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ABSTRACT 
 
Sangharakshita founded the Triratna Buddhist Order and community (formerly 
WBO and FWBO) in order to make the Dharma known in the modern West. But 
what kind of Buddhist modernism did this imply? In this article I use the 
teaching of the ‘five niyamas’ as a case study of Sangharakshita’s commitment 
to developing a modernist interpretation of the Dharma. Sangharakshita’s 
teaching of the five niyamas, or ‘orders of conditionality’, are five kinds of cause-
effect relationship. The first three correspond to physics, biology and 
psychology, and represent a commitment to the naturalistic worldview of 
modern science. The karma-niyama and dharma-niyama further represent 
naturalistic interpretations of the moral order and the Buddhist path to 
Awakening. I trace the development of the five niyamas teaching from Mrs Rhys 
Davids’ creative mis-interpretation of a commentarial teaching through several 
stages of re-interpretation. The ‘five niyamas’ represent a modernist Buddhist 
hermeneutics of conditionality.  

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Two things fill the mind with ever-new and increasing awe, the more 
often and steadily we reflect upon them: the starry heavens above me and 
the moral law within me. 

These are the famous closing words of Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason. 
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is probably the greatest philosopher of the 
modern period, and his philosophy represents the complete arrival of a 
distinctly modern worldview. When Kant’s mind is filled with awe at ‘the starry 
heavens above’, he reels in wonder at the movements of the stars and planets, 
all of which obey the same laws of nature, exemplified by the law of 
gravitational attraction, discovered  by Isaac Newton in the late seventeenth 
century. Not only does the law of gravity turn the stars above, but the same law 



        THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 8 52 

of nature applies here on the surface of the earth. Kant is amazed at a universe 
which in all places and times is subject to laws of nature that human beings can 
discover through their understanding of mathematics and through the methods 
of the natural sciences. And when Kant is in awe of the moral law within him, 
he dwells on the infusion of values and meaning into this universe, turning 
according to discoverable laws. Through reason the human mind can pierce 
through the darkness of tradition and error; through its capacity for 
imagination, the mind is open to a reality that touches it with wonder, if not 
knowledge. Our capacity for morality, founded in a heartfelt recognition of the 
immense dignity of the rational person, is connected with our capacity for an 
aesthetic response to beauty and the sublime, in nature, in art, in the universe. 
 I dwell on Kant’s philosophy in order to highlight the way that the modern 
viewpoint should not be reduced to single movements like scientific rationalism 
or Romantic expressivism. Both of these ways of thinking about the reality of 
the world find inspiration in Kant, yet they represent two different and distinct 
responses to modernity. Kant’s philosophy represents a synthesis, an attempt to 
explain morality, religion and art in a Newtonian universe. Likewise, the 
teaching of the ‘five niyamas’ is a way in which Buddhist exegetes in the modern 
world, especially Sangharakshita, have interpreted the nature of ethics and 
Awakening in a world understood through science. The teaching of the five 
niyamas can be summed up as follows: the cosmos is an ordered whole, subject 
to one all-embracing law of causation, described by the Buddha as paṭicca-
samuppāda, ‘dependent origination’ or ‘conditionality’. But within this all-
embracing law of conditionality, five different ‘orders of conditionality’ can be 
discerned. There is (1) a physical inorganic order of conditionality, correspond-
ing to the laws of physics and chemistry; (2) a physical organic order, corr-
esponding to the laws of biology; (3) an order of the mind, corresponding to 
psychology; (4) an order of karma or action-and-result; and (5) an order of the 
Dharma, these latter two orders corresponding to the moral order taught by 
Buddhism consisting of the law of karma and its results, and to those laws of 
development that make possible the path to Awakening. In this way, Buddhism 
is a religion which is completely compatible with the discoveries of modern 
science, and yet it integrates into the modern scientific worldview laws of 
morality and spiritual development that give meaning and purpose to the 
cosmos.  
 My intention is to indicate the origins and appeal of this teaching. It has its 
origin in the pioneering work of Mrs Rhys Davids, a British scholar of the early 
twentieth century, and represents a creative mis-interpretation of a fifth-century 
commentarial Pali list, whose original purpose was to explain different kinds of 
ways things necessarily happen. What made instinctive sense to Mrs Rhys 
Davids as a Buddhist account of the workings of the cosmos was taken up by 
the Sri Lankan monk Nārada Thera, a missionary moderniser of Buddhism, 
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who used it to show that not everything that happens is because of karma. This 
is an important clarification of Buddhist teaching for the modern world, since, 
according to scientific naturalism, the cosmos is governed by natural laws, not 
by the law of karma alone. Sangharakshita’s early presentation of the five 
niyamas teaching completes the picture by connecting the five niyamas to 
conditionality. In a middle stage of Sangharakshita’s presentation of the five 
niyamas, he goes on to connect the dharma-niyama to a progressive mode of 
conditionality; and in his mature teaching, he further refines the relationship 
between the karma- and dharma-niyamas. The appeal of an interpretation of 
Buddhism that is at home in the modern universe is obvious. The teaching of 
the five niyamas is an example of a Buddhist modernist interpretation of the 
tradition.1 
 
MRS RHYS DAVIDS AND THE FIVE NIYAMAS 
 
There is a complex colonial context to the arrival of Buddhism in the West in 
the nineteenth century. To take an example, T.W. Rhys Davids (1843–1922), 
founder of the Pali Text Society, worked as a functionary of the British Empire 
in Sri Lanka, and while doing so learned the Pali language and about 
Theravāda Buddhism. Back in Britain, his pioneering translations of Pali texts 
were not just scholarly exercises, but active works of interpretation of the 
Buddha’s teaching, to make it appear interesting and relevant in nineteenth-
century terms. He was joined in his work by his wife, Caroline Augusta Foley 
Rhys Davids (1857–1942), who was just as much the Buddhist modernist. For 
example, in an introduction to one of their joint translations of Buddhist 
discourses, they argue that the Buddha’s teaching of paṭicca-samuppāda, 
‘dependent arising’, is comparable to the law of causation at the heart of 
modern science. The early Buddhist texts often record the Buddha as teaching 
dependent arising as summarised in the imasmiṃ sati formula: 

This being, that becomes; from the arising of this, that arises; 
This not being, that does not become; from the cessation of this, that 
ceases. 

 
1 In what follows, I use the phrase ‘the five niyamas’ to refer to Mrs Rhys Davids’ 
creative mis-interpretation of the Pali commentarial list, which by contrast I call the 
‘fivefold niyāma’. In this article I write ‘niyama’ to signify an originally Pali word now 
domesticated as a Buddhist modernist concept. But I also write niyama or niyāma to 
signify the Pali word used in a pre-modern sense, and I also use italics when following 
other authors’ various usages. I have discussed the etymology and meaning of niyama / 
niyāma in a previous article on this topic (Jones 2012, 556–60). In the present article I 
am not concerned with etymology but with the role of the five niyamas teaching in 
Buddhist modernism. 
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On the topic of this formula, which they regard as identifying the logic of 
causation in the Buddha’s teaching, the Rhys Davidses argue: 

It is on all fours with the modern formulation of the law of causation – 
‘that every event is the result or sequel of some previous event, or events, 
without which it could not have happened, and which, being present, it 
must take place.’2 

In claiming that dependent arising, the central philosophical teaching of 
Buddhism, is basically comparable to the scientific concept of causation, the 
Rhys Davidses imply that Buddhism is a religion compatible with science – a 
religion for the modern West. 
 It was in fact Mrs Rhys Davids who introduced the teaching of the ‘five 
niyamas’ to English-speaking readers, in a slim volume entitled Buddhism: A 
Study of the Buddhist Norm (1912). As well as working with her husband on Pali 
texts and translations, Mrs Rhys Davids was a scholar of Buddhism in her own 
right. Sangharakshita held Mrs Rhys Davids’ scholarship in high esteem.3 In 
his memoirs he recalled how he read her little book Buddhism while living as a 
freelance wandering ascetic, in an ashram in South India. Describing it as a 
‘meaty little book’, he used it to deepen his understanding of dependent arising.4 
What Mrs Rhys Davids writes about the five niyamas is of central importance 
to the way Sangharakshita and others have interpreted Buddhism in terms of 
science. Let us, therefore, discuss what she writes step by step.  

