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1. LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

This module is design to make you familiar with the topic called ‘Saṁkrta dharma’ which is the most 
important topic in Buddhist school of philosophy. For Some Buddhist schools, Dharma is that which 
contains its own attributes. Every factors of saṁskrta dharma are impermanent and conditioned.   
After reading this module, the learner will able to learn:-  

• The introduction of Sarvastivada’s school. 
• The meaning of Dharma. 
• The two types of Dharma. 
• The meaning of Conditioned Dharma (Samskrta dharma). 
• The various types of Conditioned dharma (Samskrta dharma). 

Finally, after going through this module, a learner will be able to know about the meaning and 
importance of dharma in Buddhism and the various types of dharmas. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 
 
For Buddhist schools, there are two types of Dharmas that is Saṃskrta Dharma and Asaṃskrta 
Dharma. In order to have a clear understanding of Saṃskrta dharma, it is essential to know and grasp 
the meaning of word ‘Dharma’. Vasubandhu, who was a great Buddhist philosopher, wrote a work 
known as ‘Abhidharmakosa’ which is a manual of the Abhidharma treatised. In this work, he 
basically talks about ‘Dharma’ as mentioned by school of Buddhism called Sarvastivāda. Abhidharma 
is derived from the word ‘dharma’. Dharma is that which carries or bears the real nature (Svalaksana). 
In the Abhidharma, Dharma is the supreme thing which is to be identified or to be understood. This 
supreme or the ultimate Dharma is also known as Nirvana. It is because it considers the characteristics 
which include both general characters as well as special characters of the Dharma. The school of 
Sarvastivāda maintain that ‘Sarvam Asti’ which means everything exist which means Past, present 
and future. Sarvastivādins main aim is to prove that the soul (Atmān) is not real. For them it is only 
name for multitude of facts that are connected to one another which Sarvastivādins is trying to 
reducing them to real elements (Dharma).  

Sarvastivāda School is also known as a system of radical pluralism which denies substance and 
accepts that Dharmas are only momentary. The term ‘Dharma’ entails that each and every element is 
a separate (Pṛthak) and it is not compounded. A thing or an object for example- Pen, chair and so on 
is an aggregate or the group or the whole is not additional reality. For Sarvastivādins, the Dharmas are 
momentary. They are not permanent and also they do not have any duration. 

Like the Nyāya and Vaiśesika schools, for them everything is Padartha, similarly the Sarvastivādins 
calls everything is Dharma. Dharma is Padartha. According to Vasubandhu, Dharma is 
‘Avabodhapayoginah padarthāh’ that is those entities (Padārtha) literally means the meaning of word 
is often translated works by the category of word. Dharma is also translated by category. By 
classifying things or objects under categories one can understand or know the Universe. For 
Sarvastivadins Dharmas are of two types namely- 

1. Conditioned Dharmas (Saṁskṛta Dharma) 
2. Unconditioned Dharmas (Asaṁskṛta Dharma) 
 

3.   CONDITIONED DHARMAS (Saṁskṛta Dharma) 

In the previous section you were introduced to the important term Dharma. In this section we’ll 
discuss the Conditioned Dharma. Dharma is that which contains its own attributes. Every factors of 
saṁskrta dharma are impermanent and conditioned. Buddhist never allows that dharmas are 
substances which are invisible possessed of a number of inherent qualities which alone appear to us. 
The things which we can see are the sense object, and not only something that inherent existing in a 
self-constituted substance. And because of this reason they are called as dharma. According to 
Sarvāstivadins, there are seventy five dharma. Asaṁskrta dharma which means unconditioned 
dharma are three in number where as Saṁskrta dharma which is also known as Conditioned Dharma 
are seventy two in number. They are- 
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1. Rūpa (Matter)                       - 11 
2. Citta (Consciousness)            -1 
3. Cetasika (Psychic factors)      -14 
4. Citta viprayukta samkaras      -42 

