HUMAN NATURE IN THE LIGHT
OF THE BUDDHA'S TEACHINGS

By
Luang Suriyabongse

Our distingunished Siam Society strictly adheres to the rule
that no controversial subjects should be discussed in its meetings
Nevertheless, it may be permissible to speak on the Buddha.
Doctrine, not as a religion nor as a philogsophy of life based upon
the ethics of ideal conduct, but purely as a natural seience, a study
of human nature. In fact the Buddha’s Doctrine is a profound
study of the “ultimate reality” and particularly a unique study of
human nature as complete as ever humanly‘ possible, and in no
contradiction with modern science.

Hence the title of my lecture is “Human Naturs in the Light
of the Buddha’s Teachings”., In it I shall endeavour to explain
the Buddha's conception of human physiology and psychology., At

the same time I shall discuss the question whebhm Buddbism is as
ratxoml ag science or not.

The Buddha's conception of human physiology is that the
human organism consists of two inseparable parts, namely, the
corpofeal form, Riipa, and the mental body or mind, Nima. Nima-
Riipa form a unity; without one or the other life cabnot exist.
The corporeal body consists of the “ Four Chicf Elements”: EARTH,
WATER, FIRE, and AIR. They are the matérial out of which the
body is built, nouvished and maintained, “'This my formed body
i8 composed of the Four Klements, generated by father and mother,
built up from rice, porridge and sour gruel”, says the Buddha.
This conception of the Buddha of organic life still holds good to-day.
All orgmmms derive their muterial from the inorganic world and
modern geience S])Gdkb of matter as consxstmg of sollds l1qu1ds,
gaseous matter and lﬂtent heat ‘

“What ig the Ea'rbhz/ Dlemmt? Whatcver IS found in the
body of a hard or solld 1mture, such as the hdlf' of the head and of
the body, unails, teath, gkin, flegh, sinews, bones, marrow,  kidneys;,
heart, liver, diaphragm, spleen, lungs, intestines, mesentery, ‘ gtomnach,
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excrements and whatever else of hard and solid nature exists in
the body is called the internul earthy element. And whatever

oxists internally and externally of earthy element is one and the
game Karth-Element”.

“What is the Waler-Element?  Whatever manifests itself
inﬁerna]ly a8 Dbeing liguid and watery, such as bile, mucus, pus,
perspiration, fat, tears, serum, saliva, nasal mueus, oil of the joints,
urine or anythmg else that is liguid or watery - that is called the
internal water clement. All that is internal and external water
element ig one and the same Water-Blement” ...,

“What is the Fiery-]ﬂlenwnl? Whatever is found internally
of the nature of heat or fire such as whereby lLieat is generated,
whereby decaying takes place, whereby the physical body becomes
heated (ag in fever); whereby what is eaten or drunk, tasted,
swallowed undergoes complete transformation (digestion) and what-
ever else of hot and ficry nature exists in the body is cu]lec’l“internal
fiery element Whatever exists of internal and ‘external Fiery
BElement is one and the same Fiery Element’.

“ What is the dir-Element? Whatever is found in the body
of the nature of air-or wind, sueh as the upcoming airs and the
downgoing airs ; the wind seated in the stomach and in the intes-
tines; the airs that traverse the limbs, the incoming and outgoing
breaths, there and wﬁatever else there is of airy nature in the body
ig ‘called “internal air element, Whatever internal and external air
element exists ig one and the same Air-Element.”

- The Buddha cnumerates thirty-one body constituents* and
twenty - two Indryas or mental principles and eighteen elements
(Dhétu ) or peychic elementary substances, which all are dependent
upon the Four Chief Elemenps from Wbich the human organism is

* See Mahi Satitthana Sutta, ‘Diphi nittaya 22nd Sutta. The Buddha
distinguishes 31 body constituents (Pati Vul pubba) (the body organs. and

their “secretion) which hecalls Pati- Vul pubba or “impure and dlsgustmg
matter’’, ‘ ,
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built and which form the basis of human personality.  The 18
psychic elements according to the Bnddha are: the eye, form,
vision; the ear, sound, hearing; the nose, odour, smell;. the
tongue, Aavour, taste; the touch, contact, feeling; the mind, ideas
and objeets, Sometimes the Buddha mentions only six Indryas,
meaning the Six gensory organs with which the corporeal organism
is endowed and which constitute our personality, This is what he
#ays: “ Pive senses there are, friend, the sense of sight, of hearing,
of gmell, of taste and the sense of touch, each having a different
sphere and field of action; none sharing in the sphere of action of
any other...... Their mainstay is thinking. Thinking is that
which participates in the sphere and field of action of each genge.”
The mind as the organ of thought is called by the Buddha*Mano”
the sixth seusofy organ of our six-gense-organism.

