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9. The ninth link is the clinging that follows from craving, here pictured as 

SOMEONE GATHERING FRUIT FROM A TREE – holding on to sensual experience, or 

to views, beliefs and habits, getting attached to things that aren’t really constant. 

 

10. The tenth picture shows a PREGNANT WOMAN, representing the existence that follows 

from clinging – the baby in the womb has come into existence through the energy and 

commitment that has been invested in holding on. 

 

11. The eleventh link is birth, and it is represented quite literally as the 

BIRTH OF A BABY, with all the pain, blood and sweat involved. 

 

12. The twelfth and last picture shows a DEAD BODY being carried on 

someone’s back, presumably towards a charnel ground, and this 

represents old age and death – the inevitable consequence of birth. 
 

Hence arises this whole mass of suffering. The illustrations of the twelve links shown 
here, like the image of the Wheel of Life itself, are pictorial representations designed to 
make a teaching memorable. The pictures, like the image of the Wheel of Life itself, were 
not taught by the Buddha, but arose in the Buddhist tradition several centuries after the 
Buddha’s time, as generations of Buddhists considered how to understand and present the 
Dharma. 
 

The twelve nidānas as the explanation of the rebirth process 
 

In the Buddhist philosophical tradition known as Abhidharma, the twelve nidānas are 
presented quite systematically as explaining the rebirth process over three successive 
lives.25 While this is not presented explicitly as the Buddha’s teaching in the early 
discourses, Sangharakshita usually also speaks and writes about the twelve nidānas in this 
way.26 In this interpretation, the twelve links are understood in terms of karma and the 
results of karma, and as applying over three lifetimes. Ignorance and formations are taken 
as describing the karma of the previous existence that is the cause of one’s present life. 
Consciousness is taken to be the resultant linking element between these existences 
appearing in the mother’s womb when conditions are appropriate. Name-and-form refer 
                                                
25 The three-life interpretation of the twelve links is first recorded in the last book of the Sarvāstivādin Abhidharma, the 
Jñānaprasthāna (1st c. BCE), and then in a more developed form in the commentarial literature, in both Vasubandhu’s 
Abhidharmakośa and Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, ch.XVII (4th c. CE).  
26 For instance, in A Guide to the Buddhist Path, p.80.  
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to the new body and mind of the embryo, which then develops the six sense spheres as it 
matures inside and beyond the womb. Having been born, the new being experiences 
contact and feeling as he or she encounters the world. All this is the result of the past 
karma that has led to present existence. But now, with present feeling, one experiences 
craving in the moment – new and active volitions that are the karma of the present life. 
Clinging and existence are also active volitional forces, leading to birth and old age and 
death, the results of all this karma in a further existence. This three-life interpretation of 
the twelve nidānas can be presented in a table: 

 

nidāna explanation  lifetime 
avijjā ignorance 
saṅkhārā volitional formations karma-process previous life 

viññāna consciousness: the re-linking (paṭisandhi) 
consciousness between lives 

nāma-rūpa name-and-form: mind and body arising at 
conception in this life 

saḷāyatanā the six sense organs in the embryo 
phassa contact with the world 
vedanā feeling 

result (vipāka) 
process 

taṇhā craving 
upādāna clinging 
bhava existence in saṃsāra 

karma-process 

present life 

jāti birth in the next life 
jarā-maraṇa old age and death in the next life result-process next life 

 
Even though the Buddhist tradition came to understand the twelve nidānas as taking place 
over three lifetimes, it was also acknowledged that they could be understood in figurative 
and psychological terms as applying in the present moment – the whole Wheel of Life 
going around in a split second. In this interpretation, it is the fixed sense of self – of ‘I’ 
and ‘me’ – that is born and dies and is reborn throughout our lives, even from day to day 
and moment to moment, on condition of ignorance, craving and the rest.  
 
In the more detailed exposition of the twelve nidānas that follows we will bear in mind 
both ways of looking at the nidāna chain while going back to the early discourses of the 
Buddha for clarification of what was meant by each. Our emphasis will also remain on 
the practicalities of using these teachings in our Dharma practice rather than on their 
meaning according to any particular fixed interpretation.27 
 

Ignorance and formations 
 

Ignorance (in Pāli, avijjā, in Sanskrit, avidyā) is defined in the suttas in a somewhat 
technical way: as not knowing about dukkha, not knowing about the origin of dukkha, not 
knowing about the cessation of dukkha, and not knowing about the path that leads to the 

                                                
27 Definitions of the nidānas are drawn from those given in Vibhaṅga Sutta, ‘Discourse on Analysis’, at Saṃyutta Nikāya 
12:2, and from Sammādiṭṭhi Sutta, ‘Discourse on Right View’, Majjhima Nikāya sutta 9. Other suttas give slightly different 
definitions. 
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cessation of dukkha. This means, in short, not knowing about the four noble truths. Since 
the four truths are themselves an application of the principle of conditionality, ignorance 
therefore means not knowing about how experience arises dependent on particular 
conditions – a lack of insight or wisdom in the Buddhist sense. Sangharakshita provides 
us with a more poetic description of this ignorance: 
 

Avidyā is not ignorance in the intellectual sense, so much as a lack or deprivation 
of spiritual awareness – even of spiritual consciousness and spiritual being. 
Avidyā in this sense is the direct antithesis of Bodhi, Enlightenment… If 
Enlightenment represents the goal, then ignorance represents the depths from 
which we have come. If Enlightenment represents the mountain peak, then 
ignorance represents the valleys from which we are gradually emerging and which 
lie wrapped in darkness. (A Guide to the Buddhist Path p.80) 

 

In terms of the three-life version of paṭicca-samuppāda, ignorance is not to be regarded 
as a cosmic principle upon which all life is based. The Buddha taught that, although no 
beginning of the ignorance that gives rise to samsara can be perceived, it too arises on 
particular conditions – on unwholesome actions of body, speech and mind. In this sense 
the dukkha of the present life is the result of past ignorance that was itself constantly 
sustained by unethical actions. This ignorance is not therefore just cognitive or 
intellectual. The unwholesome roots (akusala mūlas) of greed, hate and delusion are both 
emotional and cognitive, being those deep-seated tendencies that find expression in 
unwholesome actions, speech and thoughts. In more contemporary terms, they represent 
the unregenerate natural state, no doubt a part of humanity’s evolutionary inheritance, but 
now evident in such evils as global warming, nuclear armaments and the vast disparities 
between rich and poor.  
  
This ignorance continues to manifest as an active force in how we go about living. The 
beliefs and views that people hold, which inform how they make decisions and go about 
their lives, are often based on unawareness and spiritual ignorance. Ritualistic religious 
beliefs, the idea that certain practices like pilgrimage or fasting can be purifying, for 
instance, are ignorant views, from the Buddhist point of view. The belief in a God on 
whom we depend and who will look after us is an ignorant belief too, corresponding to 
the projection of authority and power onto an imagined deity. From the Buddhist point of 
view such a belief only makes it harder to take responsibility for our well-being – it’s a 
form of spiritual immaturity. 
 
The formations (in Pāli, saṅkhāras, in Sanskrit, saṁskāras) which arise dependent on 
ignorance are defined as bodily formations, verbal formations and mental formations. 
These refer to those actions of body, speech and mind that follow unthinkingly from 
unawareness. If ignorance is compared to the state of being drunk, then the formations are 
like the things we do when we’re intoxicated. We laugh, we cry, we bemoan our lot and 
fantasize about our future – all while we are more or less befuddled by the confusions of 
basic unawareness. 
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Formations refer to the dispositions, habits and tendencies that make up a human 
personality, going along in his or her familiar pattern of life. The formations are usually 
connected with the law of karma in that it is the unthinking repetition of volitional actions 
that sets up our ingrained personality traits and habits. In terms of the three-life model, it 
was these ingrained personality traits that provided the force propelling consciousness 
into this present existence. In the present moment, probably all of us have got a stock of 
fall-back behaviours that we rely upon in times of need; a set of strategies that get us 
through difficult moments, before we can relax into our more comfortable habits. In 
contemporary terms, these formations represent unexplored and unresolved emotions and 
tendencies that often keep us revolving in painfully limited experiences. 
 
Some formations may of course also be positive – there are positive, healthy and 
wholesome habits and tendencies as well as negative and unwholesome ones. Hence there 
are the happy realms of the gods on the Wheel of Life as well as the lower realms of 
rebirth. In this life we might be in the habit of meditating regularly, helping out at a 
Buddhist Centre or counselling for the Samaritans, and these things might form important 
parts of our sense of well being. However, we might reflect on how such positive 
formations are still to some extent conditioned by unawareness and ignorance, at least by 
comparison with an awakened person whose mind operates totally in the creative mode. 
Everything the awakened person does, even if similar to what they have already done, 
will be in a sense spontaneous, creative and aware. 
 
Ignorance and formations are traditionally interpreted as the karma-process of a previous 
existence: the factors on condition of which this life came about. In this way of looking at 
the nidānas, our present ignorance and formations will become the conditions for a future 
existence. In terms of the present moment, however, these first two links give expression 
to general background conditions of experience: while there is ignorance and the 
ingrained habits of personality, our tendency will be to live out of the reactive mind, to 
repeat unhelpful kinds of behaviour, and to cause difficulties for ourselves and for others. 
  

Consciousness and name-and-form 
 

The consciousness (in Pāli, viññāna, in Sanskrit, vijñāna) that arises dependent on 
ignorance and formations is said to be the ‘re-linking consciousness’ (paṭisandhi 
viññāna) that is said to ‘descend’ into the mother’s womb when conditions are 
appropriate. In this way consciousness is said to move from one existence to another, not 
as an ātman or permanent substantial Self, but as a series of dependently-arisen moments 
of consciousness.  
 
The name-and-form (in both Pāli and Sanskrit, nāma-rūpa) that is dependent on 
consciousness is a way of describing the psycho-physical organism. Form (rūpa) is 
defined as that which consists of the four great elements, that is to say, earth (solidity), 
water (cohesion), air (movement) and fire (temperature); the objective component of what 
we are, meaning our physical bodies as we experience them. Name (nāma) is defined as 
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feeling, perception, volition, contact and attention; that is to say, mind as an active 
process, the way the mind works. 
 
The discourse that describes consciousness as ‘descending’ into the womb at conception 
describes this consciousness as mutually depending on name-and-form.28 That is, 
consciousness does not exist apart from a psycho-physical organism, just as the psycho-
physical organism cannot be said to be a living human being if there is no consciousness 
present. In explaining the rebirth of a living being, then, the Buddha was careful to define 
consciousness in such a way that there could be no mistaking it for an abstract mind that 
can exist separately from a living body, in the way that the ātman could be considered. 
The human being is an embodied mind and a self-aware organism. The Buddhist view of 
the human being is neither dualistic (mind and body cannot be separated) nor reductionist 
(we are not simply material beings) nor does it claim that we are really pure 
consciousness or spirit. We are conscious psycho-physical beings. 
 
Another and more common explanation of consciousness in the early discourses in 
relation to the twelve links is a functional one: consciousness is said to be six-fold, 
associated with sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch and the mind. That is, consciousness is 
the awareness or knowledge of experience arising at each of the six senses. This means 
that the Buddha used the word viññāna not only to refer to the re-linking consciousness 
that descends into the womb, but also in reference to our present experience of being 
conscious beings. But the functional explanation of consciousness as the six-fold sense 
consciousness has the same purpose as the explanation of consciousness as mutually 
depending on name-and-form. It emphasises that this consciousness cannot be the same as 
a permanent Self, because it depends on other things – on the body, or on the senses. This 
teaching takes our attention away from concern with the Self and towards more important 
concerns in the spiritual life. 
 
The six sense realms, contact, feeling, and craving 
 
The first four nidānas establish the basic situation in which all of us find ourselves: 
embodied and conscious human beings who find ourselves in the midst of an existence 
which is questionable, in which we experience varying degrees of unsatisfactoriness 
because of basic ignorance and because of the momentum of our various personality traits 
and habits. The next few nidānas describe with precision and subtlety the perceptual 
process whereby the reactive mind operates in the present moment. 
 
The experience of the six sense realms (in Pāli, saḷāyatanā, in Sanskrit śaḍāyatanāni) 
depends on body and mind together with consciousness. Do we experience anything 
except via the six senses – what is seen, what is heard, what is smelled, what is tasted, 

                                                
28 This is the Mahānidāna Sutta, or ‘Discourse on the Great Explanation’, the 14th sutta of the Dīgha Nikāya or ‘Long 
Discourses of the Buddha’, a translation of which is included in the Appendix. In this sutta, only nine links are listed: it 
begins with the co-arising of consciousness and name-and-form and dependent on these arises contact (it misses out the six 
sense realms). In the Naḷakalāpiyo Sutta, or ‘Discourse on Sheaves of Reeds’, at Saṃyutta Nikāya 12:67, Sariputta describes 
name-and-form and consciousness to be like two sheaves of reeds leaning on one another; without one, the other falls down. 



