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Abstract 

As the cornerstone of Buddhist doctrine, karma is the systemic elaboration of the cosmos 
and the physical world. Threefold division of karma is posited in the Canon teaching. 
They are bodily action, vocal action and mental action. There are huge disputes about 
the nature of karma in the sectarian Buddhism period. Generally speaking, disputes 
were not focused on mental action, for most Buddhism schools agree that its essence is 
volition. But they diverged on the nature of bodily and vocal action. For the Sarvastivadin 
school, the Saṃmatīyāḥ shcool and the Vatsiputriya school, the nature of the two actions 
is form, which was opposed by the Yogacara School. Authored by Vasubandhu, 
Karmasiddhiprakarana was a whole collection of disputes between the Yogacara School 
and the above-mentioned schools. Yogacara School holds that the essence of bodily, vocal 
and mental action is all volition and therefore all actions are essentially mental state of 
the sixth consciousness. Upholding an approach of inwardly attribution, this kind of 
action theory can also raise a powerful criticism for contemporary moral nihilism. 
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1. Introduction 

The Chinese character “ye” is derived from the Sanskrit word "karman" (karma), which literally 
translated as creation. Its root “√kṛ” means action, and the ending "-man" means possession. 
As being directly manifested in its word formation, karma means animate creation. According 
to Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣā Śāstra[1], karma has three levels of meanings: one refers to 
function which means that karma will surely work; the second refers to principles, which are a 
series of behavioral norms that Buddhists should follow; the third is fruition after action, which 
means that the various actions of the body, speech, and mind of a person have a certain power, 
and after the action is over, it will have a certain impact on the future, bringing about good or 
bad fruitions. The concept of karma being discussed in this paper is based on its third meaning. 
It is evident that karma can give rise to retribution, thus people are restrained and oppressed 
by it, and can do nothing but to accept the results of their actions, therefore, it is common for 
Chinese to call karma as the force of karma. Cause and effects are a pair of opposing concepts 
commonly used in Buddhism. Simply speaking, cause refers to reason, effect refers to result, 
and the force of karma serves as a link to connect cause and effect. The cause and effect issue of 
karma is the key of Buddhism. It is not only the key to consciousness and enlightenment in 
Buddhism, but also plays a role of foundation-laying on world ethics. In this regard, the wise 
master of the Tien Tai Sect once stated that "if you are not involved in cause and effect, you 
cannot get the right view of the world." [2] 

Superficially, there is complementarity between the thought of karma and the Buddhist 
doctrine of impermanence. On the one hand, Buddhism emphasizes that “the cycle of life and 
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death has no boundaries. Good and evil karma is ultimately incorruptible and must be repaid.”  
[3] On the other hand, Buddhism also emphasizes that “all deeds are impermanent”. Since all 
deeds are impermanent, then karma should also be impermanent.How can impermanent 
karma be "indestructible in the end and must be repaid"? What is the nature of karma? This 
seems to be a fundamental question that should be solved by Buddhism. Following 
Karmasiddhiprakarana, this paper makes a discussion on the disputes between the Yogacara 
school, the Sarvāstivādaḥ school and the Saṃmatīyāḥ school on this issue. 

2. Material reality as karma 

During the Ahamian Buddhism period, Buddhism was practice-oriented and paid no attention 
on searching for the nature of karma. The inquiry of karma nature is quite similar to records of 
fourteen avyakrta. Both are erroneous in the attempt to raise such a question for there is no 
need to answer it. Any answers to this question will insert a narrative, which will bring 
obstacles to practice. After entering sectarian Buddhism period, out of the need to theorize 
Buddhism's own teachings and debate with other religions, various schools of Buddhism have 
given their own answers to the nature of karma.  

The original meaning of karma is creation. Karma can be divided into three actions which are 
bodily action, vocal action and mental action according to the form of expression. Among the 
three actions, the various schools of Buddhism have little disputes about the nature of mental 
action for they all agree that it belongs to the volition and is essentially the mental state of the 
sixth consciousness. However, there is a big dispute over the essece of bodily and vocal action. 
The Sutras, Theravada and the Yogacara School all believe that all karma is formed by thought 
and volition. Whereas the Sarvastivadin school, the Saṃmatīyāḥ shcool and the Vatsiputriya 
school believe that bodily action and vocal action are related to avijñapti and vijñapt, and they 
all have material forms. As Zhou Qiao Yizai summed up in the Study of Karma: "They (referring 
to Buddhism schools, such as the Sarvastivadin school, the Saṃmatīyāḥ shcool and the 
Vatsiputriya school) believe that the vijñapti of bodily and vocal action is derived from thought 
out of actual appearance and performance on the body and material. Therefore, the vijñapti of 
the bodily and vocal action no longer belongs to the mind, but acquires material forms, which 
is to say they are a kind of substance.”[4] 

The Yogacara School raises doubts about these materialistic views on bodily and vocal action 
held by some schools. 

