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Chapter 1

Hindu Doctrines of Creation and Their
Buddhist Critiques

Ernst Steinkellner

Some Preliminary Considerations

At the very beginning of this chapter, a short note of apology seems to be appropriate.
When the editor confirmed my positive answer to the invitation to write this
contribution, I felt flattered by his words ‘I am glad that you approach the area of
Buddhist philosophy not only with a philological and historical interest, but also with
a philosophical one — this, after all, makes it really interesting.’ 1 felt flattered,
because in my youth philosophy appeared to me to be the peak of human activities.
Throughout my working life, I nonetheless never even came near these high ranges,
and while facing the task of preparing this paper I had to admit to myself that my
philosophical interest is actually quite minimal by now, and more and more my hopes
focus rather on philology strictly speaking, especially when the questions to be
addressed are within the framework of ‘Buddhist—Christian Dialogue’. For
‘philology’. as I would like to understand it, is an area of exercise in the never-ending
social process of understanding information which originates from human sources
with the intention to be understood by another human being, thus providing a basis
for a dialogue which aims at mutual understanding rather than at preparing for non-
verbal application of sticks or bombs.

The inter-linguistic and inter-cultural difficulties and impediments that are met
with are well known.! Projects like the present one, however, testify to the fact that a
possibility to overcome these difficulties in a meaningful way is still to be hoped for,
and is certainly preferable to the alternatives of cultural solipsism and military
monism which result from intellectual attitudes such as those of the recently
fashionable hermeneutical despair.

Intra-culturally, we are confronted with similar difficulties. Debates between
different strands of Indian societies, too, are held in the same language and use
roughly the same logical forms, and yet they often tend to end in irreconcilable
differences. Precise conceptual clarity and neatness is therefore required in order to

1 Cf. the ‘Concluding Remarks’ in R. Jackson, ‘Dharmakirti’s refutation of theism’, Philosophy East
and West 36/4, 1986, 315-48, pp. 338-42.



16 Buddhist and Christian Perspectives on Creation

discover the — mostly — silent presuppositions brought into such debates based on
backgrounds of different social conditions, motivations, and aims.

In my following attempt to fulfil the task requested in the title of my paper, I shall
naturally stay within the borders of the Indian culture. And, in order not to be possibly
misread in an inter-cultural discourse, I will try, as closely as possible, to identify the
key concepts by their function in context. In addition, in order to do justice to those
key concepts also within intra-cultural debates, we must take into account both the
starting point and the direction of these debates. For, as a rule, a specific polemical
argument tends to be selective and limitative from the beginning: it chooses targets
and prepares them for easier destruction through weapons wielded in the owner's
factory. Consequently, the theories and concepts of the party under polemical attack
are always broader and more meaningful in their natural and homogeneous
conceptual environment than when put up as isolated targets in polemics,

I shall therefore structure my paper in the following way: before looking at the
various arguments developed by Buddhist traditions and philosophers, I will
introduce some examples of ‘creation’ concepts from the early brahmanical and
Hindu context which the Buddhists respond to in their critiques. This should reveal at
least the more important reasons for their polemical efforts and identify the specific
types of their targets. Since the Buddhists were quite selective, targeting not even all
the main Indian doctrines of creation, this survey will really be no more than a
typological one, with no comprehensiveness intended. Subsequently, I will
summarize the historical development of the Buddhist arguments, attempt to identify
the Buddhists’ reasons for their critical enterprise, and finally, I shall present in more
detail, but again only as an example, a particular argument which was elaborated by
one of the most influential and differentiating Buddhist philosophers, Dharmakirti.

It will remain to be seen whether any of these arguments can be transferred
meaningfully to the Christian-Buddhist dialogue, and whether any objective can be
seen in such an enterprise. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Buddhists tried to
use their traditional polemical lore to confront Christian ideas in much the same way
as it had been used against the concepts developed by Indian theistic traditions. This,
however, is not my topic, and will be dealt with in a later chapter.?

Creator and Creation in Traditional Hindu Thought

‘Creation’ together with its various explanations in India is an answer to the question
of “Why are we, here and now?’ The question is searching for a first cause. By the
time of the Buddha’s appearance, many answers had already been given. Starting
from the later parts of the Rgveda to the earlier Upanisads, mythic notions of
beginnings within a pre-existing set-up of the Vedic gods prevailed.’ Some

2 Cf. José Cabézon’s contribution in Chapter 3.
3 Cf. Jackson, op. cit. (fn. 1), p. 317; H. von Stietencron, Der Hinduismus (Munich: C.H. Beck 2001),
p.21.
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cosmogonic hymns of the Rgveda speak of a personal creator-god, Vi§vakarman
(*Whose acting is the universe’), who as a priest carries out creation as a sacrifice, and
who works with pre-existing unformed material in the manner of a craftsman. In the
hymn to purusa (‘man’) (Rgveda 10.90), we find the idea of an emanation of the
universe, including the macro cosmos and our worldly surrounding with its social
institutions, from a single entity, the purusa, as causa materialis. This is a clearly
monistic tradition, identifying the cause as ‘the One’ (tad ekam), but naming it by the
names of the great Vedic gods Indra, Varuna, or Agni.! The early Upanisads
identified this Vedic ‘One’ with brdhman, the truth of the Vedic word and reality of
everything existent, the source and substance of the world in matter and
consciousness, and finally identified this impersonal principle with the conscious
core in living beings, the ‘Self’ (dmman). Vedic polytheism thus gave way to
Upanisadic monism, and the Vedic gods were relegated to the realm of the finite with
their tasks. The absolute brdhman does not necessarily require a creator of the
universe. The created world could be seen as being only phenomenal, an illusion, and
a falsely imagined transformation of the ultimate reality. Such ideas do not, however,
exclude the assumption of a temporarily active creator-god as long as the
impersonality of the absolute brdhman is not associated with a function. Materialistic
monism is known as well, in which creation is seen as an ‘outflow’ (srsti), or in a
dualistic garb, in which an active undifferentiated primal matter (prakrti) creates by
transforming itself for the purpose of inactive but observing units of consciousness
(purusa).