 
 

FWBO Dharma Training Course for Mitras 
Year Two – Module 2: The Nature of Existence 1 – Conditionality and the Middle Way 

http://www.fwbomitracourse.com 
Page 50 of 94 

 

what is touched, and what is thought? Can we know about or feel anything without 
having first perceived it? This nidāna directs our attention to the six-fold gateway via 
which all our experience happens. It might seem strange to think of the mind as a sense. 
However, the point is that it is possible to become aware of what is going on in the mind 
– our thoughts, memories, dreams, fantasies and so on – without being caught up in them. 
Through this kind of mindfulness practice we can become aware that there is a difference 
between the mind as an organ (which thinks) and the contents of the mind (thoughts and 
so on). How much of our dukkha and confusion comes from taking too literally what is 
going on in our minds? 
 
Dependent on the six sense realms arises contact (in Pāli, phassa, in Sanskrit, sparśa). 
Contact refers to the experience of a particular object, whether it is a person seen or 
heard, some food smelled or tasted, an itch that is felt on the body, or a memory coming 
into one’s mind. The point of identifying this nidāna specifically is to highlight how our 
perceptual experience is not passive. Perceptual experience doesn’t just happen; whether 
we are aware of it or not, our minds are continuously directing attention to certain objects 
that occur in the realms of the senses – a sexy person, a scary sound, a cheery thought. 
Contact is the moment when the object, the sense-organ and sense-consciousness come 
together – our experience is to some degree created out of our active participation in the 
process of perception. 
 
Dependent on condition of contact arises feeling (in Pāli and Sanskrit, vedanā). Any 
particular experience is accompanied by a feeling-tone, which is pleasant, painful or 
neutral. Feeling, in this Buddhist sense, does not mean the emotion we feel towards 
something experienced, but the more immediate felt sense of ‘I like it’, ‘I don’t like it’, or 
‘I don’t really mind’, in relation to what is contacted via eye, ear, nose, tongue, body or 
mind. We shouldn’t be misled by the presentation in the words of the twelve nidānas; in 
this case, feeling does not arise after contact, but along with it – it co-arises. We don’t 
first contact the taste of a piece of chocolate and then start to enjoy it; the sense-contact 
and the enjoyment happen together. However, these two nidānas (contact and feeling) are 
distinguished because they relate to different aspects – the receptive and the responsive – 
of experience. While we can to some extent choose what we contact, what it’s like to 
contact this object – whether it is enjoyable, disagreeable, or neither – is purely a 
response. 
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Dependent on condition of feeling arises 
craving (in Pāli, taṇhā, in Sanskrit, tṛṣṇā). 
Taṇhā literally means ‘thirst’, which is a 
vivid metaphor for the state of 
dissatisfaction and longing that is 
prompted by the feeling-tone of any 
experience. Although ‘thirst’ and ‘craving’ 
suggest desire, this nidāna also includes 
aversion, as the opposite of longing, 
experienced more in relation to unpleasant 
feeling. Craving therefore means the 
experience of ‘I want’, ‘I don’t want’, or ‘I 
don’t really care’. 
 
There is another common definition of 
craving: as craving for sense-pleasures, 
craving for existence (bhava) and craving 
for non-existence (vibhava). This 
definition widens our sense of what 
craving implies – not just sensual desire 
but the longing to be someone, to have a stronger, clearer, better-known self; or the 
longing to disappear, not to be noticed as a distinct person at all. All this is what we do 
with feeling. If we are not aware, if we do not deliberately pay attention to the way 
craving arises on condition of feeling, then we slide from enjoyment to craving and from 
displeasure to aversion without even noticing it. It is what happens between these two 
nidānas that is the primary source of dukkha.  
 
The links from the six sense realms to craving are matters that we can become aware of in 
the present moment, using the nidānas to identify different stages in how experience 
comes about. When we do this we begin to notice something crucial. Between feeling and 
craving is a gap – a crack in the necessity by which experience unfolds. Whereas feeling 
always arises along with contact, the arising of craving on condition of feeling is not a 
matter of complete necessity; it is possible, if very difficult, to observe feeling without 
reacting to it. Here is the secret of true contentment, the hidden doorway by which we can 
escape the rolling wheel of fate – awareness at the junction of feeling and craving. 
Sangharakshita describes the situation like this:  
 

The transition from sensation to craving, from passive feeling to active desire, is 
the psychological fact standing behind all myths of the Fall of Man from paradise 
to earth, from a blissful to a miserable state and sphere of existence. The interval 
between these two nidānas is the battlefield of the spiritual life and to experience 
feelings yet check desires is that victory over oneself which the Buddha declared 
to be greater than the conquest of a thousand men a thousand times.29 

                                                
29 Sangharakshita, A Survey of Buddhism 9th ed. p.135. 

taṇhā / tṛṣṇā 
We usually translate taṇhā – or, in Sanskrit, tṛṣṇā 

(pronounced ‘trishna’) – as ‘craving’, but literally it 
means ‘thirst’. ‘Thirst’ is a physical metaphor – we 
thirst because we are hot and because we have been 

sweating. When we are thirsty we long to slake or 
quench ourselves with cool water. So craving 

means imagining future satisfaction and fulfilment 
as well as experiencing present discomfort and 
longing. However, it is misleading to translate 

taṇhā as ‘desire’, as is sometimes done, because 
desire can be a positive force as well as a source of 

dukkha. Buddhism is not anti-life and against all 
passion. The Buddha spoke of two sorts of chanda, 
desire or passion: there is kāma-chanda, desire for 
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To practice mindful awareness is to bring attention to feeling such that we are less at the 
mercy of our compulsions. With the spaciousness gained there is room to manoeuvre. 
 
However, this is not to say that there is anything wrong with feeling. Vedanā just arises – 
the experience of liking, not liking, or not minding. We are not judging our feeling, not 
trying to control it, to deny ourselves good feelings or to make ourselves feel something 
other than what is happening. This is similar to how, during mindfulness of breathing 
meditation, we do not attempt to control the breath; we simply become aware of the 
breathing process, even if it is ragged and shallow. The very awareness tends to have a 
calming effect. In the same way, when becoming aware of feeling, we attend to the 
feeling-tone of experience, and notice what it is like. In this way, how we respond to this 
feeling becomes a more creative and informed choice, rather than a reactive one based in 
greed, hate and delusion. This is important because we will no doubt discover that we feel 
all sorts of things, pleasant and unpleasant, including feelings that we cannot even put 
words on. These may be the results of our state of bodily health, past conditioning, or 
even the consequence of past actions. Whatever the source of our feelings, the task of 
mindful awareness is just to remain grounded and aware. 
 
As well as applying awareness to the way craving arises in dependence on feeling, we can 
also apply intelligence to the way contact arises in dependence on the six sense realms. If 
we have noticed that we are particularly prone, for instance, to guzzle chocolate cake as 
soon as we’ve tasted it, making ourselves unwell, then we might benefit from not coming 
into contact with chocolate cake at all. Similarly, if the sight of a certain person always 
throws us into a storm of anger and frustration, it may be as well to avoid them until we 
are better equipped to deal with our reactions. The process of bringing intelligence to how 
contact arises dependent on the six sense bases is to ‘guard the gates of the senses’. There 
may be nothing intrinsically wrong with feeling, but it is sometimes advantageous to 
simplify our experience. 
 
Clinging, existence, birth and old age and death 
  

The final nidānas return us to the Buddha’s explanation of rebirth, of how human life 
continues its unsatisfactory round in the future. The clinging or grasping (in Pāli and 
Sanskrit, upādāna) that arises dependent on craving is defined as fourfold: there is 
grasping at sensual pleasure, clinging to views, clinging to conduct and vows (our beliefs 
and commitments considered as ends in themselves), and clinging to doctrines and ideas 
about a permanent Self (ideas about who we really, essentially are). Clinging is like the 
fuel upon which the fires of our greed, aversion and delusion feed (the word upādāna 
means ‘fuel’ as well as ‘clinging’). This nidāna represents the psychological tendency to 
meld our preferences into an organised sense of who we are, what we believe and what 
we think the world should be like. There is nothing much good in this. We all know what 
it is like to meet people who have become fixed and inflexible in their ways. Many of us 
might have experienced the inside version of this state: a rigidity in ourselves and in our 
world that feels like prison walls of emotions and views. 
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Dependent on clinging arises existence or becoming (in Pāli and Sanskrit, bhava). 
Existence is defined as existence in the sensual world, existence in the world of pure form 
(corresponding to the jhānas or meditative absorptions), and existence in the formless 
world (corresponding to the very highest arūpa-jhānas). The translation of bhava as 
‘becoming’ is useful in this regard, as it has a more dynamic flavour than ‘existence’, and 
hence suggests the continuity-within-change that characterises the Buddha’s approach to 
rebirth. This process of continual becoming is not pre-ordained and inevitable, however; 
it depends upon the active clinging to pleasures, views, ways of life and a sense of self. In 
the more cosmic worldview of traditional Buddhism, existence manifests in the various 
realms of the Wheel of Life. However, we can also think of existence in this life too: 
dependent on condition of clinging arises a fixed sense of who we are that can get quite 
reliable. We wake up knowing who we are, what we like for breakfast, where we go for 
our summer holidays. While it all lasts we usually don’t notice that all this, which seems 
real and dependable at the time, must inevitably change. 
   
Birth (in Pāli and Sanskrit, jāti) depends on existence. Birth traditionally means being 
born into one or other groups of beings (one of the six realms in the Wheel of Life), 
coming into a womb, and obtaining the senses necessary for more experience. We can 
also consider birth in a metaphorical sense as relating to the birth of an experience in 
which, for a while, we are absorbed, and which, while it lasts, we take for granted as 
being the way it is. This might be a relationship, a marriage, a job, a phase of life, or even 
a Buddhist retreat. Taking birth metaphorically as birth into some such experience, we 
know who we are for a while: but everything that is born must die. 
 
Finally, dependent on birth is old age and death (in Pāli and Sanskrit, jarā-marana). Old 
age means – of course – decaying teeth, graying hair, wrinkling skin, fading senses; and 
death means laying down this body, passing away, leaving behind what you know. Just as 
birth can be interpreted in a metaphorical as well as a literal sense, so old age and death 
can be taken to refer to the fading and passing of experiences in the course of one’s life. 
 

From the arising to the cessation of dukkha 
 

As we saw in the sutta from the Udāna, following old age and death comes ‘grief, sorrow, 
pain, misery and despair’ – ‘thus arises this whole mass of dukkha’. This pain and 
suffering is not, of course, something different or separate from the twelve nidānas. Each 
link is a source or explanation for dukkha – ignorance is an explanation of unhappiness, 
our formations or habits are sometimes a source of misery, sense-experience can be 
painful, craving can lead us into all sorts of wrong-headed difficulty, and our clinging can 
be a cause of much suffering. Whether taken in terms of three lives or this present 
experience, the way the twelve nidānas are presented in the Pāli suttas is an invitation to 
contemplate dukkha as a whole – to examine and mentally turn over our experience, and 
see where the dukkha arises, where our strategies fail, where we keep going in reactive 
cycles. 
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We will conclude this discussion of the twelve nidānas with a brief consideration of their 
cessation, corresponding to the end of dukkha. Let us recall how the Buddha, having 
emerged from the bliss of his liberation from all this dukkha, reflected not just on how 
dukkha had arisen, but also on how it had ceased for him. With the ‘fading away and 
cessation without remainder of just this ignorance, formations cease…’ – and so on for 
the rest of the nidānas, each ceasing when the condition it depends upon ceases. 
However, Sangharakshita has cautioned that the Buddhist tradition has relied upon this 
idea of cessation to describe the spiritual life, with the effect that the whole enterprise has 
appeared to be mostly a negative matter of getting rid of pain. We will see in the next 
week’s study how the path to awakening can also be described in positive terms. 
 
Whether understood as applying over three lifetimes or in the present moment, the twelve 
nidānas are not easy to understand. This may be because the list of twelve is built up of 
originally smaller lists, one explaining dukkha and rebirth in terms of ignorance, another 
in terms of craving. Another possibility is that the nidānas were originally a more poetic 
teaching designed to oppose some of the brahmanical beliefs of the Buddha’s day. In the 
Vedic religion of those times, one of the duties of the householder was to maintain a 
sacred fire, and the Brahman priests carried out many of their religious rituals by making 
oblations into their fires. The sacred fire became a symbol for the mystery and promise of 
existence; devotees communicated with the gods through the fire and became purified. 
The Buddha, however, turned this symbolism upside-down. “Everything is on fire,” he 
proclaimed, “with the fires of greed, hatred and delusion.”30 Because of these fires human 
beings experience thirst, craving, for more sensual pleasures, for existence and non-
existence. The ‘upādāna’ or clinging that maintains a sense of existence is also fuel or 
sustenance for a fire. So the metaphor of fire becomes for the Buddha a synonym for a 
life lived on the basis of ignorance. The truth that the Buddha taught, however, is that all 
this heat and dissatisfaction arises dependent on conditions, and that the fires just go out 
when those conditions are removed. Hence nirvana means the ‘blowing out’ or 
‘quenching’ of just those fires of greed, hatred and delusion, and that is why nirvana is 
also synonymous with release, fulfilment and happiness.  
 