Her first point is that the early Buddhist scriptures (which she calls piṭakas, 
the ‘baskets’ of the teaching) present the universe as a causally connected whole: 

Now, the Piṭakas do not assert, but they leave it clear enough, that, in the 
organic universe, right and wrong, and those consequences of actions 
which we call justice, retribution, compensation, are as truly and 
inevitably a part of the eternal natural or cosmic order as the flow of a 
river, the process of the seasons, the plant from the fertile seed. Going 
farther than the modern scientific standpoint, they substituted a 
cosmodicy for a theodicy, a natural moral order for the moral design of 
a creative deity. (Rhys Davids 1912, 118) 

 
2 The introduction to the Mahānidāna Sutta, Dīgha Nikāya 15, in Dialogues of the 
Buddha, Part II (1910, 42). The Rhys Davids are not quoting anyone, but providing a 
definition. 
3 He gives an encomium to her in the course of a seminar on the Bodhicaryāvatāra, 
published in the Complete Works as ‘The Endlessly Fascinating Cry’ (Sangharakshita 
2019b, 397–8). 
4 Described in his memoirs: Sangharakshita (2017b, 302) and Sangharakshita (2020, 
14). 
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Let us notice that the ‘Piṭakas do not assert’ but they imply that morality is 
intrinsic to the causal workings of the universe. In this way, Mrs Rhys Davids 
makes it clear that she is making an interpretation of the implicit meaning of the 
scriptures. The necessity of drawing out the ‘implicit meaning’ (neyārtha) of the 
Dharma from what is explicit (nītārtha) in the scriptures has been a 
preoccupation of Buddhist exegetes from the earliest times, since it is the way 
that new interpretations (such as that of the Mahāyāna, or the philosophy of 
the Yogācāra philosophy) can be made consistent with the authoritative ‘Word 
of the Buddha’ (Buddhavacana). Mrs Rhys Davids interprets Buddhism as 
claiming that morality and the results of actions occur as part of the natural 
order (a ‘cosmodicy’) and are not sanctioned by God (a ‘theodicy’). This is a 
naturalistic interpretation of morality, in line with the naturalistic commitment 
of the modern scientific worldview. She now introduces the five niyamas to bear 
out her claims:  

This order which Buddhism saw in the universe was called in Pali niyăm’ă, 
that is, going-on, process. In it five branches, strands, phases were 
discerned:– kamma-niyama, order of act-and-result; utu-niyama, physical 
(inorganic) order; bīja-niyama, order of germs, or seeds (physical organic 
order); chitta-niyama, order of mind, or conscious life; dhamma-niyama, 
order of the norm, or the effort of nature to produce a perfect type. (Rhys 
Davids 1912, 118–19) 

This short paragraph is the root and essence of the five niyamas teaching. Mrs 
Rhys Davids firstly claims that the Pali word niyama means the ‘order’ found in 
the universe, and secondly she presents niyama as fivefold, corresponding to five 
kinds of order in the universe. These kinds of order are not explained further. 
Instead, Mrs Rhys Davids now steps back, to ground her interpretation of the 
five niyamas in the commentaries.  
 But before we discuss the commentarial origins of the five niyamas, let us 
dwell on the interpretation of them that Mrs Rhys Davids has made. She has 
discovered in Buddhism the natural law that Kant saw above him in the stars, 
in the form of the physical inorganic order (called utu-niyama). In the organic 
order (bīja-niyama) and in the order of mind (citta-niyama) she sees the workings 
of organic nature and the mind. And, corresponding to (though very different 
from) Kant’s moral law, she discovers the Buddhist moral law in the kamma-
niyama and the law of spiritual development in the dhamma-niyama.  
 The first three kinds of order unmistakably constitute a hierarchy of 
physical, biological and psychological processes. Such a hierarchy reproduces, 
in an intuitive and unconscious form, the first three levels, Matter, Life and 
Mind, of the ‘Great Chain of Being’, an idea that Arthur Lovejoy (1936) 
identified as a persistent assumption in western civilisation. Its formulation by 
Mrs Rhys Davids probably comes from philosophers of science of the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when she was working. Some of these 
philosophers form what for convenience has been dubbed a school, the ‘British 
Emergentists’, whose common aim was to account for the conscious mind by 
the evolution of complex emergent processes from simpler material ones. 
Philosopher Brian McLaughlin summarises one aspect of their views as follows: 
‘According to British Emergentism, there is a hierarchy of levels of 
organizational complexity of material particles that includes, in ascending 
order, the strictly physical, the chemical, the biological, and the psychological 
level’ (1992, 20). The British Emergentist philosophers, moreover, wished to 
explain how higher-level human cultural phenomena, such as morality and 
religion, were real emergent phenomena, whose laws depended on, while being 
irreducible to, the laws applicable to lower levels in the hierarchy of processes.5 
As Roger Sperry wrote more recently, regarding his conception of ‘emergent 
determinism’: ‘lower-level physical forces, though still active, are successively 
enveloped, overwhelmed, and superseded by the emergent forces of higher and 
higher levels that in our own biosphere include vital, mental, political, religious, 
and other social forces of civilization’ (1986, 269).6 

In Mrs Rhys Davids’ day, this philosophical vision of reality, with morality 
and religion emerging as distinct processes from physical, biological and 
psychological levels of being, was an attractive way to present a modernist 
interpretation of Buddhism, and we should regard the teaching of the five 
niyamas as just as much a legacy of British Emergentism (and behind it, the 
Romantic interpretation of the Great Chain of Being) as an interpretation of 
the commentaries. We should note that Mrs Rhys Davids does not offer 
anything more than a simple statement of this teaching in relation to physical, 
biological and psychological processes, as she was more interested in the higher 
processes. This is clear from the way that she concludes her meaty little book 
on the Dharma with reflections on the kamma- and dhamma-niyamas: 

We have seen that in this cosmos, or cosmic order, room is found for a 
kamma-niyama, or law of what we should call moral action, namely, that 
thoughts, words and deeds of sentient beings which are of a nature to 
produce results on sentience will produce such results, either on the agent 

 
5 This movement itself represents a modern re-working of the Great Chain of Being 
as an evolution towards a goal, a variation on the Great Chain as a descent from a 
source, as in the Neoplatonic synthesis, which Lovejoy describes as a ‘temporalizing’ 
of the Great Chain, brought about especially by the German Romantics (1936, 288ff). 
6 McLaughlin regarded Sperry (1913–94), while still alive, as ‘one of the few left 
manning the oars’ (1992, 50) of British Emergentism. While emergentism may have 
sunk in both academia and science, the emergentist interpretation of the Great Chain 
of Being has been kept afloat by more holistic and visionary thinkers like Ken Wilber 
(2000). 
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in this life, or by re-creating him, or otherwise affecting him in other lives. 
(Rhys Davids 1912, 240) 

This suggests that Mrs Rhys Davids understands the kamma-niyama as governing 
the process of conscious development in this life and through further lives in the 
round of rebirth. But the cosmos has an end, a goal: 

We saw, finally, that in the universal order, a dhamma-niyama was 
distinguished, that is to say, the law of nature concerned with the 
evolution of a perfect type or super-man. Buddhists would probably 
admit that this included all Arahants, as differing from a Buddha only in 
degree of powers and attainments… [The dhamma-niyama] implies a 
serial, organic tendency in the universe towards a normal or perfect type. 
By the thought and action of this culminating type of individual the 
upward tendency in the many is held to be greatly forwarded, the rise 
being considerable during his lifetime, subsequently less. By upward 
tendency is here meant, it need hardly be said, better conformity, in 
character and conduct, to the moral law or kamma-order. (Rhys Davids 
1912, 241) 

These hints about the dhamma-niyama combine some fascinating ideas: the 
evolution of a Buddha or Awakened being, according to laws of nature, in a 
cosmos which has a goal in the achievement of human perfection. It is easy to 
see why Mrs Rhys Davids not only inspired Sangharakshita with a sublime 
vision of a purposive universe, but launched the teaching of the five niyamas 
into its place as a central statement of Buddhism modernism. I turn now, 
however, to the matter of the origins, or, as we shall see, the supposed origins, 
of the five niyamas teaching in the Pali commentaries.  
 