Along with these atheistic ideas of creation we also find personalistic-theistic
concepts developing from late-Vedic monism. The Vedic ‘One’ was assumed to
exist, have a wish to create and a consciousness to know what is to be created in all its
details. Such a wishful and conscious ‘One’, however, can hardly be a neutral
principle, but must be a personal one. The alternative to an unfathomable brdhman
without form and qualities (nirguna) is thus a personal God with qualities (saguna),
an agent of creation of the world, as well as its upkeep and destruction, the masculine
god brahmdn (nom. brahma) with only a shift of the accent. He is not known in the
Veda, but Vedic and early Upanisadic mythic notions, for example, the ‘lord of
creatures’ (prajapati) or the ‘golden (that is, eternal) germ’ (hiranyagarbha) were
seen as ‘the One’ that has subsequently taken form as a personal God, the Lord of
creation, Prajapati or Purusa in the Veda, later Bhagavan and [§vara, who designs the
elements and laws of nature, and starts the process of creating all living beings
beginning with the various gods. Theories of rebirth and a cyclic conception of the
cosmos were also developed in this period and completed the notion of a highest
personal God: at the end of a world-period, this God takes both the world and its
creatures back into himself. Formless neuter brdhman before creation, that is, the

4 Cf. K. Preisendanz, ‘Die vedische Tradition als Hintergrund firr den frithen Buddhismus: einige
ausgewihlte philosophische Aspekte’, in Buddhismus in Geschichte und Gegenwart, Band IV
(Universitit Hamburg 2000), pp. 37-54.
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moment when the “golden germ’ is born, is god Brahman (brahmdn) as long as the
world, space, time and creatures exist. Therefore, a relationship between the eternal
creator and creatures is possible, and no alternative is left to this monotheistic option:
he creates and supports, he is omniscient, omnipotent and eternal. The Vedic gods
have now become part of the circle of finite existences, even if long-lasting. This
highest personal and eternal God is subsequently identified by historically and
socially different groups, the representatives of the developing Hindu religions,
under the various names praised, loved and feared, for example by Vaisnava
believers as Visnu, Krsna, Rama, or by Saiva believers as Siva.’

These early theistic tendencies, becoming monotheistic traditions and finally
Hindu religions properly speaking, incorporate the inherited basic structure of
identity or difference between transcendent and immanent aspects of the ultimate
being in different ways. Roughly, it can be said that the Supreme Being brdhman is
personalized in the sense that a creative aspect is attributed to it: it is assumed to be
responsible for the origin and order of the cosmos. The idea of a transcendent, all-
pervading, inactive and impersonal principle, the late-Vedic brdéhman, remains alive,
however, for in many of the mythic accounts of the creation that are available, for
example, in the Manu Smyti or in various Puranas, the actual creation of the world
lies in the hands of a demiurge. Often, the god Brahman is given this special task, but
the demiurge may also be seen as the creative power (mdyd, Sakti) or a manifestation
(vyitha) of the ultimate reality. What these general myths and later theologies then
present are elaborate variations on the answers to two main questions: How did God
create the world? And why did God create the world?

The general scarcity of written sources for centuries of oral tradition allows only
for a hypothetical history of these developments: they begin already in the last parts
of the Rgveda, and become stronger around the time of the Buddha'’s activity, the fifth
to fourth centuries BCE, during the first North Indian empire of the Nandas, and the
time of the Maurya dynasty. With the development of the classical Indian
philosophical traditions from the last centuries BCE onwards, we can assume that the
theistic conceptions, which so far were only asserted in the form of mythic accounts,
finally begin to receive theoretical justifications.

I cannot touch upon the question of why God created the world, and the direction
of this chapter does not allow for a comprehensive survey of the variations in the
manner of his creation. I would offer, rather, a typology of concepts of creation, and
exemplify the two types proposed respectively. Their main difference seems to
consist in whether an all-pervading or only a limited function of God is assumed to be
the cause of the world. For God may be seen as being both, the material and the
instrumental or efficient cause of the world, or only its instrumental cause.

5 Cf.J. Gonda, Die Religionen Indiens. I: Veda und dlterer Hinduismus; II: Der jiingere Hinduismus
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 1960, 1963).

6 Cf. M. Biardeau, C. gonies puraniques: Erude de mythologie hindou, Tome 1 (Paris: Ecole
Frangaise D'Extréme Orient 1981); M. Pfeiffer, Indische Mythen vom Werden der Welt: Texte,
Strukturen, Geschichte (Berlin: Reimer 1994).
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The first type of creation theory can perhaps be characterized as evolutionary. It
aims at harmonizing a monotheistic position with the ancient idea of an original
transcendent unity of impersonal being. An example is the creation theory of the
visnuitic Paficaratra tradition.” Here, two main stages of creation are distinguished, a
higher or pure one ($uddhasarga), and a lower or gross one. Visnu, the ultimate
being, wakens Laksmi, his Sakti (‘Power’). Why remains a mystery, for even
‘diversion” ({ild) given as an answer is not satisfying in the case of a perfect being.
Visnu’s ‘Power’ is twofold as action and becoming, that is, as the instrumental and
material cause of the world. This ‘Power’, which is nothing but Visnu’s will to create,
is symbolized by God’s discus-weapon (Sudar$ana), and is understood to be the
principle that supports and orders the world. ‘Manifestations’ (vyiha) and
‘appearances’ (avatara) of Visnu as part of this pure creation enrich the possibilities
of special kinds of divine support.