This metaphorical background to the twelve nidānas might have been more obvious to 
people in the Buddha’s own day. If this poetic and metaphorical teaching were part of the 
Buddha’s intention, it does not mean he did not also teach the twelve nidānas as a way of 
explaining the rebirth process. What is undeniable is that the twelve nidānas show how 
human life with all of its dukkha arises without an ātman or Self of any sort. The 
principle of conditionality, applied to the human situation in the most general sense, 
reveals that the sense of ‘I’ and ‘me’ that is so familiar to us in ordinary life is not at all 
important in explaining the arising of dukkha. For the same reason, the ātman is not 
needed in order to explain the path that leads beyond dukkha, to happiness and nirvana. If 
our study of the twelve nidānas helps us to let go of some of our preconceptions about 
who or what we really are, then it has helped to set us on that path. 
 
                                                
30 The Buddha’s ‘fire sermon’ is in the Saṃyutta Nikāya 35:28; it influenced T.S. Eliot, whose poem The Wasteland includes 
a section entitled ‘The Fire Sermon’ and the line ‘burning burning burning burning’. 
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Questions for week 4 
 

1. What is your response to the three-life interpretation of the twelve nidānas? In 
what ways do you think it might be helpful for modern westerners? 

 
2. Describe some specific examples of how ignorance can give rise to formations. 

For example a belief that you always like chocolate might lead you to habitually 
eat it, even when you don’t really want any. 

 
3. Are there any ways in which you already limit contact in order to guard the gates 

of the senses? Are there any further ways in which it might be useful to do so? 
 

4. Spend five minutes looking for pleasant feeling in your experience, five minutes 
looking for unpleasant feeling and five minutes looking for neutral feeling. Which 
of these is easiest to find? Which is hardest? 

 
5. Reflect on some way in which your sense of identity has changed in your life. 

What conditions contributed towards this change?  
 

6. How would you like to change your sense of identity in the future? How might 
you go about it? 
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Week 5: The Spiral Path 
 

In last week’s study we explored the Buddha’s detailed model of twelve nidānas by 
which dukkha arises in human experience. We ended with a brief consideration of how 
the cessation of the twelve nidānas equates with the ending of dukkha and the attaining of 
enlightenment. We noticed, however, that this way of thinking about the goal of the 
Buddhist spiritual life makes it sound like a merely negative business of getting rid of 
things – especially of craving and ignorance. Using Sangharakshita’s terminology, this 
way of thinking about Buddhist practice makes it seem to consist only of stopping the 
reactive mind. Sangharakshita, however, has drawn attention to the fact that the Buddha 
taught the way to enlightenment in positive terms, as a path or way. The teaching of the 
noble eightfold path as the ‘middle way’ is the best-known example, but there are others, 
as we will see. To speak of Buddhism as a path towards the positive is to lay more stress 
on the cultivation of the creative mind, of the creative mode of conditionality, such that 
through increasing awareness one lets go of negative and reactive habits and instead 
develops a positive and creative approach to existence. 
 
In this week’s study we will concentrate on a particular formulation of the path as a series 
of twelve states that begins with dukkha and ends with enlightenment itself. These states 
might be called ‘positive nidānas’, to contrast them with the nidānas responsible for 
dukkha, though they are not in fact called nidānas in the Pāli scriptures. Sangharakshita 
describes these states as stages in a ‘spiral path’ that rises above and beyond the repetitive 
circle of the Wheel of Life: 
 

The nature of spiritual development is perhaps most clearly seen in terms of the 
spiral mode of conditionality, in which it is represented as a certain sequence of 
experiences, one experience arising in dependence upon another. Just as out of the 
bud grows the flower, and out of the flower the fruit, so out of one spiritual 
experience there grows another, out of that yet another, and out of that another 
still, each one higher, more refined, more beautiful, a little nearer to nirvana. 
Each stage is a spiritual experience in the process of transition to another, more 
advanced experience. The stages aren’t fixed or static; you don’t proceed up the 
spiral path like going up the steps of a staircase, even a spiral staircase. We speak 
of ‘the Buddhist path’ or ‘the spiritual path’, but we mustn’t be misled by the 
metaphor. It isn’t that the spiritual path is fixed and rigid, and we just go up it; or 
that we move but the path remains stationary. The path itself grows, just like a 
plant grows, one stage passing over into the next so that there’s a constant 
upward movement.  

 
(What is the Dharma? p.105) 

 
The model of the spiral path that we will study this week has twelve stages, marking 
twelve moments in the way the creative mode of conditionality works in our experience. 
Dependent on one state arises another state that augments the preceding state, in a 
progressive series opening out into infinite freedom. 
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From ignorance to enlightenment: a 23-fold chain of conditions 
  
It has to be admitted that the early Buddhist scriptures contain far more about cessation, 
negation and getting rid of things than about positive aspects of the path. However, there 
are several ways in which the spiritual life is described in positive terms. It is described in 
terms of the cultivation of the boundless states of mettā, compassion, gladness and 
equanimity (the ‘brahmāvihāras’). It is described in terms of the threefold training in 
ethics, meditation and insight. There are also a few discourses that describe an ascending 
series of dependently arisen states, successive stages on the spiral path. One of these 
discourses connects the positive stages of the path directly to the familiar twelve nidānas 
responsible for dukkha, hence showing the complete teaching of samsara and the path to 
nirvana in one sequence of 23 conditions. This unique discourse is called the Upanisā 
Sutta (The Discourse on Secret Causes).31 The Buddha is speaking: 
 

Monks, I say that there is destruction of the pollutants (āsavas) because of 
knowledge and vision, not without knowledge and vision. And because of 
knowledge and vision of what, monks, is there destruction of the pollutants? 
Because of knowledge and vision like this: ‘such is form, such is the arising of 
form, such is the disappearing of form; such is feeling… and so on… such is 
perception… such are formations… such is consciousness, such is the arising of 
consciousness, such is the disappearing of consciousness’; in this way there is the 
destruction of the pollutants. 

 
Now, this knowledge about destruction when there is destruction, monks – I say 
that it has a secret cause (upanisā), not that it is without a secret. And what, 
monks, is the secret of knowledge about destruction? The answer is ‘liberation’. 
 
I say that liberation (vimutti), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of liberation? The answer is ‘dispassion’. 
 
I say that dispassion (virāga), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of dispassion? The answer is 
‘disenchantment’. 
 
I say that disenchantment (nibbidā), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is 
without a secret. And what, monks, is the secret of disenchantment? The answer is 
‘knowledge and vision of reality’. 
 
I say that knowledge and vision of reality (yathābhūtañāṇadassana), monks, has a 
secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And what, monks, is the secret of 
knowledge and vision of reality? The answer is ‘concentration’. 

                                                
31 Saṃyutta Nikāya 12:23. 
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I say that concentration (samādhi), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is 
without a secret. And what, monks, is the secret of concentration? The answer is 
‘bliss’. 
 
I say that bliss (sukha), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of bliss? The answer is ‘tranquillity’. 
 
I say that tranquillity (passaddhi), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without 
a secret. And what, monks, is the secret of tranquillity? The answer is ‘rapture’. 
 
I say that rapture (pīti), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of rapture? The answer is ‘joy’. 
 
I say that joy (pāmojja), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of joy? The answer is ‘faith’. 
 
I say that faith (saddhā), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of faith? The answer is ‘pain’. 
 
I say that pain (dukkha), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of pain? The answer is ‘birth’. 
 
I say that birth (jāti), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of birth? The answer is ‘existence’. 
 
I say that existence (bhava), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of existence? The answer is ‘clinging’. 
 
I say that clinging (upādāna), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of clinging? The answer is ‘craving’. 
 
I say that craving (taṇhā), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of craving? The answer is ‘feeling’… the 
answer is ‘contact’… the answer is ‘the six sense realms’… the answer is ‘name-
and-form’… the answer is ‘consciousness’… the answer is ‘formations’. 
 
I say that formations (saṅkhārā), monks, have a secret cause, not that they are 
without a secret. And what, monks, is the secret of formations? The answer is 
‘ignorance’… 
 
Just as, monks, when it rains huge drops on the tops of mountains, the water 
pouring down the slopes fills up the branching clefts of mountain gullies; the full 
up branching clefts of mountain gullies fill up ponds; the full up ponds fill up 
lakes; the full up lakes fill up streams; the full up streams fill up rivers; and the 
full up rivers fill up the great ocean; likewise, monks, ignorance is the secret of 
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formations, formations are the secret of consciousness, consciousness is the secret 
of name-and-form, name-and-form is the secret of the six sense realms, the six 
sense realms are the secret of contact, contact is the secret of feeling, feeling is 
the secret of craving, craving is the secret of clinging, clinging is the secret of 
existence, existence is the secret of birth, birth is the secret of pain, pain is the 
secret of faith, faith is the secret of joy, joy is the secret of rapture, rapture is the 
secret of tranquillity, tranquillity is the secret of bliss, bliss is the secret of 
concentration, concentration is the secret of knowledge and vision of reality, 
knowledge and vision of reality is the secret of disenchantment, disenchantment is 
the secret of dispassion, dispassion is the secret of liberation, and liberation is the 
secret of knowledge about destruction. 

 
This magnificent vision of the hidden connections between imprisonment and freedom 
starts with the nidānas that belong to samsara. Old age and death, however, are replaced 
here by the one word dukkha. This is shorthand for the phrase “Thus arises this whole 
mass of dukkha” that usually occurs at the end of the twelvefold formulation of 
dependent-arising. The suggestion is that the dukkha of our present experience can, when 
it is held in awareness, be the condition for faith in the Dharma to arise. From this 
beginning in faith we can cultivate a sequence of creative states that constitute the path 
towards freedom. 
  
(We notice in passing that Sangharakshita’s presentation of the spiral path, beginning 
with faith, is represented as emerging from the ‘gap’ between feeling and craving on the 
Wheel of Life. Yet in the sutta above, faith is said to develop from dukkha as the last of 
the twelve links. The difference, however, is a matter of presentation only. All twelve of 
the links of the Wheel of Life are together the conditions for dukkha. Moreover, 
Sangharakshita’s presentation of the path beginning from the ‘gap’ between feeling and 
craving simply emphasises the importance of mindfulness at this crucial juncture in our 
experience.) 
 

Developing faith in the spiritual life 
  

‘Faith’ (saddhā in Pāli, śraddhā in Sanskrit) in Buddhism means confidence and trust – it 
does not mean blind belief. It means faith in the three jewels of the Buddha, the Dharma 
and the Sangha: confidence that the Buddha really was awakened, the Dharma really is 
the way things are, and that some people in the Sangha really are practising the Buddha’s 
teaching. Sangharakshita describes this faith as the response of what is ultimate in us to 
what is ultimate in the universe. Faith can be thought of as the capacity to respond to 
what is truly of value – a capacity inherent in everyone. It can manifest as a delight in 
beauty, as rejoicing in virtue (in both ourselves and others), as a desire for the truth, as a 
respect for spiritual values, and as devotion towards images and symbols that embody 
those ideals. It is manifest in our positive response to anything that exemplifies our 
ideals. 
We are probably used to the idea of faith as emotional assent, as in the way people give 
themselves over to what they believe in. For Buddhists, however, saddhā has broader 
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connotations. It has three aspects: a cognitive or intellectual aspect, an emotional aspect, 
and a volitional aspect. Cognitive or intellectual faith means being convinced by the 
Dharma. It comes by thinking things through; for instance, by reading a Dharma book, 
and by reflecting on it or discussing it. We might experience emotional faith when we are 
moved by and drawn to positive qualities in someone we see living the Buddhist life, or 
perhaps through doing pūja or some other act of devotion. We might also experience a 
heartfelt faith when we long to change or when we have a quiet confidence in the path we 
are following. Volitional faith means being convinced enough to act on our ideals and 
having faith in our capacity to practice the Dharma; it means speaking out against 
injustice as well as meditating every morning no matter how we are feeling. 
 
How does faith develop? It is not necessarily something mysterious, or a matter of grace. 
Faith in the three jewels might start as a hunch or intuition that meditation or Buddhism 
has something to offer us. Faith builds up from there through our experience that the 
Dharma works. Sangharakshita describes the process like this: 
 

What are the grounds of a Buddhist’s faith in the Buddha? They are firstly 
intuition, secondly reason, and thirdly experience… Just as faith grounded in 
intuition has to be tested by faith grounded in reason, so must faith grounded in 
reason be confirmed by faith grounded in experience… Only when, having 
practised his teaching, we ourselves attain to a certain stage of the path, do we 
know beyond all possibility of doubt that the Buddha had himself attained it. Thus 
as we progress from stage to stage our faith becomes more and more firmly fixed 
until, with our own attainment of Enlightenment, it becomes unshakeable.  

 
(A Survey of Buddhism 9th ed. p.322) 

 

Our first attraction to the Dharma is often intuitive. We hear or see something that 
resonates with us and this motivates us to explore further. We might enthusiastically 
throw ourselves into discovering more. At some stage, sooner or later, we start to 
question the teachings we are hearing. We want to clarify what is meant and to weigh 
what others tell us against our own ideas and experience. We may become critical. If we 
can keep questioning in order to discover the truth for ourselves, while maintaining 
momentum in our practice, we are developing faith grounded in reason. Eventually we 
develop some experience of the truth of the Dharma. We have a lived understanding that 
does not depend on borrowed concepts. This is faith grounded in experience. 
  