(Non mental forces) 

Conditoned Dharma is called Saṁskrta or condition because it is generated by cause and condition. 
Saṁskrta Dharmas are also known as Savstuka, Kathavastu, Adhva etc. Saṁskṛta dharmas are 
keeping changing in present, past and future. According to Vasubandhu, conditioned Dharmas are real 
whereas Unconditioned Dharma is not real but only a concept (prajñaptisat). Further, Saṁskṛta also 
means conditioned, temporal, impermanent, non-eternal, and mundane. Whereas Asaṁskrta dharma 
means unconditioned. This is not subject to cause condition, or dependence is therefore transcendental 
out of time. 

 

    3.1 MATTER (Rūpa) 

 
According to Sarvastivadins, Matter or Rūpa are eleven in number. They are- 
 
1. Five sense organs which are known as eye, ear, nose, tongue and body. 
2. Five sense objects which are known as visible (rūpa), sound (śabda), smell (Gandha), taste 

(rasa), and touch (Spraśtavya). 
 

Visible matter is divided into two main sets one is colour and other is shape in which colours are eight 
and shape are twelve in number. There are total twenty types of visible matter (Rūpa). 
 
Sound matter is divided into four groups- 
 

i. Sound generated by object or a thing which have the power of perception. For example- Sound 
produced by hand and voice. 

ii. Sound generated by object which does not have the power of perception. For example- sound of 
tree, river, etc. 

iii. Sound generated by living beings. For example- sound of vocal act. 
iv. Sound which is not generated by living beings. For example-all other sounds. 

Again these four sounds are divided into two groups which are pleasant and unpleasant. Thus, there 
are eight types of sound in total. 
 
Smell (Gandha) is of four types- pleasant, unpleasant, non-excessive, and excessive. 
 
Taste (Rasa) is of six kinds- sweet, sour, salty, acrid, bitter and astringent. 
 
Contact (sparśa) has eleven kinds. They are- contact with four main elements, i.e., earthy, watery, 
firey, airy and smoothness, roughness, lightness, heaviness, cold, hunger and thirst. 
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3. Avijñapti (not manifestated) 

 
According to Vasubandhu, Avijñapti is a dharma which dependent on the four main elements 
(Mahābhūtas) without any reference to mind (citta). Avijñapti is a rūpa good or bad which arisen from 
vijñapti and Samadhi. Avijñapti is called matter because it dependent on great four elements 
(Mahābhūtas) which are also matter. But Vasubandhu himself does not admit the reality of Avijñapti. 

 
 
 

   3.2   CONSCIOUSNESS (CITTA) 
 

The word ‘Citta’ is derived from the root ‘cit’ which means ‘to think’. Citta is the knowledge of an 
object. In the work ‘Abhidharmakośa’, Vasubandhu used some terms like cittam, manas and vijñāna 
for consciousness. The mind is called ‘cittam’ because it notices and observes. The ‘manas’, is called 
so because it considers. The ‘Vijñāna’ is called so because it discriminates. The main characteristic of 
consciousness is the way of knowing. The Sarvastivādins divides the consciousness into six classes 
which is also known as ‘vijñāns’ on the ground of the sense-faculties (indriyas): 
 
1. The cakṣur-vijñāna (Eye -consciousness) 
2. The śrotra- vijñāna (Ear- consciousness) 
3. The ghrān- vijñāna (Nose- consciousness) 
4. The jīvha- vijñāna (Tongue- consciousness) 
5. The kāya – vijñāna (Body- consciousness) 
6. The mano- vijñāna (Mind- consciousness) 
This division of the consciousness are called so because they occur through the respective sense- 
organs. The eye- consciousness identifies colour and form, the ear- consciousness identifies sound, 
the nose- consciousness identifies smell, the tongue- consciousness identifies taste, the body – 
consciousness identifies touch, and last the mind – consciousness identifies concepts and ideas. 
 
