Introduction to Consciousness (Citta)

Living beings possess an unique feature, not found in inanimate objects (e.g. stones) and living things (e.g. trees), which is the ability to be “aware” of their existence, to recognize objects and to think and perform acts resulting from that thinking process(thoughts). This process of being able to think, to aware of, leads to the “recognition of an unique identity” to each of this thinking process which giving rise to the idea of “an unique individual with a permanent self” or “soul”; which in truth is just a stream of thoughts or consciousness (citta) in motion. In Abhidhamma, this constant stream of awareness, or thoughts, or “consciousness”, which is made up of individual units of thoughts at any moment, that arise and perishes in a fraction of a second, constitutes “the mind”(nama).

Consciousness (citta) is thus entirely different from the “permanent self” or “soul” idea as the very source of its existence is “temporary”, i.e. each unit arises and perishes to be followed by a new unit of consciousness, which is not an exact replica of the former, but retains certain features of the former. Just as an adult that grows from the infant, is not the exact same baby at birth but not entirely different either as his source is the baby that he becomes, so is the “arising consciousness” related to the past consciousness in this manner.

The Buddha expounded the truth about the exact nature of the mental aspect of existence as being transcient to debunk the illusion of the “self” or “I” syndrome that leads to attachments to continued rebirth. Through the idea of “I” or “self”, ownership and identity arise which causes craving and attachment to desirable objects. The Buddha analysed each unit of consciousness further to be composed of components of mental factors (cetasikas) (52 in total) which arise in different combinations together with each unit of consciousness thereby giving the arising consciousness characteristics such as anger, generosity and etc.

Thus, the living being, compose of the mental entity, consciousness and physical matter (rupa) is in a constant state of flux and change at any one time, always different(although small) from moment to moment, with the present retaining some features of characteristics of the former. This seemingly complex and technical description of mind and thoughts can be simplified by recognizing that the mental aspect of an individual is just a “thinking process” with individual thoughts making up this process in an uninterrupted and continuous manner. At any one moment, each thought represents the individual, however short it may be.
Characteristics of Citta:

1. Each unit of thought or consciousness (Citta) exists momentarily for a fraction of a second.

2. In spite of its short duration, each citta has 3 modes of existence, namely, arising,, presence and cessation.

3. The cessation of each Citta is “immediately” followed by a new consciousness without any break or interval in between.

4. Each citta takes an object be it sensual(5 senses) or conceptual.

5. Each citta is not an ultimate entity but is composed of  numerous components or mental states (Cetasika)