3. Criticism from Yogacara School 

As a kind of rupadharma, bodily vijnapt is threefold: rupa color, rupa shape and rupa movement. 
Rupa shape and rupa movement was often regarded as the essence of bodily vijnapt by some 
Buddhism schools. This is in fact quite questionable, for the essence must be a real existence 
and should not be prajnapti. However, rupa shape and rupa movement are all prajnapti, they 
are not real, and cannot be used as the essence of bodily vijnapt. 

3.1. Rupa shape is not the essence of karma 

According to the records of "Karmasiddhiprakarana", taking rupa shape as the essence of bodily 
vijnapt is the doctrine of the Sarvastivadin school, as is quoted as follows: 

Some said that the karma is created by the body, hence the name bodily karma; or the karma is 
created by language, hence the name vocal karma. Both the propositions regard vijnapt and 
avijnapt as self nature... Therefore with body as karma, rupa shape as character,the mind is 
shaped. Whose rupa color was this? It is bodily vijnapt. [5] 

The Sarvastivadin school believes that bodily karma is the channel to visible vijñapti and 
invisible avijñapt. Among them, body vijnapt takes shape and color as the body and performs 
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various behaviors to express inner thoughts, so it is called body vijnapt. Saṃsthānarūpa(the 
characteristics of form) is a type of rupadharma, which helps us to distinguish characters such 
as long, short, square, round, low, right and wrong. The Sarvastivadin school holds that 
although dharma arises and disappears in an instant, and the movements produced by the body 
are not real, however the elements which compose the action-form, color and physicality are 
real. As being stated “those names for concepts such as length can find their origin here." 
Therefore, it can be viewed as the essence of bodily vijnapt.[5] 

It is to this point that a criticism is raised by Yogacara School in Karmasiddhiprakarana. 
Yogacara School believes that rupa shape contains just the concepts of longness, shortness, 
squareness and roundness etc. arising from the difference in material appearance, thus they 
have no substance. As is said in Karmasiddhiprakarana: 

(People) surrounded by all shapes of material, get the concept of length when they see 
something which is long, the concept of shortness when they see something short, the concept 
of squareness when they see something which is square, the concept of roundness when they 
see something round, the concept of tallness when they see something tall, the concept of 
lowness when they see something low, the concept of rightness, when they see something flat, 
and the concept of wrongness when they see something uneven.[5] 

In fact, there is a logical contradiction in the Sarvastivadin school’s paramanu where they saw 
rupa shape as real existence and regarded it as the essence of bodily vijnapt and one of the basic 
principles of its doctrine. The contradiction can be illustrated as follows, as the case in rupa 
color, if the essence of rupa shape is regarded as an attribute of paramanu then they should all 
be distinguished by eye recognition, which is not the truth. As a matter of fact, eye recognition 
fails to catch the characters of rupa shape. Paramanu is devoid of various properties like long, 
short, square and round. As a result, objects composed by paramanu will not take the features 
of rupa shape. However, this is also not the case, for paramanu has no rupa shape but the object 
has. If rupa shape is a kind of material entity like paramanu, which is embedded in object and 
thus emerges the concept such as longness, then the aggregation of material entities 
characterized as "long" can become a name to designate "long", thus all things that fall under 
this name can be described as long instead of short. This is obviously not in line with the facts. 
These three points discussed above could be seen as proof that rupa shape is not real existence 
but mere concept that arises from the different appearance of the material and thus cannot be 
the essence of bodily vijnapt. 