How do our sensory organs function? First of all the sense
g)rgan must be intact, secondly the object correspounding to each
genge must be within the reach of the latter, and thirdly conscious.
ness must be present. Only when these three factors are present
do  eye-consciousness, car-congciousness; noge-consciousness,
tongue-consciousness, body-consciousness and mind-consciousness
arise, This sense-consgciousness each time ‘arises‘only when the
gense organ is tnterlocked with its corresponding object. And the
interlocking, “the bringing together’, of sense organ and its object is
caused through Volétion. Volition is the interlocking agents it is
that which causes us to pay attention to objects and thusg to becoms
consciots of them, ‘

Our cbrporeal form together with the six sense organs consti-
tutes the body or Rﬁpa-Kéya, .while the second. part of the huinan
organism is called Né.mé,-Ké,ya and consists of four . mental Aggre-
gates: namely, Sensation, Perception, Volitional mind activities
(Sankbard), and Consciousness. The bodily form, together with
the four mental Aggregates, is colled by the Buddha the “Fiue
Aggregates of Atiachment”, because we are attached to them in the
false belief that they are the essence of our personality.
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How profound was the knowledge of the Buddha of the func-
tions of the human organism. It sounds almost like modern phy-
siology. But still more astounding is the Buddha's conce ption of
human psychology .

In fact, his conception of the mind is unique in history and
unsurpassed by modern natural science. It is so much the mbre
amazing as the Buddha gained his knowledge of human nature
through intuitive insight and by cognition alone. FHe perceived
the ultimate realily without the modern scientist's complicated
laboratories and without his ingenious scientific apparatus.

According lo Buddhist psychology the mind works as follows:
contact with the outer world through our sensory organs sets our
mental faculties (Nama-Kiya) into action. Whatever cause
arouges consciousness arouses in one or the other of the sensory
organs, whether ey e-consciousness, ear-congeiougness or mind-consei-
ousness for example, creates Sensation (feeling). “‘Out of contact
arises feeling. What one feels that one perceives. What one per-
ceives that one thinks; what one thinks, that on delays on (papatica).
What one delayg on, that in consequence of this, presents itself
to him as a totality of single perceptions of which he becomes
congeions:

~ By the sye as past, pregent and future forms,

~ By the ear ag past, present and future sound,

— By the nose ag past, present and future odours,

— By the tongue as past, present and future flavours,

— By the body as past, present and futvre objects of tactility,

— By the mind as past, present and future objécts of thought”.
(Madhfipindika Sutta, Majjhima-Nikdya). |

_ Thus sensations, perceptions, volitional activities or thoughts
can only arise in dependence upon .consciousness, and - consciousnes
as we have seen: before is dependent upon w0lilion which causes
inlerlocking between  senge - organ and its corresponding object.
When we pay no attention to objects no' consciousness of them
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arises. IFnurthermore, our mental faculties form a unity. None of
the mental aggregates can he separated from the others. Any sen-
sation caused through contact of our sensory organs with the outer
world is immediately followed by perception and thought. They
always oceur jdint]y; they flash simultaneously like a “ muli.
coloured flame” and disappear in the next moment when our atten-
tion has ceased. They are the products of the activities of the
gense.organs always created anew so long as life lasts. Of all
mental activities Consciousness is the dominating factor. It mani-
fests itself in all our body functions as well ag in our mental acti-
vities, The cause of consciousness 48 Volition, the will to live, to
be and to possess. And so long as onr will-actions are influenced
by the desire to be, and are misguided by greed, ill-will, and delusion,
g0 long shall we have to suffer and to be reborn again and again. ‘

How does the illusion of Self arise? It arises through contact
of our six senses with objects of the external world. The delusion
of gelf ag being a geparate entity different from all others and of
possesging 4 soul apises through our erroneous belief that it is iue
who' see, hear, smell, tagte, feel bodily contact and think, when in
reality it is each time only the respective sense organ which sees,
hears and thinks - not I. We furthermore imagine that it is we
who experience sensations, perceptions, think and ave . consecious.
In reality, our mind-activiles are nothing but manifestations of
our Karma created in past lives and in the pressnt. Our will-
actions are unconsciously or consciously directed by the will to live,
to be and to possess; they are the  effects of our puast life Karma.
Our will-actions are committed in ignorance of the “Three Signs of
Life" (its impermanence, misery, and nonselfcontainededness) and
are misguided Dby greed, hatred and delusion, that is by human
passion.and emotion. Man bas no abiding principle, no goul, as all
aggregates of existence are subject to constant change and there iy
nothing in them which we could ¢laim to be the ego.