The second stage of creation includes categories such as maya (‘power of
illusion’), the gunas (‘constituent qualities of primal matter’), the natural law of
karman and its character of necessity, and kala (‘time’). In fact, the whole system of
evolutionary products developed in the philosophical tradition of the Sankhya is
included as a distinct kind of creation called ‘creation from primal matter’
(pradhanasarga), to which the final step, ‘creation by Brahman’ (brahmasarga), is
added in order to incorporate the traditional epic accounts. All this sets limitations for
the evolving products and increasing estrangement of these products from their
original perfection and purity. When the last essence (rattva), earth, is evolved, the
activity of the Manus, the fathers of mankind, begins.

According to the second type of creation theory, God is thought to be an eternal
‘supreme soul’ (paramatman) or even a special substance separate from other eternal
elements of being. The idea of creation by a ‘creator-god’ (i§vara) as developed in the
philosophical traditions of Vaisesika and Nyaya may serve as an example in this
case,® for their conceptions are the main targets of the later Buddhist polemics. These
brahmanical philosophical traditions, which eventually merged to a certain extent,
seem to have been conceived in their beginnings as atheistic systems for explaining
the modes of bondage into an unsatisfying worldly existence and the means of
liberation from the same. It is generally agreed that, considered as a whole, there was
no need in these systems to consider an T§vara as a necessary component in the cycles
of cosmic formation, existence and dissolution. Material atom-shaped elements as
well as souls existed without beginning, that is, eternally, and thus were not created.
The movements of the atomic elements, resulting in various combinations of matter
and souls at the beginning and their dissolution at the end of world-periods, is caused

7 Cf. J. Gonda, op. cit. (fn. 5), Vol. II, pp. 121f; for a new detailed explanation. cf. M. Rastelli,
Philosophisch-theologische Grundanschauungen der Jayakhyasamhita: Mit einer Darstellung des
tiiglichen Rituals (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 1999), pp.
39-94.

8 Cf.G. Chemparathy, ‘Aufkommen und Entwicklung der Lehre von einem héchsten Wesen im Nyaya
und Vaiesika (unpublished dissertation, University of Vienna 1963).
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by an impersonal, unconscious, omnipotent force, called ‘the invisible’ (adrsta). This
force is the product of both the good and bad activities (karman) of living beings, and
is responsible for all phenomena not explainable by natural causes.

At a certain stage, this explanation was no longer considered satisfactory. For how
could an unconscious (acetana) ‘Invisible’ direct the process of building a universe
and then even be responsible for keeping it in order?” In addition, pressure from the
side of theistic movements — in this case from Saiva circles (Pasupata) — resulted in
introducing the [$vara into these systems. !0 T¢vara, that is, Siva, now assumed the role
of supervising (adhisthary) the ‘Invisible’ in its activities of combining the elements
and souls during the periods of creation and dissolution, as well as sustaining order
during world-periods. Here, the concept of God is qualified by three main functions:
God as creating (kartr) the world, God as supervising (adhisthatr) the fate and order
of both living beings and the world, and God as pronouncing the Vedic scriptures
(vedakartr), the concept of God as creator being the basic idea of the theology
developing in these traditions.

God, in this context, is understood, of course, only as being the instrumental cause
(nimittakarana) of the world, an aspect that is underlined by the introduction of an
additional demiurge. I take as example a mythic account of creation that is found in
the Paddrthadharmasangraha, a systematic commentary on the VaiSesikasitras
from the sixth century CE, although this account is probably older:'! The dissolution
of the world is followed by a period of Siva’s repose of ‘a hundred Brahman-years’
(that is, 864 000000000 human years). Following this, Siva desires to re-create the
universe to provide a possibility for living beings to experience the fruits of their
karman. Subsequently ‘the Invisible’ then starts its activity of combining the ultimate
atoms into gross, that is, composite, elements. To quote: '

When in this way the four composite elements have come into existence, a
great egg comes into being solely because of God's (Mahe$vara’s) meditation-
volition (abhidhydna) out of atoms of fire mixed with atoms of earth. In this
(egg) (God) causes Brahmi to arise (uipadya), with four faces ... the grandfather
of all the worlds, and with all the worlds. He then enjoins him with the duty of
creating living beings (prajdsarga). That Brahma, thus enjoined by God and
endowed with eminent knowledge, detachment and power, knows the effects of
the (previous) deeds of living beings. He creates the Prajapatis, [etc.] ... and

9 Cf. Chemparathy , op. cit. (fn. 8), pp. 116f.

10 The recent discussion of this event in case of the Vaisesika system is summarized in A. Meutrath,
‘Beobachtungen zur Komposition und Redaktionsgeschichte der Vaisesikastitras 1.1°, Wiener
Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde Siidasiens 43, 1999, 109-37, pp. 109-14.

L1 Cf. Chemparathy, op. cit. (fn. 8), pp. 8f.; . Bronkhorst, ‘God’s Arrival in the Vaidesika System’,
Journal of Indian Philosophy 24, 1996, pp. 286f.; J. Bronkhorst, ‘Mimamsa versus Vaidesika:
Parthasarathi and Kumdrila on the Creation and Dissolution of the World’, in R. Torella (ed.), Le
parole e i marmi: Studi in onore di Raniero Gnoli nel suo 70° compleanno (Roma; Istituto Italiano per
I Africa e I'Oriente 2001), 171-81, pp. 176f.

12 From Bronkhorst, *God's Arrival’, op. cit. (fn. 11) p- 286 (with some deviations).
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the other living beings, high and low. He then connects thtlzm with Dharma,
knowledge, detachment and power in accordance with their residue of past deeds.

What is common to both types of creation theories is the assumption of an eternal,
either impersonally or personally interpreted cause of the world, to _which
possibilities of considerable further variations are added by different conceptions pf
causality, such that the eternal cause may either be seen as transforming itself into its
products, or as causing new ones.

