimed is that there are things human beings
cannot know in principle. If something is unknown then it
must be unthinkable; what is both unknown and unthinkable
must be ineffable.

There is a significant difference between the ineffabil-
ity caused by the nature of the human language and one
caused by the limits of the human cognitive capacity. In the
case of the former, the ineffability is aresult of the very nature
of the language. A good example is the Advaita Vedantic
Atman/Brahman state. It is said that the ultimate reli gious
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of Atman/Brahman is a result of the realization
is false and what is real is only the.non-duality.
The language is taken as the major characteristic of the dual
Qnd hence unreal character of everyday experienced real‘nt}‘r.
The Atman / Brahman is characterized by oneness, aqd it is
:mied that in oneness there cannot be any operation of
language which requires duality and multiplim_ty for its very
éﬁstence. Now this is a clear situation in }:vh1ch langpage,
mtally and wholly, is incapabel of expressing the reality of
Am; an/Brahman.

" Ineffability causedby unknowability andunthinkability
is different. Strictly speaking we can say that the basic
problem is not related language per se; but _rt?alted to the
limited cognitive capacity of ours. The ineffaplllty occurs for
the simple reason that we cannot talk about things that we do
not know anything about.

experienge
that duality

cl

It is customary for religions to uphold the existence (.)f
sareahty transcending ordinary reality. The transcepdlcnce is
‘something contrasted with the world. In religions it is helc:.l,
again as a general rule, that anything connected with this
world is not satisfactory, and therefore should ultimately be
gotrid of. The answer to the problem of this world is believed
to lie in transcending it or going beyond it physically and
‘mentaly. Thus the acceptance of a transcending reality
comes as a 'logical corollary' of that religious analysis (?f
human predicament. What is transcendent, by definition, is
unknowable and hence ineffable.

Although the claim to the effect that God or the
Transcendent is ineffable is widely seen in religious litera-
ture what they meanat by this calim is not quite clear. They
cannot have meant that, for instance, God is totally ineffable
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for that will make the most cherished element of religion to
be wholly beyond human cognition. Hence it is claimed that
God is knowable through God's grace and only through
grace. Then the ineffability claim amounts to saying that God
cannot be adequately described or God cannot be described
by our ordinary language which does not rule out the possi-
bility of talking of God by means of certain extra-ordinary
methods of language such as via negativa etc. Although the
religious traditions make this claim it is significant to note
that they have never stopped talking of what they calimed to
be unspeakable. This suggests that what they meant by the
claim may not be toatal ineffability but some sort of limita-
tion or even psycholgical situation of the speaker. A good
example is provided by William James. He identifies several
characteistics of mystical experience among which he counts
Ineffability as the first:

The handiest of the marks by whch I classify a state of
mind as mystical is negative. The subject of it immedi-
ately says that it defies expression, that no adequate
report of its contents can be given in words. It follows
from this that it quality must be directly experienced:;
it cannot be imparted or trasnferred to others. In this
particularity mystical states are more like states of
feeling than like states of intellect. No one can make
clear to another who has never had a certain feeling, in
what the quality or worth of it consists. One must have
musical ears to know the value of a symphony; one
must have been inlove one's selftounderstand alover's
state of mind. Lacking the heart or ear, we cannot
interpret the musician or the lover justly, are even
likely to consider him weak-minded or absurd. The
mystic finds that most of us accord to his experiences
an equally incompetent treatmet®, _

4 The Varieties of Religious Experience. The Modern Library.
New York. 1936. p.371.
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‘pot capa

-

_ In this account of ineffz.ability Jame:s. refers to two
;aifferent reasons why something can be 1neffable. On_e
reason is that in the absence of the relevant experience one 1
k ble of talking about that particular thing. In the
context of religion this has been described as 'spiritual
plindness' by WT Stace’. The other aspect is that, however
much one were 10 say about a particular phcnomenon, one
does not feel adequate. Now this second is a Psychologl_cal
condition. Itisnotreally that one cannot desc_nbe something
o -jgmguage but one's emotional mvolvemcn} is such that one
éqes not feel satisfied with what one has said. It could well
be the reason with some of the religious people who_have

ade this claim. This does not, however, concerns us in the

E’;‘g’sent context.