3.2. Vijnapt  is not the essence of karma 

Similarly, vijnapt cannot be taken as the essence of karma either. According to records in 
Vijnāptimātratāsiddhi and other documents, the idea of regarding vijnapt as bodily action is 
from the Saṃmatīyāḥ school. This school holds that vijnapt (people’s movement such as 
walking, living, sitting and lying) is real existence and thus could be seen as the essence of bodily 
vijnapt. The Saṃmatīyāḥ school’s vijiiapti-as-movement theory is based on temporariness of 
samskrta. As being recorded in Karmasiddhiprakarana, there are two sources to support the 
temporariness of samskrta. One is that differences are not available. Many objects seen in the 
world, such as diamonds, are hard in texture and seem to remain unchanged and immortal; the 
second is the cause of extinction is not available. The Saṃmatīyāḥ school believes that just as 
the arising of things requires reasons, the demise of things also requires certain reasons. For 
instance, firewood is burnt out because of fire. Therefore we could say fire is the cause of the 
firewood's extinction. Before things encounter their cause of destruction, they will stay 
temporarily.Before the firewood is burnt out by fire, the firewood does not encounter the cause 
of destruction, then the firewood will stay temporarily. 

These two points are criticized by Yogacara School. For one thing, if samskrta weighs temporary 
stay over instant emergence and extinction, then all changes in the world cannot be explained. 
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Take cooking rice as an example. The rice does not change significantly at the moment it is 
heated and does not seem to have any change. Therefore, if there is no change at the moment 
of heating, the rice should not have any change afterwards, for the external conditions being 
the same, there should be no change at each moment. That is to say, if we draw the conclusion 
that there is temporary residence of samskrta, on the premise that differences are unachievable, 
then it will naturally follow that no emergence and extinction can ever occur on rice after being 
heated, which means that the rice will not never be cooked. This goes against reality. It is neither 
logical to admit temporary stay in samskrta on the basis that the cause of extinction is 
unachievable. According to this theory, if fire is the cause of extinction of firewood, then 
firewood should be permanent before it encounters fire as the cause of extinction, but this is 
not in accordance with the facts. In reality, firewood does not live permanently before 
encountering fire, for it can be rotten. Therefore, objects must arise and die in an instant. The 
reason why there is an object like a diamond that does not appear to be invariable is only 
because after the object is extinguished at this instant, the object that arises in the next instant 
is very similar to the object in the previous instant, as if It is the same object that remains 
temporarily unchanged. The vijnapt we are talking about is such a prajnapti that the object A 
that disappears at place A is very similar to object An that arises at place B. Therefore, we 
assume that there is an object A moving from A to B, but in reality there is no constant object 
moving from A to B. In summary, the vijnapt is also non-existential and cannot be regarded as 
the essence of bodily action. 

3.3. Avijnapt is not the essence of karma 

At the same time, the Sarvastivadin school holds that an invisible potential will emerge after 
the bodily action and vocal action of real existence come into being. They are called non-bodily 
and non-vocal action, which is also essentially a kind of rupadharma called avijñapti. This 
theory is also questionable in some aspects. According to the Sarvastivadin school, avijñapti is 
a kind of rupadharma based on the prosperous body and vocal action when taking precepts, 
and has the function of preventing and stopping evil or the opposite. Avijñapti, without 
appearance, neither occupies space and causes obstructions to the eyes. It is the essence of non-
bodily action and non-vocal action. The biggest problem with the theory of avijñapti from the 
Sarvastivadin school’s doctrine which holds that avijñapti occurs when you receive good and 
evil precepts, thus only goodness or malignancy exists. However, bodily action includes 
goodness, malignancy, and neutrality.If avijñapti is taken as the essence of non-bodily action, 
the existence of neutral bodily action cannot be explained. Because avijñapti is not something 
that ordinary people can achieve directly and intuitively, the Sarvastivadin school provides 
eight sources of evidence to support its existence, namely: 1. Three dharma evidence; 2. 
indifference evidence; 3. Accumulation of good fruition from good deeds; 4. Accumulation of 
bad fruition from false advocations; 5.patimokkha; 6. Noble Eightfold Path; 7. retributions from 
others‘ deeds; 8. precepts as bridge. Vasubandhu afforded refutations on the above-mentioned 
eight sources of evidence in his Abhidharmakośa-śāstra, which won’t be further illustrated here. 
In fact, avijñapti is only a theoretical postulation in Buddhism, which bears no real existence, 
thus it cannot be regarded as the essence of bodily action. 

