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Rune E. A. Johansson9s Analysis of
Citta: A Criticism

It has been questioned whether the enumeration of the five skandhas'
in Buddhist psychology is exhaustive of the human per~onality.~
As a
matter of fact this question underlies the whole doctrine of anatti. In
this regard it has been asserted chat "If it be true to say that the
Buddha has nowhere explicitly stated in so many words, that the
'being' (satta) is composed only of the khandhm, it would be a hundred
times truer to say that nowhere has he said of 'being' that it comprises
anything else at all, of any description whatsoever, apart from the five
khandha~."~
Rune E. A. Johansson has recently raised the question anew. He
remarks:
We have also the final question, whether the khandhi are to be
considered an exhaustive enumeration of all personality factors.
Is there nothing in personality not included in the khandhi?
There certainly is. Attg is denied, with good reason, but citta is
not denied.4
He goes on to argue that this cltta is "a name for the core of the
personality, mainly conscious but including also the subconscious
processes on which continuity depends. It is not a soul, but it reminds
of the 'ego' of Western psychology: the person knows that clttn is what
he is; he usually identifies himself with it but need not do so; he can
observe his czttn, discuss with it, train it, punish it, and so on."5
Johansson seems to present two kinds of evidence, analytical
and empirical, to establish his case for the cittn constituting the core of
the personality according to Buddhist psychology as found in the
Nikiyas.
T h e analytical evidence turns on the analysis of the skandhn~.

After an analysis of ail the personality factors in relation to Nibb2na
and after having identified citta as an independent personality factor,
he remarks:
T o some extent, it is possible to map the relations between c ~ t t a
and other psychological factors. Sanfii and uedani are called
cztta-sankhira, so we know that the perceptual processes affect
cztta. We also know that the working.-.
" of cztta is called sunkhi?-0
T h e relation of citta to ziififiina is not so clear-cut.6 There are
texts that simply identify uififiina with citta, and other that identify vififiea with safifia and wedan;. Vififiina is more frequently
said to be actively engaged in rebirth, and citta is frequently said
to attain nibbiina. Nibbiina is attained through the stopping of
uififiina. The relations must be close, and probably uififi&a is a
function of citta, a name for certain citta-processes. When in the
case of ordinary rebirth, both are said to undergo this process
(never in the same context, always in different),
, then we mav
J
assume a simple identification. In the case of a living person,
there should be no identification, because somebody should
experience the function of uififiina and also experience that it
has stopped: that is citta. Citta can go on functioning (viji,
pafifii, metti, karuna are still to be found) and can observe vifiriina and other khandhl as being still.'
,

The empirical evidence is provided, according to Johansson, by
the fact that the assertion that the arahant cannot be known either in
this life or afterwards "is not a universal truth, since arahants always
can recognize each other. . . . This fact will not surprise us once we
have understood that citta is the agency within the person which really
attains nibb5na,"Yand that it is "thought to survive death."9Johansson
goes on to stress that "we are not without information about exactly
what is thought to survive death in the arahant, although in a form
that not everybody can recognize, not even Miira or the gods."I0 He
goes on to say:
We know, however, that at least the Buddha himself claimed
ability to identify and report about dead arahants: We have, for
instance, the story about Vakkali (S 111 119 ff), who was ill and
killed himself. The Buddha said about him later: Apatztthitena ca
bhikkhaute vififi&Vakkali kulaputto parinibbuto ti, 'with consciousness not established the noble-born Vakkali has attained
parinibbiina.' A similar story is to be found in D I1 91 f, where
Ananda tells the buddha that a number of people, some monks
and some lay people, had died in Nadika, where the Buddha