" What has been maintained as ineffable in the field of
religion is what is believed to be the ultimate reality. If what
‘they meant by this claim is some psychological condmon_ of
‘one who makes the claim or some kind of laguage-relative
limitation or a speaker-relative limitation they are not insur-
mountable difficulties. What is philosophically and Feh-
giously significant is the claim that the ultimate religious
experience involves something totally transcendental and
hence it is ineffable in the sense that human language cannot
articulate it.

Buddhist Enlightenment

In his first sermon to the world the Buddha referred to
his realization in the following words: pubbe ananussutesu
dhammesu cakkhum udapadi,ianam udapadi, painia udapad,

5. Mysticism and Philosophy. Jeremy P. Tarcher, Inc. Los Angeles.
1960. pp. 383-4.
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vijja udapidi, aloko udapadi®: there arose eye, knowledge,
wisdom, science and light with regard to the phenomena
unheard of earlier'. In this statement the Buddha uses a series
of cognitive terms to describe the vision he realized and the
last term used is 'light'. The Buddhist nirvana may well be
described as 'enlightenment' in this particular sense but not in
its usual modern sense of being exclusively rational or
intellectural.

The teaching of the four noble truths focuses on the
idea of dukkha (suffering). It describes the human predica-
ment as characterized by suffering and goes on to explain that
suffering is causes by 'thirst' (fanha) and related defilements
(kilesa). The purification (visuddhi) marked by the eradica-
tion of these defilements is called nirvana (the cessation of
suffering = dukkhanirodha) constitutes the third noble truth
and the fourth describes the path leading to the cessation of
suffering. Along with 'purification’ there is another term
which is used widely in the texts to refer to nirvana, namely,
'vimutti' or liberation. It signifies the liberation from defile-
ments.

The basic four noble truth-teaching makes it very clear
that the ultimate stage of Buddhist religious life is purifica-
tion of mind of defilements or liberation of mind from fetters
(entanglements or shackles). This purification or liberation
has many stages. The well-known four stages, namely,
sotapanna (stream-entrant), sakadagami (once-returner),
anagami (non-returner) and arahanta (worthy-one) charac-
terize the gradual process of purification or liberation. The
texts elaborate bonds (sanfiojana) as ten. They are: person-
ality-belief, skeptical doubt, clinging to mere rules and

6 Samyuttanikaya (Sacca Samyutta).
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<. sensuous craving, ill-will, craving for fin_e~rnaterial
;u:e, craving forimmaterial existence, conceit, restless-
and ignorance. The first five are called lower fetters and
other five higher fetters. Of them the first three are
;cated at the first stage of liberation; in the secopd stage
o are softened; these two are completely eradicated at
d stage; the last five are destroyed at the final stage and
 a person is called 'arahant’ or one who has realized
a. It is quite natural in the teaching of the Buddha that
very deep and extensive analysis of human mind for
ate aim is the purification of the mind. The Buddhist
of defilements is very deep. It talks about many
s and characteristics of these defilements. Rune
n has to say the following about the Buddhist

s on human psychology:

ody with a good knowledge of psychology and its
» who reads the Pali nlkayas must be struck by the
at the psychological terminology is richer in this
n in any other ancient literature and that more space is
oted to psychological analyses and explanations in
 than in any other religious literature’.

lis emphasis in Buddhism makes sense in the context
ature of the ultimate realization advocated in
hism, namely, nirvana or the consummate purity of

acterizing the happiness arising from the cessa-
fering, nirvana, has been described as tkge 'hlg.h'est
S' (parama sukha). Highlighting the purity arising
: cessation of defilements is described in texts very
the extinction of lust, ill-will and delusion (raga-
va, dosa-khaya, mohakhaya). These three mental factors

- The Psychology of Nirvana. George Allen and Unwin LTD.
London. p. 11.
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have been recognized in the Buddhist psychologhical analy-
sis as representative of defilements. All the otherdefilements
are regarded as the species of these three. For the same
reason they are described as 'roots of unskilfulness' (akusala-
mitla). The arahant's behaviour is described as one of kusala
for it is devoid of the defiling factors characterized by these
three.