‘Creation’ in this context, therefore, is either the beginning of an evolutionary
process within an ultimate being, or the beginning of a generative process in which a
sovereign consciousness combines independent elements of similar eternity. In all
Indian traditions, ‘creation’ is also not a unique event, but an eternally repeated one.
And this cyclic perception of world-periods is the reason for the fact that the concept
of a creation ‘without a cause’ (ahetuka) or ‘from nothing’, although theoretically
known, has never become part of an accepted creation theory.

Presuppositions of the Buddhist Anti-theistic Critique

All this forms part of the background of ideas in front of which and — as I prefer to think
— against which the Buddha shaped his analysis of worldly existence. The so-called
‘three characteristics’ (trilaksana) of existence, for example, which constitute the
framework of all later Buddhist ontologies are clearly formulated as contradictory to
those of the highest being in the monistic and early monotheistic traditions. These
characteristics of existence (bhava) are all negations: ‘non-eternal’ (anitya), ‘non-self’
(anatman) and ‘suffering’, or better: ‘non-satisfactory, distressful’'® (duhkha), and
negate the essential characteristics of the ultimate being, brdhman, as eternal, as
personal, and as blissful. The Buddha’s characteristics mutually support each other, but
‘suffering’ is, as a rule, directly derived from ‘non-eternal’. ‘Non-eternal’ together
with ‘non-self’, therefore, can be considered to be the core concepts of every Buddhist
analysis of existence. It is because of this analysis as a fundamental condition of the
Buddhist tradition that it was always strongly opposed to the idea of an eternal and
personal god as creator (kartr) and supervisor (adhisthatr) of the universe.

With the historical and religious transformations of the Buddha'’s tradition — from
the origins and early Buddhism to the various developments within Mahayina
Buddhism and Buddhist Tantrism up to the modern forms of Buddhism in our times —
we encounter ideas, side by side, that seem to contradict these basic notions: e.g., the
idea of an eternal Buddha in the second part of the Lotus Siitra and with Nichiren in
thirteenth-century Japan, or the theologies developed around the supreme
sovereignty of the Buddha Amitabha.'* A certain tension between the efforts to refute

13 The term duhkha is to be taken as an adjective meaning ‘that which causes suffering_‘. ‘
14 Cf. T. Vetter, ‘Atheistic and Theistic Tendencies in Buddhism’, Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 6,
1996, pp. 76-85.
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the existence of God as a perfect supreme being and the cause and holder of the
universe on the one hand, and their own ideas about the nature of the ultimate,
Nirvana or Buddha, which often are expressed in terms appropriate to God as well on
the other, seems to accompany later Buddhism, especially in its various Mahdyanist
forms.'> Occasionally, this tension seems to coagulate into a veritable self-
contradiction.

In order to overcome this apparent contradiction, we best resort to the Mahayanist
notion of ‘two realities’ (satyadvaya): a relative or finite one, and an absolute or real
one. If we may apply this distinction to interpret the early heritage, we can say that
‘the Buddha’, when he proposed an intellectual method for release from the eternal
unsatisfying circle of existences, namely by analysing its different constituents —
body, feeling, notions, dispositions, and perceptions — was referring conceptually to
the Upanisadic idea of a truly existing, eternal, unchanging and therefore blissfully
satisfying Self. But he does not mention such a Self. He states merely that what we
normally consider to be a Self — that is, any of the named constituents or their
combination — cannot be a Self, because such a Self could not be harmed or
diminished. Admittedly, in general terms, this means that the Buddha, in his analysis,
keeps to the realm of the finite, the world in which we find ourselves. The other realm
is not of his immediate concern. Silence and occasional metaphors seem to have been
his answers to insistent inquiries in this direction. There is, however, also no outright
negation. '

Any discourse on ‘creation’ refers to the finite realm of existences here and now.
Buddhist polemics against Hindu concepts of creation, but also against an eternal
God in his function as creator, therefore refer to the same realm of reality. The
Buddhists assume worldly existence to be caused by previous deeds (karman).'” In
order to explain this in detail, the Buddha proposed the concept of ‘origination in
dependence’ (pratityasamutpida).'® This ‘sentence’, which, in its classical form,
distinguishes a causally connected series (upanibandha) of twelve members as the
main causes and conditions of rebirth, offers, like a flashlight illuminating a certain
section of the cycle of existence, an explanation of the cycle’s origin (samudaya), and
at the same time provides the structure of its possible ending (niredha). It is not to be
understood as the Buddha’s ‘theory of causality’. Since the members of this
origination are causally connected, however, in the form ‘when this is the case, that
arises’ (asmin satidam bhavati), causality as such is an undisputed presupposition.
Existence, then, is an interplay without beginning of the ‘groups’ or ‘branches’

I5 Cf. R. Jackson, ‘Atheology and Buddhalogy in Dharmakirti's Pramdnavaritika’, Faith and
Philosophy 16/4, 1999, pp. 472-505.

16 Cf. E. Steinkellner, ‘Lamotte and the Concept of anupalabdhi', Asiatische Studien 46,1, 1992, PP-
388-410.

17 Cf. Abhidharmakosa 4.1a: karmajam lokavaicitryam.

18 Cf. L. Schmithausen, ‘Zur zwblfgliedrigen Formel des Entstehens in Abhiingigkeit’, Horin 7, 2000,
pp. 41-76.
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(skandha) — body/matter, feeling, and so on — perpetuated by the likewise
beginningless main binding causes of ‘misconception’ or ‘wrong orientations’
(avidya) and craving for life and lust (trsna).

Because of the experience of change in everything existent, the reality at hand can
only be impermanent, non-eternal. In discussing creation theories that involve an
eternal principle in order to explain continuity and the order of the cosmos, the
relationship between a permanent entity and impermanent entities, therefore, is a
major point for developing Buddhist arguments. The other main point is the
assumption of a conscious agent in causal processes, especially identified in acts of
creation. The Buddha understands causal processes, material as well as emotional
and mental ones, as taking place among the constituents of existence that are, as such,
not a Self, that is, impersonal. This is because they do not last; or stated inversely:
therefore, they do not last.

