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Introduction

Suppose you look up a given word in a dictionary, say word 'A', and find its definition is based on 
another word which you also do not understand, say word 'B'.  Now suppose you look up word 'B' and 
find it is defined in terms of word 'A'.  Alas, then the dictionary would not have helped.  This same 
thing can happen for larger word groups, an example of one of the many possible longer variations, A 
goes  to  B,  then  B to C,  and then  C is  defined in  terms  of  a  combination  of  A and B.   Modern 
dictionaries are not structured and are full of such cycles.  This kind of experience is most common 
when we do not know many words due to not being a native speaker of the language used in the  
dictionary.

It would be nice to have a dictionary that started with some fundamental words, and then built up from 
these the definitions of other words, which in turn would be used for yet more complex definitions. 
With such a dictionary there would not be cycles of definitions; however, we would be left with some 
fundamental  words  where  no  definition  is  provided.   These  fundamental  words  would  remain 
conceptual.  Perhaps there are many possible choices for fundamental concepts to start with, and then 
perhaps many possible choices of how to build up the definitions.

Dictionary definition style is constrained to not include allegory, metaphor, or to appeal to  experiences 
you have most likely have by virtue of being a human being - but rather only upon the other words in  
the dictionary.  By including allegory, metaphor, and human experience we can define at least some of 
of the fundamental concepts for such a dictionary system.

In a number of such systems the word Dharma is intended to capture one a fundamental concept.

Charles Babbage's Description
Charles Babbage was a gifted mathematician and industrialist who lived in the 1800s.  

Babbage proposed that “God was physical.”  When this was said to be blasphemous, he softened his 
hypothesis by suggesting that God had put into place in the universe a “divine legislator”. He would 
later develop a language to capture the actions of machine parts as they related to logic, and to invent 
the computer.

A legislative body in government is one that makes laws which good citizens follow and others who we 
good citizens often look down upon, do not.  A divine legislator would then be something designed into 
the universe that has made universal laws, and those of us who follow them are Good people, while  
those who do not are otherwise.

The use of “though shalt”  biblical laws in physics was common in the enlightenment period.  For 
example, the results derived from statistical analysis of an ideal gas model were said to be the laws of 
thermodynamics, rather than attributes of the model.  Similarly Newton's model for physics was said to  



be the laws for motion.  These 'legal' systems already existed at the time Babbage proposed the divine 
legislator so it is not so surprising that he would turn to this terminology.  However, his reducing the 
concept  of  the  divine  legislator  to  an  incarnate  device,  the  computer,  was  an  act  of  profound 
significance.

What Babbage was describing as the Divine Legislator is the same as described in the Hindu and 
Buddhist ethos as Dharma.

A Child's Understanding of Dharma
Dharma can be said to be the difference between a paper airplane employed by a child as a toy, and that 
of a sheet of paper not put to purpose.  By folding the paper it is transformed from being something of 
little import into something that reminds us of the history of flight and may lead to discussions on this 
topic.  It may remind us of our own childhood and friends playing with paper airplanes.  It is not 
uncommon that a paper airplane will hold the interest and affection of a child.  We can say that this 
transformation  from a sheet of paper to a paper airplane occurs by adding Dharma to the paper.

I found in a translation from Pali at the Sitigu Temple the words of a sage giving an analogous 
definition for Dharma.  He used the example of clothing.   A piece of cloth is a different from a shirt.  A 
piece of cloth that is cut folded and sewn is transformed from being a collection of fibers into 
something personal and useful for the owner. This sage points out that the difference between the cloth 
and the shirt is Dharma.

As a third example, a book with no writing in it conveys nothing to a reader.  By giving a book Dharma 
a reader may find it comes alive with stories of the past, or even provides directions on how to make 
paper airplanes or shirts.   

Because Dharma can travel through writing and speech it has in common a liquid like property.  In this 
sense it is the information described by Claude Shannon in information theory.

In the past the word Dharma has been used to mean a particular message or story that may be put to 
writing.  In this usage one might say the Christian bible is the Dharma of the Christianity.
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