The path to arahanthood has been elaborated in the
discourses. What is striking in theses accounts is that there
is no mysticism in the whole process. The Buddhist path to
purification begins with morality (sila) and goes through the
stage of developement of the moral qualities of mind along
with its concentration (samadhi) and finally culminates in
wisdon (pa#ifia). In the second (samadhi) stage one starts
cultivating one's mind. The key elements of this process are
abandoning what are called five hindrances (nivarana ) and
generating the advanced states of mind called absorptions
(jhana). In the Jhanic states gradually one's mind gets
directed to itself and the connections with the external world
become less and less. However these are not mystical states
for they are characterized by the clarity of mind. The
Samannaphala Sutta of the Dighanikaya, one of the authori-
tative discourses of the Canon elaborates this stage of the
process in the following manner:

Then he, equipped with Ariyan morality, with his
Ariyan restraint of the senses, with his Ariyan content-
ment, finds a solitiary lodging, at the root of a forest
tree, in a mountain cave or gorge, a charnel-ground, a
jungle-thicket, or in the open air on a heap of straw.
Then, having eaten after his return from the alms-
round, he sits down cross-legged, holding his body
erect, and concentrates on keeping mindfulness estab-
lished befor him.
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~Abandoning worldly desires, he dwells with a mind
" ¢ eed from worldy desires, and his mind is purified of
. Abandoning ill-will and hatred... and by com-
Jassionate love for the welfare of all the living beings,
R @smmd is purified of ill-will and hatred. Abandoning
H;;p}gth-and—torpor, ... perceiving light, mindful and
n"&iéﬁﬂy aware, his mind is purified of worry and flurry.

purified of sloth-and-torpor. Abandoning worry-and-
flurry.. and with an inwardly calmed mind his heart is
ndoning doubt, he dwells with doubt left behind,
ut uncertainty as to what things are wholesome,

mind is purified of doubt...

1';_
Al

\
I "ﬂﬂbﬁg, Sire, as a monk does not perceive the disap-
; arance of the five hindrances in himself, he feels as
in debt, in sickness, in bonds, in slavery, on a desert
urney. But when he perceives the disappearance of
ive hindrances in himself, it is as if he were freed
ebt, from sickness, from bonds, from slavery,

is mind is concentrated. Being thus detached from
e desires, detached from unwholesome states, he
'S and remains inthe first jhana, which is with
Cing and pondering, born of detachment, filled

delightand joy. And with this delight and joy born
detachment, he so suffuses, drenches fills and irra-
s his body that there is no spot in his entire body
is untouched by his delight and joy born of detach-
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Again a monk, with subsiding of thinking and ponder-
ing, by gaining inner tranquility and oneness of mind,
enters and remains in the second jhana which is without
thinking and pondering, born of concentraion, filled
with delight and joy. And with this delight and joy born

_ of concentration he so suffuses his body that no spot
remains untouched....

Again, amonk, with the fading away of delight remains
imperturbable, mindful and clearly aware, and experi-
ences in himself that joy of which the noble ones say:
Happy is he who dwells with equanimity and
mindfulness", and he enters and remains in the third
jhana. And with this joy devoid of delight he so
suffuses his body that no spot remains untouched...