Such basic notions resulting from the Buddha's analysis of existence — to be
equated roughly with the first and second of the four Noble Truths — have to be
considered as silent presuppositions in all Buddhist refutations of concepts of
creation that involve an eternal and conscious personal creator.'? Buddhist critiques
of Hindu doctrines of creation are focused on the impossibility of such a creation
because of the impossibility of an eternal, omniscient and omnipotent Master of the
universe.

However, presuppositions of this kind do not prevent the Buddhist tradition from
occasionally transporting veritable accounts of creation as part of their own mythic
lore. A striking example is the Aggaiifia Sutta (Dighanikaya 27) which T.W. Rhys
Davids, its first translator, called ‘A Book of Genesis’. This account has always been
taken by all Buddhists ‘as being a more or less straight-faced account of how the
universe, and in particular society, originated’.?’ The god Brahman, the creator-god
in this story, seems to have been always acceptable to all Buddhists on the silent (!)
assumption that he is presented here as a demiurge of impermanent nature. Thus,
Brahman functions just like any of the other gods in the Indian pantheons who are
considered useful for a specific task for the world and its beings which is assigned to
them, and in the realization of which they are consuming the fruits of their own
specific karmic heritage.

However, that this story came to be regarded as ‘the Buddha’s’ account of creation
in the canonical tradition and even later is evidently due to the fact that the real purpose
and style of this Sutta and its various allusions were not properly understood from very
early on in the formation of the canonical literature. Richard Gombrich recently and
convincingly found that, in fact, it is to be read as a mockery of Brahmin
conceptions,?! and he was able to show that ‘the Buddha’ in this discourse was ‘setting
out both to deny the Brahmin view of the origin of society and to make fun of it’.2

19 Cf. Jackson, op. cit. (fn. 1), pp. 339f.

20 R.Gombrich, ‘The Buddha’s Book of Genesis?", Indo-Iranian Journal 35/2-3, 1992, 15978, p. 161.
21 Cf.ibid,

22 Thid., p. 163.
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An Outline of the Buddhist Arguments

The Buddhist refutations differ to some extent in their forms of expression according
to the general development of the culture of debate and the formulation of arguments
on the one hand, and, on the other, as conditioned by the specific aims of the types of
literature conveying them. In terms of their contents, the arguments propounded are
rather limited. They were developed in refutations coming from the early
Madhyamaka school or, more importantly, from the dogmatic treatises of the
Sarvastivada school, prominently represented in the writings of Vasubandhu, the
author of the classical dogmatic treatise the Abhidharmakosa and its commentary.
After the middle of the first millennium CE, the Buddhist philosopher Dignaga
(c. 480-540 CE) finally succeeded in being broadly accepted by Indian intellectuals
in the essential points of his logic. Subsequently, proof as well as refutation of God as
creator of the world were now subject to more formal rules of logic, presented and
discussed accordingly, and became the task of specialists. Simplified, it can be said of
this period that on the side of the theistic traditions, the brahmanical Nyaya school,
and on the side of the Buddhist, the tradition of Dignaga, and from the seventh
century of Dharmakirti and his followers, represented opposing parties on the
battlefield. Up to the time of the disappearance of the Buddhist ‘atheists’ from Indian
soil under the onslaught of the Muslims, the new and less tolerant theists in India, this
contest flourished richly both philosophically and logically, in which the problem of
God’s existence and activity was developed in all its logical perspectives.?3

As an early stage in the development of Buddhist refutations, the Nikdyas of the
Pali canon seem to represent a period in which the idea of a creator-god was mainly
mocked and ridiculed. As a rule, the god Brahma — in fact, he is better known from
such Buddhist travesties then from early Indian monotheistic circles — is the victim2*
as, for example, in the Brahmajalasutta:* Brahma is the first being to arise at the
beginning of a new cycle. Lonely, he wishes for companions. When they appear, he
wrongly thinks they were created by his wish, instead of realizing that, in fact, they
had arisen because of their own karmic causes.

Real arguments are still rare in this literature. Rejection on the grounds of theodicy,
however, already occurs on various occasions:26 If God created the universe and
conducted its order, man would not be morally responsible and God would not be
benevolent, since evils and suffering are his creation too. The argument of human
morality’s depreciation is also repeated in the Buddhacarita of the poet Asvaghosa

23 For a comprehensive survey of this dispute and its logical topics over roughly half a millennium, ef,
H. Krasser, Sankaranandanas Ivarapak nasanksepa mit einem anonymen Kommentar und
weiteren Materialien zur buddhistischen Gottespolemik. Teil 2: Annotierte Ubersetzungen mit einer
Studie zur Auseinanderseizung iiber die Existenz Gottes (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften 2002), pp. 15-142.

24 Cf. Anguttaranikdya 1, p. 174; Dighanikaya I, pp. 235ff.

25 Cf. Dighanikdyal, pp. 17-19.

26 Cf. Anguttaranikayal, p. 174; Jataka V, p. 238.
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(first century CE).?” In general, however, the Suttas prefer rather to compare the
certainty in the Buddha’s proposals for a goal of spiritual efforts with the aims of
theistic devotees, for example, ‘companionship with God’ (brahma-sahavyatd),
which are dismissed as being ridiculous (hassaka) and vain (rittaka), for these
devotees are striving towards something of which no one has any evidence.?

The founder of the Madhyamaka philosophical school of Mahayana Buddhism,
Nagarjuna (c. 200 CE), aimed at establishing the truth of ‘dependent origination® on
the level of relative reality. To this end, he used traditional lists of alternatives
proposed as causes for worldly existence, God among them.?® Such alternatives, or
God alone, are also discussed in a number of works of questionable origin, but
attributed to Nagarjuna.’® God as cause is also a target of Bhavya, a major polemic of
this school,*! as well as of the didactic poet $antideva.3?

