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Interpreting the Upalivada Sutta
by using Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutics
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Abstract

In the Upalivada Sutta, the Buddha and Nigantha Nataputta hold differing views
on the doctrine of karma, specifically regarding the consequences of actions. This article
aims to address the question: Why does the Buddha consider mental actions
(mano-kamma) to have the greatest impact, while Nigantha Nataputta believes that
physical actions (kdyaduccarita) have the most significant consequences? The article
is divided into three parts: (1) The first part discusses the origin and development of
hermeneutics. (2) The second part elaborates on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutics.
(3) The third part interprets the teachings on karma as presented in the Upali Sutta,
applying Gadamer’s hermeneutical approach. The interpretation reveals that, for the
Buddha, prejudice refers to his belief or understanding that the mind plays a central
role as the primary driving force behind physical, verbal, and mental actions. From
the Buddha’s perspective, all phenomena (dhamma) are inherently led by the mind,
which consequently defines his horizon and leads him to view mental action (mano-

kamma) as holding the greatest significance. On the other hand, for Nigantha Nataputta,
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prejudice refers to his belief or understanding that physical suffering purifies one’s
life-force, leading to liberation from atomic karma or past karma. In his view, the life-force
(jiva) is material and given importance accordingly. This prejudice shapes Nataputta’s
horizon, making him regard bodily restraint (kdya-danda) as holding the utmost
importance. However, it could be argued that the Buddha completely eradicated
defilements (kilesa) and mental taints (adsava), and that Nigantha Nataputta was also
pure and enlightened. So why does this article portray the Buddha and Nigantha Nataputta
as Prejudiced ? Describing them as Prejudiced may seem like labeling them as impure,
when in reality they were not. This objection can be addressed by clarifying that,
according to Gadamer’s concept, the term “prejudice” does not refer to partiality driven
by love, hatred, delusion, or fear, which are considered unwholesome. Instead,
it refers to beliefs or understandings that serve as a framework for humans to better
comprehend the world and their surroundings. In this sense, “prejudice” is a neutral
term, not a negative one. Therefore, describing the Buddha and Nigantha Nataputta
as having Prejudiced is not labeling them as impure, but rather acknowledging that

they had specific beliefs and understandings.

Keyword: Interpreting; Hermeneutics; Upalivada Sutta; Hans-Georg Gadamer
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