According to the Upanisā Sutta, faith develops out of dukkha, meaning unhappiness in 
the broadest sense. However, we cannot take this too literally. Clearly dukkha alone is not 
sufficient to bring about faith, or else the whole of humanity would be following a 
spiritual path. The point perhaps is that dukkha is a spur; it reveals the basic insecurity of 
the human condition. Our response to basic dukkha, unpleasant feeling, is generally 
aversion, avoidance and escape. When we bring a quality of mindful awareness to the 
experience of dukkha, however, we begin to open up a gap in which we are able to make 
more reflective and creative choices about how we act on feeling. We might realise that 
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the causes of unhappiness lie as much in ourselves as in the outside world. Our awareness 
of dukkha creates room for faith in the possibility of a path towards freedom. 
  
The path from dukkha to faith manifests in different ways. It may be a sense of 
unsatisfactoriness with the material things in life and a desire to find greater meaning; or 
an accident or serious illness may prompt a desire to live more fully while there is still the 
chance; or the death of someone we love may lead us to search for something to fill the 
gap in our lives. In all cases, there is a restlessness that comes from realising that life is 
not entirely satisfactory and a wish to search for something better. If we succeed in 
hearing the Dharma at this point, then we may develop faith in the three jewels. And with 
faith we may begin to experience the joy (pāmojja) of knowing we are on the right track 
in life. 
 
Developing joy 
  
When you have had a glimpse of what you are looking for then there is a lifting of the 
heart and a natural arising of joy. You have an aim in life, and that by itself brings some 
satisfaction. Because you are more in touch with your values, you are likely to become 
more ethical in your behaviour. So you have a clearer conscience and fewer regrets. This 
is joy. It means being carefree and at peace with oneself. The joy confirms confidence in 
the teaching and so strengthens faith, so that faith and joy are mutually reinforcing. Of 
course, it is not necessarily as straightforward as this. We may have found the Dharma 
and yet not feel joy. 
  
According to the Upanisā Sutta, joy develops out of faith; however, the Upanisā Sutta is 
only one of the discourses that describe progressive stages of the path. In several other 
suttas the path begins, not with dukkha and faith, but with ethics. In one discourse,32 
Ānanda asks the Buddha what the point of virtuous conduct (sīla) might be. The Buddha 
replies that the point and benefit of virtuous conduct (that is, practising ethics, practising 
the precepts) is freedom from remorse, and that the point and benefit of freedom of 
remorse is joy. So another perspective on the spiritual path is that joy arises out of ethical 
living. 
  
So joy also arises out of the freedom from remorse we experience when we are 
established in good ethical practice. Nevertheless, there will be times when we do things 
that we regret. The Buddhist view is that, although it is helpful to feel shame and regret, it 
is important not to be stuck in these states. When you make a mistake, you need to admit 
it, try to make up for it, and resolve not to do it again. Sangharakshita describes one way 
of doing this: 
 

If one feels weighed down by an unskilful thing one has done, large or small, one 
can just stand in front of the shrine and bow to the image of the Buddha, and then 
think it all over and say to oneself, “What a fool I’ve been. I shouldn’t have done 

                                                
32 Anguttara Nikāya 10:1. There is a translation available in the Appendix. 
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that, I really am sorry.” (This is especially important if what you have done has 
involved hurting someone else.) Then you say to yourself, “All right, I won’t do it 
again. I shall be very careful, I shall watch myself, I’ll be aware, I’ll be mindful.” 
And then you recite some texts, try to focus your mind on the Buddha’s teaching, 
try to recollect the ideal, burn some candles if you like, light some incense, and in 
this way purge your mind of remorse and restore your clear conscience, your state 
of joy.  
 

(What is the Dharma? p.112) 
 
In this way, even though our ethical practice is not perfect, we can make amends, re-
establish ourselves in freedom from remorse, and again experience the joy of having a 
clear conscience. 
  
In the Dasuttara Sutta,33 the stages of the path begin with wise attention (yoniso 
manasikāra). Manasikāra literally means ‘doing with the mind’, and what we do with our 
minds can be thoughtful and ethical, or not. The word yoniso means ‘wise’ in the sense of 
‘starting from the beginning’ (yoni means ‘womb’), so yoniso manasikāra is the kind of 
wise attention that looks for the basic truths of things. For example, wise attention means 
noticing that most everything is in a state of flux; this means recognising how 
interconnected things are, which works against being simply self-centred. Wise attention 
similarly notices that people have some good qualities even when we have experienced 
their bad side. Unwise attention, on the other hand, means being obsessive and losing 
perspective, like when we are madly in love, or when we are holding a grudge. For many 
of us, wise attention will involve focusing on what we and others do that is kind and 
generous, and appreciating good qualities wherever we see them. This emphasis shows 
the way in which wise attention is connected with both ethics and faith. 
  
We have seen, then, that there are three different conditions given in the early Buddhist 
discourses for the arising of joy on the spiritual path: 
 

 
No doubt other conditions also lend support to this joy. Even if, for whatever reason, we 
do not feel much joy in our lives, the meaning of this stage is that we experience an 

                                                
33 Dīgha Nikāya, sutta 34. 
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emotional sense of having found a path or way; through faith, through ethics, or through 
our thinking, we have arrived at a certain clarity of direction in life. 
 
From joy to happiness 
  
The following stages of the path involve increasing positivity. In dependence upon joy 
comes rapture (in Pāli pīti, in Sanskrit, prīti), an intense, thrilling, ecstatic rapture, so 
powerful it is felt through the whole body as well as in the mind. You might have had 
some experience of such rapture while listening to music, in the beauty of nature, or in 
deep and warm communication with a lover or friend. In the Buddhist context, it is most 
often encountered during meditation, though not limited to it. Rapture has several levels, 
from pleasure to transporting ecstasy: the first level consists merely in the raising of the 
hairs on the body; then comes rapture like flashes of lightning; then there is the rapture 
that breaks over the body in waves; at the fourth level the body levitates; and finally 
rapture is said to pervade the whole body like water filling a cave. Sangharakshita 
explains rapture thus:  
 

To use modern terminology, one could say that rapture comes about as a result of 
the release of blocked energy – energy that is short-circuiting itself, as it were, or 
as if locked up. In the course of one’s spiritual life, especially when one practises 
meditation, these blocks get dissolved. One digs down, one uncovers certain 
depths within oneself; little complexes are resolved, so that energy locked up in 
them is released and surges up. It’s due to this upsurge of energy, felt throughout 
the nervous system as well as the mind, that one experiences priti.  

 
(What is the Dharma? p.115) 

 
In dependence upon rapture, there arises calm, tranquillity, serenity (passaddhi). The 
relatively rough, physical quality of rapture calms down, and what is left is a purely 
emotional and mental experience of calm exhilaration. Even this emotion eventually 
subsides, however, and what is then left is an intense bliss (sukha). This is the happiness 
encountered in meditation as emotions subside. It is the intense well-being left as one 
abandons the five hindrances of sensual desire, ill-will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and 
anxiety, and doubt. 
 
Developing concentration 
 
The happy mind is capable of intense concentration (samādhi). Sangharakshita explains 
this stage of the path like this: 
 

[Concentration] does not mean a forcible fixation of the mind on a single object, 
but a concentration which comes about quite naturally when, in that state of 
intense happiness, all one’s emotional energies are flowing in the same direction. 
In other words, when we are completely happy, when all our emotional energies 
are unified, we are concentrated in the true sense. A concentrated person is a 
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happy person, and a happy person is a concentrated person. The happier we are, 
the longer we shall be able to stay concentrated; and conversely, if we find it 
difficult to concentrate for very long, the reason will be that we are not happy with 
our present state… 
 
This connection between happiness and concentration is illustrated by another 
story from the scriptures. We are told that one day there was a discussion between 
a certain king and the Buddha. The king came to the Buddha to ask him about his 
teaching, and as they talked a question cropped up – the question of which of them 
was happier. Was the Buddha happier than the king, or was the king happier than 
the Buddha? Of course, the king was quite sure that he was the happier of the two 
by far. He said, “Well, look, I’ve got all these palaces, I’ve got this army, I’ve got 
this wealth, I’ve got all these beautiful women. I’m obviously happier than you. 
What have you got? Here you are sitting underneath a tree outside some wretched 
hut. You’ve got a yellow robe and a begging bowl, that’s all. Obviously I’m far 
happier than you.” 

 
But then the Buddha said, “Well let me ask you a question. Tell me, could you sit 
here perfectly still for an hour, enjoying complete and perfect happiness?” The 
king said, “Yes, I suppose I could.”  Whereupon the Buddha said, “All right. 
Could you sit here without moving, enjoying complete and perfect happiness, for 
six hours?” And the king said, “That would be rather difficult.” Then the Buddha 
said, “Could you sit for a whole day and a whole night, without moving, 
absolutely happy the whole time?” And the king had to admit. “No, that would be 
beyond me.” Then the Buddha said, “Well, I could sit here for seven days and 
seven nights without moving, without stirring, all the time experiencing complete 
and perfect happiness without any change, without any diminution whatsoever. So 
I think I must be happier than you.”  
 

(What is the Dharma? p.117–8) 
 
Perhaps we aspire to experience concentration in meditation. The message of these 
teachings on the stages of the path is that concentration will come as we become happier 
and more content, and that this happiness is itself based on developing faith, ethics and 
wise attention. The seeds from which grows a contented and concentrated mind are 
simple acts like doing a kind deed, reading an inspiring text, or paying attention to what 
we appreciate in ourselves or in our friends. 
 
Developing knowledge and vision of reality 
 
Deep concentration is not the end of the Buddhist path. At this stage, the hindrances are 
only in abeyance. It is only by eradicating ignorance that it is possible to obtain lasting 
liberation. This ignorance is eliminated by insight – direct seeing and knowing in 
experience of how things come to be, and how they pass away again. This is not just 
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intellectual understanding. Primarily it comes from clear and undistracted awareness, so it 
is dependent on concentration. 
  
The teaching of the ‘three characteristics of conditioned existence’ (the three lakkhanas, 
or, in Sanskrit, the lakṣanas) gives us a taste of what it is we might directly know and see: 
all conditioned things are impermanent (anicca), unsatisfactory (dukkha) and 
insubstantial (anatta). These characteristics follow from the truth of conditionality. 
Because everything is conditioned, it is always in a state of flux, and changes as 
conditions change. Our bodies, our feelings, our thoughts – everything we experience is 
impermanent and changing. Change means that there is nothing that could provide us 
with lasting and certain happiness, and hence conditioned things are intrinsically 
unsatisfactory. Finally, if things are constantly changing and ultimately unsatisfactory 
they are insubstantial, without a permanent reliable essence or Self. 
  
Once you have penetrated to these truths with your whole being, you are never the same 
again. The vision of existence experienced at this stage in the path is called ‘stream 
entry’, entering the stream that leads ineluctably to complete Enlightenment; it is an 
irreversible vision of reality. A characteristic of a stream entrant is that they have 
unwavering faith in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. So the spiritual path that began 
with faith has reached a certain culmination.  
 
Developing disenchantment and dispassion  
  
These stages of the path marked by disenchantment (nibbidā) and dispassion (virāga) are 
often put together; they are not really separate stages so much as further consequences of 
insight. When we realise how things are not dependable because they are constantly 
changing, we no longer seek after them. There is no longer any wish for gratification of 
desires as they are seen not to lead to any lasting satisfaction. This is disenchantment. 
You may already have some experience of this at some level. For example, when you 
were younger, you may have collected dolls or cars, but at a certain age you could no 
longer see the point. While disenchantment marks the movement away from involvement 
in what used to fascinate or disturb us, dispassion is the state of being detached. It is an 
attitude of relinquishment and consequently of imperturbability. It is certainly not 
incompatible with compassion for beings, but you keep a broad perspective. You no 
longer get caught up emotionally in what you know will change. 
 
Developing liberation and knowledge and vision of destruction  
  
These stages of the path are very close to Enlightenment; in a way they are different 
aspects of the Enlightenment experience. Liberation (vimutti, in Sanskrit, vimukti) means 
complete spiritual freedom. What does this freedom consist in? This is how 
Sangharakshita describes it: 
 

In the earliest Buddhist teaching it is twofold. First there’s cheto-vimukti – 
freedom of mind – which means complete freedom from all subjective emotional 
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and psychological bias, from prejudice, from all psychological conditioning. And 
secondly there’s prajna-vimukti – the ‘freedom of wisdom’ – which means freedom 
from all wrong views, all ignorance, all false philosophy, all opinions.  

(What is the Dharma? p. 123) 
 
Beyond the stage of liberation is the stage of knowing that one is liberated, and that the 
pollutants (āsavas) are destroyed. These ‘pollutants’ are a Buddhist way of indicating the 
most fundamental sources of greed, hate and delusion in experience. There is the 
pollutant of desire for sensual pleasure; the pollutant of craving for any form of 
conditioned existence; and the pollutant that consists in spiritual ignorance. With the 
destruction of these pollutants and the clear knowledge that they are destroyed comes the 
end of the path. This culmination is expressed in a passage common in the early 
scriptures: 
 

He understands as it really is: “This is dukkha, this is the origin of dukkha, this is 
the cessation of dukkha, this is the path to the cessation of dukkha. These are the 
pollutants, this is the origin of the pollutants, this is the cessation of the pollutants. 
This is the path to the cessation of the pollutants.” As he is knowing and seeing 
thus, his mind is liberated from the pollutant of sensuality, from the pollutant of 
existence, and from the pollutant of ignorance. When it is liberated, the knowledge 
arises in him: “It is liberated.” 