. According to the Buddha, therefore, the highest state of mind,
the greatest wisdom, ig just to see only-without emotion, without
‘passion... It means to be fully conscious of all that we see and. fee)
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and yet not be attached to what we -see and feel. Tt means to
possesg perfect equanimity (Upekkha) free of delusion and passion,
free of all attachment to the pleasures and sorrows of actual life.
It is not necessary to enter that state of equanimity ‘throughout
one’s life time, not even for 24 hours at one gtreteh. - But the
practice and training of the mind to attain to equanimity is to have
this state of mind at one’s disposition whenever it is needed to
alleviate one'’s pain or sorrow, ' '

The Buddha's concéeption of human nature contains no hypo-
thesis, no man-made ideals, but is baged upon the true facts of life
won by intuitive htinan insight and by cognition alone. And the
Buddha’s purpose in his study of human nature was to find out the
ulbimate reality which cannot be realised in the outer world. The
golution of the rviddle of life, says the Buddha, the origin of all
guffering and its explanation is to be found ‘* Within this corporeal
organism (of ouis) endowed with conscionsness”. This brings ug to
the second part of my lecturs in which I shall discuss some di ffieull
problems in Buddhism in the light of modern sclence. 5

The main questions asked by Westerners are: How far doeg
the Buddha's cognition of human nature harmonige with modern
science ?  Ias science been able to contradict any of the Buddha’s
Peachings ?  Tg Rebirth a veality? And how does Rebirth takes
place ?

In the view of modern science, which i8 purely » materialistic
one, “the universe is u great machine. Man is a small machine,
made possible by an accidental arrangement of atoms and a natural-
istic evolutionary process. Suffering is man’sinescapable lot in his
gtruggle for survival. It has no “*Meaning " other than that; no
purpose.  Death ig & dissolution of chémical elements; nothing
remains. " (quoted from “Many Mansions” by GinaCarminara, New
York 1943) . o S ’

In a very similar way another materialist, well known in
Bangkok, expresses himself as follows:— “Man is a chemical works.
in which the various chemical substances contained in our hody
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react against each other; making the mormal functioning of the
body organs possible. Our mental activities are algo cauged by
such chemical reactions. Any disruption of these chemical procegses
causes ill-health  or disease and finally leads to death when the che-
mical substances necessary for our body functions can no more be
produced by the body or are not. supplied in sufcient quantities
from ouatside. In consequence, if science conld produce syntheti-
cally the exact kinds of chemicals necessary for the process of life,
it would be possible to prolong man's life for an indefinite period,
Death is nothing but the cessation of these chemical reactions.
As man possesges no abiding principle, no suunl, the dissolution of
his body is his final end”,

In the Buddhist conceplion, however, man isnot an accidental
arrangement of atons nor a naturalistic evolutionary process. = But
man is his own ecreator. He has come into the present existence hy
the will.actions of his past lives, that is, by his ciwn crented Kmma
He is what he has made himself, Buddhists believe in Karma and
not jn evolution, ‘HEvolution is a progress from the lowest stage of
animal life to the highest stage of man; but, according to the law
of Karma, man may often regréss depending upon his bad will.
actions to a lower realm of existence or he may progress from the
ordinary stage of human being to a higher spiritual realm of exis:
tence until he has attained to such perfection and pm'ity of mind
_that at his death he shall no more he reborn, as in cage of an Arahat,