BUDDHAGHOSA ON THE FIVEFOLD NIYAMA 
 
Mrs Rhys Davids does not develop or explain her interpretation of the five 
niyamas, instead turning to their origins in traditional Buddhist teachings. This 
suggests that she was more concerned to show how the five niyamas teaching is 
traditionally Buddhist than to develop a Buddhist-emergentist philosophy. 
However, as will see, her interpretation is not traditionally Buddhist at all, but 
rather the beginnings of a modernist doctrine. After her main statement of the 
five niyamas teaching, given above, she states that it is not found in the 
Buddha’s teaching: 

This fivefold synthesis does not occur in the Piṭakas. In them we have the 
expressions, niyāmatā, dhammatā, abstract terms for normal orderly 
procedure. And each of the five kinds of process is taught severally. (Rhys 
Davids 1912, 119) 
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This suggests that the utu-niyama, the bīja-niyama and the citta-niyama are in fact 
to be found individually in the Buddha’s teaching. However, I would say that 
this is true only in the most minimal sense, that the Buddha refers to the 
changing of the seasons, to conditions for the sprouting of seeds, and to the 
mind as a process rather than a thing. But, as Mrs Rhys Davids writes, the early 
Buddhist texts certainly do use the expressions niyāmatā (‘regularity’, 
‘orderliness’) and dhammatā (‘according to nature’, ‘natural law’) in ways that 
suggest the idea of cosmic order. But this regularity and order is presented in 
Buddhist texts as pertaining only to human experience and not to the cosmos 
considered as such. The central statement is as follows, from the ‘Discourse on 
Conditions’ (Paccaya Sutta) from the Chapter on Causation (Nidāna Saṃyutta) of 
the Saṃyutta Nikāya: 

‘What, monks, is dependent arising? Monks, from birth as causal basis 
there is ageing and death. Whether or not there is the arising of Realised 
Ones, this principle is quite firm: the stability of how experience works 
(dhamma), the natural lawfulness (niyāmatā) of how experience works, 
specific causal dependency (idappaccayatā). The Realised One 
understands and realises this; understanding and realising it, he declares 
it, teaches it, makes it known, sets it out, reveals it, analyses it, makes it 
clear and says, “See – from birth as causal basis, monks, there is ageing 
and death”.’ (Saṃyutta Nikāya 12: 20)7 

This same statement is made for each of the relationships between the twelve 
nidānas, from ageing and death down to ignorance. We might suppose that 
although the cosmos is no doubt likewise an orderly process, this was of no 
concern to the Buddha, who taught a practical path to awakening.  
 The teaching of the five niyamas as a whole, although not found in the early 
texts, is first recorded in the commentaries. As Mrs Rhys Davids explains: 

But the synthesis [of the five niyamas teaching] itself was made in or 
before Buddhaghosa’s time (fifth century AD) or by himself. He brings it 
forward when he is commenting on a refrain in the Buddha-legend, the 
telling of it being put in the mouth of the Buddha himself. The refrain is: 
‘This, in such a case, is the norm’ (or order of events, dhammatā). And he 
illustrates each of the five phases thus:– (1) by the desirable and 
undesirable results following good and bad action, respectively; (2) by the 
phenomena of winds and rain; (3) by rice produced from rice-seed, or 
again by sugary taste resulting from sugar-cane or honey; (4) by conscious 
processes, quoting from the Abhidhamma-Piṭaka (Paṭṭhāna):– ‘Ant-
ecedent states of consciousness with their properties stand to posterior 

 
7 My translation. Alternative translation in Connected Discourses of the Buddha, trans. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000), 550–2. 
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states with their properties in the relation of efficient cause.’ For instance, 
‘in sense-cognition, the receptive and other phases of consciousness come 
to pass after, and because of, the sensation of sight’; (5) by the natural 
phenomena occurring at the advent of a Bodhisat[tva] in his last rebirth, 
i.e., of one who, when adult, will become a saviour of the world, or 
Buddha. (Rhys Davids 1912, 119–20) 

To understand the commentarial origin of the five niyamas teaching, I will 
unpack this passage in more detail. 

Buddhaghosa is the great Theravādin commentator of the fifth century. He 
wrote the independent work Visuddhimagga, or ‘Path of Purification’, as well as 
commentaries on the main collections of the Buddha’s teachings. The teaching 
of the ‘fivefold niyāma’ is explained twice in Buddhaghosa’s commentaries, and 
then merely mentioned a few times more in later Abhidhamma works,8 in the 
form of a standardised list. The fullest version of this teaching is in the passage 
quoted by Mrs Rhys Davids, a commentary on the Mahāpadāna Sutta, ‘The 
Great Discourse on the Lineage’, the Dīgha Nikāya.9 In this discourse, the 
Buddha tells the story of the previous Buddha, Vipassi. It is a feature of early 
Buddhist texts, though not the earliest of them, to describe ‘our’ Buddha, 
Siddhattha Gotama, as the latest in a line of Buddhas who have appeared in 
the vast expanse of cyclical cosmic time. There are five Buddhas between 
Vipassi and Gotama. But all Buddhas have the same mythic life story, including 
various supernatural events that occur around their births, including the 
occurrence of an earthquake that occurs when the Bodhisattva, or Buddha-to-
be, enters into his mother’s womb: 

‘Monks, it is how things are [dhammatā] that when the Bodhisattva 
descends from the Tuṣita heaven that he enters his mother’s womb… 
[and that] the ten-thousand-world-system quivers and quakes and 
shakes… In this case, it is how things are.’ (Dīgha Nikāya 14 PTS II 12) 

Buddhaghosa’s account of the five niyamas occurs in his explanation of the 
meaning of dhammatā in this context. 
 The word dhammatā also means ‘what is to be expected’, but here the 
occurrence of earthquakes suggests the sense of ‘how things are’.10 Early 
Buddhist texts relate that earthquakes occur not only at the entry of the 
Bodhisattva into his mother’s womb, but also at his birth, Awakening, teaching 

 
8 For fuller details, see my earlier article (Jones 2012, 556). 
9 Dīgha Nikāya 14. Mrs Rhys Davids would have been familiar with this discourse 
through the translation she made of it with her husband (in Dialogues of the Buddha, Part 
II, 1910). 
10 Dictionary of Pāli, Part 2 (Cone 2010, 471). 
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of the Dharma, relinquishing of the life force, and death.11 For the modern 
reader, such earthquakes might symbolise that something of world-shaking 
significance had occurred,12 rather than indicating a literal movement of 
tectonic plates in the earth’s crust. But for Buddhaghosa, commenting on this 
passage, the question is not of how to explain the supernatural, but rather of 
what it means to say that the occurrence of earthquakes is ‘how things are’ or 
‘to be expected’. Mrs Rhys Davids gives the gist of Buddhaghosa’s commentary 
quite accurately, but here I will go through it in more detail: 

In this case, ‘it is natural’ means that, when he enters his mother’s womb, 
it is said that it is how things are, it is nature [sabhāva], it is a regularity 
[niyāma, ‘necessity’]. And this regularity [niyāma] is fivefold, consisting of 
the regularity of kamma [kamma-niyāma], the regularity of seasons [utu-
niyāma], the regularity of seeds [bīja-niyāma], the regularity of mind [citta-
niyāma], and the regularity of the way things are [dhamma-niyāma]. 
(Sumaṅgalavilāsinī, PTS I 433) 

We should observe that the five kinds of niyāma are not arranged in an 
emergentist order (starting from ‘physical inorganic order’) but rather, they start 
from the kamma-niyāma. This is because Buddhaghosa is a pre-scientific thinker 
who did not know about emergentism and for whom the workings of karma are 
what makes the universe turn. 