 
To talk of ‘knowledge and vision of destruction’ is just one way to talk about the end of 
the spiritual path. How can one put into words the opening out of experience into infinite 
creativity and freedom? Inevitably it is easier to talk of what has been destroyed, given up 
and left behind. The spiral path leads into inconceivable liberation. 
 
Questions for week 5 
 

1. Draw a diagram of a similar form to the one in week 1 for stress, to show which 
conditions help you to feel happier and more contented. Which of these conditions 
are easiest for you to influence? 

 
2. Describe your experience of faith based on thinking, faith based on an emotional 

response and volitional faith. Has the balance changed over time?  
 

3. What is the difference between faith and beliefs? 
 

4. What conditions started you on your spiritual quest? What conditions have been 
helpful to you as you have gone deeper? 

 
5. In your experience, what are the conditions that aid concentration in meditation? 
6. Are there any things that you used to crave but do so no longer as you have 

realised that they are not worth the effort of striving to obtain them? 
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Appendix (written by Dhīvan and Sāgaraghoṣā) 
 

Further study, the Pāli canon, Pāli pronunciation, and some translations 
  

This file offers students of the Dharma Study Course for Mitras some basic information 
about the early Buddhist scriptures, the Pāli canon. This information should be useful not 
only for studying the ‘Nature of Existence 1’ module but for any Dharma study that 
relates to the early scriptures. In addition there are some suggestions for further study. 
 

Suggestions for further study  
  

Here are some suggestions for further study, mainly of Sangharakshita and FWBO 
authors, specifically on the topic of conditionality and paṭicca-samuppāda. The links will 
take you to Free Buddhist Audio, Windhorse Publications or Amazon websites. 
 

Recorded lectures 
 
Sangharakshita – ‘The Psychology of Spiritual Development’ 1967:  

http://tinyurl.com/nvu9ct 

Sangharakshita – ‘Mind – Reactive and Creative’ 1967: 

http://tinyurl.com/ny2dzd 

Sangharakshita – ‘The Meaning of the Dharma’ 1968: 

http://tinyurl.com/nwvuqo 
 
Sangharakshita – ‘A Vision of Human Existence’ 1976: 

http://tinyurl.com/nsblpq 

Sangharakshita – ‘The Twenty-Four Nidanas’ 1994: 

http://tinyurl.com/ox4sdy 

Various Order Members – ‘Pratitya Samutpada’ 2006: 

http://tinyurl.com/nrn7mx 

 
Written materials 
 
Sangharakshita – Buddhism as Philosophy and Religion: 

http://tinyurl.com/nan338 

Sangharakshita – A Survey of Buddhism, 9th ed., Windhorse, 2001; ch. 1 secs. 11–14 

http://tinyurl.com/mbjqyn 
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Sangharakshita – The Three Jewels, 4th ed., Windhorse, 1998; chs. 10–14: 

http://tinyurl.com/le8yec 

Sangharakshita – ‘Mind – Reactive and Creative’ in Buddha Mind, Windhorse 2001: 

http://tinyurl.com/kk53vn 

Transcript: http://tinyurl.com/mgfcse 
 
Sangharakshita – What is the Dharma?, Windhorse, 1998; chs. 1, 2 & 7: 

http://tinyurl.com/yuv9d5 

Sangharakshita – A Guide to the Buddhist Path, 2nd ed., Windhorse, 1998; pp.71–95: 

http://tinyurl.com/kqls52 

Subhuti – Sangharakshita: A New Voice in the Buddhist tradition, Windhorse, 1994; ch. 

3: http://tinyurl.com/mtjrmf 

Kulananda – The Wheel of Life, Windhorse, 2001: 

http://tinyurl.com/ldrc2r 

Joanna Macy – Mutual Causality in Buddhism and General Systems Theory, State 

University of New York Press, 1991: 

http://tinyurl.com/lku4de 
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The Pāli canon 
 
After the Buddha died, it is said that the early Buddhist sangha of monks and nuns 
gathered together (at the first communal recitation or ‘council’) to share everything that 
they remembered that the Blessed One had taught. Some years later there was a second 
communal recitation in which the monks and nuns again gathered to remember and 
organise the teachings. Gradually, all this material was sorted into three piṭakas or 
‘baskets’: 
 

1. The sutta piṭaka or basket of discourses, mainly containing records of the doctrinal 
teachings of the Buddha and his enlightened disciples; its five main divisions are: 
 
— Dīgha Nikāya or collection of 36 long discourses. 

— Majjhima Nikāya or collection of 152 middle length discourses. 

— Saṃyutta Nikāya or collection of discourses arranged in 56 topics (saṃyuttas). 

— Aṅguttara Nikāya or collection of discourses arranged numerically (ones, twos, 
etc. up to elevens). 
 

— Kuddhaka Nikāya or miscellaneous collection of various works, short 
discourses and poetry, like Dhammapada and Sutta-Nipāta. 

 
2. The vinaya piṭaka or basket of discipline, mainly concerned with the detailed rules 

governing the way of life of the bhikkhus and bhikkunis. 
 

3. The abhidharma piṭaka or basket of further teachings, highly schematised lists and 
formulae concerning dharmas or the elements of reality. 

 
These three baskets are called tipaṭaka or in Sanskrit tripiṭaka. The tipiṭaka was initially 
written down in a number of Indian languages, because the Buddha had expressly said 
that the Dharma should be taught to people in their own language. However, after the 
demise of Buddhism in India (by the 12th c. CE), only the whole canon written in the Pāli 
language survived. 
  
So now the Pāli canon is the only surviving complete collection of the early Buddhist 
scriptures in the three baskets. It has been preserved by the Theravāda tradition in Sri 
Lanka, Burma and Thailand, and in the 19th and 20th centuries printed in Roman script 
by the Pāli Text Society. In the following pages you will find guidance on pronunciation 
and translations. 
 
For more information, see Sangharakshita, The Eternal Legacy Windhorse, 1985, chs. 4 
& 5; Andrew Skilton, A Concise History of Buddhism Windhorse, 1994, ch.9. 
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Pronunciation guide for Pāli and Sanskrit 

(Based on Andrew Skilton, A Concise History of Buddhism, Windhorse, 1994, p.4) 

The vowels are pronounced as in the following words:  
 

a as in cut ā as in cart i as in kick ī as in keep 

u as in soot ū as in suit e as in hay ai as in high 

o as in oat au as in out 

The pronunciation of the semi-vowel ṛ is similar to the ‘r’ sound in words like ‘trip’ or 
‘pretty’, but with some rolling of the sound. 
 
The consonants correspond to their English equivalents, with the following 
qualifications: 
 

g as in god  c as in church j as in jay 

ṭ and ḍ as English t and d, but with the tongue tip curled up and backwards against               
the roof of the mouth.  

 
t and d as in English t and d, but with the tongue tip against the back of the upper 
front teeth.  
 
ś and ṣ as in sh 

The nasal sounds, i.e. ṅ, ñ, ṇ, n, and m: before a consonant they make the natural 
spontaneous nasal sound associated with that consonant: 
 

ṅk as in trunk  ṅg as in sang   ñc as in crunch ñj as in binge 

ṇṭ or nt as in tent, but with the above distinctions between ṭ and t. 

ṇḍ or nd as in bend, but with the above distinctions between ḍ and d. 

mp as in pimp  mb as in bimbo 

 
The anusvara, ṃ (sometimes written ṁ), is a pure nasal and can replace any of the above 
sounds.  
 
Before vowels: 
 

ṅ does not occur ñ as in banyan  ṇ and n as in nit, but with the same 
distinction as between ṭ or ḍ and t and d.  m as in mope 

 
The aspirated consonants are those which are shown followed immediately by the letter 
‘h’, for example: gh, ch, th, ṭh, etc., and should be pronounced as indicated, but with an 
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audible out-breath. Note that th is not pronounced as in ‘there’ or ‘thick’ but like the ‘th’ 
in hothouse, and ph is not pronounced as in ‘pheasant’ but like the ‘ph’ in mophead.  
 
Doubled consonants are pronounced as such: 
 

sadda as in sled-dog  the combination kṣ as in duck-shoot 
 
Translations of the Pāli canon 
 
There is an enormous amount of information about the Pāli canon, together with 
translations of many discourses, on the Access to Insight website at 
www.accesstoinsight.com. This tremendous resource is offered free of charge (in the 
spirit of dāna or generosity) by an American Theravādin Buddhist. Many of the 
translations are by the American bhikkhu, Ven. Thanissaro, and something to note is that 
he regularly translates dukkha as ‘stress’ and nirvana (nibbāna) as ‘Unbinding’. Although 
these translation decisions are explained on the website, and have their merits, they may 
catch out the unwary and make the translations look more unfamiliar than they need to.  
 
Otherwise, reliable print translations of the sutta piṭaka of the Pāli canon are as follows: 
 

• Dīgha Nikāya – The Long Discourses of the Buddha trans. Maurice Walshe, 
Wisdom, 1995. 
 

• Majjhima Nikāya – The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha trans. Bhikkhu 
Ñāṇamoḷi and Bhiikkhu Bodhi, Wisdom, 1995. 
 

• Saṃyutta Nikāya – The Connected Discourse of the Buddha trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi, 
Wisdom 2000. 
 

• Aṅguttara Nikāya – Numerical Discourses of the Buddha trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi 
and Ven. Nyanaponika, AltaMira Press, 2000. N.B. This is an anthology of around 
10% of the Aṅguttara Nikāya; Bhikkhu Bodhi is working on a complete 
translation. 
 

• Khuddhaka Nikāya – The ‘miscellaneous collection’ includes famous works such 
as: 

 
o Dhammapada: the Way of Truth trans. Sangharakshita, Windhorse, 2001. 

o The Udāna & The Itivuttaka trans. John D. Ireland, BPS, 1997. 

o The Sutta-Nipāta trans. Saddhatissa, Curzon Press, 1986. 

• Three excellent anthologies from the Pāli scriptures are: Sayings of the Buddha 
trans. Rupert Gethin, Oxford University Press, 2008. 
 

• In the Words of the Buddha trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Wisdom, 2005. 
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• The Life of the Buddha trans. Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli, 3rd ed. BPS, 1992. 

Some discourses on conditionality 
 
The Buddha’s teachings on conditionality are spread throughout the sutta and vinaya 
piṭakas. Here we include full and annotated translations of four important discourses on 
the theme of conditionality, all of which are mentioned or included in part in the study 
materials, in new translations by Dhīvan. There are: 
 

• Secret Causes: the Upanisā Sutta, Saṃyutta Nikāya 12:23 – the 23 nidānas of both 
the Wheel of Life and the spiral path. 

 
• What is the Point? Anguttara Nikāya 10:1 – another presentation of the stages of 

the spiral path. 
 

• Is it Necessary to be Wilfull? Anguttara Nikāya 10:2 – another presentation of the 
same stages. 

 
• The Great Explanation: the Mahānidāna Sutta, Dīgha Nikāya 15 – the fullest 

single discussion of nine of the twelve nidānas in the discourses, plus a discussion 
of how people have ideas about the Self. 
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S 12:23 PTS ii 29, Upanisā Sutta 
 
Secret Causes34 
 
Living at Savatthi. Monks, I say that there is destruction of the pollutants (āsavas) 
because of knowledge and vision, not without knowledge and vision. And because of 
knowledge and vision of what, monks, is there destruction of the pollutants? Because of 
knowledge and vision like this: ‘such is form, such is the arising of form, such is the 
disappearing of form; such is feeling35… and so on… such is perception… such are 
formations… such is consciousness, such is the arising of consciousness, such is the 
disappearing of consciousness;’ in this way there is the destruction of the pollutants. 
 
Now, this knowledge about destruction (khaye ñānaṃ) when there is destruction 
(khayasmiṃ), monks – I say that it has a secret cause (upanisā), not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of knowledge about destruction? The answer is 
‘liberation’. 
 
I say that liberation (vimutti), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of liberation? The answer is ‘dispassion’. 
 
I say that dispassion (virāga), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of dispassion? The answer is ‘disenchantment’. 
 
I say that disenchantment (nibbidā), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of disenchantment? The answer is ‘knowledge and 
vision of reality’. 
 
I say that knowledge and vision of reality (yathābhūtañāṇadassana), monks, has a secret 
cause, not that it is without a secret. And what, monks, is the secret of knowledge and 
vision of reality? The answer is ‘concentration’. 
 
I say that concentration (samādhi), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of concentration? The answer is ‘bliss’. 
 
I say that bliss (sukha), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of bliss? The answer is ‘tranquillity’. 
 
I say that tranquillity (passadhi), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of tranquillity? The answer is ‘rapture’. 

