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General

A careful studyof the doctrine of the Tathagata
Gautama Buddha shows thatsome of the concepts
which are not frequently discussed can be of par-
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The Four Nutriments of Life

Towards Liberation from Samsara

amount importance in realizing the true nature of Discourses in the SuttaPitaka

life. However it is still possible to draw relationships
between such important concepts with more famil-
iar principles which are better known. In this regard
the subject of “ The Four Nutriments of Life” leads
us to the very basis of existence and needs a proper
analysis for further clarifications. Since a detailed
study of the subject can assist a practitioner in mov-
ing towards liberation from Samsara, the subject
can also be referred to as “ Towards Liberation from
Samsara through a study of Four Nutriments”

Terminology

The term ‘Nutriments’ in English and ‘Ahara’ in Pali
or Sinhala can be explained as resources that help
us to survive in this world and maintain us in a lev-
el of nourishment. We are familiar with continuous
‘hunger and thirst’ and also how we ‘crave’ for edible
food and drinks developing a greed or attachment
known in the doctrine as ‘clinging’ In the doctrine
‘Nutriments’ or ‘Ahara’ have been given a wide in-
terpretation in a deeper sense to include both ‘phys-
ical and mental nutriments. It is also noteworthy
that apart from the wide coverage of explanations
an important position has been given to the subject
of Nutriments in several discourses of the
SuttaPitaka.

Editorial Board

o Prof. Prneeth Abayasundara

« Dr. Rani Fernando

e Mr. Ishan Edirisuriya

o Dr. Ashok Karunarathne

o Mr. Nalaka Jayasena

o Mr. Shyam Nuwan Ganewatta

Art work design
e Mr. Kavindu Randimal De Alwis

The following are some of the important discourses which deal
with the Four Nutriments :-

AharaSutta in SamyuttaNikaya / SammaDitthiSutta in
MajjimaNikaya / DasakaNipatha in AnguttaraNikaya /
DvayatanupassanaSutta in SuttaNipata / AtthiragaSutta in
Samyutta N. / MoliyaPhaggunaSutta in Samyutta N. / Ka-
laraKatttiyaSutta in Samyutta N. / MahaSatipatthanaSutta
in Majjima/Diga N

Classification into four categories of Nutriments
In all above discourses the ‘Nutriments’ or ‘Ahara’ have been
classified into four categories as follows:-

(a)Edible food and drinks (KabalinkaAhara). Proper foodhas
to be consumed in proper quantities. This is an essential com-
ponent of our nutriments. It is also the commonest form of Nu-
triment and is a basic need for our survival in the world.

(b)Contact Nutriments (PhassaAhara) are essentials and in-
clude all contacts with the rest of the world through the six sense
faculties. Contacts through the body such as clean air which hu-
man beings breathe and all other physical mental contacts are
included. Here too the essential contacts have to be identified as
against non-essential contacts. Contentment with essentials can
prevent suffering caused by limitless urge for sense pleasures. .

(c)Mental Volitions- (Mano Sancetana). Man has the urge to
plan, to aspire and to move forward with bigger success. Mental
volitions include man’s urge to conquer, build, invent, discover,
transform and create again and again. There is a will to exist,
re-exist and to continue to create larger entities. But failure to
achieve targets and plans causes suffering. By avoiding unreal-
istic plans one can become contented and minimize suffering
with realistic aspirations.

(d)Consciousness( VinnanaAhara). Consciousness arises
through sense faculties such as  eye consciousness, earcon-



sciousness, etc. As per the doctrine, consciousness carries
the potential seeds of life. During a lifetime it commences
as rebirth-consciousness and continues to provide nutriment
through-out thelife from the time of birth until death and
even beyond death. This too is an essential nutriment which
affect the individual through-out Samsara.

Avoiding non-essential Nutriments
All four types of nutriments are affected by the attachment

of an individual to each one of them resulting in craving (
thanha) and clinging ( upadana). It is noteworthy that they
include both physical nutriments and mental nutriments as
mentioned above. As regards all four Nutriments it is nec-
essary to note that they are essentials. But the actual need is
only up to the level of requirement. By craving or clinging to
a higher level which is beyond the need, the unsatisfied thirst
and hunger for excessive nutriments cause suffering. What is
to be adopted is equanimity towards nutriment, thus avoid-
ing all clinging for excessive nutriment. Minimum essential
levels of nutriment have to be provided in order to sustain
life. At the same time non-essentials have to be discarded.
Adopting a level of equanimity by being dispassionate is seen
to be the solution to the problem of suffering through cling-
ing to Nutriments.