Man ig not only subject to the Law of Karma but as a sentient
being he bears the “T'hree Signs of Life” namely its impermanence,
its misery, and its nonself-containedness, inherent in all life. ~ He
suffers predisely becauge of his ignorance of these Three Signs of
Life and because of his attachment to life, He furthermore suffers
from hig own created Karms, from his will-actious committed in
the .delusion of selt ag being a separate self which leads to greed,
hatred and delusion, Ignorance, the delusion of self, cx'a‘ving” aud
passion (Kilesa) ave the causes of Karma and the cause of rebirth.
The cauges of Karma, and Karma itself, must be completely des-
troyed before one can attain to NIRVKNA-to perfect freedom
and peacefulness of mind.
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Already for quite a long time, the Buddha's Law of Causation
has been scientifically proved, namely by Newtont's T hird Law of
Motion, which says that““‘to every action there isan equal and opposite
reaction.” This law ig held by Buddhists to operate from one life to
the next, that is to say, Karma ig the connecting link between
one. life and the next This means that our present life is the result
of our past life actions. And our future will be the result of the
present. (quoted from ‘ Buddha Dhamma and Science” by Yong
Hoontrakul B.Se. (Techn )

Although the Law of Karma has been approved by science,
Rebirth or Incarnation has not yet received geientific recognition.
Yet if one believes in Karma one i3 bound to believe in Rebirth too,
becanse the two are inqepm'ab'le conceptions. I shall discuss this

gubject later. For the preseut moment let us see what further
Teachings of the Bnddha have been proved by science.

The Buddha's conception, that the universe and all gentient life
therem congistys of composed matter whlch he callg Sankhard and is
subwct to change, misery and 71,0719(*7 fness, is in parfect agreement
with the latest discoveries of science, In the light of modern phvsxcs
and according to our recent knowledge of atomic energy, the whole
univerge congists of atoms, each of which contains a proton and a
varying number of electrons, which move at a terrific speed sending
out various kinds of rays and reacling upon each other’ thereby
cauging all matter to change from one form to another without
a perceivable break. The whole universe is in a fux;. nothing
remaing the same for two consecutive moments. We find nothing
gtatic but only movement and force. The latest caleulations by
astrologers and the latest discoveries made by astronomy. with the
help off-giant telescopes have led to the gonelusion that there are

hundreds of worlds or galaxies and the universe seews to be even
gtill expanding ! This exactly confirms whatthe Buddha taught

2500 years ago. But thisiig'notall. Theconception of the Buddha,
that the ‘world can only be: perceived by msan through the agency of
his Six Senges and only ‘in ‘the form ' of “*Names and ‘Formg?”,
beyond which' ordinary human-intellect cannot go, is slowly belng
understood by modeérn scientists, :
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Beientists have begun to realise that all the wonderful ingtru-
ments invented by human ingenuity and science have only given us
the means by which the range of our five senses has been greatly
enlarged.  We can perceive veality only to a limited extent and
only within the range of our five senses. We can see the world, so
to say, only through small holes, and there is much in the universe
that we cannot Know by our senses even with the helb of scientific
instruments. '

Sclentlsis have hegun to wonder whethex it ig not p0551ble to
sharpen our sensory organs{o such an extent as to enable us to see
reality still futher than with our presents techniques and by other
means than by our ordinary sense-perceptiong. They have therefore
turned their attention to psychology. ‘

The fact that theve exist extraordinary persong who are
Qlczvlo"voya,ylbt and can perceive things not present to the ordinary
Senges but regarded as having objective reality strongly suggests
that it is humanly‘ possible to perceivek reality by other mental
faculties than by our senge organs.

Turthermore, since Sigmund Freud’s discovery of the Uncon-
scious mmd ) it bas been established as a fact that persons under
hypnogis are able to recall mcldents from their ear]y childhood that
were completely forgotten in their conscious state, Psycho- analvms,
by hypnosis and by other clinical methods, such ag by free agsocia-
tions or by inducing sleep by intravenous injectiong of Sodium
Amytal or Pentothal, is today widely practised by the medical pro-
fession to diagnose and to cure certain mental afflictions such as
'psycho neurosis. ' :

_ Stlll further, from so- cdlled ago rcgnsszon owpew'mmts, it has
been found that pemons under hypno&ns are able to relwe \;hen'
childhood and can be made to write their names in exactly the same
way they did when they were 10 years or b years old.” - When
these age-regresgion -experiments are carried further back to the age
of 4 or 3 years they will only be able {o scrxbble gome meqnmgless
lines,
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Thus modern psyehology has scientifically proved that man
posgesses not only a conscious mind but alse an uncongcious mind
which stoves a detailed and successive memory of events lived
througﬁ since birth.