Similarly, the arguments derived from theodicy are presented here in many
variations, but also an argument from causality is elaborated which refutes God on
the grounds that as he is only one — that is, single and permanent — it cannot be
explained how he could be active at all. The historical origin and development of this
argument is still unclear to me. It provides for the main argumentation in
Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosabhagya,* and its essential parts are already found in
the first great dogmatic summa of the Sarvastivada school, the Mahavibhasa:>* (a) If
T$vara is the cause of everything, then he must create everything at once (since
efficiency implies immediate causation); (b) if he requires help, then he is not the sole
cause; (c) if he is undifferentiated and eternal, so must be his effects (since effect
must resemble cause); (d) since effects are known to be impermanent, their alleged
permanent cause has no more ‘existence’ than other inexistent entities.

27  Buddhacarita IX, 63 (X, 53 according to the numeration of E.B, Cowell in Sacred Books of the East
49).

28 Cf. Dighanikaya I, p. 240.

29 Suhrllekha 50. Cf. Golden Zephyr, transl. by L. Kawamura (Emeryville, CA: Dharma Publishing
1975), p. 46.

30 For example, the Salistambha(ka)tika (cf. C. Lindtner, ‘Madhyamaka Causality’, Horin 6, 1999, pp.
55-63), the Visnorekakartrvanirakarana (cf. G. Chemparathy, ‘Two Early Buddhist Refutations of
the Existence of I§vara as the Creator of the Universe’, Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde Siidasiens
12-13, 1968-69, pp. 87ff.), or the Bodhicittavivarana 7-9 (cf. C. Lindiner, Nagarjuniana,
Copenhagen 1982, pp. 186-9).

31 Madhyamakahrdaya 11, vv. 215-23 and IX, vv. 95-119, translated in Lindtner, ‘Madhyamaka
Causality’, op. cit. (fn. 30) pp. 65-74.

32 Cf. Bodhicaryavatara 1X, 119-26 (transl. by K. Crosby and A. Skilton, Santideva: The
Bodhicaryavatara, Oxford-New York: Oxford University Press 1995).

33 Cf. Lindner, ‘Madhyamaka Causality’, op. cit. (fn. 30), pp. 63f; S. Katsura, ‘Some Cases of
Doctrinal Proofs in the Abhidharma-Kosa-Bhasya’, Journal of Indian Philosophy 31, 2003,

105-120, pp. 112-16.

34 Following the summary of Hajime Nakamura, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy, translated into
English by T. Leggett et al., Part 1, Delhi 1983, pp. 14751, in Jackson, op. cit. (fn. 1) p. 321.
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Dharmakirti’s Argument from Ontology

In order to properly understand this Buddhist line of argumentation against a
permanent being such as the omniscient God (iSvara), we have to look at the Buddhist
concept of being, existence (sattva). The Buddhist concept of being is determined by
the Buddha’s assessment of all worldly existence as ‘non-eternal’ (anitya). This
assessment is then further developed and sharpened into the concept of existence being
only ‘momentary’ (ksanika). The ontology of momentariness is supported by proofs,33
and Dharmakirti finally proposes a proof of momentariness from the logical reason of
‘existence’ (satrva).*® The tautological character of such a proof is intentional, because
its aim is to demonstrate that only where the concept of momentariness is applicable is
the concept of existence also justified. In other words: only momentary, impermanent,
non-eternal entities can be considered to be existing (sar).

A classical proof-formula of Dharmakirti reads like this: “Whatever is existent is
exclusively momentary, since, if it were non-momentary, it would be excluded from
being a real entity because of its contradiction to causal efficacy (arthakriva), (for a
real entity) is characterized by having this (causal efficacy).”®” Here, the link to
refutations of permanently existing entities becomes evident, if we further take into
account that the concept of existence is defined by causal efficacy (arthakriya), that
is, by a capacity to produce an effect, for example in creating a universe. In fact, the
negation of the existence of eternal entities becomes a logically necessary part of
Dharmakirti's proof of the momentariness of being.

In his second main work, the Pramdnaviniscaya, this proof takes the following
more explicit form by including a secondary proof to demonstrate that the proving
property, ‘existence’, does not occur in a locus that lacks the property to be proven,
‘momentariness’:

Such a non-momentary (entity) is not in a position to produce an effect, since it
contradicts graduality as well as simultaneity (implied by causal efficacy).
Gradually it is not (efficacious), for, (if) it becomes an agent (as that which
produces an effect) independently (of cooperative causes) on the strength of (its)
mere existence, it is not possible for (it) to remain (inefficacious). For that which
was not an agent earlier cannot be (an agent) later either, since no change occurs
to its own nature. Also if it depends (on other cooperative causes), [it would not
be efficacious, for as an eternal unchanging entity it would depend on such other
causes that cannot causally influence this entity]. Nor is (this non-momentary
entity efficacious) simultaneously, since it is not possible that its own nature (of
being efficacious) remains inefficacious later. Therefore, that which is void of
any capacity (for producing an effect) exceeds the characteristic of existence.™®

35 Cf. A. von Rospatt, The Buddhist Doctrine of Momentariness: A Survey of the Origin and Early
Phase of this Doctrine up to Vasubandhu (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag 1995).

36 CI. E. Steinkellner, ‘Die Entwicklung des ksanikatvinuméanam bei Dharmakirti’, Wiener Zeitschrift
fiir die Kunde Siidasiens 12/13, 1968, 361-77; C. Yoshimizu, ‘The Development of sattvanumana
From the Refutation of a Permanent Existent in the Sautrantika Tradition®, Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die
Kunde Siidasiens 43, 1999, 231-54.

37 Hetubindu 4, 6f, as translated in Yoshimizu, op. cit. (fn. 36), p. 234,

38 Pramanaviniscaya 2.29, 15-24, as translated in Yoshimizu, op. cit. (fn. 36), pp. 234f.
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This proof contains all the ingredients used in the polemics against a creator-god
brought forward by Dharmakirti and his school against the proofs of the existence of
God developed in the Nyiya school and in related Sivaitic circles.*® These proofs of
God as creator of the universe that were attacked by Dharmakirti in the second
chapter of his first work, the Pramanavarttika,*® were formulated by different Nydya
philosophers of the sixth century CE, for example by Uddyotakara, who may have
been a believer in Siva.