and his disciples had just arrived, and asks what has happened to
them. He got detailed information, indeed, and among them
one monk was mentioned as arahant. We can take these stories
to mean that at least the Buddha himself was able to trace an
arahant even after death. After the quotations given earlier, this
would not seem to involve any fundamental difficulties, as there
seems to be small difference between his state before and after
death. One more text is worth quoting to this effect. In SN 1075,
the Buddha is asked: Atthan gato so uda v n so n'attizi u d i h u ile
snssatiyi arogo? 'The man who has gone to rest, is he no more or
is he forever free from illness?' And he replies: Atthan gatassa na
pnminam attlzi, yenn nam vajju, tam tassa n'atthi, sabbesu dhammeszi
snrnllhatesz~s a m i h a t i u6dapathZpi sabbe ti. 'There is no measure of
him who has gone to rest, by which to define him: that is not for
him; when all dhammi are removed, then all means of recognition are removed.' This informs us again that the arahant, when
dead, cannot be found or recognized, but an explanation is
given which is extremely interesting: dhammi are removed. The
PTA translation gives the rendering 'conditions,' but a more
normal translation would be 'ideations' or 'mental contents,'
'mental processes.' This would give an easily understandable
psychological meaning. For one of the effects of meditation is to
make the mind (citta or u i 5 r i i ~ stable
)
and empty of mental
contents (dhammn). As we know that citta was thought to survive,
it can easily be understood that an empty citta is more difficult to
read and recognize than the more complicated and desire-ridden 'normal' citta: it is more impersonal. In order to 'read' a
person's mind, there must be a mind to read, and this mind
must be as differentiated and rich in content as possible. Sabbesu
dhammesz~ samzLhatesz~ may well imply the same psychological
process as vifiri6nassa nirodhena in A I 236, quoted above.['
Johansson concludes that
the word nibbiina is used because of the fire analogy (to some
extent, the word z ~ p i d i n aand related words seem to be used for
the same reason). Still, it does not imply annihilation but rather
a different type of existence: perhaps a diluted, undifferentiated, 'resting' existence, more or less impersonal but still recognizable.12
Is this evidence adduced by Johansson sufficient to challenge
the standard Theravada position on the question of whether the
arahant continues to exist after death? The standard Theravada
position, of course, is that "It does not fit the case to assert existence
or non-existence." l 3
103

It is as much the Theraviida position that one may not assert the
existence of the arhat after death, as that one may not posit his nonexistence. This was the elder Yamaka's view, and was corrected by
Sariputta. I 4 Siiriputta asserts that "A Tathigata cannot be held to be
perceived as existing even in this life in truth and reality," what to say
of his post-mortem state! But while Theraviidins draw the conclusion
of the nonpredicability of the post-mortem state of the arhat from his
case, Johansson remarks:
What Sariputta wanted to stress here is that the anatta doctrine
applies also to the arahant and that he cannot be identified with
any of the personality factors (khandha). It is therefore not
possible to define what an arahant really is even in this life, and
so no conclusion can be drawn as to the state after death. The
khandh; are anicca and dukkha and therefore dissolved: this is
pointed out in the continued discussion. Two things should be
noted: first that it is denied that the arahant is annihilated in
death. secondlv that citta was not mentioned in this discussion
The fact that the arahant cannot be known either in this life or
afterwards, is not a universal truth, since arahants always can
recognize each other. We find, for instance, in S I 194 that Maha
Moggallana in a company of five hundred arahants could check
that they really were arahants: Tesam sudam a)lasrni lMaha-Moggallano cetas; cittam samannesati uippamuttam nirupadhim. 'The
venerable Maha-Moggallana saw with his mind (ceto) that their
mind (cittn) was freed without basis (for rebirth remaining).'
This can only mean that the arahant has still his citta and that
this has kept enough of its individuality in order to be identified. I S
Thus from the analytical point of view Johailsson is relying on
'argument of silence' which is rather weak, especially as he is himself
unsure of the relation of citta to ~ ~ i f i f i i nMoreover,
a.
the expression
c~toilim~itti
seems to go against it, as "Cetozlim~cttiis . . . not identical
with Nibbiina which is much higher than and completely different
from pure ~ i n f i 6 n a . "It~ ~is the empirical evidence which seems to
argue in favour of the case more strongly. One may first consider the
case of Vakkali. "In the Samjzitta Nik@a, Buddha referring to the
pnrinibbcinn or Vakkali bhikkhu said that the wicked Miira was searching for the consciousness (zlififiinn) of Vakkali, who had been just
dead, and predicted that Miira's attempt would not be successful
because Vakkali had passed away (pnrinibbuto) with x~iiiiii~!a,
which
needed no support (apntighita). The sense of npntit;/jita-z~iEiiinais
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iVenelsewhere in the Sarnyutta NzkZya, where it is explained as cong
sciousness which arises only when attachment (raga) to material elements of the body ( r c p a ) , and the other four constituents is
1t is unconstituted, devoid of growth and independent of any cause
and condition and hence free. Being free it is steady; being steady it is
happy; being happy it is without any fear of change for the worse;
being fearless it attains parznibbina."L7
One may note that the Buddha did not say that he had recognized Vakkali, rather that Mira will not recognize him because his
~~co~sciousness
is not established." The fact of his having attained
n i ~ ~ i nisarecognised on account of his caztsaszka non-recognizability.
~bviouslyhere is an alternative explanation of how an arhant recognizes another or a Buddha identifies an arhat-the very noncognizability serves to cognize arhathood. This possibility, it seems, has
not been taken into account by Johansson.
T o conclude: the evidence adduced by .Johansson in favour of
citta as the element of the arhat surviving death does not seem to be
strong enough to lead one to modify the standard Theravada position
that the post-mortem state of the arhat is unpredicable.
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