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1. Learning Outcomes 
 

 

This module will help student to understand-  

a) The meaning of Abhidharma philosophy. 
b) The types of dharma 
c) Meaning of pure, impure, conditioned and very conditioned dharmas. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

 
Buddhism is most famous school of Indian philosophy which was initiated by Lord Buddha who was 
a prince before. After getting enlightenment under ‘Bo tree’ Buddha decided to teach others also 
about this truth so that he can help them too to come out of ocean of suffering. Buddha taught 
Buddhism throughout his life to everyone including rich, poor, high and low. There are many schools 
in Buddhism and they have vast literature, but it is difficult to identify the real teaching of Buddha, it 
is because during the life of Buddha no records of his teaching were made in written form. His 
teaching was passed on and on by oral methods, due to which after the death of Buddha it became 
difficult for the monks to identify the real or authentic teaching of Buddha. In order to solve these 
problem Buddhist councils were held after the death of Buddha. Therefore in order to preserve 
Buddha's teaching three baskets were written down, they are- Vinaya pitaka, Sukta pitaka and 
Abhidharma pitaka. These are the three collection of Buddhism which is known as tri-pitaka (pali) or 
three basket because all the teaching of buddha were written on leaves and were collected into three 
different sets of baskets.  

The first basket is known as vinaya pitaka. This basket or pitaka deals with the rules and regulations 
that were made for Buddhist monks and nuns and these rules were compulsory for them to follow. 
The content of this pitaka was recited by Upali. There are 227 rules for monks and 311 for nuns.  

The second basket is known as Sukta pitaka. This pitaka consist of words which were spoken by 
master himself, i.e. words spoken by Buddha. The content of this pitaka was recited by Buddha's close 
disciple Ananda. 

The third basket is known as abhidharma. This basket is the collection of philosophical theories of 
Buddhism. This pitaka was written few years after vinay and sukta pitaka. Abhidharma is the huge 
collection of the buddhist theories. In this all these doctrines are nicely, systematically arranged. 
Abhidharma is the highest teaching which focuses mainly on Dharma. Dharma in Buddhism is the 
ultimate, the absolute and it is equivalent to Nirvana or liberation. According to Buddha everything in 
this world is relative, conditional but only Dharma is ultimate. Abhidharma is said to be higher 
teaching or the ultimate teaching of Buddha. The Abhidharma pitaka consist of seven treatises. This 
massive treatise covers a wide range of philosophical theories, which also includes several methods of 
investigation like analytic, synthetic. The seven treatise of abhidharma are- 

a) DHAMMASANGANI- This section deals with categorization of Dharmas. This book also 
discusses about consciousness (citta) and Matter (Rupa). 
 

b) VIBHGA- This section deal with Divisions. There are eighteen divisions in this book. These 
divisions deal with Aggregates, Sense-sphere, and Elements, Truth, Controlling faculties 
(Indriya), Supreme efforts , Factors of wisdom, Absorption, Illimitable, Paths, Percept, 
Analytical knowledge, Wisdom, and Essence of truth (Dhammahadaya). 
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c) DHATUKATHA- Dhatukatha is that which means the discussion with reference of elements. 
This book deals with whether Dhamma are included or excluded, associated or dissociated 
from the Aggregates (Khandha), Bases (Ayatana) and Elements (Dhatu). 
 

d) PUGGALAPANNATTI- This topic means Designation of the individuals. This section deals 
with the various types of individuals. There are ten chapters in this book. The first chapter 
deals with single individual, the second with pair, third with group of three and so on. 
 

e) KATHAVATHU- kathavathu means the point of controversy. This section deals with the 
work of great people like Moggalliputta, Tissa, Thera, who flourished during the reign of the 
king Dhammasoka. This part deals with 216 controversies which took place during that time 
which are divided into 23 chapters. 
 

f) YAMAKA- This treatise is also known as The book of pair. It is because throughout this 
section a question and its converse are found in pair together. This book is divided into ten 
chapters. 
 

g) PATTHANA- this is the last section of abhidharma. Patthana is also known as treatise of 
causal relations. This is the most important book of abhidharma pitaka. The term Patthana is 
composed of the prefix “pa”- various and “thana”- relation or condition (paccaya). This book 
deals with 24 modes of causal relations and triplets (Tika) and couplets (Duka), which is 
already mentioned in Dhammasangani and which comprise the essence of the Abhidhamma 
Pitaka. 
 