Again, a monk, having given up pleasure and pain and
with the disappearance of former gladness and sadness
enters and remains in the fourth jhana which is beyond
pleasure and pain, and purified by equanimity and
mindfulness. And he sits suffusing his body with that
mental purity and clarification so that no part of his
body is untouched by it.

The aspects described in thse passages cover the sec-
ond samadhi stage in the process of purification. The jhanas
referred to are those belonging to the realm of forms (riipa)
where the existence characetrized by the presence of physical
form. The Buddhist tradition also refers to four other stages
of jhana which are called 'formless' (ariipa). They have not
been elaborated in the Samanhhaphala sutta perhaps for they
are notessential for the purification of mind. They have been
described in many other discourses in the following manner:
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_ Through the total overcoming of the perception of
natter. however, and through the vanishing of sense-
,etions and the non-attention to the pcrceptlons of
jety, with the idea, ‘Boundless is space’, he reaches
Sphcre of Boundless Space (akasanaficayatana)
.d abides therin. Through the total overcoming of the
re of boundless space and with the idea ‘Boundless
consciousness', he reaches the Sphere of Boundless
nsciousness (vififilanaficayatana )and abides therein.

ugh the total overcoming of Sphere of Boundless
coiusness and with the idea: 'Nothing is here', he
es the Sphere of Nothingness (akifi canfiayatana)
‘abides therein.

ugh the total overcoming of the Sphere of Noth-
:ss he reaches the sphere of Neither-Perception-
--non-perception (nevasaniia-nasaihayatana) and
s therein.

count of these finer states of jhana shows that
| from the gradual isolation of mind from the
orld. Even in the fourth stage the mind is not
d of perceptions; but they are almost absent init.
cannot be described as mystical or transcenden-
- are nothing other than what has been described.

culmination of the trend of isolating mind from
s is the atfainment of cessation (nirodha
). Usually this is described as the cessation of

perceived and felt (sanfia vedayxta ‘nirodha). A
authority describes this attainment in the following

“'iatta.mment of extinction ... is the temporary suspension
< f all consciousness and mental activity, following
diately upon the semi- conscious state called
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'Sphere of Neither-Perception - nor - Nonperception,
The absolutely necessary preconditions to its attain-
ment are said to be perfect mastery of all 8 absorptiong
(jhana), as well as the previous attainment of Anagam;
or Arahatship... With regard to the difference existin g
between the monk abiding in this state of extinction op
the one hand, and a dead person on the other hand,
M.[Majjhimanikaya] 44 says: In him who is dead and
whose life has come to an end, the bodily (In and Out
breathing) verbal (Thought Conception and Discur-
sive Thinking) and mental functions have become
suspended and come to a standstill, life is exhausted,
the vital heat extinguished, the faculties are destroyed.
Also in the monk who has reached 'Extinction of
Perception and Feeling" (sanna - vedayitanirodha) the
bodily, verbal and mental functions have been sus-
pended and come to a standstill, but life is not ex-
hausted, the vital heat not extinguished, and the facul-
ties are not destroyed®.

As this description suggests this is a temporary stop-
ping of all sensory avenues including mind. The resultant
state is characterized by complete cessation of any form of
conscious exstence. In this state one is not much different
from a lifeless piece of log and characterized by total noth-
ingness. Even in this state there is nothing mystical because
there is nothing either mystical or non-mystical.

The final stage in the path to purification is 'wisdom'
and it has three stages. The Samahfiaphalasutta describes
these stages in the following manner:

8 Buddhist Dictionary. Nyanatiloka. (First published in Sri Lanka
in 1948)
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he, with the mind concentrated, ... applies and
ots his mind to the knowledge of previous exist-
_ He remebers many previous existences: one
h. two, three, four, five births ten, twenty, thrity,
ity fifty births, a hundred, a thousand, a hundred
1sand births several periods of contraction, of ex-
ion, of both contraction and expansion "there my
e was so-and-so, my clan was so-and-so, my caste
s so-and-so, my food was such-and-such, I experi-
such-and-such pleasant and painful conditions,
ved for so long. having passed away from there, I
> there. There my name was so-and-so... And
passed away from there, I arose here". Thus he
ers various past births, their conditions and

d he, with mind concentrated, ... applies and directs
nd to the knowledge of the passing-away and
ng of beings. With the divine eye, purified and
gthatof humans, he sees beings passing away
d arising: base and noble, well - favoured and ill -
?hrréd, to happy and unhappy destinations askamma
them, and he knows: 'These beings, on account
sconduct of body, speech or thought, or disparag-
he Noble Ones, have wrong view and will suffer
mic fate of wrong view. At the breaking-up of the
dy after death they reborn in a lower world, a bad
tination, a state of suffering, hell. But these beings,
unt of good conduct of body, speech or thought,
ing the Noble Ones, have right view and will

lion, a heavenly world". Thus with the divine
- he sees beings passing away and rearising...
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And he, with mind concentrated, purified and cleaned,
unblemished, free from impurities, malleable, work-
able, established and having gained imperurbability,
applies and directs his mind to the knowledge of the
destruction of the corruptions. He knows as itreally is.
"This is suffering”, he knows as it really is: "This is the
origin of suffering", he knows asitreally is: "This is the
cessation of suffering", he knows as it really is: "This
is the path leading to the cessation of suffering." And
he knows as it really is" "These are the corruptions”
"This is the origin of the corruptions”, "this is the
cessation of the corruptions”, "this is the path leading
to the cessation of the corruptons”. And through his
knowing and seeing his mind is' delivered from the
corruption of sense desire, from the corruption of
becoming, from the corruption of ignorance, and the
knowledge arises in him: "This is deliverance", and he
knows: "Birth is finished, the holy life has been led,
done is what had to be done, there is nothing further
here."

The actual occasion of becoming an arahant and realizing
nirvana occurs at the realization of the knowledge of the
destruction of the defilements. The unmystical character of
the stage of realization is emphasized in the discourse through
the following simile:

Just as if, Sire, in the midst of the mountains there were
a pond, clear as a polished mirror, where a man with
good eyesight standing on the bank could see oyster-
shells, gravel banks, and shoals of fish, on the move or
stationary. And he might think: "This pond is clear, ...
there are oyster-shells, ... just so with mind concen-
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. he knows: "Birth is finished, the holy life has
, ed, done is what had to be done, there is nothing
er here. This, Sire, is a fruit of the homeless life,

ble here and now..."

' s simile makes it very clear that the final stage of the
Df purification is wholly unmystical and does not
any transcendental phenomenon. The conclusion I
m this is that nirvana is not a transcendental phenom-
lies beyond human cognitive capacity. Nor does
any transcendental reality similar to Atman /
which is the negation of ordinary reality that alone
y be described by language, and therefore nir-
Buddhist enlightenment is not ineffable. -

Problem of Transcendence and Ineffabitity

bates on the nature of nirvana and the person
ized it are not new. In the discourses themselves
lements which could be used as supporting a
ental interpretation of nirvana. Our discussion can-
lete without an examination of at least some of
ces. One of such well-known instances occurs
2 (which is known among the students of Bud-
.80 with reference to the Pali Text Society edition
na). What follows is the text and the translation of

ant passages:

thi bhikkhave tadayatanam, yattha neva pathavi na
na tejo na viyo na 'ﬁkc'z.ninw’ic&yaranam na
aiadyatanam na akificanfiayatanam na nevasan
amiayatanam rayam loko na paro loko.ubhoc-
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andimasuriya tadaham bhikkhave n'eva agatim n,
gatim na thitimna cutim na upapattim appatithan
appavattam anarammanam eva tam, es' ev' anto
dukkhassati' There is that sphere wherein is neither
earth nor water nor fire nor air; wherein is neither the
sphere of infinite space, nor of infinite consciousness,
nor of nothingness, nor of neither-perception nor-non-
perception; wherein there is neither this world nor g
world beyond nor both together nor moon nor sun; this
I'say is free from duration and departure; there is no
establishment no continuation, no object ; this indeed
is the end of suffering'.