                                                
34 The commentary glosses upanisā as kāraṇa ‘cause’ and paccaya ‘condition’, and it is usually translated ‘prerequisite’, 
‘supporting condition’, etc. However, Aśvaghoṣa uses the Sanskrit upaniṣad in a close parallel to this sutta at 
Saundararanda 13:22-26, and I have followed Linda Covill’s translation of upaniṣad as ‘secret’ here (Handsome Nanda, 
Clay Sanskrit Library 2007, p.247). Translating upanisā as ‘secret’ also has the merit of linking to the original meaning of 
upaniṣad in the Upaniṣads: ‘hidden connection’ (see Patrick Olivelle, trans., The Early Upaniṣads OUP 1998 p.24). Some 
vestige of this may have been intended in the Pāli. 
35 The following elisions follow those in the Pāli. 
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I say that rapture (pīti), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of rapture? The answer is ‘joy’. 
 
I say that joy (pamojja), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of joy? The answer is ‘faith’. 
 
I say that faith (saddhā), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of faith? The answer is ‘pain’. 
 
I say that pain (dukkha), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of pain? The answer is ‘birth’. 
 
I say that birth (jāti), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And what, 
monks, is the secret of birth? The answer is ‘existence’. 
 
I say that existence (bhava), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of existence? The answer is ‘clinging’. 
 
I say that clinging (upādāna), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. 
And what, monks, is the secret of clinging? The answer is ‘craving’. 
 
I say that craving (taṅhā), monks, has a secret cause, not that it is without a secret. And 
what, monks, is the secret of craving? The answer is ‘feeling’36… the answer is 
‘contact’… the answer is ‘the six sense realms’… the answer is ‘name-and-form’… the 
answer is ‘consciousness’… the answer is ‘formations’. 
 
I say that formations (saṅkhārā), monks, have a secret cause, not that they are without a 
secret. And what, monks, is the secret of formations? The answer is ‘ignorance’. 
 
So, monks, ignorance is the secret of formations, formations are the secret of 
consciousness, consciousness is the secret of name-and-form, name-and-form is the secret 
of the six sense realms, the six sense realms are the secret of contact, contact is the secret 
of feeling, feeling is the secret of craving, craving is the secret of clinging, clinging is the 
secret of existence, existence is the secret of birth, birth is the secret of pain, pain is the 
secret of faith, faith is the secret of joy, joy is the secret of rapture, rapture is the secret of 
tranquillity, tranquillity is the secret of bliss, bliss is the secret of concentration, 
concentration is the secret of knowledge and vision of reality, knowledge and vision of 
reality is the secret of disenchantment, disenchantment is the secret of dispassion, 
dispassion is the secret of liberation, and liberation is the secret of knowledge about 
destruction. 
 
Just as, monks, when it rains huge drops on the tops of mountains, the water pouring 
down the slopes fills up (paripūreti) the branching clefts of mountain gullies; the full up 

                                                
36 The following elisions follow those in the Pāli. 
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branching clefts of mountain gullies fill up ponds; the full up ponds fill up lakes; the full 
up lakes fill up streams; the full up streams fill up rivers; and the full up rivers fill up the 
great ocean;37 likewise, monks, ignorance is the secret of formations, formations are the 
secret of consciousness, consciousness is the secret of name-and-form, name-and-form is 
the secret of the six sense realms, the six sense realms are the secret of contact, contact is 
the secret of feeling, feeling is the secret of craving, craving is the secret of clinging, 
clinging is the secret of existence, existence is the secret of birth, birth is the secret of 
pain, pain is the secret of faith, faith is the secret of joy, joy is the secret of rapture, 
rapture is the secret of tranquillity, tranquillity is the secret of bliss, bliss is the secret of 
concentration, concentration is the secret of knowledge and vision of reality, knowledge 
and vision of reality is the secret of disenchantment, disenchantment is the secret of 
dispassion, dispassion is the secret of liberation, and liberation is the secret of knowledge 
about destruction.  
 

© Dhivan 2009 

                                                
37 ‘Fills up’ as a translation of paripūreti unfortunately fails to capture the word-play in the Pāli, in which paripūreti also 
means ‘fulfils’ in the sense of ‘brings to perfection’. Hence in A 10:2 PTS v.3–4, in relation to just the same sequence of 
positive states: ‘Thus, monks, states (dhammā) as it were overflow (abhisandenti) into states, states as it were fulfil 
(paripūrenti) states, in order to go from here to the beyond (apārā paraṃ gamanāya).’ 
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A 10:1 PTS v 1, What is the Point? 
 
Thus have I heard. Once the Blessed One was living at Savatthi, in the Jeta Grove, in 
Anathapindika’s Park. The Venerable Ananda approached the Blessed One, and having 
approached and bowed sat to one side. Then, while he sat to one side, Ananda said this to 
the Blessed One: 
  

“What is the point,38 Lord, of virtuous conduct (kusalāni sīlāni)? What is the 
benefit39 of it?” 

  
“Freedom from remorse (avippaṭisāra), Ananda, is the point of virtuous conduct. 
Freedom from remorse is the benefit.” 

  
“But what is the value, Lord, of freedom from remorse? What advantage does it 
hold?” 

  
“The value of freedom from remorse, Ananda, is joy (pāmojja). Joy is the 
advantage.” 
 

 “But what point does joy have, Lord? What is the benefit of that?” 
 
 “The point of joy is rapture (pīti), Ananda. Rapture is the benefit.” 
 
 “But, Lord, is there any meaning in rapture; any reward in it?” 
 
 “The meaning and reward of rapture, Ananda, is tranquillity (passadhi).” 
 
 “But does tranquillity have any purpose and advantage, Lord?” 
 
 “Bliss (sukha), Ananda, is the purpose and advantage of tranquillity.” 
 
 “But what point and benefit, Lord, does bliss possess?” 
 

“Concentration (samādhi) is the point, Ananda, of bliss. Concentration is its 
benefit.” 
 

 “But, Lord, what is the purpose of concentration? What is its reward?” 
 

“The purpose and reward of concentration, Ananda, is knowledge and vision of 
reality (yathābhūtañānadassana).” 

                                                
38 The word attha means ‘point’, ‘purpose’, ‘value’ and ‘meaning’, and I have rung the changes in what follows to exploit 
the various connotations presumably intended by the Buddha. 
39 The word anisaṃsa means ‘benefit’, ‘advantage’ and ‘reward’, and I have similarly employed these alternatives for the 
sake of a more interesting reading in English. 
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“What value does knowledge and vision of reality have, Lord? What is its 
benefit?” 
 
“Ananda, the value of knowledge and vision of reality is dispassion (virāga) and 
disenchantment (nibbidā), and these are its benefits.” 
 

 “And, Lord, what is the purpose and benefit of dispassion and disenchantment?” 
 

“Knowledge and vision of liberation (vimuttiñānadassana), Ananda, is the purpose 
and benefit of dispassion and disenchantment.  
 
So, Ananda, the point and benefit of virtuous conduct is freedom from remorse; 
the point and benefit of freedom from remorse is joy; the point and benefit of joy 
is rapture; the point and benefit of rapture is tranquillity; the point and benefit of 
tranquillity is bliss; the point and benefit of bliss is concentration; the point and 
benefit of concentration is knowledge and vision of reality; the point and benefit 
of knowledge and vision of reality is dispassion and disenchantment; the point and 
benefit of dispassion and disenchantment is knowledge and vision of liberation. 
So, Ananda, good conduct leads gradually to the very highest state.” 

 
© Dhīvan 2009 
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A 10:2 PTS v 2, Is it Necessary to be Wilful? 
 
“For someone who is ethical, monks, someone established in virtuous conduct, it is not 
necessary to be wilful,40 wishing, ‘may I have freedom from remorse.’ It is natural 
(dhammatā), monks, that for someone who is ethical and who is established in virtuous 
conduct that freedom from remorse arises. 
 
“For someone who is free from remorse, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, wishing, 
‘may I feel joy.’ It is natural, monks, that in someone who is free from remorse joy is 
born. 
 
“For someone who is joyful, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, wishing, ‘may I feel 
rapture.’ It is natural, monks, that for someone who is joyful rapture arises. 
 
“For someone whose mind is rapturous, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, wishing, 
‘may my body calm down.’ It is natural, monks, that for someone whose mind is 
rapturous their body calms down. 
 
“For someone whose body has calmed down, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, 
wishing, ‘may I experience bliss.’ It is natural, monks, that for someone whose body has 
calmed down they experience bliss. 
 
“For someone whose is blissful, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, wishing ‘may my 
mind become concentrated.’ It is natural, monks, that for someone who is blissful their 
mind becomes concentrated. 
 
“For someone who is concentrated, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, wishing, ‘may 
I know and see reality.’ It is natural, monks, that for someone who is concentrated they 
know and see reality. 
 
“For someone who knows and sees reality, monks, it is not necessary to be wilful, 
wishing, ‘may I be disenchanted, may I be dispassionate.’ It is natural, monks, that 
someone knowing and seeing reality is disenchanted and dispassionate. 
 
“For someone who has become disenchanted and dispassionate, monks, it is not necessary 
to be wilful, wishing, ‘may I realize the knowing and seeing of liberation.’ It is natural, 
monks, that someone who has become disenchanted and dispassionate realizes the 
knowing and seeing of liberation. 
 
“So, monks, disenchantment and dispassion have knowledge and vision of liberation as 
their meaning and reward; knowledge and vision of reality has disenchantment and 
dispassion as its meaning and reward; concentration has knowledge and vision of reality 
as its meaning and reward; bliss has concentration as its meaning and reward; tranquillity 
has bliss as its meaning and reward; rapture has tranquillity as its meaning and reward; 
                                                
40 The phrase ‘it is not necessary to be wilful’ translates na cetanāya karaṇīyaṃ. 
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joy has rapture as its meaning and reward; freedom from remorse has joy as its meaning 
and reward; virtuous conduct has freedom from remorse as its meaning and reward. In 
this way, monks, states overflow into states, states fulfill states, in order to go from here 
to the beyond.” 
 

© Dhīvan 2009 
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D 14 PTS ii.55, Mahānidāna Sutta 

The Great Explanation41 
 
Introduction 
 

1. [55]42 Thus have I heard. At one time the Blessed One was living among the 
Kurus, in a Kuru town called Kammāssadhamma. The Venerable Ānanda 
approached the Blessed One and having greeted him sat to one side. Then 
while sitting to one side Venerable Ānanda said this: 

 
“It is wonderful, Bhante, it is marvellous, how deep and profound is this 
dependent arising, though to me it seems quite plain.” 

 
“Do not say that, Ānanda, do not say that. This dependent arising is deep and 
profound. It is from not understanding and penetrating this dharma that people 
have become like a tangle of string covered in mould and matted like grass, 
unable to escape from saṃsāra with its miseries, disasters and bad destinies.”43 

 
Summary of nine nidāna chain in reverse order 
 

2. “Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Do age and death (jarāmaraṇam) arise due 
to a particular condition?’, the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to 
ask, ‘Due to what condition is there age and death?’ the reply should be, ‘From 
birth as condition is there age and death.’” 

  
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does birth (jāti) arise due to a particular 
condition?’, [56] the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, ‘Due to 
what condition is there birth?’ the reply should be, ‘From existence as 
condition is there birth.’” 

  
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does existence (bhava) arise due to a 
particular condition?’, the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 
‘Due to what condition is there existence?’ the reply should be, ‘From grasping 
as condition is there existence.’” 

 
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does clinging (upādāna) arise due to a 
particular condition?’, the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 

                                                
41 This title is suggested by Jurewicz 2000, p.100. Nidāna, as well as meaning ‘cause’ or ‘connection’, means ‘source’ or 
‘explanation’. It is an old Vedic term used to designate the underlying ontological connection between appearance and 
reality, the hidden reality behind phenomena. The word upaniṣad is an equivalent. For the Vedic thinkers, this nidāna or 
upaniṣad is the ātman or Self which is the brahman or truth of things. In the present sutta, the Buddha demonstrates his own 
‘great explanation’ of reality: that there is no ātman at all but just paṭiccasamuppāda, dependent arising. 
42 Figures in square brackets show the page number in the PTS ed. of the Pāli. 
43 This opening section also occurs at S 12.60 (ii.92). There, the Buddha goes on to teach Ananda that contemplating 
gratification in things that can be clung to increases craving, and with craving as condition arises clinging and so on; from 
contemplating the danger in things that can be clung to, craving ceases, and with the cessation of craving, clinging ceases 
and so on. Arising is compared to the growth of a tree, ceasing to felling and burning it. 
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‘Due to what condition is there grasping?’ the reply should be, ‘From craving 
as condition is there grasping.’” 

  
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does craving (taṇhā) arise due to a 
particular condition?’ the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 
‘Due to what condition is there craving?’, the reply should be, ‘From feeling as 
condition is there craving.’” 

  
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does feeling (vedanā) arise due to a 
particular condition?’ the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 
‘Due to what condition is there feeling?’, the reply should be, ‘From contact as 
condition is there feeling.’” 

  
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does contact (phassa) arise due to a 
particular condition?’ the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 
‘Due to what condition is there contact?’, the reply should be, ‘From name and 
form as condition is there contact.’” 

 
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Do name and form (nāmarūpa) arise due to 
a particular condition?’ the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 
‘Due to what condition is there name and form?’, the reply should be, ‘From 
consciousness as condition is there name and form.’” 