 

 

3. WHAT IS ABHIDHARMA? 

Abhidharma is a perfect flawless prajna (direct insight inside truth). It is perfect and doesn’t have any 
kinds of imperfection and flaws, and it is same for its attendants also. This prajna makes 
discrimination or differentiate between dharmas, because Dharmas are in mixed form. Just like 
different colours and types of flowers decorated in a bouquet, in the same way dharmas are of 
different nature, they are pure, they are impure or conditioned etc. And they all are mixed together. 
Therefore prajna helps in identifying the exact nature of dharmas. Prajna is anasrava, i.e. which is 
pure. This prajna exists side by side with the five Skandas or five sensations which are also present in 
abhidharma. Abhidharma teaches that which is pure consciousness which tell the difference in the 
nature of all things, as well as, it also teaches that psychological moment in which sensations are 
produced with the help of this consciousness. Abhidharma consist of all prajna which helps the 
possession of abhidharma. Therefore the meaning of abhidharma is also covers the area of impure 
dharma. This impure dharma is the outcome of the audition, reflection and contemplation of that 
which is possessed by the attendant of it. Hence the ownership of the pure discernment is known as 
abhidharma. Only that Dharma is Abhidharma which holds its own character and stands face to face 
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with that which is real, absolute, ultimate or that which is nirvana or that which face the true nature of 
Dharma. The term ‘Abhidharma’ generally identifies each and every prajna which becomes source of 
helping in order to possess abhidharma in its true sense.  

Abhidharma is known as abhidharma also because this helps one in acquiring the pure prajna i.e. 
anasrava prajna. And this pure prajna is also the carrier of the abhidharma in its absolute sense. 
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. 

 

3.1 REASON BEHIND TEACHING ABHIDHARMA 

The one and only way of the extinguishing the strong emotions and passions in this world is the 
correct discernment of dharma. Due to these strong emotions, our world is still spinning rapidly in the 
vast ocean of transmigration. Therefore the discernment of Dharma is very important. Taking this 
view point in mind lord Buddha decided teach abhidharma to his follower. According to Buddha, 
extinguishing of our strong emotions, desire and passion is very important. The reason behind this is 
that, these strong emotions are the cause of suffering in which our world keeps revolving. And this 
can be stopped only the discernment of dharma. Apart from this there is no other way of finishing this 
passion, emotions and desires other than the discernment of dharma. Thus Buddha spoke the 
Abhidharma. 

It is very important for each and every disciple to study abhidharma because the teaching of 
abhidharma helps one to have correct perception of dharma. And they will be able to discern the 
dharma. Therefore without the teaching of the Abhidharma, disciples won’t be capable of discerning 
the Dharmas because he will be unable to perceive dharma correctly. So learning the method of the 
discernment of dharmas is very important. But what are these dharmas of abhidharma? 

  

4. DHARMAS 

The concept of Dharma in abhidharma is very important concept in Buddhism. Dharmas are of two 
kinds, Pure Dharmas (anasrava) and Impure Dharmas (sasrava). 

 

 

4.1 PURE DHARMA 

Pure dharmas are the path of truth which also consists of three unconditional things. These three 
unconditional things are- space (Akasa), and two kinds of nirodha or extinction. These two extinctions 
are- Extinction due to knowledge which is known as Pratisamkhya nirodha and extinction not due to 
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knowledge which is known as Apratisamkhya nirodha. These three unconditional things never gets 
stick to any kinds of sin. Therefore the three unconditional dharma and path of truth are said to be 
pure dharma. 

Space (Akasa)- The first kind of unconditioned thing among the three unconditional thing in pure 
dharma is space or akasa (in sanskrit). According to Sarvastivada School, space is limitless. It is 
beyond any explanation. It is free from any kind of distinction and doesn’t create any hindrance. This 
freedom from any kind of hindrances is considered to be the chief characteristic of Akasa. So 
whenever there is movement of any matter in space it doesn’t face any kind of obstruction. Because of 
this nature of space, every matter moves freely in the space. Because of unlimited and vast nature of 
space, no matter can displace it (space). 