In this regard, the regularity of kamma [kamma-niyāma] means the giving 
of agreeable results for one who is skilful and the giving of disagreeable 
results for one who is unskilful. To illustrate its meaning, one should see 
the stories connected with the stanza, ‘Not in the sky’.13 There was once 
a woman who, having argued with her husband and become bewildered, 
wishing to die by hanging herself, put her neck into a noose. A certain 
man, who was sharpening a knife, seeing that woman’s actions, and 
wishing to cut the noose, rushed up to relieve her, crying ‘don’t be afraid!’ 
The rope appeared to be a poisonous snake, and he ran away terrified. 
The woman died right there. There are many illustrative stories 
beginning in this way. (Sumaṅgalavilāsinī, PTS I 433) 

Buddhaghosa’s account of the kamma-niyāma reproduces the Buddhist doctrine 
that good deeds have good results, bad deeds bad results. The weird illustrative 
 
11 For instance, at Aṅguttara Nikāya 8: 70 ‘Earthquakes’, PTS IV 313, trans. Bodhi 
(2012, 1216). 
12 For instance, in the Gospel of Matthew 27:51, an earthquake accompanies the 
death of Christ on the cross. 
13 The reference here is to Dhammapada v.127: ‘Not in the sky, nor in the midst of the 
sea, nor by hiding in a mountain cave: no place on earth is to be found where one 
might escape one’s wicked deeds.’ 
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story that Buddhaghosa provides is typical of commentarial stories about 
kamma. These stories illustrate how our fates are largely governed by past 
actions, a worldview at odds with the Buddhist modernist view that the 
interpretation of the five niyamas is supposed to put right.  

The way trees come into fruit and flower and so on all at once in certain 
countries and at certain times, the blowing of the winds, the fierceness 
and gentleness of the sun’s heat, the weather’s being rainy or not, the 
opening by day and closing by night of lotuses – this and more is the 
regularity of seasons [utu-niyāma]. 

Only rice comes from rice-seed, only a sweet taste from something sweet, 
only a bitter taste from fruit that is bitter – this is the regularity of seeds 
[bīja-niyāma]. (Sumaṅgalavilāsinī, PTS I 433) 

The explanations of the regularity of the seasons and the regularity of seeds 
suggest observations of nature by agriculturalists in pre-scientific times. 

Whatever former phenomena [dhammā], which are mind and mental 
events, are the conditions for whatever later phenomena, which are mind 
and mental events, through being their support-condition, such that 
there is the production of eye-consciousness and so on and what is in 
agreement and so on without interruption – this is the regularity of the 
mind [citta-niyāma]. (Sumaṅgalavilāsinī, PTS I 433) 

As Mrs Rhys Davids explains, the regularity of the mind is a reference to the 
Abhidhamma theory of mental process, as explained in the Paṭṭhāna, a book 
from the Abhidhamma-Piṭaka. The theory represents an impressive speculative 
psychology but is not otherwise comparable to modern psychology, since it 
relies on metaphysical commitments such as the momentariness of mental 
events. 

However, the occurrence of the shaking of the ten thousand world 
systems and so on when Bodhisattvas descend into their mother’s wombs 
and so on – this is called the regularity of how things are [dhamma-niyāma]. 
Here, among these [five kinds of regularity], the regularity of the way 
things are is what is meant. Therefore, the Buddha speaks the words 
beginning ‘Monks, it is the way things are’ showing just that meaning. 
(Sumaṅgalavilāsinī, PTS I 433)14 

Finally, Buddhaghosa simply states it is dhammatā or ‘the way things are’ that 
there are earthquakes when Bodhisattvas descend into their mothers’ wombs 

 
14 My translation. There is no published translation of this passage. See also 
Jayarava’s translations at http://www.jayarava.org/texts/the-five-fold-niyama.pdf.  
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just in the sense of dhamma-niyāma, ‘regularity of dhamma’, which here means 
dhamma in the sense of ‘the way things are’. 
 Let me summarise Buddhaghosa’s teaching about fivefold niyāma, 
‘regularity’ or ‘necessity’. There are five ways that things necessarily happen:15 

(i) There are always good results from good actions, and so on, and 
this is kamma-niyāma. 

(ii) The seasons follow each other in a certain annual order, and this 
is utu-niyāma. 

(iii) Seeds produce specific plants, and this is bīja-niyāma. 
(iv) Mental events follow in a particular order, and this is citta-niyāma. 
(v) Certain events necessarily happen in the Bodhisattva’s life, and this 

is dhamma-niyāma. 
Looking at this list from a modern perspective, by dhamma-niyāma Buddhaghosa 
is explaining  the narrative regularities in life stories of Buddhas. Bodhisattvas 
always descend from the Tuṣita heaven, their mothers die after seven days, the 
young Buddha takes seven steps, he goes forth into the homeless life and so on. 
The list of fivefold niyāma appears to be a sort of hermeneutic device, allowing 
him to interpret the idea of dhammatā in the Mahāpadāna Sutta and elsewhere. 
For instance, Buddhaghosa elsewhere comments on another episode in the life 
of the Buddha, in which his companions in the ascetic life left him once he had 
given up asceticism. Buddhaghosa says: 

Being dissatisfied they left just through the regularity of the way things 
are (dhamma-niyāma); they went because it is to be expected (dhammatā) in 
the sense that it gave him the opportunity for bodily seclusion when the 
time for the Bodhisatta’s awakening had arrived. (Papañcasūdanī, PTS II 
291)16 

As a final comment, we should notice that the fivefold niyāma, in Buddhaghosa’s 
usage, is not connected with conditionality or dependent arising. It just means 
‘regularity’, not ‘causation’. 
 Having discussed Buddhaghosa’s teaching of the fivefold niyāma in its 
commentarial context, I return to Mrs Rhys Davids’ account of the five 
niyamas. It would appear that she has made a dramatic re-interpretation. She 
has taken a list which the modern reader might skip over, seeing in it merely 
some pre-scientific hermeneutic device for explaining the earthquakes in the 
Buddha’s life story, and she has re-purposed it as a way to present Buddhism as 
a kind of emergentist philosophy. We could think of this as ‘creative mis-
interpretation’. It is a mis-interpretation as it mis-reads Buddhaghosa’s 
intentions, but it is creative because it addresses a pressing need for a modernist 

 
15 I have summarised here from a previous article (Jones 2012, 563–4). 
16 Commenting on the Mahāsaccaka Sutta, Majjhima Nikāya 36 PTS I 247. 
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interpretation of the Dharma.  In the idea of the regularity of seasons, Mrs Rhys 
Davids saw the idea of a physical inorganic order of the universe, the way the 
universe works.  In the regularity of seeds she saw a physical organic order in 
the universe. She saw in the regularity of citta the way the mind works. And she 
saw in the dhamma-niyāma the effort of the universe to produce a perfect type. It 
is perhaps worth noting that Mrs Rhys Davids does not share a modernist 
disbelief in karma and rebirth, and so she does not need to re-interpret the 
kamma-niyāma. But her interpretation of utu-, bīja- and citta-niyāmas represents a 
conceptual expansion of pre-scientific observations and ideas into a scientific 
worldview. And her interpretation of the dhamma-niyāma represents a completely 
new interpretation. This leap may seem unlikely, but, as I will show later, 
Sangharakshita makes better sense of it by interpreting dhamma-niyāma in terms 
of a progressive form of conditionality.   
 Mrs Rhys Davids’ creative mis-interpretation of Buddhaghosa’s fivefold 
niyāma has had a significant effect on modern Buddhism. Her five niyamas 
teaching has been taken up not only by Sangharakshita but by many 
contemporary scholars and teachers seeking to present the Dharma in a way 
that is compatible with science.17  
 
NĀRADA THERA AND THE SCOPE OF KARMA 
 
The traditional Buddhist worldview involves the idea that karma is the main 
force driving the cosmos. Everything happens through karma. Buddhist 
modernists, seeking to present the Dharma in terms compatible with science, 
needed to find a way of limiting the scope of karma to moral cause and effect, 
while acknowledging natural forces such as gravity and evolution through 
natural selection as the predominant explanatory framework for life and the 
cosmos. That is not to say that contemporary (non-modernist) Buddhists never 
rely on karma theory to explain the world, but that when they do they sound 
quaint and unscientific.18  
 The teaching of the five niyamas now steps in to do service, in a way 
apparently not foreseen by Mrs Rhys Davids, by explaining how not everything 
happens through karma. As far as I can tell, this explanation was first made by 
Nārada Thera (1898–1983), a Sri Lankan Theravādin monk, whose missionary 