  
“Ānanda, if someone were to ask, ‘Does consciousness (viññāna) arise due to a 
particular condition?’ the reply should be, ‘Yes’. If that person were to ask, 
‘Due to what condition is there consciousness?’, the reply should be, ‘From 
name and form as condition is there consciousness.’” 

 
Statement of nine nidāna chain in forward order 
 

3. “So, Ānanda, from name and form as condition there is consciousness; from 
consciousness as condition there is name and form; from name and form as 
condition there is contact; from contact as condition there is feeling; from 
feeling as condition there is craving; from craving as condition there is 
clinging; from clinging as condition there is existence; from existence as 
condition there is birth; from birth as condition there is age and death; from 
age and death as condition arise grief, [57] sorrow, pain, misery and despair. 
This is the origin of this whole mass of pain (dukkha).” 

 
Analysis of nidānas in reverse order: age and death to feeling 
 

4. “When I said, ‘From birth as condition there is age and death,’ Ānanda, then it 
should be understood in this way. From birth as condition there is age and 
death: if there were no birth, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything – of gods to 
the god-state, of heavenly beings into a heavenly state, of demons into a 
demonic state, of ghosts into a ghostly state, of human beings into the human 
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state, of animals into the animal state, of birds into the state of birds, of 
reptiles into the reptilian state; if, Ānanda, there were no birth of any beings 
whatever into any state, then, when there is no birth at all, and from the 
cessation of birth,44 would age and death be discerned?” 

  
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

  
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause (hetu), the source (nidāna), the 
origin (samudaya), the condition (paccaya) of age and death – namely, birth.” 

 
5. “When I said, ‘From existence as condition there is birth,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. From existence as condition there is birth: if 
there were no existence, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything – existence 
through desire (kāma), existence through form (rūpa), or existence without 
form (arūpa) – then, when there is no existence at all, and from the cessation 
of existence, would birth be discerned?” 

  
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of birth – namely, existence.” 

 
6. “When I said, ‘From clinging as condition there is existence,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. From clinging as condition there is 
existence: if there were no clinging, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, to anything [58] 
– clinging to desires (kāma), clinging to views (diṭṭhi),  clinging to rites and 
rituals (sīlabbata), or clinging to a teaching about the Self (attavāda) – then, 
when there is no clinging at all, and from the cessation of clinging, would 
existence be discerned?” 

  
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

  
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of existence – namely, clinging.” 

 
7. “When I said, ‘From craving as condition there is clinging,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. From craving as condition there is clinging: 
if there were no craving, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything – craving for 
forms, craving for sounds, craving for smells, craving for tastes, craving for 
physical contact, craving for thoughts (dhamma), – then, when there is no 
craving at all, and from the cessation of craving, would clinging be 
discerned?” 

                                                
44 The form of words here, sabbasa jātiyā asati, jāti-nirodhā, ‘when there is no birth at all, from the cessation of birth,’ uses 
the form of words of parts of the cessation half of the general formula of conditionality, thus showing how the relation of 
specific factors is an exemplification of the general formula. 
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“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
  

“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of clinging – namely, craving.” 

 
8. “When I said, ‘From feeling as condition there is craving,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. From feeling as condition there is craving: if 
there were no feeling, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything – feeling born of 
eye-contact, feeling born of ear-contact, feeling born of nose-contact, feeling 
born of tongue-contact, feeling born of body-contact, feeling born of mind-
contact – then, when there is no feeling at all, and from the cessation of 
feeling, would craving be discerned?” 

  
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

  
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of craving – namely, feeling.” 

 
Digression: secondary nidāna chain from feeling  
 

9. “Moreover, Ānanda, craving is dependent on feeling, seeking (pariyesanā) is 
dependent on craving, gain (lābha) is dependent on seeking, decision 
(vinicchaya) is dependent on gain, desire and greed (chanda-rāga) are 
dependent on decision, relishing (ajjhosānaṃ) is dependent on desire and 
greed, grasping (pariggaha) is dependent on relishing, selfishness 
(macchariyaṃ) is dependent on grasping, guarding (ārakkha) is dependent on 
selfishness, [59] and because of guarding there are many evil unwholesome 
things – the taking up of sticks and swords, quarrels (kalaha), strife (viggaha), 
disputes (vivāda), arguing, slander and lies.”45 

 
10. “When I said, ‘Because of guarding there are many evil unwholesome things – 

the taking up of sticks and swords, quarrels, strife, disputes, arguing, slander 
and lies,’ Ānanda, then it should be understood in this way. Because of 
guarding there are many evil unwholesome things – the taking up of sticks and 
swords, quarrels, strife, disputes, arguing, slander and lies: if there were no 
guarding, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything, then, when there is no 
guarding at all, and from the cessation of guarding, would there be so many 
evil unwholesome things – would the taking up of sticks and swords, quarrels, 
strife, disputes, arguing, slander and lies be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 

                                                
45 This sub-sequence of nidānas is related to the Kalahavivāda Sutta, Sn 862–77, where some of the phenomena of social 
disquiet, which are here part of a digression starting from feeling and craving, are discussed in relation to name and form, 
contact, feeling and craving. 
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“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of so many evil unwholesome things – of the taking up of sticks and swords, 
quarrels, strife, disputes, arguing, slander and lies – namely, guarding.” 

 
11. “When I said, ‘Because of selfishness there is guarding,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. Because of selfishness there is guarding: if 
there were no selfishness, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, about anything, then, 
when there is no selfishness at all, and from the cessation of selfishness, would 
guarding be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of guarding, namely, selfishness.” 

 
12. “When I said, ‘Because of grasping there is selfishness,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. Because of grasping there is selfishness: if 
there were no grasping, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything, then, when 
there is no grasping at all, and from the cessation of grasping, would 
selfishness be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of selfishness, namely, grasping.” 

 
13. “When I said, ‘Because of relishing there is grasping,’ Ānanda, then it should 

be understood in this way. Because of relishing there is grasping: [60] if there 
were no relishing, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything, then, when there is 
no relishing at all, and from the cessation of relishing, would grasping be 
discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of grasping, namely, relishing.” 

 
14. “When I said, ‘Because of desire and greed there is relishing,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. Because of desire and greed there is 
relishing: if there were no desire and greed, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, for 
anything, then, when there is no desire and greed at all, and from the cessation 
of desire and greed, would relishing be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
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“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of relishing, namely, desire and greed.” 

 
15. “When I said, ‘Because of decision there is desire and greed,’ Ānanda, then it 

should be understood in this way. Because of decision there is desire and 
greed: if there were no decision, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, about anything, 
then, when there is no decision at all, and from the cessation of decision, 
would desire and greed be discerned?” [61] 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of desire and greed, namely, decision.” 

 
16. “When I said, ‘Because of gain there is decision,’ Ānanda, then it should be 

understood in this way. Because of gain there is decision: if there were no 
gain, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything, then, when there is no gain at all, 
and from the cessation of gain, would decision be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of decision, namely, gain.” 

 
17. “When I said, “Because of seeking there is gain,” Ānanda, then it should be 

understood in this way. Because of seeking there is gain: if there were no 
seeking, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything, then, when there is no seeking 
at all, and from the cessation of seeking, would gain be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of gain, namely, seeking.” 

 
18. “When I said, ‘Because of craving there is seeking,’ Ānanda, then it should be 

understood in this way. Because of craving there is seeking: if there were no 
craving, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything – craving for pleasures (kāma), 
craving for existence (bhava), craving for non-existence (vibhava) – then, 
when there is no craving at all, and from the cessation of craving, would 
seeking be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
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“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of seeking, namely, craving. So, Ānanda, these two teachings46 though 
divergent have a common origin (eka-samosaraṇā) in feeling.” [62] 

 
Analysis of nidānas in reverse order: feeling to consciousness 
 

19. “When I said, ‘From contact as condition there is feeling,’ Ānanda, then it 
should be understood in this way. From contact as condition there is feeling: if 
there were no contact, Ānanda, at all, anywhere, of anything – eye-contact, 
ear-contact, nose-contact, tongue-contact, body-contact, mind-contact – then, 
when there is no contact at all, and from the cessation of contact, would feeling 
be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of feeling – namely, contact.” 

 
20. “When I said, ‘From name and form as condition there is contact,’ Ānanda, 

then it should be understood in this way. From name and form as condition 
there is contact: when those properties, features, signs and indications do not 
exist – through which properties, features, signs and indications there is the 
idea (paññatti) of what belongs to the category of name (nāma-kāya) – would 
designation-contact (adhivacana-samphassa) with regard to what belongs to 
the category of material form (rūpa-kāya) be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“When those properties, features, signs and indications do not exist – through 
which properties, features, signs and indications there is the idea of what 
belongs to the category of material form – would resistance-contact (paṭigha-
samphassa) with regard to what belongs to the category of name be 
discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“When those properties, features, signs and indications do not exist – through 
which properties, features, signs and indications there is the idea of name and 
form – would contact be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
                                                
46 I take ‘these two teachings’ (ime dve dhammā) to refer to the two chains of nidānas just described, both of which include 
craving (defined differently in each) and both of which hence depend on feeling. The Commentary, however, takes dhammā 
to refer to two sorts of craving, craving which is a root of the round and obsessional craving (Bodhi 1984, pp.58, 94). 
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“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of contact, namely, name and form.” 

 
21. “When I said, ‘From consciousness as condition there is name and form,’ [63] 

Ānanda, then it should be understood in this way. From consciousness as 
condition there is name and form: should consciousness not descend into a 
mother’s womb, would name and form arise in a mother’s womb?” 

  
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 

 
“Should consciousness, Ānanda, once it has descended into the mother’s womb 
turn aside then would name and form be produced in this state of existence?” 
 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
 
“Should consciousness, Ānanda, of someone young be cut off, a boy or a girl, 
then would name and form come to increase, growth and development?” 
 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the cause, the source, the origin, the condition 
of name and form, namely, consciousness.” 

 
22. “When I said, ‘From name and form as condition there is consciousness,’ 

Ānanda, then it should be understood in this way. From name and form as 
condition there is consciousness: should consciousness not get hold of a 
foundation in name and form, would the origination of birth, age, death and 
pain in the future be discerned?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
 
“Therefore, Ānanda, just this is the case, the source, the origin, the condition 
of consciousness, namely, name and form. To the extent that one is born, 
grows old, dies, falls away and re-arises, to that extent there is a path (patha) 
for designation (adhivacana), a path for language (nirutti), a path for ideas 
(paññatti), a domain for understanding (paññā), to that extent the round turns 
[64] to prompt an understanding of this state of existence, namely, that there is 
name and form together with consciousness.” 

 
Ways in which one has ideas about the Self 
 

23. “In what ways, Ānanda, does someone having ideas about the Self (attā)47 do 
so? Having the idea that the Self is material (rūpī) and limited (paritta) one has 

                                                
47 ‘Self’ is capitalised to denote the implication of permanence in attā. 
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this idea by thinking, ‘My Self is material and limited’. Having the idea that 
the Self is material and infinite (ananta) one has this idea by thinking, ‘My 
Self is material and infinite’. Having the idea that the Self is immaterial and 
limited one has this idea by thinking, ‘My Self is immaterial and limited’. 
Having the idea that the Self is immaterial and infinite one has this idea by 
thinking, ‘My Self is immaterial and infinite.’” 

 
24. “In the case, Ānanda, of having the idea that the Self is material and limited, 

one has the idea that the Self is material and limited right now; or one has the 
idea that the Self is going to be like that (tathā bhāvin),48 material and limited; 
or one thinks, ‘Despite its not being like that (atatham), I will fetch it into true 
being (tathattāya)’. This being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that a theory 
of the Self as material and limited underlies (anuseti) it all. 
 
In the case, Ānanda, of having the idea that the Self is material and infinite, 
one has the idea that the Self is material and infinite right now; or one has the 
idea that the Self is going to be like that, material and infinite; or one thinks, 
‘Despite its not being like that, I will fetch it into true being’. This being the 
case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that a theory of the Self as material and infinite 
underlies it all. 
 
In the case, Ānanda, of having the idea that the Self is immaterial and limited, 
one has the idea that the Self is immaterial and limited right now; or one has 
the idea that the Self is going to be like that, immaterial and limited; or one 
thinks, ‘Despite its not being like that, I will fetch it into true being’. This 
being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that a theory of the Self as immaterial 
and limited underlies it all. 
 
In the case, Ānanda, of having the idea that the Self is immaterial and infinite, 
one has the idea that the Self is immaterial and infinite right now; or one has 
the idea that the Self is going to be like that, immaterial and limited; or one 
thinks, ‘Despite its not being like that, I will fetch it into true being’. [65] This 
being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that a theory of the Self as immaterial 
and infinite underlies it all. 
 
In these ways, Ānanda, someone having ideas about the Self does so.” 

 
Ways in which one does not have ideas about the Self 
 

25. “In what ways, Ānanda, does someone not having ideas about the Self not do 
so? Not having the idea that the Self is material and limited one does not have 
this idea by thinking, ‘My Self is material and limited’. Not having the idea 
that the Self is material and infinite one does not have this idea by thinking, 

                                                
48 tathā is a variant reading for tattha in PTS; cf. Holder 2006 p.35. 
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‘My Self is material and infinite’. Not having the idea that the Self is 
immaterial and limited one does not have this idea by thinking, ‘My Self is 
immaterial and limited’. Not having the idea that the Self is immaterial and 
infinite one does not have this idea by thinking, ‘My Self is immaterial and 
infinite.’” 