3.4. All rupadharma cannot be taken as karma 

To take one step further, it could be said that such theory is questionable if the rupadharma (be 
it vijñapti or avijñapti) were regarded as the essence of bodily or vocal action. Firstly, after the 
end of the first phase of life, all rupadharma will perish. If the essence of bodily and vocal action 
is rupadharma, then karma can only play a role in one phase of life, and will be given up with 
the end of life. Thus one cannot call for retribution in the after life, which is inconsistent with 
the Buddhist theory of retribution. Secondly, all sentient actions will cause karma, but there is 
no rupadharma in the realm of avijñapti. If rupadharma is taken as the essence of karma, the 
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problem of sentient karma in the avijñapti realm cannot be explained. Thirdly, karma is divided 
into bodily, vocal and mental action. If bodily and vocal action are based on rupadharma while 
mental karma is based on mind cittam, then it will consequently lead to the theoretical 
inconsistencies on the essence of three actions. Fourthly, a theory holding that substance has 
the ethical attributes of good and bad is unjustifiable. As Zhou Qiao Yizai summed up in the 
"Study of Karma": "If (We) simply use general common sense to judge, then how can the 
existence of objective matter such as form, sound, action, etc. have the nature of good and bad? 
It should be noticed that Buddhism is based on the theory of motivation. Good or bad attributes 
can only come from people’s thoughts. Therefore, the statements of the Sarvastivadin school, 
the Saṃmatīyāḥ shcool and the Vatsiputriya school are not in accordance with the Buddhist 
position of motivation theory and thus are hardly convincing."[4] 

4. Volition as karma by Yogacara School 

Follows its criticism of the Sarvastivadin school on regarding rupadharma as the essence of 
bodily and vocal action, Yogacara School proposes that the essence of bodily, vocal and mental 
action all falls into mind cittam. It is noteworthy that bodily and vocal actions are essentially 
mental action. They are but different forms of mental action. To be specific, they propounded 
that the essence of karma is the mindset of the sixth consciousness, which means “karma is 
thought”, and “karma acts according to the author's will, which is called the course of karma.”[5] 

Since the essence of karma all falls into the mindset of the sixth consciousness, why it is 
manifested in different forms as bodily, vocal and mental action? The Yogacara School further 
explained that there are three kinds of volition: deliberation, decision and act of volition.[5]As 
in the case of murdering, whether to kill, how to kill, which person to kill, etc., are deliberation 
volition, and then the decision to kill is decision voiltion, and finally directing the body to act in 
practice of killing is act of volition. Among the threefold volition, deliberation and decision 
remain at the level of volition and mental action. Only when act of volition emerges would actual 
bodily or vocal actions be taken, and thus it can be called as volition action, including bodily and 
vocal action. If we take murdering as an example again, suppose a person only thinks about 
killing and has made up his mind.This can only be counted as a premeditated crime and it falls 
into the category of mental action. Only if the person actually commits the murder, can he be 
counted as a murderer and thus that process will fall into the category of bodily action. As one 
of the founders of the Yogacara School, Vasubandhu made an emphasis in 
Karmasiddhiprakarana that only the volition can be seen as the essence of karma. The full name 
of bodily action could be volition of action, while the full name of vocal action could be volition 
of vocalization. For this volition of action made someone motivated in their bodily and vocal 
behavior which will be manifested in body and language, hence is the short name of bodily 
action and vocal action. In the case of someone hitting a dog with a stick, the process can be 
referred to as a stick hitting a dog in short, but we all know it is actually a person hitting a dog 
because it is the agent that let the stick do something. In the same way, volition causes body and 
language act and thus is called bodily and vocal action. But its essence is still the volition behind 
it. Pure physical actions of the body and language have no ethical nature and cannot be called 
karma. Only the underlying volition of these actions could be regarded as karma and thus has 
good and evil divergence. As is said in Karmasiddhiprakarana: 

The act of volition which moves the body, which uses the body as a means,which employs the 
body as its support which has for its object killing, stealing and illicit sexuality - this act of 
volition is a cause which realizes a fruit and a painful retribution.[5] 