 
17 I give a brief survey in Jones (2012, 554–5). 
18 Richard Hayes (Dayāmati) (1998, 73–81) writes about a conversation he once had 
with a traditional Tibetan Buddhist teacher who attributed such events as the 
Holocaust to actions performed in previous lives (i.e. to karma). This may be a 
traditional Buddhist explanation of a disaster that the Rinpoche had perhaps only 
read about, but modern Buddhists  generally find such explanations of events naïve 
and inappropriate. 
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work in spreading the Dhamma had made him highly popular.19 We should 
remember that Buddhist modernism can be said to have begun in Sri Lanka, 
with the work of Anagarika Dharmapala, who defended Buddhism as a 
teaching that is compatible with science against the Protestant Christian 
missionaries who argued that traditional Buddhism belonged to the past.20 
Nārada continued to promote Dharmapala’s modernist Theravāda. In his book 
The Buddha and His Teachings (2nd ed. 1964, first published in 1942), Nārada sets 
forth how the law of karma can explain variation among human beings that 
cannot easily be explained by heredity. But he goes on to say that: 

Although Buddhism attributes this variation to the law of Kamma, as the 
chief cause among a variety, it does not however assert that everything is 
due to Kamma. (Nārada 1964, 261) 

Nārada goes on to cite canonical discourses in which the Buddha argues that 
the doctrine that all experience is ‘caused by what was done in the past’ 
(pubbakatahetu) is wrong. Such fatalism is not Buddhist. Nārada then cites the 
teaching of the five niyamas:  

According to Buddhism there are five orders or processes (Niyāmas) which 
operate in the physical and mental realms. They are:—  

1. Utu Niyāma, physical inorganic order; e.g., seasonal phenomena of 
winds and rains, the unerring order of seasons, characteristic seasonal 
changes and events, causes of winds and rains, nature of heat, etc. belong 
to this group.  

2. Bīja Niyāma, order of germs and seeds (physical organic order); e.g., 
rice produced from rice seed, sugary taste from sugar-cane or honey, and 
peculiar characteristics of certain similarity of certain fruits. The 
scientific theory of cells and genes and the physical similarity of twins 
may be ascribed to this order. 

3. Kamma Niyāma, order of act and result; e.g., desirable and undesirable 
acts produce corresponding good and bad results.  

As surely as water seeks its own level, so does Kamma, given opportunity, 
produce its inevitable result, – not in the form of a reward or punishment 

 
19 Sangharakshita first met Nārada Thera at the headquarters of the Maha Bodhi 
Society in Calcutta in the early 1950s, and in his memoirs his writes that, although he 
had come across plenty of Nārada’s popular writings, ‘they had not added much to 
my understanding of (Theravāda) Buddhism’ (Sangharakshita 2018b, 267). In 
Sangharakshita’s memoirs, Nārada goes on to become a symbol of Theravāda 
formalism (Sangharakshita 2018b, 301–4, 392–3; 2019c, 148, 312–5).  
20 See, for instance, Gombrich (1988, 188–97); McMahan (2009, 91–7). 
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but as an innate sequence. This sequence of deed and effect is as natural 
and necessary as the way of the sun and the moon, and is the retributive 
principle of Kamma… 

4. Dhamma Niyāma, order of the norm; e.g., the natural phenomena 
occurring at the birth of a Bodhisatta in his last birth. Gravitation and 
other similar laws of nature, the reason for being good, etc. may be 
included in this group.  

5. Citta Niyāma, order of mind or psychic law; e.g., processes of 
consciousness, constituents of consciousness, power of mind, including 
telepathy, telesthesia, retrocognition, premonition, clairvoyance, 
clairaudience, thought-reading, and such other psychic phenomena, 
which are inexplicable to modern science. (Nārada 1964, 262–3) 

Nārada correctly attributes this teaching to Mrs Rhys Davids, whom he closely 
paraphrases. Yet we should notice certain shifts of emphasis in Nārada’s 
presentation. First, he places the workings of genetics into the bīja-niyāma. The 
science of genetics was discovered only after the time of Mrs Rhys Davids, yet 
her teaching of the five niyamas has turned out to be a capacious system for 
categorising new laws. As Nārada writes: ‘Every mental or physical 
phenomenon could be explained by these all-embracing five orders or 
processes’ (1964, 263). Second, Nārada takes the citta-niyāma to be a notional 
explanatory basis for parapsychological phenomena. This is evidence for the 
way the teaching of the five niyamas is a rather loose, all-encompassing set of 
categories, into which most everything, including the parapsychological, can be 
fitted somewhere. Thirdly, his account of dhamma-niyāma does not follow Mrs 
Rhys Davids, who saw in this order ‘the effort of the cosmos to produce a perfect 
type’. Rather, Nārada gestures only towards general laws of nature. This may 
be suggestive of his more rationalist account of Buddhism, in which Buddhas 
and Arahants are regarded as having purified their consciousnesses of 
defilements, rather than having fulfilled a cosmic purpose. 
 This brief discussion of Nārada Thera has indicated how Mrs Rhys Davids’ 
creative mis-interpretation of the fivefold niyāma became integrated into the 
Buddhist modernist project of presenting Buddhism as compatible with science. 
In Nārada Thera we also saw how the five kinds of niyāma are capacious 
epistemological receptacles into which different kinds of scientific law can be 
placed. But Nārada’s main achievement was to use the five niyamas teaching 
to show that not everything that happens is because of karma. This is more 
radical than first appears. If we turn, for instance, to the Abhidharmakośa, 
Vasubandhu’s summary of Abhidharma philosophy from fourth-century India, 
we find a clear statement of traditional Buddhist belief. Not only is human 
existence governed by past karma, but the physical world itself (the bhajana-loka) 
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is the by-product (adhipati-phala) of the collective karma of all beings.21 For 
Buddhist modernists, this whole complex cosmology based on karma ought to 
be replaced by the naturalism of the scientific worldview.  
 
SANGHARAKSHITA AND THE FIVE NIYAMAS: EARLY STAGE 
 
Sangharakshita first presents the five niyamas teaching in The Three Jewels, 
published in 1967 although written in India before he returned to the UK in 
1964:  

The Nikāya/Āgama discourses represent the Buddha as repeatedly 
condemning the doctrine of fatalism and as declaring that though he 
teaches that every willed action produces an experienced effect he does 
not teach that all experienced effects are products of willed action or 
karma. This important distinction is elaborated in the formula of the five 
niyamas, or different orders of cause-effect or conditionality obtaining in 
the universe. They are utu-niyama, physical inorganic order; bīja-niyama, 
physical organic or biological order; citta-niyama (non-volitional) mental 
order; karma-niyama, volitional order; and dharma-niyama, transcendental 
order. To distinguish effects produced by one niyama from those 
produced by another is not always easy. Some effects, in fact, can be 
brought about by any niyama. Suppose there is a man suffering from 
fever. The complaint may be due to a sudden change of temperature (utu-
niyama), to the presence of a germ (bīja-niyama), to mental strain or worry, 
or to tension due to experiences taking place in the dhyānas (citta-niyama), 
to the fact that in a previous life he had harmed someone (karma-niyama), 
or to chemical and cellular changes occurring in the body consequent 
upon transcendental realization (dharma-niyama). (Sangharakshita 2019a, 
69) 

Here, Sangharakshita reproduces Mrs Rhys Davids’ teaching of the five 
niyamas, and in addition uses it to make Nārada Thera’s point that not 
everything happens because of karma.  