 
26. “In the case, Ānanda, of not having the idea that the Self is material and 

limited, one does not have the idea that the Self is material and limited right 
now; nor does one have the idea that the Self is going to be like that, material 
and limited; nor does one think, ‘Despite its not being like that, I will fetch it 
into true being’. This being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that a theory of 
the Self as material and limited does not underlie it all. 

 
In the case, Ānanda, of not having the idea that the Self is material and 
infinite, one does not have the idea that the Self is material and infinite right 
now; nor does one have the idea that the Self is going to be like that, material 
and infinite; nor does one think, ‘Despite its not being like that, I will fetch it 
into true being’. This being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that a theory of 
the Self as material and infinite does not underlie it all. 

 
In the case, Ānanda, of not having the idea that the Self is immaterial and 
limited, one does not have the idea that the Self is immaterial and limited right 
now; nor does one have the idea that the Self is going to be like that, 
immaterial and limited; nor does one think, ‘Despite its not being like that, I 
will fetch it into true being’. This being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to say that 
a theory of the Self as immaterial and limited does not underlie it all. 

 
In the case, Ānanda, of not having the idea that the Self is immaterial and 
infinite, one does not have the idea that the Self is immaterial and infinite right 
now; nor does one have the idea that the Self is going to be like that, 
immaterial and limited; nor does one think, ‘Despite its not being like that, I 
will fetch it into true being’. [66] This being the case, Ānanda, it suffices to 
say that a theory of the Self as immaterial and infinite does not underlie it all. 

  
In these ways, Ānanda, someone not having ideas about the Self does not do 
so.” 

 
Ways in which one considers the Self and feelings 
 

27. “In what ways, Ānanda, does someone considering the Self do so? Considering 
feeling as the Self one considers thus: ‘My Self is feeling’. Or considering the 
Self one considers it thus: ‘Surely my Self is not feeling; my Self is without 
experience of feeling’. Or considering the Self one considers it thus: ‘Surely 
my Self is not feeling, but neither is my Self without experience of feeling; my 
Self experiences, my Self is indeed subject to feelings’. 
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28. “In the case, Ānanda, of someone who says ‘My Self is feeling’, they should 
be asked: ‘Friend, there are these three kinds of feeling: pleasant feeling, 
painful feeling and neither pleasant nor painful feeling. Of these three kinds of 
feeling, which do you consider to be the Self?’ 

 
At the moment, Ānanda, that one experiences a pleasant feeling, one is not at 
that moment experiencing a painful feeing, nor is one experiencing a neither 
painful nor pleasant feeling; at that moment one is experiencing just a pleasant 
feeling. At the moment, Ānanda, that one experiences a painful feeling, one is 
not at that moment experiencing a pleasant feeling, nor is one experiencing a 
neither painful nor pleasant feeling; at that moment one is experiencing just a 
painful feeling. At the moment, Ānanda, that one experiences a neither painful 
nor pleasant feeling, one is not at that moment experiencing a pleasant feeling, 
nor is one experiencing a painful feeling; at that moment one is experiencing 
just a neither painful nor pleasant feeling.” 

 
29. “Pleasant feeling, Ānanda, is impermanent, conditioned, dependently arisen, 

subject to exhaustion, fading and cessation. Painful feeling, Ānanda, is 
impermanent, conditioned, dependently arisen, subject to exhaustion, [67] 
fading and cessation.  Neither painful nor pleasant feeling, Ānanda, is 
impermanent, conditioned, dependently arisen, subject to exhaustion, fading 
and cessation. 

 
For someone experiencing a pleasant feeling, thinking, ‘This is my Self”, from 
the cessation of just that pleasant feeling they think, ‘My Self has gone!’. 
Experiencing a painful feeling, thinking, ‘This is my Self’, from the cessation 
of just that painful feeling they think, ‘My Self has gone!’. Experiencing a 
neither painful nor pleasant feeling, thinking, ‘This is my Self’, from the 
cessation of just that neither painful nor pleasant feeling they think, ‘My Self 
has gone!’. 

 
Thus, when once the truth has been seen (diṭṭhe va dhamme),49 someone who 
said that ‘My Self is feeling’, when considering the Self considers it as 
impermanent, a mixture of pleasure and pain, and subject to arising and 
passing away. Therefore and on account of this, Ānanda, it is inappropriate to 
consider ‘my Self is feeling.’” 

 
30. “In the case, Ānanda, of the one who said that ‘Surely my Self is not feeling; 

my Self is without experience of feeling’, he should be asked this: ‘Friend, 
should there be somewhere in which nothing at all is experienced, would the 
thought ‘I exist’ arise there?’” 

                                                
49 Diṭṭhe va dhamme is traditionally taken to mean ‘in this world’ and translated as ‘in the here and now’ etc., but Richard 
Gombrich (personal communication) points out that the literal meaning, ‘once (eva) the truth (dhamma) has been seen 
(diṭṭha)’, often makes good sense, as here. The locative absolute construction can have a spatial implication but is often used 
temporally, e.g. in the general formula of paṭicca-samuppāda, in which imasmiṃ sati means ‘when this exists’. 
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[He might reply]50 “Certainly not, Bhante.” 
 

“Therefore and on account of this, Ānanda, it is inappropriate to consider, 
‘Surely my Self is not feeling; my Self is without experience of feeling.’” 

 
31. “In the case, Ānanda, of the one who said that ‘surely my Self is not feeling, 

but neither is my Self without experience of feeling; my Self experiences, my 
Self is indeed subject to feelings’, he should be asked this: ‘friend, if all 
feelings whatever anywhere were to cease without remainder, then when there 
are no feelings at all, from the cessation of feeling, would the thought ‘I am 
this’ arise there?’” 

  
[He might reply] “Certainly not, Bhante.” 

  
‘”Therefore and on account of this, Ānanda, it is inappropriate to consider [68] 
‘surely my Self is not feeling, but neither is my Self without experience of 
feeling; my Self experiences, my Self is indeed subject to feelings’”. 

 
32. “When, Ānanda, a monk (bhikkhu) does not consider the Self as feeling, does 

not consider the Self as without experience of feeling, and does not consider 
that, ‘My Self experiences, my Self is subject to feeling’, then, not considering 
in this way he does not cling to anything in the world, not clinging he does not 
thirst (paritassati), and not thirsting he personally attains nibbāna, and 
understands that, ‘Birth is finished, the spiritual life (brahmacariyaṃ) has been 
lived, what was to be done has been done, there is nothing beyond this state of 
being’.51 

  
“It would be improper, Ānanda, for someone to say of a bhikkhu whose mind 
has thus been liberated that he holds the view that the Tathāgata exists after 
death; it would be improper to say that he holds the view that the Tathāgata 
does not exist after death; it would be improper to say that he holds the view 
that the Tathāgata both exists and does not exist after death; it would be 
improper to say that he holds the view that the Tathāgata neither exists nor 
does not exist after death.  

 
Why is that? Because, Ānanda, as far as there is designation and a path for 
designation, as far as there is language and a path of language, as far as there 

                                                
50 Walshe 1987, p.565, notes that the Pāli manuscripts appear to ascribe these replies to Ānanda, though they make more 
sense ascribed to the hypothetical interlocutor. Cf. Holder 2006, p.37. 
51 There is a relation between this stock passage concerning the liberation process to some of the factors of paṭicca 
samuppāda. On condition of not considering the Self as vedanā, etc. ‘one does not cling (upādiyati) to anything in the 
world’. Upādiyati, ‘clings’, is cognate with upādāna, ‘clinging’. ‘Not clinging (anupādi) one does not thirst (paritassati)’. 
Paritassati, ‘thirsts’ or ‘trembles’, is cognate with taṇhā, ‘thirst’ or ‘craving’ via the Sanskrit root tṛṣ, thirst. ‘Not thirsting 
one personally attains nibbāna’. The passage could therefore be explained as: from the cessation of [considering Self as] 
feeling, the cessation of clinging. From the cessation of clinging, the cessation of craving. From the cessation of craving, the 
attainment of nibbāna. NB the apparent transposition of upādāna and taṇhā in this version, suggesting that these nidānas are 
co-nascent rather than craving being a support condition for clinging. 
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are ideas and a path of ideas, as far as there is understanding and a domain for 
understanding, as far as there is a round and the round turns,  the monk is 
liberated through realization of all this, and it would be improper to say about 
a monk liberated by that realization that he holds the view that there is no 
knowing or seeing.” 

 
Seven stations for consciousness 
 

33. “There are, Ānanda, seven stations for consciousness and two spheres. What 
are the seven? 

 
There are, Ānanda, beings who are diverse in body and diverse in perception, 
such as human beings, some gods and some beings fallen into lower realms. 
This is the first station for consciousness. 

 
There are, Ānanda, beings who are diverse in body but identical in perception, 
such as gods of the order of Brahma who have been reborn through the first 
[jhāna]. This is the second station for consciousness. 

 
There are, Ānanda, beings who are identical in body but diverse in perception, 
such as the gods of streaming radiance (ābhassara). This is the third station for 
consciousness. 

 
There are, Ānanda, beings who are identical in body and identical in 
perception, such as the gods of refulgent beauty (subhakiṇṇa). This is the 
fourth station for consciousness. 

 
There are, Ānanda, beings who, from the complete overcoming of perceptions 
of material form, from the disappearance of perceptions of resistance 
(paṭigha), and from not paying attention to the diversity of perceptions, aware 
that space is infinite, have attained the sphere of infinite space. This is the fifth 
station for consciousness. 

 
There are, Ānanda, beings who, completely overcoming the sphere of infinite 
space, aware that consciousness is infinite, have attained the sphere of the 
infinity of consciousness. This is the sixth station for consciousness. 

  
There are, Ānanda, beings who, completely overcoming the sphere of infinite 
consciousness, aware that there is nothing, have attained the sphere of 
nothingness. This is the seventh station for consciousness. 

 
Then there is the sphere of beings without perception and secondly the sphere 
of neither perception nor non-perception.”  
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34. “In the case of this first station of consciousness, in which beings are diverse 
in body and diverse in perception, such as human beings, some gods and some 
beings fallen into lower realms – if, Ānanda, one understands it, if one 
understands its arising, one understands its disappearing, one understands the 
sweetness in it, one understands the danger in it, and one understands the 
escape from it, would it be appropriate for someone to enjoy it?” 

 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
 
“In the case of [the other stations of consciousness] … this sphere of beings 
without perception … this sphere of neither perception nor non-perception, if, 
Ānanda, if one understands it, one understands its arising, one understands its 
disappearing, one understands the sweetness in it, one understands the danger 
in it, and one understands the escape from it, would it be appropriate for 
someone to enjoy it?” 
 
“Certainly not, Bhante.” 
 
“When, Ānanda, a monk knowing as they really are these seven stations of 
consciousness and these two spheres, their arising, disappearing, the sweetness 
and danger of them and the escape from them, is liberated through non-
clinging, then this monk, Ānanda, is called one liberated through wisdom.” 

 
Eight liberations 
 

35. “There are, Ānanda, these eight liberations. What are the eight?52 
  

One who has material form sees forms. This is the first liberation. 
 

One who is internally without perception of material form sees forms 
externally. This is the second liberation. 
 
Aware only of beauty one becomes set on it (subhan t’eva adhimutto hoti). 
This is the third liberation. 
 
From the complete overcoming of perceptions of material form, from the 
disappearance of perceptions of resistance, and from not paying attention to 
the diversity of perceptions, aware that space is infinite, one enters and dwells 
in the sphere of infinite space. This is the fourth liberation. 
 
Completely overcoming the sphere of infinite space, aware that consciousness 
is infinite, one enters and dwells in the sphere of infinite consciousness. This is 
the fifth liberation. 

                                                
52 Bodhi p.66 notes that the following discussion is slightly elaborated, though not much explained, at D ii 110–1. 
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Completely overcoming the sphere of infinite consciousness, aware that there 
is nothing, one enters and dwells in the sphere of nothingness. This is the sixth 
liberation. 
 
Completely overcoming the sphere of nothingness, one enters and dwells in the 
sphere of neither perception nor non-perception. This is the seventh liberation. 
 
Completely overcoming the sphere of neither perception nor non-perception 
one enters and dwells in the cessation of experience and perception. This is the 
eighth liberation. These, Ānanda, are the eight liberations. 
 
When, Ānanda, a monk attains these eight liberations in forward order, when 
he attains them in reverse order, when he attains them both forwards and in 
reverse, when he attains  and leaves them when, how and as he wishes, from 
the destruction of the corruptions (āsavā), when once the truth has been seen 
and having realized for himself through direct knowledge he enters and dwells 
in the uncorrupted liberation of the heart (citta) liberated through 
understanding, then, Ānanda, this he is called a monk liberated in both ways, 
and there is no liberation in both ways that is beyond or more excellent than 
this one.” 

 
This is what the Blessed One said. Venerable Ānanda, satisfied, rejoiced in 
what the Blessed One had said. 

 
Abbreviations 
 
D = Dīgha Nikāya 

S = Saṃyutta Nikāya 

Sn = Sutta Nipāta 
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