Atthi bhikkhave ajatam abhittam akatam asankhatam
no ce tambhikkhave abhavissa ajatam abhitamakatam
asankhatam nayidha jatassa bhitassa katassa
sankhatassa nissaranam pannayetha: Yasma ca kho
bhikkhave atthi ajatam abhutam akatam asankhatam
tasma jatassa bhutassa katassa sapkhatassanissaranam
pannayati: Monks, if that not-born, not-made, not-
compounded were not, no escape from the born, be-
come, made, compounded had been known here. But,
monks, since there is a not- born, not- become, not-
made, not-compounded, therefore an escape from the

born, become, made, compounded is known.

The first passage talks about a sphere which does not
involve any of the characteristics of the world we ordinarily
experience. The language used suggests that what is de-
scribed is a place or some sort of entity. The next passage
seems to say that there is what is not born, not become, not
made and not compounded. It is believed that, although the
crucial term does not ocur in the discourse, what is being
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o is nirvana. There is another statement in U.55
s that "just as the ocean does not .sh'nnk or over-
so, though many monks attain parinibbana in that
of nibbana without any attachment left. Yet there
.+ shrinking nor overflow seen in that condition of
Thls statement suggests tha_t there is only one
we just go by the literal meaning of these passages
y be taken as referring to a transcendental reality
d well be nirvana. However, this is not.the only
reting these passages. Itis possible to interpret
ing to the nature of nirvanic experience which
e to the nature of the ordinary experience. The
ics such as being born, become, made and com-
are associated with our day-to-day experience.
wterpretation would go along well with the general
e characterization of nirvana in the discourses.
who studied the nirvana from a point (_)f
chology makes the following observat:ilon: "it is
this passage [quoted as the second in this paper],
ambiguous in meaning, is one of the starting
he development of Buddhism as a metaphysical
T4 :
 Buddha's rejection of all the four propositions
the arahant is taken sometimes as indicating an
Inthe Aggi Vacchagottasutta(Majjhimanikaya
ogue relevant to this point occurs between the
ind Vacchagotta. The latter asks from the Buddha
possibility of the post-mortem existence of the
Buddha replies to him saying that the arahant
cribed as existing, not existing, both existing
sting or neither existing nor not existing. In this

e
-]

Psycholohy of Nirvana. George Allen and Unwin LTD,
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reply the Buddha rejects all the four logical alternatives. The
argument is that if anything at all can be said it must be saig
by means of any one of the above four alternatives; if all the
four are inapplicable then no language can describe the status
of the arahant after his death.

The Buddha explains why the four positions are not
relevant to the arahant. He takes the fire that was burning in
front of _them as an example and asks from Vacchagotta
whether is it proper to ask where the fire has gone once it is
extinguished. The latter admits that such a question was not
proper. He says that fire which was burning owing to some
causes such as fuel gets extinguished once the causes are
removed. There does not arise a question as to where the fire
has gone. In the like manner, the Buddha said, the arahant has
totally destroyed all the five aggregates with which one could
speak of him. The arahant is liberated from the notion of
material form (rupa), feeling (vedana), perception (sanna),
constructions (sankhara) and consciousness (vinnana), The
]E’.uddha further explains the status of such an arahant as

gambhiro appameyyo duppariyogaho seyyathapi
mahas 10.": deep, immesurable, unfathomable, like
the greatocean”. Thereis a similarstatementin the Suttanipata
which describes the state of the arahant in the following
manner:

The person who has attained the end does not have a
measure; he does not have that with which one can speak of
him. When all the phenomena are totally destroyed all the
ways of speech too are destroyed"!",