However, Sangharakshita also introduces a very significant new point, when 
he identifies the five niyamas with ‘different orders of cause-effect or 
conditionality obtaining in the universe’. By ‘cause-effect or conditionality’, 
Sangharakshita is referring to the early Buddhist teaching of paṭicca-samuppāda, 
dependent arising, also called idappaccayatā, ‘conditionality’, and he is claiming 

 
21 See Abhidharmakośa 3.35 (Pruden 1991, 452). 
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that the five niyamas represent five orders, or categories, of conditionality.22 
While such an interpretation of the five niyamas is nowhere evident or implied 
in Buddhaghosa’s presentation of fivefold niyāma, which are five ways things 
necessarily happen, the Rhys Davidses had already made the connection 
between paṭicca-samuppāda and the modern scientific concept of causation in the 
introduction to their translation of the Mahānidāna Sutta (1910), as discussed 
above. In doing so, they fixed the keystone of the modernist interpretation of 
Buddhism as a religion compatible with science. Although Mrs Rhys Davids 
did not subsequently connect the five niyamas with conditionality, it is not an 
unlikely step to do so. While she identified five kinds of order or pattern in the 
universe, Sangharakshita identified these patterns also as orders or categories 
of conditionality. Although he did not make this point so clearly in The Three 
Jewels, we should understand his point to be that the five niyamas represent five 
kinds of conditioned relationships, not five kinds of conditionality, since 
conditionality or dependent arising is simply the concept that phenomena arise 
on certain causes and conditions.23 

Sangharakshita’s discussion of the five niyamas in The Three Jewels follows 
Mrs Rhys Davids’ presentation, but, like Nārada Thera, downplays her 
interpretation of the dhamma-niyāma as the cosmic tendency towards 
Buddhahood. Rather, at this stage, Sangharakshita’s presentation remains 
focussed on Nārada’s point that not everything happens through karma, 
drawing out an important implication from this: 

This doctrine has an important practical bearing. Critics of the Dharma 
sometimes allege that Buddhists are indifferent to human suffering, and 
take no steps to relieve it, because their religion teaches them to regard 
it as the result of past karma. However true this may be of Hinduism, 
which generally inclines to a fatalistic view of karma, or even of some less 
instructed Buddhists in Asian lands, the accusation certainly does not 
hold good in respect of the Buddha and his teaching. Buddhists are urged 
to make every effort to remove disease, privation, and want in all their 
ignoble, soul-crippling, life-destroying forms because not being 
Enlightened they cannot know by which niyama they have been brought 
about. Only after making every attempt to remove a certain condition, 
and finding that although other circumstances are favourable an 
unknown factor frustrates all our efforts, are we entitled to apply the 

 
22 While in Mrs Rhys Davids’ presentation, the word ‘order’ is used in the sense of 
‘pattern’, in Sangharakshita’s presentation, its meaning has shifted to the sense of 
‘category’ (Jones 2012, 554). 
23 This point is however made clear in Sangharakshita and Subhuti (2010, 8–9). 
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method of residues and conclude that the condition is due to karma. 
(Sangharakshita 2019a, 69–70) 

Here Sangharakshita has devised a method for identifying whether a certain 
state of affairs is the result of past karma. It is an application of ‘the method of 
residues’ from John Stuart Mill’s System of Logic, and it is an inductive method 
for identifying causes for a particular phenomenon. If a range of factors is 
believed to cause a range of phenomena, and we have matched all the factors 
except one with all the phenomena except one, then the remaining 
phenomenon can be attributed to the remaining factor: 

Subduct from any phenomenon such part as is known by previous 
inductions to be the effect of certain antecedents, and the residue of the 
phenomenon is the effect of the remaining antecedents. (Mill 1882, 465) 

If, for instance, an illness like a fever cannot be explained in terms of causes and 
conditions of a physical, biological, psychological or spiritual nature, then we 
might conclude that it is the result of a past action. Mill was the original British 
Emergentist philosopher, so it is not inappropriate that Sangharakshita has 
utilised one of Mill’s inductive methods for applying a Buddhist emergentist 
conceptual framework to a causal question. It is not clear, however, that this 
method of identifying karmic causality at work has ever caught on, in the 
Triratna community or elsewhere. One explanation for this would be that, in 
fact, karmic causality has no discernible mechanism. It is more like a religious 
belief than an empirical law. It is a way of making sense of an unjust world, a 
religious hermeneutic rather than a law of nature. One could hold that a fever 
was the result of some natural process, involving a virus or disease, and yet still 
interpret it as being the result of past karma. But many Buddhist modernists 
would eschew karmic explanations altogether. We might say that they have 
become optional in modern Buddhism, although for those that believe in them, 
the appeal to Buddhist tradition lends karmic explanations the dignity of 
ancient authority. 
 
SANGHARAKSHITA AND THE FIVE NIYAMAS: MIDDLE STAGE 
 
In the early stage of his presentation, Sangharakshita identified the five niyamas 
with conditionality and used the five niyamas teaching to show that not 
everything happens through karma. In what for convenience I am calling a 
middle stage, he makes another bold and original innovation in re-interpreting 
the dhamma-niyama as the positive and progressive mode of conditionality 
through which spiritual life is possible. In this way, the specifically Buddhist 
teaching of conscious development towards Awakening is integrated into a 
Buddhist modernist teaching. 
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 The middle stage is evident in a lecture entitled ‘Karma and Rebirth’, given 
in 1970 and subsequently edited for publication in Who is the Buddha? (1994). In 
this lecture, Sangharakshita gives an account of the five niyamas teaching to 
show how karma fits into a world governed by natural law. But he also 
comments on the dhamma-niyama as follows: 

The fifth and last niyama is dhamma-niyama. Dhamma (dharma in Sanskrit) is 
a word with a number of different possible applications, but here it means 
simply spiritual or transcendental as opposed to mundane. So the 
principle of conditionality operates on this level too. Exactly how it 
works, however, has not always been made very clear, and some of the 
more popular traditional explanations of this niyama are a bit childish 
and superficial. For example, many legends report that when the Buddha 
gained Enlightenment, and also when he died – and indeed on other 
momentous occasions – the earth shook and trembled in six different 
ways; and this, according to some commentators, was due to the 
operation of dhamma-niyama. (Sangharakshita 2017a, 100–1) 

We see Sangharakshita’s identification of the five niyamas with orders of 
conditionality. But in a remarkable move, Sangharakshita describes the 
commentarial account of earthquakes in the life story of the Buddha as ‘childish 
and superficial’. One reading of this could be that the pre-scientific world of 
naïve enchantment, in which earthquakes accompany significant events, is to 
be left behind as we grow up into the maturity of the scientific worldview.24 But 
this scientific worldview does not imply a materialist rejection of spirituality. 
Sangharakshita goes on to offer his own replacement interpretation of dhamma-
niyama: 

In fact we do not have to look very far in order to locate a more sensible 
and helpful interpretation. The obvious key, it seems to me, is in the 
distinction between the two types or modes of conditionality. The first 
four niyamas, including kamma-niyama, are all types of conditionality in the 
cyclical sense, in the sense of action and reaction between pairs of 
opposites. But dhamma-niyama corresponds to the spiral type of 
conditionality. As such it constitutes the sum total of the spiritual laws 
which govern progress through the stages of the Buddhist path. 
(Sangharakshita 2017a, 101) 

Sangharakshita’s interpretation of dhamma-niyama as ‘the spiral type of 
conditionality’ places the teaching into his wider interpretation of the Dharma, 

 
24 In fact, Sangharakshita was never entirely a modernist in this sense, recommending 
instead that Buddhists learn to re-enchant the world as alive, through the practice of 
mindfulness (Sangharakshita 2003, 56–63). 
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and signifies another original modernist contribution to the five niyamas 
teaching. 
 Sangharakshita had set out his distinction of two modes of conditionality in 
A Survey of Buddhism (first published in 1957).25 A ‘cyclical’, reactive mode of 
conditionality governs the workings of unenlightened existence, while a ‘spiral’, 
progressive, creative mode of conditionality governs the way to Awakening, 
from suffering to faith, joy, meditative concentration and liberating insight. 
Sangharakshita now identifies the dhamma-niyama with that second mode of 
conditionality. Sangharakshita had in fact (in A Survey) attributed the re-
discovery of the progressive mode of conditionality to Mrs Rhys Davids, whose 
1922 introduction to her translation of volume 2 of the Saṃyutta Nikāya 
celebrates the Upanisā Sutta as a ‘causal sequence of joy and happiness’ which 
was added to the repetitive teaching of the twelve nidānas of dependent arising.26 
And this was not only a modernist interpretation: one element of the early 
Buddhist tradition had already called the progressive mode of conditionality 
‘transcendental dependent arising’ (lokuttara paṭicca-samuppāda).27 But whereas 
Mrs Rhys Davids herself had not made any connection between the dhamma-
niyama and a progressive mode of conditionality, Sangharakshita now did so. 
This was a creative re-interpretation of a creative mis-interpretation of dhamma-
niyama, which now refers not only to ‘the effort of the cosmos to produce a 
perfect type’ (namely, a Buddha), but to ‘the sum total of the spiritual laws 
which govern progress through the stages of the Buddhist path’, applicable 
generally to all. 
 