The context and reason for Dharmakirti’s efforts to destroy these proofs of God
must be indicated briefly: the second chapter is a ‘religious treatise’ written as an
elaborate commentary on the benedictory stanza of Dignaga’s Pramanasamuccaya
which marks the spiritual and historical beginning of the Buddhist epistemological
tradition as a cultural phenomenon. Dharmakirti demonstrates that it is possible to
rely on the Buddha as a ‘person of authority’ (pramanapurusa) in the sense that he
‘has become a (means of) valid cognition®! (pramanabhita), metaphorically
speaking, because he shares with ordinary, everyday kinds of valid cognitions,
perception and inference, the characteristic that he is non-belying, reliable,
trustworthy (avisamvadin), and the characteristic that he makes hitherto unknown
states of affairs known (ajiigrarthaprakasa). At the same time, Dharmakirti explains
that the Buddha has developed this double capacity during innumerable existences
as is implied by the term ‘become’ (bhita) used by Dignaga. This progress of
becoming an authority is then accounted for in the rest of the chapter by
explaining the necessary causes. After giving a definition of what can be considered
to be this kind of ‘valid cognition’ (Pramanavarttika = PV 2:1-6), stanza 7 identifies
the Buddha as sharing these defining characteristics because of his appropriate
efforts.

This introduction, a rational foundation of Buddhism, is followed by a refutation of
the idea that a permanent I§vara could fulfil the requirements of this definition in the
same way, a refutation that ‘may be the most important single anti-theistic passage in
all of Buddhist literature’.** It begins with the statement, ‘A permanent authority
does certainly not exist’ (nityam pramanam naivasti, PV 2:8a).

In the following stanzas (PV 2:8-28), Dharmakirti first demonstrates the
impossibility of a permanent kind of epistemic source (PV 2:8-9), following which
he refutes the proofs of God propounded by the Nyaya school (PV 2:10-16), applies
this refutation also to other schools’ proofs (PV 2:17-20), and concludes by pointing
out some contradictions in the Nyaya conception of God (PV 2:21-8).

39 Cf. G. Oberhammer, ‘Zum Problem des Gottesbeweises in der indischen Philosophie’, Numen 12,
1965, 1-34.

40 Cf. Jackson, op. cit. (fn. 15) and Krasser, op. cit. (fn. 23), pp. 19-55.

41 This translation I understand as conveying the same meaning as Krasser’s literal rendering of the
karmadharaya-compound by ‘one who has come into existence being a pramana’. Cf. H. Krasser,
‘On Dhamakirti’s Understanding of pramanabhira and His Definition of pramana’, Wiener
Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde Siidasiens 45,2001, 173-99, p. 184.

42 R. Jackson, ‘Atheology and Buddhalogy ...", op. cit. (fn. 15), p. 477.
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The last section reformulates some of the traditional arguments in new
arrangements, for example the argument of incompatibility between the idea of
God’s eternal nature and his creating the universe. For such an idea would imply, he
says, that God has a nature before creation which is not a cause, whereas — in the
moment of creation — his nature is capable of being a cause. However, both concepts,
permanence and being a cause, cannot be attributed to the same entity (PV 2:21). But
if God is assumed to create when he is not a cause, then there is no relationship
between God and his creation — instead of attributing an effect (for example, the
healing of a person) to its proper cause (medicine), it could then be attributed to
anything (such as a wooden post) (PV 2:22). Further: since to a Buddhist all causal
phenomena can be explained, or at least should be able to be explained, by referring
to conventional, finite causes, there is no need to propose a permanent necessary
condition behind these available causes. A transcendent God is especially
inappropriate for this purpose, because any activity would imply a change in his
permanent nature (PV 2:23). If such a God is nevertheless assumed to be the cause,
that is, if a different cause is thought to be responsible for a particular effect than the
cause that can be determined, then there is no end of causes, and causality becomes
inexplicable (PV 2:24-8).

Dharmakirti’s refutation of the Nydya proofs* introduces a new stage in these
discussions: it is part of his argumentation against God as being the permanent cause
of an impermanent universe along traditional lines. This argumentation was
provoked by the fact that such proofs had recently been proposed — after earlier
proposals mainly from theistic Sankhya circles — by proponents of the leading
brahmanical tradition of logic and dialectics, the Nyaya school, that about this time
seems to have sided with Sivaitic groups. The essential point of Dharmakirti’s
refutation is that such proofs of God are logically impossible.

A few words on the logical foundation upon which this turn of the argumentation
has been built: Dignaga, Dharmakirti’s predecessor, had refined earlier propositions
for controllable logical forms and rules in his theory of ‘the logical reason with
three characteristics’ (trilaksano hetuh). What this means is basically: (1) that a
proving property, the reason, must occur in the proof’s subject, that is, the locus where
the property to be proven, the problematic property, occurs; (2) that the proving
property, besides the subject, must occur only in similar cases, that is, cases where the
problematic property is known to occur, and (3) that the proving property must never
occur in dissimilar cases, that is, cases where the problematic property does not occur.
Thus the occurrence of the problematic property in the proof’s subject is ascertained
by controlling the positive and negative concomitance between the two properties.