In the light of modern psychology the Buddba's concéption of
Rebirth becomes at once more uuderstandable to the Westerner, a8
there is no reason to doubt that the unconscious mind not only
stores the memory of events experienced since childhood but pre-
gumably also ig the recipient of all past life experience, which means
that the unconscious mind containg the residual Karma left over
from previous lives. |

The Buddha’s conception of Rebirth, that at death nothing
remaing but the Karma left unexhausted in past lives, and that this
ungpent 1-es_idua1 Karma causes Rebirth in another body, would in
the light of modern psychology mean that this residual K arma is
reborn as the unconscious mind of the new-born. "

According to the Buddha, rebirth takes place “ When a father
and 4 mother come together, and it is the mothers period, and the
‘one to He born’ is present.”’ He further taught that “conseiousness
descends into the maternal womb and not only brings the new being
into existence but is also responsible for its growth and further deve-
lopment uhtil congciousness ceases at the moment of death.” This
conscionsness deécen‘ding into the maternal womb is no other than
the consdiousne.ss of the ‘‘one to be born,’ created hy its residual
Karma, ‘whic,h is reborn.

Thus by the time the embryo hag grown into an infant and is
born, it will have developed a conscious mind which gradually
becomes apparent, while its unconscious part remains hidden in the
depth of its conscions mind. ' R \ ‘

The unconscious mind, which presumably is composed: of

past life. Karma influences, directs the conscious mind to: act.in

gimilar ways as in past lives. Acecording to paychology we act
under the influence of what is termed by Sigmund Freud as
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" unconscious wishes™, dating back to childhood, but presumably
also to past lives. '~ Man, however, has a free will of his own;
he can by his own free will prevent his new will-actions from being
influenced by his past life experiences stored in his unconsciovus
mind. In the same way as the psycho-analyst can cure his patient
his .childhood anomalies by helping his patient to remember
his childhood experiencés, the Buddha urges man to practise con;
centration of mind and self-reflection in order that he may become
conscious of his past life experiences and learn from the sufferings
imposed upon him by his gelf-inflicted Karma, so that he may free
his mind of the delusion of self, of all passion and attachment to
life, and thus become able to attain to his salvation from suffering
and rebirth. ‘ S

Science hag by its latest dbiscovery of atomic energy proved the
Buddba’s Law of Change (Aniccam Dhukkam Anattd) to be a
reality. And psychology which has. already proved the existence
of awrnunconscious mind, may well one day through age-regression
exp#riments or by some new means of pyscho-analygis prove Rebirth
to be a reality. The scientific proof of Rebirth would remove the
last stumbling block that stands in the way of world-wide recognition
of the Teaching of the Buddha. It would bring peacefulness to
the hearts of even modern man. ‘

For us, however, there is no need of any sacientific proof of
Rebirth. Rebirth is a reality; and there are many who can
at least remember their immediate past lives. Besides this, the
Buddha hag taught us the Holy Eightfold Path that leads to the
cessation of Suffering and Rebirth. He has led the way and we
ought to follow him in good faith. ‘

In conclusion it can be said that the Buddha was the greatest
discoverer and scientist of all times. He devoted “his whole life to
the noblest of all sciences, to the study of human nature. His
greatest contributions to mankind were his discoveries of the Law of
Ohange and the Law of Karma and Rebirth. He not only solved
the riddle of life, but at the same time pointed out the only way by
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which man can master himself and liberate himselt from the forces
of nature to which he is bound, by following the Path of Enlighten-
mwent which leads to wisdom and insight into the true nature of
life and to deliverance from all suffering and rebirth.

Science has given us the means by which we may master the
forces of nature for our own material gain; but it has ntterly failed
to contribute anything in the field of morality. Science hag no
heart. It has no respect for any morality whatever; but the
misery of life from which all sentient beings must suffer comp‘eyls
us and makeg it our duty to seek our salvation from snffering.
And the only way that leads to complete deliverance from Suffering
and Rebirth isto attain to highest Wisdom and Insight into the true
facts of life. Without morality, science will drag us back into the
abyss of the dark ages, and, far from being an evolution of mankind
towards higher spiritual realms, it may well mean the regression of
mankind to the lowest realm of existence, lower even than the state
of animal life. Therein lies the deadly danger of science. Do not
let us be too proud of our modern sciences. Man needs more than
material gain; he needs spiritual guidance-and the Buddha was one
of the great Spiritual Teachers of Mankind. ‘