SANGHARAKSHITA AND THE FIVE NIYAMAS: MATURE STAGE 
 
In a final stage of re-interpretation, Sangharakshita draws out new meanings 
for both the kamma-niyama and the dhamma-niyama. In ‘Revering and Relying on 
the Dharma’ (2010), Subhuti (writing up his conversations with Sangharakshita) 
goes through the five niyamas teaching, providing a convenient summary of the 
gradual development of this modernist teaching.28 Dependent arising (paṭicca-

 
25 In Chapter 1, §14 (Sangharakshita 2018a, 114–20). 
26 See Sangharakshita (2018a, 114); C.A.F. Rhys Davids (1922, viii–ix); I analyse the 
original meaning of the Upanisā Sutta as well as Mrs Rhys Davids’ interpretation in 
Jones (2019b). 
27 This identification was made in an exegetical text called Nettippakaraṇa: see Bodhi 
(1980) and Jones (2019a) for full details. 
28 Subhuti’s article correctly attributes the five niyamas teaching to Mrs Rhys Davids 
(9), but Subhuti incorrectly claims (8) that Buddhaghosa had set out his five niyāmas as 
groupings of conditioned relationship within the whole of conditionality. Buddha-
ghosa does not in fact connect the fivefold niyāma with conditionality; making that 
connection was one of Sangharakshita’s modernist innovations.  
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samuppāda) implies that there are ‘patterns of regularity between conditions and 
what they condition’, which can be grouped into five categories – the five 
niyamas: 

Utu-niyāma is the sum total of the regularities found in physical inorganic 
matter – the subject matter of the sciences of physics and chemistry – the 
conditions that govern the Mineral Kingdom. It includes the law of 
gravity, the laws of thermodynamics, the laws governing chemical 
reactions, electricity, the structure of atoms, etc.  

Bīja-niyāma is made up of all the conditioned relationships that pertain to 
living organisms – the Vegetable or Plant Kingdom, the subject matter 
of biology, botany, and physiology. Examples of bīja-niyāma 
conditionality are photosynthesis, genetic inheritance, the circulation of 
the blood.  

Mano-niyāma is the sum of regularities that order the Animal Kingdom, 
made up of all organisms that have sensory perception, studied by 
zoology and much of behavioural science. Here are found the processes 
of perception, reflexes and stimulus-response reactions, and instincts. 
Included may be very complex and intelligent responses, such as 
remarkable migratory instincts and survival strategies of apparently great 
cunning. (Subhuti 2010, 9) 

Subhuti’s reference to Mineral, Vegetable and Animal Kingdoms 
(corresponding to utu-, bīja- and mano-niyāmas29) reminds us of how this 
modernist interpretation compares the niyāmas to the ancient synthesis of the 
Scale of Nature or Great Chain of Being. Indeed, Subhuti’s discussion of the 
first three niyāmas clarifies with some precision the content of the modernist re-
interpretation of Buddhaghosa’s fivefold niyāma teaching. After Mrs Rhys 
Davids’ sketchy gestures towards scientific disciplines and Nārada Thera’s 
pseudo-scientific claims, Subhuti lines the niyāmas up squarely with scientific 
naturalism: 

1. utu-niyāma = physics and chemistry 
2. bīja-niyāma = biology, botany and physiology 
3. mano-niyāma = zoology and animal psychology 

In fact, there is no additional content in the appeal to the first three niyāmas 
beyond the claim that there are laws of nature, studied by these scientific 

 
29 Subhuti substitutes mano-niyāma for citta-niyāma without explanation. In terms of 
Buddhaghosa, there is no mano-niyāma, but rather a citta-niyāma (where citta refers to 
the Abhidhammic theory of perception). But in the modernist context of the five 
niyamas teaching, both manas and citta are words for ‘mind’. 
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disciplines. The implication of this claim, however, is to show that Buddhist 
modernism is entirely at home in the worldview of science. 

Subhuti goes on to interpret these three niyāmas or laws of nature as the 
framework for understanding the ‘Lower Evolution’ of life. But Sangharakshita, 
in another phase of his Buddhist modernism, had already presented Buddhism 
as a ‘Higher Evolution’,30 and the remaining two niyāmas make this higher 
evolution possible: 

Kamma-niyāma conditionality comes into play once intelligence becomes 
self-reflexive, capable of forming an idea of self as a centre of action and 
experience. It consists of those regularities that are found in the 
relationship between the self-conscious agent and the effects of his or her 
actions, whether of body, speech, or mind. The effects that emerge under 
this niyāma are of two kinds: external and internal. While it is more 
difficult to be certain whether or not something that happens to one is 
the result of one’s past actions under the kamma-niyāma, it is relatively easy 
to observe the way our actions reshape the mind as it re-arises  from 
moment to moment in this life – if not the way it re-arises from life to life.  

Kamma-niyāma is the arena of ethics. Actions that are based upon skilful 
or helpful states of mind broadly tend to bring beneficial effects in the 
world, pleasant feedback from one’s surroundings, and a greater degree 
of inner satisfaction and fulfilment and a deeper and enriched 
experience. Of course, unhelpful actions have the opposite effect, in 
accordance with the karmic order of conditionality. Ethics consists in 
according one’s actions with the way things are. Ethics is natural: what 
makes an action ethical or unethical is inherent in the nature of things. 
Reality is inherently ethical.  

The dhamma-niyāma is presented in the source commentaries as 
accounting for such matters as why a ‘world-earthquake’ takes place at 
each of the major stages in any Buddha’s career. More recent 
Theravadin discussions seem to understand it as the fundamental 
principle of conditionality itself, inclusive of the others or as a sort of 

 
30 Sangharakshita’s teaching of Buddhism as a ‘Higher Evolution’ goes back to 1950, 
when he lived in Kalimpong (as recalled in Facing Mount Kanchenjunga (Sangharakshita 
2018b, 83). It is most fully developed in two lecture series, ‘The Higher Evolution’ 
(Sangharakshita 1969), and ‘Aspects of the Higher Evolution of the Individual’ 
(Sangharakshita 1970), edited extracts of both series appearing in Who is the Buddha? 
(1994), What is the Dharma? (1998) and What is the Sangha? (2001) (Sangharakshita 
2017a, 695–7). The essence of the approach is recapitulated in A History of My Going 
For Refuge (1988) (Sangharakshita 2019a, 475–7).  
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miscellaneous category to take care of whatever doesn’t fit elsewhere.31 
Sangharakshita however reads much more specific meaning into it. The 
dhamma-niyāma comprises those conditioned processes by means of which 
Buddhas arise. These processes are represented especially by the 
sequence of ‘positive’ factors that arise at Stream Entry. It is, one might 
say, the stream that one enters.  

Buddhahood is not a random event, nor is it given: it is gained by 
establishing a sequence of conditions, each succeeding one arising out of 
the preceding in accordance with pratītya-samutpāda. One attains Bodhi 
by exploiting regularities inherent in reality: the capacity for 
Enlightenment is part of the way things are. (Subhuti 2010) 

In their exposition of kamma- and dhamma-niyāmas, Subhuti and Sangharakshita 
have made some substantial and significant further innovations in the 
formulation of the mature stage of the five niyamas teaching. Here I can only 
draw attention to some features of this stage relevant for the theme of Buddhist 
modernism. 
 While the emphasis in discussing the kamma-niyāma in early and mid-stage 
Sangharakshita was the same as that of Nārada Thera, to show that not 
everything happens because of karma, in the mature stage of the teaching the 
emphasis is once again that of Mrs Rhys Davids, to show that karma is a natural 
law. Indeed, Subhuti and Sangharakshita now identify the law of karma with 
the broad area of ethics, to make the claim that ‘reality is inherently ethical’. 
While traditional Buddhists focussed on karma in relation to rebirth, Subhuti 
prefers to focus on the internal relationship between wholesome intentional 
action and the development of consciousness.32 Indeed, the kamma-niyāma is now 
identified with traditional Buddhist teachings on the progressive path to 
Awakening consisting in both ethics (sīla) and meditation (samādhi). From a 
philosophical point of view, the kamma-niyāma has come to represent the 
principle of a normative virtue ethics, meaning  an account of the ethical life as 
the formation of habit and character tending towards an ideal.33 It also 
implicitly makes a metaethical claim of ethical naturalism, that the content of 