These logical principles in Dignaga’s version were also accepted by the Nyaya
logicians for their proofs, and we can assume that by the end of the sixth century all

43 Cf. G. Chemparathy, Aufkommen und Entwicklung (fn. 8), pp. ?8—_85; R. Jackson, *Atheology and
Buddhalogy® (fn. 15), pp. 479-83; H. Krasser, Sanikaranandanas Iivarapakaranasanksepa, Teil 2,
op. cit. (fn. 23), pp. 19-55.
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contesting parties were claiming a more or less common ground of logic. It is on this
ground that the participants in sixth- and seventh-century polemics sought to
reformulate their traditional arguments for their philosophical positions in
accordance with the formal principles obligatory since Dignaga’s breakthrough.
Only after Dharmakirti’s further developments in logic in the direction of an
ontologically bound logic did the orthodox schools also feel free to adapt Dignaga’s
principles to the requirements of their own background of beliefs and ontological
assumptions.

The Nyaya proofs refuted by Dharmakirti and his subsequent school are intended
to ascertain the activity of God, I§vara, as being the ‘efficient cause” (nimitrakarana)
of the universe. This is reflected in the structure of these proofs. Their subject is
not God, but various cosmological principles — atoms, souls, karma — of which it
must be established whether they are ‘directed by a conscious cause’
(buddhimatkaranadhisthita). The Nyaya logicians proposed various reasons to prove
this property. The two most prominent reasons chosen by Dharmakirti to refute are
‘because they are active after a period of rest’ (sthitva pravriteh), and ‘because they
have particular shapes’ (samsthanavisesa).*

Dharmakirti’s answer is threefold: he states that these proofs are acceptable as long
as they intend to prove nothing but the fact that the world is caused by something
conscious (istasiddhih PV 2:10c”). For Buddhists, too, think that the manifold world
is caused by karman, which they take as being something conscious: ‘Doing is
intending.” But if a specific single, permanent and omniscient being is meant to be
this cause, the proving reasons cannot be conclusive, because — in all such proofs of
God — their concomitance with the problematic property is not established in similar
cases which provide this knowledge of a necessary relationship between the two
properties involved (asiddhir va drstante, PV 2:10°c—d").

Dharmakirti, as an example, demonstrates this logical fault for the ‘design
argument” which was proposed by the Naiyayika Aviddhakarna: the reason ‘because
of their particular shape’ (samsthanavisesa) only allows the inference of that entity as
its cause with which such a causal relationship can be ascertained by observing the
occurrence or non-occurrence of ‘particular shape’ to follow the occurrence or non-
occurrence of a directing agent (PV 2:11). This relationship, however, cannot be
generalized in order to infer an entity that is the cause of another entity with a
‘particular shape’. To illustrate: in the case of a pot, its ‘particular shape’ means
‘potter-created shape’. This property is specific and can be used in an inference. But
‘shape’ as such, as a generic term, does not refer to a concrete entity. The term used in
Nyaya proofs has only a verbal likeness (§abdasamya), but no concrete referent to
which something else could be related. If such an inference were acceptable, we
should be able to infer fire from anything grey, since fire can be inferred from
something grey, namely smoke (PV 2:12-13).

44 Jackson terms the former an ‘Intermittence Argument’, and the latter a ‘Design Argument” (cf. op.
cit., fn. 15), pp. 480f.
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In other words, the logical concomitance between proving and problematic
property cannot be ascertained by demonstrating examples, since the causal
relationship between the properties ‘having a particular shape’ and ‘having a
conscious cause’ is specific and cannot be generalized, and the proving property used
is therefore not established in any example. Thus, we can infer the activity of a
conscious potter from the shape of a pot, but not from the shape of a termite hill with
its many makers, and not from the shape of mountains and oceans, which may also
have a conscious cause, but that this cause is an T$vara with all his specific qualities
and attributes cannot be ascertained by inference.

Dharmakirti’s critique is followed by a centuries-long dispute in which all major
figures of the two leading logical schools participate. On the side of the Nyaya, the
problems indicated by Dharmakirti provoked some special developments in their
logic.* Their main focus also shifted from proposing new logical reasons beside the
main ones, to wit that a conscious cause must be assumed because unconscious
elements cannot organize themselves and because they are effects, to establishing, by
additional methods, that the acceptance of a conscious cause implies a specificity
consisting in God with his specific qualities. Most prominent among these methods is
a proof proposed by Vacaspatimisra (ninth century) through the exclusion of other
possibilities (parisesat). He says, for example, that the specificity of God being this
conscious cause can be derived from the fact that the generic proving property is a
property of the subject (paksadharmata), and that the specific characteristics of the
problematic property must be present in the subject, because they are contained in the
generic property, since there is no generic property without something specific. This
specific entity is God or any of his qualities, such as omniscience and so on, which he
demonstrates by excluding other alternatives.*®

Concluding Remarks

To summarize this highly elliptic and imperfect survey in the light of Christian-
Buddhist dialogue: What can an acquaintance with Indian ideas on creation, a
creating God, and the anti-theistic criticism of the Buddhists tell us in comparison
with those of the Mesopotamian and Christian traditions? T think, mainly, that such
ideas are referring to a finite realm of discourse within which they cannot be
harmonized because of pre-dialogue decisions that have not been put at disposal in
any of these discussions. All participating Indian positions share the acceptance of
causality as a red thread in understanding the world and existence. Whereas the
Hindu partners see the continuity in the flow of impermanent entities as the basis of
cosmic order to be provided by a permanent factor, the Buddhists focus on the change
of the same impermanent entities as only explicable by their essential impermanence

45 CF. Krasser, op. cit. (fn. 23), pp. 56-142.
46 CK.ibid., pp. 97-101.
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in the form of momentariness.*” They therefore argue against the possibility of any
causal interaction between a permanent factor and impermanent entities: not only
because it is impossible, but also because it is unnecessary, meaningless. Moreover,
Hindu concepts of a permanent creating factor are modelled on an analogy to human
activity: change in everything thus also presupposes a planning consciousness.*®

Theologically speaking, it may then be worth considering the questions of whether
the focus on continuity and the human analogy of causal activity — both referring to
the finite realm — are necessary to a discourse on God.

47 Cf. Jackson, op. cit. (fn. 1), p. 339.
48 Cf.ibid., pp. 339f.