Pratisamkhyanirodha- The disjunction from impure dharma is known as extinction due to knowledge. 
This is known as Pratisamkhyanirodha. The term Pratisamkhyanirodha is made up of two words. First 
is Pratisamkhya and second is nirodha. The word Pratisamkhya means transcendental knowledge and 
the term nirodha means cessation or the sense of separation. Therefore Pratisamkhyanirodha is that 
knowledge which is gained with the help of perfect knowledge. The Pratisamkhya is the supreme, it is 
highest of all things and noblest of all though. 

Apratisamkhyanirodha- this is the third and the final unconditional thing. The extinction without 
knowledge is known as apratisamkhyanirodha. The letter A as negative suffix to Pratisamkhya points 
towards the sense of absence. It means the complete extinction to the birth of dharma. This extinction 
is different from detachment. This is the complete elimination of the birth of future dharma which is 
not obtained by means of knowledge. It is because this dharma becomes the cause of insufficiency. 
For example- sense organs and mental organs that are present in the body are only capable of 
perceiving those objects which are perfectly visible to them. They are not capable of perceiving those 
objects which are not present to them and they cannot also perceive objects which have past.  

 

4.2 IMPURE DHARMA 

Impure dharmas are those Conditioned dharmas which excludes the paths. All conditioned dharma are 
impure because they in relationship with the defilement or impurities. They are in this relationship 
because these impurities are present inside Dharma and they grow in them and then they also take 
support inside them. This is how conditioned dharma gets into relationship with the defilements. This 
defilement is not because the association of such defilement with mind or mental states. Therefore 
impure dharmas that are conditioned dharmas which exclude the path and stick with them.     

Impure dharmas are conditioned dharmas; with the exception of path. Now question arises what are 
conditioned dharmas? 
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4.3 CONDITIONED DHARMAS 

Conditioned Dharmas are the five collections (skandhas) of matter. They are the path, the plot, which 
also have exit. The conditioned Dharmas are the collection of matter, collection of mental 
construction and the collection of discernment. These dharmas are said to be conditioned because they 
are brought into existence by reason (pratyayaih) and then gets combine simultaneously and forms in 
unison or unity. There is no dharma which has been destined of any one reason. The conditioned 
dharmas are the paths, the periods, the past, the present and the future. When they are gone, they go 
and they keep on going. Conditioned Dharmas are known as savastuka, which means that which has 
cause. So every conditioned dharma is dependent on cause. According to the Vaibhasika School 
conditioned dharmas have variety of synonyms such as savastuka vastu etc, they all mean hetu or 
cause. 

 

4.4 VERY CONDITIONED DHARMA 

The very conditioned dharmas are of two types, pure conditioned dharma and impure conditioned 
dharma. The pure conditioned Dharmas are simply skandhas and not upadanaskandhas, whereas 
Impure (sasrava) conditioned Dharmas are both upadanaskandhas and skandhas. The term upadanas 
means strong emotions which is also known as passion (klesas). Therefore the impure dharma is also 
named as upadanaskandha i.e the dharmas which are possessed of sinful flow and they are endowed 
with corrupt and polluted force. They are also known as cause or source miseries, prone to destruction 
and source of wrong views and becoming. 

 

 

5. VASUBANDHU’S VIEW ON DHARMA 

According to Vasubandhu Dharmas are of two kinds- conditioned Dharmas (samskrta dharma) and 
unconditioned dharma (asamskrta dharmas).  

There are seventy-two (72) Conditioned Dharmas in number namely: 

a) Rupa (matter)- 11 
b) Citta (consciousness)- 1 
c) Cetasika (psychic factors)- 14 
d) Citta Viprayukta Samskara (non mental forces)- 46 

These Dharmas are known as Conditioned because it is produced by certain Cause and Condition. 
They are always subject to change in present, past and future. According to Vasubandhu only 
Samskrta Dharmas are real (sasvabhava) while Asamskrta Dharmas are not real but they are concept 
(prajnaptisat) only. 
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SUMMARY 