Negative effect of Undigested Edible Food

Edible food that is consumed gets assimilated in the body.
However the food that is consumed may not get fully digest-
ed and absorbed. What is not digested gets discarded or re-
jected. This can be due to consumption of improper food in
improper quantities. The discarded food will have a negative
effect on the body causing disease and damage to the system.
Mental nutriments such as contact nutriments and mental
volitions act in the same way.

In this regard Ven. Nyanaponika in Vision of Dhamma( p
216) states as follows:-

“ In the mind as well as in the body there is a con-

stant process of grasping and rejecting, assimilating

and dissimilating identifying with oneself and alien-

ating. If we look closely at this process of nutrition,
physical and

CRYE MG I

mental, we shall notice that it is not only the
eater who consumes the food, but also that in
the course of assimilation, the food devours
the eater. There is thus between them a
process of mutual absorption.*

Mental volitions include ideas, views and opinions
which an individual keeps absorbing. When they get
hardened he becomes addicted to his own views and
become a victim of his own ideas. He loses control of
himself, showing the validity of the concept of
impersonality.

Contact Nutriments

Just like the thirst and hunger for edible food, man
has the urge to gain pleasure through sense faculties
eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind. Seeing a plea-
surable picture or entertainment through music and
dance are forms of this nutriment called sense con-
tact. Some of the contacts with the body like breath-
ing of air are most essential. Urge for excessive sense
pleasures will cause suffering. Contentment and mod-
eration in sense contacts will assist in liberation from
suffering which arises through excessive urge for con-
tact nutriments.

Mental Volitions

Mental volitions also lead to one’s own views, opin-
ions and ideas. When attachment to ideas reach a level
of clinging the individual becomes a victim or even a
slave of views created by himself. Hence the process
of Nutriment shows how the human being becomes
a totally helpless victim of his own craving for nutri-
ments. This phenomenon clearly demonstrates the va-
lidity of the Theory of Impersonality or Anatta- the
unique teaching of the Buddha. By being dispassionate
towards views and opinions one can get rid of clinging
and avoid suffering.

Significance of Consciousness as a Nutriment

From the time of birth into this world each individual
inherits rebirth consciousness which provides a form
of nourishment which guides his life till the death and
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continues through the cycle of birth and death. The cu-
mulative effect of past actions which is a guiding fac- In fact the whole civilization of mankind is one struggle in
tor in living the present life is seen from fluctuating search of food. SammaDitthiSutta in MajjimaNikaya clearly
fortunes in ones life. The reason for a person to suffer states that the subject of four noble truths is clearly under-
unexpected problems in life appears to be due to the stood through the struggle for the nutriments.

nutriment of consciousness. Other nutriments namely,

edible food, contacts through sense faculties and men- May all beings be well and happy.!

tal volitions are controllable by each individual through
an approach of equanimity or being contented.

Das Miriyagalla

Imp ermanence and Suffering seen thl‘Ollgll ( Based on a talk given at Maithri Hall on 11th November 2017 )

Nutrition
If we consider hunger and thirst which are insatiable
it is noteworthy that there is constant need to replen-

ish the human body with edible food, indicating a very o .
clear form of impermanence. The round of eating and The Vision of Dhamma - Ven. NyanaponikaThera ,

becoming hungry again and again is a clear form of Buddhist Publication Society1994

continuous suffering. We do not realize that there is

continuous form of impermanence and suffering in the What the Buddha Taught- Ven. WalpolaRahulaThera,
replenishment of food because of our greed for food Gordon Fraser GalleryLtd 1978

which we try to satisfy again and again. Even though

the concepts of Impermanence and Unsatisfactoriness Njbbana-The Mind Stilled- VenKatukurundeNyananan-

are comparatively easier to appreciate and understand, 4,Thera PotgulgalaDDMB,2015
the concept of Impersonality is rather deep and the

most revolutionizing concept. However the subject of
nutriments is helpful in appreciating the validity of Im-
personality which is also called the doctrine of Anatta
Thus the four nutriments are examples of all three fun-
damental characteristics of the universe — Imperma-
nence, Suffering and Impersonality.

For further Reading:-

One Thing Which Leads to Nibbana

AnguttraraNikayasDasakaNipata emphasizes that ‘the N IBBLL \N )& \
one thing’ for which an individual can get dispassion-
ate and can get liberated from Samsara, here and now,
is “ Four Nutriments”

Concept of four nutriments therefore helps us in pro-
gressing towards liberation from Samsara by becom-
ing fully equanimous towards the four nutriments. It is
also greatly beneficial in assisting the practitioners to
appreciate the validity of the concept of impersonality
or the Doctrine of Anatta.
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