Through this division, the Yogacara School incorporates bodily action and vocal action into the 
category of mental action, and thus convincingly proposed that only volition is the essence of 
karma. 
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It should be said that the Yogacara School’s contention on volition being regarded as karma 
essence is in line with the Buddhist tradition of emphasizing motivation in ethics. It is precisely 
because of human volition that the ethical division of good and evil can be established, and the 
external physical world can be transformed into a human moral world. Scholar William 
Waldron once concluded: "Intention (cetana) then is necessary for an action to accrue results, 
for it to be a karmic action. So, for example, inadvertently crushing insects underfoot while 
walking down the street or unknowingly killing hair mites while scratching one’s head does not 
accrue the karma of killing, since there is no intention to kill them. Swatting mosquitos or 
executing criminals does.”[7] On this issue, we can compare it with contemporary criminal law, 
which also emphasizes voiltional involvement on criminal issues. Pure physical behavior 
without conscious participation does not constitute a crime, for instance, suppose Zhang San 
was given a narcotic and his body was not controlled by volition. At this time, Li Si put a sword 
on his hand and force him to kill Wang Wu, then it was Li Si, not Zhang San, who committed the 
murder according to the contemporary criminal law. Although the sword is in Zhang San's 
hands, there is no volition of killing in Zhang San's mind. The action of Zhang San’s taking the 
sword to stab Wang Wu's body is just a purely physical process. There is no ethical judgment 
of good and evil, so it does not constitute a crime. Criminal law actually punishes the good and 
evil of human volition, thus unconscious participation does not constitute good and evil. [11]At 
this point, contemporary criminal law and Buddhism are the same in their contention. The 
difference is that in contemporary criminal law pure thought does not constitute a crime, only 
a corresponding result caused by volition does. Whereas in Buddhism, whether it is results that 
caused by bodily and vocal action or pure volition from mental action will lead to good and evil 
retributions. That is to say, even a pure volition of killing Li Si in Zhang San’s mind without 
putting it into actual practice will bring him corresponding retributions. Such a difference is 
actually caused by a different viewing point. In observation, ordinary people mostly focus on 
the external manifestations of events and thus stay at the superficial level. Manifestations on 
bodily action are the most direct and the easiest to observe and judge, they are most valued by 
the secular laws. However, the goal of a saint’s observation is to get the essence, thus he will 
pay more attention on the fundamentals. A necessary consequence will be that he focuses on 
the volition lying behind an action and points out that the essence of karma is volition. At this 
point, however, it does not mean that appearance of karma is not important for Yogacara School. 
In fact, they equal attention to volition and results. As stated in "Yogacaryabhumi": 

There are five forms appeared in evil deeds.  

What are they? 

Things,thought,desire,defilement, and volition.[8] 

A practice can be said to be completed only if it gathers the five elements of fulfillment: deeds, 
mind, desire, defilement and understanding. The result of deeds is also an important source of 
retribution. In the case of killing deeds, whether the victim is dead or not can bring different 
retributions. 

5. Conclusion 

In short, through a series of discriminative analysis, the Yogacara School shows that the essence 
of bodily karma,vocal and mental action falls not in form but in volition. It is the mental state of 
the sixth consciousness. This conclusion is consistent with the idealistic tendency of the 
Yogacara School. The Yogacara School further established an idealistic ālaya-vijñāna system of 
causality through the establishment of concepts such as ālaya-vijñāna, seed, and vāsanā. Such a 
complex and rigorous theoretical system signifies a peak on the explaining causality. 

At the same time, the karma theory of the Yogacara School also contains rich humanistic value 
in contemporary times. This theory encourages people to extend internal attribution, which 
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highlights subjectivity, and thus advocates for people to shoulder responsibility for their own 
life. As for the origin of karma, karma arises from the creation of volition. It is not a thing 
external to sentient beings, but is created by sentient volition and hidden in sentient volition. 
No matter how hard one tries to avoid it, karma is always in his mind. So people need to be 
responsible for their own words and deeds. If one wants to change his current state of existence 
he shall not seek for external changes instead he shall start from the inside to purify himself so 
as to complete the change of life. It provides a solid foundation for ethics in the world. As for 
the fulfillment of karma, the ālaya-vijñāna system of causality made a clear illustration: 
following the principle of good cause-good fruition, evil cause-bad fruition, the seed of karma 
stimulates the emergence of the corresponding nominal entities. This offers a theoretical 
explanation for the consistency between the moral requirements of pursuing moral deed 
instead of evil deeds and people’s nature of pursuing happiness while avoiding pains. In 
addition, it provides a more solid foundation for the establishment of ethics and morals instead 
of staying at a level of building up groundless moral concepts. To sum up, the Yogacara School 
perspective provides us a more reasonable understanding of karma, personal destiny and living 
environment. All these elements are determined not by external gods and providence, but by 
karma. To a certain degree, karma also means a kind of restraint, which makes people unable 
to escape from life and death. Therefore, karma contains a critical side and should be 
transcended and purified. To move one step further, we could say that karma is created by one's 
own present state. In other words, grasping one's momentary thought is the key to mastering 
one's own destiny. When the momentary thought is grasped to take the lead, one can get control 
of his own destiny. It is from this point we deem that the Yogacara School theory of karma can 
provide a powerful critical perspective for moral nihilism in contemporary society. 
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