In this explanation the idea that the arahant does not

10 Majjhimanikaya 1. Pali Text Society. p. 487.

11 Attamgatassa na pamanam’ atthi - yena nam vajju tam tassa natthi
sabbesu dhammesu samuhatesu - samuhata vadapatha pi sabbe
(Suttanipata 1076)
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+ of the aggregates with which one can speak of him
. the possibility that the arahant can still have
1 of existence in the absence of the five aggregates.
d of interpretation is supported by the subsequent
1t which compares the arahant to the great ocean

- mesurable. In particular, this last statement can be
as indicating a transcendental state which lies
1an comprehension. In fact. KN Jayatilleke, one
modern interpreters of Buddhism, holds a similar
interpreting these passages he says: The
rical cannot be empirically describeds or under-
- can be realized and attained"'2K.N. Jayatilleke
been forced to allow this transcendnetal interpre-
, to the fact that the textual passages betray such a
ever, the important fact to consider is whether we
y such relatively isolated passages or we should
e large majority of the instances which describe
as the purity of mind caused by the cessation of all

eve that our interpretation of niravana has to be
¢ the large number of such instances. The resultant
f nirvana is that it is a sublime state of mind and that
ts in the experience as purity of defilements and
from bonds. As I have explained elsewhere, the
f Buddhism is that it does not have a concept of
lence similar to that of theistic religions or the so-
inistic religions such as Advaita Vedanta®. Like
ligion, Buddhism too views the present state of

Buddhist Theory of Knowledge. George Allen and Unwin
London. pp. 475-6.

vana and Ineffability: A Study of the Buddhist Theory of
and Language. Postgraduate Instituteof Paliand  Buddhist
s. Colombo. 1993 See pp. 148-151.
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the human existence as unsatisfactory. Buddhism describes
this by the word 'dukkha’ (suffering), and says that we must
get rid of this suffering. The eradication of suffering, how-
ever, does not mean that we must go to a trasncendental state
(God, Heaven or Atman/Brahman) in order to overcome it.
That is why the Buddha says: The world, its origin, cessation
and the path leading to the cessation lies within this fathom-
long body'®. The trasncendence Buddhism talks is only an
attainment to higher state of mind which is a result of mental
development. The enlightened person has been described as
one who is born and brought up in the world but lives in it
without getting smeared by its defilements. The mind of such
a person may be unfathomable like the great ocean by an
ordinary mind. But it cannot mean that the arahant enters a
transcendental reality after his attainment to arahanthood.

Conclusion

In many religious traditions we find that the ultimate
religious experience or reality has been described as ineffa-
ble mainly due to the fact that it has been described as
transcendental. If something is beyond human comprehen-
sion and lies totally above human cognition such a thing has
to be ineffable in the sense that one cannot talk about
something that one does not know. But, faced with the task
of characterizing their religious experience, many religious
traditions have made inconsistent statements. On the one
hand, they say that the ultimate religious reality is unknowable
and ineffable. On the other hand, they say that it can only be
known by extra-ordinary methods. If something can be

14  Imasmimyevabyamamatte kalebare sanfiimhi samannake lokanca
pafitapemi lokasamudayaiica lokanirodhafica lokanirodhagam
inipatipadanca. Samyuttanikaya 1. Pali Text Society. London. p.
62
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known by whatever manner, it is difficult to hold that it is
going to be ineffable. The only consistent position to hold is

total transcendence, total unknowability and total ineffabil-
ity. But this position is not much helpful either religiously or

phllosophlcally

It is important to note that the early Buddhist tradition
has never said that nirvana is ineffable. None of the arahant
who realized nirvana has claimed their experience to be
ineffable either. As we saw in the above discussion of the
pirvanic path the clarity of vision is the hallmark of the entire
process. There is nothing mystical at any point of the process.

‘Therefore It is quite natural that such areligious tradition has

not understood its ultimate religious experience to be

ineffable.
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