There is another school of Buddhism called Sthaviravādins, this school classifies consciousness on the 
basis of association or dissociation with hetu (root), jāti (birth), bhūmi (realms) and so on. In the 
tradition of Sthaviravādins, the Citta or consciousness is generally divided on the basis of Bhūmi 
(realms). According to Bhūmi, the consciousness is divided into four categories- 
 
1. Consciousness belonging to the sense sphere 
2. Consciousness belonging to the form sphere 
3. Consciousness belonging to the formless sphere 
4. Supramundane consciousness 

 
The consciousness which belongs to the sense sphere has fifty-four Consciousnesses. Whereas form 
sphere have fifteen types of consciousness. In the formless sphere we have twelve types of the 
consciousness. And lastly in the sphere of supramundane we have eight types of the consciousness. 
Thus, we find there are eighty-nine types of consciousness in all. These four categories of 
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consciousness are also divided on basis of their nature like whether they are wholesome (kuśala citta), 
unwholesome (akusala citta), the resultant of the past deeds (vipāka citta) or consciousness which do 
not have any effect (kiriyā citta).  

The fifty four consciousnesses which belong to sense sphere, out of them twelve are unwholesome 
consciousness (Akuśala citta), eighteen are rootless (Ahetuka citta), and twenty- four are beautiful 
consciousness (sobhana citta). The unwholesome consciousness which is of twelve types is in three 
immoral roots (akuśala hetus); greed (lobha), hatred (dośa), and ignorance (moha). 

On the ground of the aforesaid discussion, there are eighty-nine types of citta or consciousness which 
can be summarized into four categories: 

1. Moral or unwholesome consciousness                  -   21 
(kusala citta) 

2. Immoral or unwholesome consciousness              -   12 
(akusala citta) 

3. Resultant consciousness                                      -   36 
(vipāka citta) 

4. Inoperative or functional consciousness               -   20 
(kiriyā citta) 

 
So for Stharviravadins, there are eighty- nine types of consciousness in all. But other school of 
Buddhism called Vijñānavadins for them there are eight type of consciousness. The first six types of 
the consciousness are similar as mentioned by Sarvastivadins. The Vijñāvādins unite the two types of 
the consciousness in their list of eight types of consciousness. They are: 
 

1. Defiled-Mind Consciousness (kliṣta – manovijñāna)- defiled – mind consciousness deals 
with those ideas more or less as they come, without consciously or continuously making 
distinction between that which belonfs to the self and that which belongs to non-self. This 
continuously making distinction is the work of defiled –mind consciousness, which, 
according to Yogacārins work when a man is asleep or unconscious. 

 
2. Repository consciousness (Alaya vijñāna) - repository consciousness is one of basic and 

simple form of all other consciousness. All the other consciousness has their beginning in 
the repository consciousness as a result of which their activity the construction of the 
phenomenal world takes place.  

 
 
 

3.3 PSYCHIC FACTORS (CETASIKA) 

 
 The psychic factors are those factors which have relation with consciousness. These psychic factors 
arise and stop together with each and every kind of consciousness. Further, they also have a similar 
base and object too which a consciousness has. Their main work is to change the nature of 
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consciousness in their own way. Each and every psychic factor has its own special characteristics. 
There are fifty-two types of psychic factors in total which are also subdivided into many categories on 
the basis of their nature. 
 
Firstly, there are seven types of universals. They are: contact, feeling, perception, intention, one-
pointedness, psychic-life, attention. They are associated with citta every single moment, and thus 
called the universals.  
 
Secondly, there are six types of particular psychic factor; they are called particular because they 
connect with some particular kinds of wholesome or unwholesome consciousness. They are: initial 
application, sustained application, determination, effort, interest, desire-to-do. 
 
Thirdly, there are fourteen types of unwholesome psychic factors (akuśala cetasikas). They occur 
with all unwholesome types of consciousness. They are: ignorance, lack of moral shame, lack of fear 
of unwholesomeness, restlessness, attachment, wrong view, conceit, aversion, envy, stinginess, regret, 
sloth, torpor, and doubt. 
 