Abhidharma (Abhidhamma in Pali) is one of the basket out of three baskets (Tripitaka) in Buddhist 
philosophy. Abhidharma is said to be higher teaching or the ultimate teaching of Buddha.The 
Abhidharma pitaka consist of seven treatises. These seven treatises cover wide range of philosophical 
doctrine and explain each theory very minutely. Abhidharma literally means perfect flawless prajna 
(direct insight inside truth). It is perfect and doesn’t have any kinds of imperfection and flaws, and it 
is same for its attendants also. This prajna makes discrimination or differentiate between dharmas, 
because Dharmas are in mixed form. Just like different colours and types of flowers decorated in a 
bouquet, in the same way dharmas are of different nature, they are pure, they are impure or 
conditioned etc. And they all are mixed together. Therefore prajna helps in identifying the exact 
nature of dharmas. Prajna is anasrava, i.e. which is pure. This prajna exists side by side with the five 
Skandas or five sensations which are also present in abhidharma. Abhidharma teaches that which is 
pure consciousness which tell the difference in the nature of all things, as well as, it also teaches that 
psychological moment in which sensations are produced with the help of this consciousness. 
Abhidharma consist of all prajna which helps the possession of abhidharma 

Abhidharma is known as abhidharma also because this helps one in acquiring the pure prajna i.e. 
anasrava prajna. And this pure prajna is also the carrier of the abhidharma in its absolute sense. 
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. 

It is very important for each and every disciple to study abhidharma because the teaching of 
abhidharma helps one to have correct perception of dharma. And they will be able to discern the 
dharma. Therefore without the teaching of the Abhidharma, disciples won’t be capable of discerning 
the Dharmas because he will be unable to perceive dharma correctly. This is one and only way of the 
extinguishing the strong emotions and passions in this world. Because due to these strong emotions, 
our world rapidly revolving in the vast ocean of transmigration. Therefore the discernment of Dharma 
is very important.  

The concept of Dharma in abhidharma is very important concept in Buddhism. Dharmas are of two 
kinds, Pure Dharmas (anasrava) and Impure Dharmas (sasrava). Pure dharmas are the path of truth 
which also consists of three unconditional things. These three unconditional things are- space (Akasa) 
and two kinds of nirodha or extinction. These two extinctions are- Extinction due to knowledge which 
is known as Pratisamkhya nirodha and extinction not due to knowledge which is known as 
Apratisamkhya nirodha. The space (akasa) is limitless. It is beyond any explanation. It is free from 
any kind of distinction and doesn’t create any hindrance because of which any matter can move freely 
in the space. Pratisamkhyanirodha- The disjunction from impure dharma is known as extinction due to 
knowledge. The extinction without knowledge is known as apratisamkhyanirodha. The letter A as 
negative suffix to Pratisamkhya points towards the sense of absence. It means the complete extinction 
to the birth of dharma. This extinction is different from detachment. This is the complete elimination 
of the birth of future dharma which is not obtained by means of knowledge. 
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Impure dharmas are those Conditioned dharmas which excludes the paths. All conditioned dharma are 
impure because they in relationship with the defilement or impurities. They are relationship because 
these impurities are present inside Dharma and they grow in them and then they also take support 
inside them. This is how conditioned dharma gets into relationship with the defilements. This 
defilement is not because the association of such defilement with mind or mental states. Therefore 
impure dharmas that are conditioned dharmas which exclude the path and stick with them.     

The conditioned Dharmas are the collection of matter, collection of mental construction and the 
collection of discernment. The conditioned dharmas are known as savastuka, which means that which 
has cause. So every conditioned dharma is dependent on cause. 

The very conditioned dharmas are of two types, pure conditioned dharma and impure conditioned 
dharma. The pure conditioned Dharmas are simply skandhas and not upadanaskandhas, whereas 
Impure (sasrava) conditioned Dharmas are both upadanaskandhas and skandhas. The term upadanas 
means strong emotions which is also known as passion (klesas). Therefore the impure dharma is also 
named as upadanaskandha i.e the dharmas which are possessed of sinful flow and they are endowed 
with corrupt and polluted force. Vasubandhu also gives his view on dharma. According to him, 
Dharmas are of two kinds- conditioned Dharmas (samskrta dharma) and unconditioned dharma 
(asamskrta dharmas). Dharmas are known as Conditioned because it is produced by certain Cause 
and Condition. They are always subject to change in present, past and future. According to 
Vasubandhu only Samskrta Dharmas are real (sasvabhava) while Asamskrta Dharmas are not real but 
they are concept (prajnaptisat) only. 

 

 