 
31 In an endnote, Subhuti refers the reader to Ledi Sayadaw’s Niyāma Dīpani (‘Manual 
of Cosmic Order’) (Sayadaw 1999). Sayadaw’s exposition of the fivefold niyāma 
represents a very different form of modernism to that of Mrs Rhys Davids, as 
discussed in my previous article (Jones 2012, 574–8). 
32 This takes into account how many modern Buddhists do not in fact believe in the 
traditional ‘external’ teaching of karma as determining the process of rebirth. But the 
‘internal’ teaching of karma is at the heart of the modernist Buddhist understanding of 
the psychology of spiritual development. 
33 For more details on Buddhist ethics as virtue ethics, see Silavadin’s work: Vasen 
(2014) and (2015). 
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ethical judgements relate to facts about the refining and development of 
consciousness. These ethical and metaethical claims put Sangharakshita’s 
mature teaching into relationship with contemporary ethics, making his 
Buddhist modernism a participant in contemporary thought and not simply a 
mode of presentation of Buddhism to the modern world. 
 Sangharakshita’s presentation of the dhamma-niyāma has now undergone 
another subtle shift, in that it does not now refer to the ‘sum total of the spiritual 
laws which govern progress through the stages of the Buddhist path’, as in his 
middle stage, but rather only to those stages which follow the arising of 
transcendental insight. The unfolding of the positive sequence of causal stages 
from the Upanisā Sutta is now divided into those that unfold through conscious 
effort, according to kamma-niyāma (from faith to meditative absorption), and 
those that unfold after such conscious effort, according to dhamma-niyāma (from 
insight to liberation). We could understand Sangharakshita’s view here to be 
moving closer to Mrs Rhys Davids’ idea of ‘the effort of nature to produce a 
perfect type’. However, Sangharakshita’s view of dhamma-niyāma does not 
concern the arising only of Buddhas, but rather the full participation of the 
Buddhist practitioner in a Dharma life. It is not a matter of gaining some 
personal attainment, but rather of surrendering to a self-transcending process. 
This process is now explicitly described in terms of the arising of bodhicitta and 
hence with the ideals of Mahāyāna Buddhism. And yet the arising of the 
bodhicitta is now itself interpreted as, in principle, a natural process, although not 
one that can easily be studied or understood.34 
 
CONCLUSION 
  
The story of the five niyamas teaching is the story of the gradual interpretation 
of Buddhism as meaningful in Kant’s world of physical and moral law; of a 
world understood as governed by natural laws. From its beginnings as a creative 
mis-interpretation of the fivefold niyāma in Buddhaghosa, an explanation of five 
ways things necessarily happen, the five niyamas teaching has itself evolved 
through five distinct stages: 

1. Mrs Rhys Davids uses the five niyamas to show how the Buddhist 
worldview is compatible with an emergentist conception of reality, to 
stress that karma is a natural law. 

 
34 The implicit naturalism of Sangharakshita’s mature conception of kamma- and 
dhamma-niyāmas points to a Buddhist re-working of the higher levels of the Great 
Chain of Being, namely Soul and God. Although this theme remains a matter of 
speculation, we can nevertheless say with some certainty that his interpretation of 
kamma- and dhamma-niyāmas has entirely escaped the context of Abhidhamma thought 
from which supposedly it began.  
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2. Nārada Thera takes up Mrs Rhys Davids’ account, to relate Buddhism 
to science and to show how not everything that happens is due to 
karma. 

3. Sangharakshita (early stage) describes how the five niyamas are five 
orders of conditionality. 

4. Sangharakshita (middle stage) interprets how dhamma-niyāma is 
progressive conditionality and accounts for the path to Awakening. 

5. Sangharakshita (mature stage) with Subhuti teaches that the kamma-
niyāma is the path of conscious effort and the dhamma-niyāma is a self-
transcending process beyond the conscious ego. 

These stages show four stages of re-interpretations of Mrs Rhys Davids’ original 
creative mis-interpretation of Buddhaghosa. While Mrs Rhys Davids herself 
was evidently anxious to show the relationship of her five niyamas to 
Buddhaghosa’s list, Nārada Thera and Sangharakshita have more proactively 
re-interpreted it. Yet this work of re-interpretation has only ever been 
concerned with the teachings of the kamma- and dhamma-niyamas. The first three 
niyamas (utu-niyama, bīja-niyama and citta-niyama) do no actual work in the 
modernist teaching. They are more like rhetorical gestures towards the 
compatibility of Buddhism with science, acting as something like guy ropes to 
stabilise the new and naturalistic interpretations of karma and the path to 
Awakening. 
 One might wonder to what degree the modernist interpretation of the five 
niyamas was deliberate or conscious on the part of Mrs Rhys Davids, Nārada 
Thera and Sangharakshita. To what degree did they deliberately take an 
Abhidhamma list and craft a Buddhist modernist doctrine? I think the question 
is not the best one to ask because it misunderstands Buddhist modernism. What 
is at work is more like the ‘supra-personal force’ with which the mature-stage 
Sangharakshita compares the working of the dhamma-niyāma.35 More than 
anything, there is the desire to communicate the Dharma in the conditions of 
the modern West, so that the Dharma speaks to westerners educated in the 
scientific worldview. This desire is itself a compassionate response based in a 
living faith in the Dharma. Out of faith, compassion and a desire to 
communicate bursts a creative new interpretation, perhaps not with a critical 
awareness of its origins. The communication of the Dharma in this sense has 
since the Buddha’s day been a means (upāya) to help people, and the Dharma 
has been regarded as something implicit and needing interpretation (neyārtha) so 
that it becomes explicit (nītārtha), clear and useful. 
 Nevertheless, it might appear that if the teaching of the five niyamas is the 
result of a mis-interpretation then it is just made up. There are two responses 
to this critique. The first is to admit that, indeed, in the mature Sangharakshita’s 

 
35 As discussed in Subhuti (2012). 



        THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 8 76 

presentation of the five niyamas, there is actually nothing at all but some Pali 
words to connect the content of the teaching with Buddhaghosa’s 
commentaries. One might think that the appeal to authority involved in trying 
to trace the five niyamas teaching back to Buddhaghosa was unnecessary and 
misleading. But this problem can be easily solved by thinking of the teaching of 
the five niyamas as ‘five orders of conditionality’, making no claim to represent 
Buddhaghosa’s fivefold niyāma teaching. The second response to the charge of 
being made up is that the mature Sangharakshita’s interpretation of the so-
called five niyamas teaching is in fact a return to canonical Buddhist teachings 
and is not an interpretation of Buddhaghosa.36 The limitation of the scope of 
karma was, for instance, clearly explained by the Buddha in the ‘Discourse to 
Sīvaka’:37 not everything that happens to you is because of karma. The path to 
Awakening was similarly explained by the Buddha in, for instance, the 
‘Discourse on Preconditions’: the path unfolds according to a transcendental 
form of dependent arising or conditionality.38  

More specifically, the five niyamas teaching, or the teaching of ‘five orders 
of conditionality’, is above all the re-interpretation of the Dharma in naturalistic 
terms that are compatible with the naturalism of modern science. In fact, 
Buddhism has from its beginnings been naturalistic. In the Buddha’s day, at the 
beginning of the Iron Age in India, the Buddha expressed the Dharma in a 
relatively naturalistic way. He preferred explanations in terms of cause and 
effect over explanations involving supernatural events.39 He certainly preferred 
to explain the way to Awakening in terms of ethics, meditation and wisdom, 
rather than in terms of sacrifice, grace or tradition. So naturalism is Buddhist, 
and the Buddhist modernist interpretation of the Dharma carries through into 
a modern form the naturalistic commitment of the Buddhist tradition. 
Therefore, the teaching of the five orders of conditionality as a fully naturalised 
Buddhist hermeneutics is consonant with the Dharma from its earliest stages.  
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