Fourthly, there are nineteen types of beautiful psychic factors. They are called beautiful psychic factor 
because they are similar as beautiful consciousness. They are: confidence, mindfulness, moral shame, 
fear of unwholesomeness, disinterestedness, amity, equanimity, composure of mental states, 
composure of mind, lightness of mental states, composure of mind, lightness of mind, pliancy of 
mental states, pliancy of mind, adaptability of mental states, adaptability of mind, proficiency of 
mental states, proficiency of mind, rectitude of mental states, rectitude of mind. 
 
Fifthly, there are also three abstinences psychic factors. They are: right speech, right action, and right 
livelihood. 
 
Sixthly, there are two types of psychic factors that are called illimitable because there object do not 
have any kind of limit. They are: compassion and sympathetic joy. 
 
And finally the last beautiful psychic factor is known as wisdom. So there are twenty- five morally 
beautiful psychic factors that arising in different combinations in the wholesome states of 
consciousness. And hence, there are in total fifty-two types of psychic factors which emerge with the 
consciousness in different groups. 
 
But the Sarvastivadins tradition of the Abhidhamma shows a different list of psychic factors. For 
sarvastivadins, there are forty-six kinds of the mental factors. They are as follows: 
 

1.  General functions                                     - 10 
(Mahabhūmika) 

2. General functions of good                          -10 
(kuśalamahābhūmika) 

3.  General functions of defilements               -06 
(kleśamahābhūmika) 
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4. General function of immoral activities        -02 
(Akuśalamahābhūmika) 

5. Minor functions of defilements                   -10 
(parittakleśabhūmika) 

6. Indeterminate functions                             -08 
(aniyata) 

 
 
Now the Mahābhūmikas are those factors that arise in consciousness of all the three spheres of 
consciousness irrespective of their being wholesome, unwholesome or indeterminate. They are: 
feeling, intention, perception, desire, contact, wisdom, mindfulness, mental application, 
ascertainment, concentration.  
 
 Secondly, the mental factors which are always found with the wholesome state of mind are known as 
Kuśalamahābhūmika. They form the wholesome nature of the mind. They are: faith, earnestness, 
suppleness, equanimity, shame, fear, non- hatred, non-violence, energy. 
  
Thirdly, the psychic factors that are arise in the consciousness as defilements are called kleśa-
mahābhūmika-dharma. They are ignorance, carelessness, indolence, faithlessness or absence of faith, 
idleness, restlessness or distraction. 
 
Fourthly, the psychic factors that arise in consciousness to perform activities which are immoral are 
known as Akuśala- mahābhūmika-dharma. They are two in number: shamelessness, fearlessness. 
 
Fifthly, there are some psychic factors that arise only in the defiled consciousness which means 
manovijñāna. They are not similar to all the consciousness spring up with defilements. They are ten in 
number: anger, hypocrisy, envy, jealousy, angush, violence or injury, enmity, flattery, trickery, 
arrogance. 
 
Lastly there are some psychic factors that some time arise in consciousness but cannot be placed 
under any categories of mental factors which we mentioned before. These types of the psychic factors 
are known as Aniyata-bhūmika-dharma. They are eight in number: repentance, torpor, discussion, 
judgement, attachment, ill-will, conceit, and doubt. 

                                    

      3.4 CITTA- VIPRAYUKTA-SAMSKᾹRA 

Besides consciousness, psychic factor and matter, the Sarvastivādins states the existence of another 
set of Samskṛta-dharmas, known as Citta-viprayukta-samskāra. This is also called mental disposition 
which is not connected with consciousness. They are also known as ‘composite energies’ and their 
existence does not depend on mind and matter too. They are, however, not always actual but potential 
in the sense that they become active with a mental or material basis. There are fourteen dharmas 
which come under this category. They are: attainment, non-attainment, common characteristics, and 
absence of perception, stage of meditation producing cessation of mental activity, life, origination, 
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continuance, decay, impermanence, words, sentence, and letters. These fourteen dharmas never 
constitutes citta-samprayukta-samskāra but it is the energy which generates them, is named as that 
energy which generates letters of the alphabets, group them into words and also puts words together 
into a sentence etc. 

The vijñānavādins accept these fourteen dharmas but also add ten factors to its list of citta 
viprayukata samskāra. They are: phenomena as opposed to noumena, individuality, correlation, 
change, succession, space, time, number, inherence, and separation or non-inherence. 

The Sarvāstivādins believe in the principle of Sarvam asti, which means all exists.  The meaning of 
‘all exist’ rests upon dharmas of the three times-past, present, future - exist and are different on the 
basis of their function. They are also known as Vaibhāsika that is those who stand by commentary 
(vibhasa).  

 

4. SUMMARY 

So as we have seen that, For Buddhist schools, there are two types of Dharmas that is Saṃskrta 
Dharma and Asaṃskrta Dharma. Vasubandhu, who was a great Buddhist philosopher, wrote a work 
known as ‘Abhidharmakosa’ which is a manual of the Abhidharma treatised. In this work, he 
basically talks about ‘Dharma’ as mentioned by school of Buddhism called Sarvastivāda. Abhidharma 
is derived from the word ‘dharma’. Dharma is that which carries or bears the real nature (Svalaksana). 
In the Abhidharma, Dharma is the supreme thing which is to be identified or to be understood. This 
supreme or the ultimate Dharma is also known as Nirvana. It is because it considers the characteristics 
which include both general characters as well as special characters of the Dharma. The school of 
Sarvastivāda maintain that ‘Sarvam Asti’ which means Past, present and future. Sarvastivādins main 
aim is to prove that the soul (Atmān) is not real. For them it is only name for multitude of facts that 
are connected to one another which Sarvastivādins is trying to reducing them to real elements 
(Dharma). Sarvastivāda School is also known as a system of radical pluralism which denies substance 
and accepts that Dharmas are only momentary. The term ‘Dharma’ entails that each and every 
element is a separate (Pṛthak) and it is not compounded. A thing or an object for example- Pen, chair 
and so on is an aggregate or the group or the whole is not additional reality. For Sarvastivādins, the 
Dharmas are momentary. They are not permanent and also they do not have any duration. Like the 
Nyāya and Vaiśesika schools, for them everything is Padartha, similarly the Sarvastivādins calls 
everything is Dharma. Dharma is Padartha. According to Vasubandhu, Dharma is 
‘Avabodhapayoginah padarthāh’ that is those entities (Padārtha) literally means the meaning of word 
is often translated works by the category of word. Dharma is also translated by category. By 
classifying things or objects under categories one can understand or know the Universe. According to 
Sarvāstivadins, there are seventy five dharmas. Asaṁskrta dharma which means unconditioned 
dharma are three in number where as Saṁskrta dharma which is also known as Conditioned Dharma 
are seventy two in number. They are- 

1. Rūpa (Matter)                       - 11 
2. Citta (Consciousness)            -1 
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3. Cetasika (Psychic factors)      -14 
4. Citta viprayukta samkaras      -42 

(Non mental forces) 

Conditoned Dharma is called Saṁskrta or condition because it is generated by cause and condition. 
Saṁskrta Dharmas are also known as Savstuka, Kathavastu, Adhva etc. Saṁskṛta dharmas are 
keeping changing in present, past and future. According to Vasubandhu, conditioned Dharma are real 
but only a concept (prajñaptisat). Further, Saṁskṛta also means conditioned, temporal, impermanent, 
non-eternal, and mundane. Whereas Asaṁskrta dharma means unconditioned. This is not subject to 
cause condition, or dependence is therefore transcendental out of time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


