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I know that I have hurt many people emotionally by my actions. I now 

realise that I have done so due to my ignorance of the teachings of the 

Buddha. Therefore, if I have hurt you in any way, please forgive me. 
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Preface 

Although I was born a Buddhist I did not take a serious interest in the 

teachings of the Buddha until very late in life. At first it seemed daunting 

because of the sheer amount of materials available for study. 

Many years into my serious practice I realised rightly or wrongly that it 

was not necessary to read all the materials available because scholars 

who had carried out research with dedication had concluded that certain 

materials, such as the Abhidhamma, were not authentic teachings of the 

Buddha. Rather, they were later works of philosophers. Due to similar 

facts I was able to finally narrow down my serious study to just the 

discourses found in the Sutta Pitaka. 

The Buddha stated that anyone seeing the Dependent Origination sees 

the teaching. I understood this to mean that a majority of the discourses 

found in the Sutta Pitaka, if not all, related to Dependent Origination in 

some way or the other. Based on this understanding I began to read 

whatever material I could find on the subject only to realise that 

understanding Dependent Origination was no easy matter, because there 

were various interpretations which were conflicting with each other but 

written mostly by academics. 

This made me realise that I needed to come up with my own 

interpretation which made complete sense to me rather than accepting 

any of the available interpretations with various flaws. This writing is 

therefore a product of my personal understanding of Dependent 

Origination based on various other available interpretations and my own 

understanding of the discourses. However, this is not in any way 

intended to discredit the vast amount of interpretations available and I 

leave it to anyone who cares to read the material contained in this writing 

to make their own informed decisions the way they deem fit. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the late Venerable 

Katukurunde Nananada Thero whose sermons and writings immensely 

helped me to understand the discourses. Although controversial at times, 

his ability to recall discourses quickly and connect them with others is 
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commendable. Secondly, I thank everyone involved with Suttacentral.net 

for their dedication in maintaining the site with constant improvements. 

Its capability, in particular, to search for discourses with just one key 

word, amongst many other important features, helped me greatly in 

locating discourses.  

Mention must be made of my long time friend Kithsiri who gave me a 

USB containing hundreds of discourses at a time when I was beginning 

to take an interest in the teachings of the Buddha.  

I thank my wife Chitra for being patient with me when I was devoting all 

my time to study of discourses while she alone had to deal with the 

household chores. I also thank my two sons Sihanook and Tharindu for 

helping me with the cover page design and offering various suggestions 

for improvement. 

I dedicate this writing to my ageing mother who brought me up with love 

and affection under various hardships. May she be free of all discomforts 

in her old age and be able to realise awakening at the earliest. 

Nimal Fernando 

June 1st, 2019
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Chapter 1 

THE WORLD OF THE WORLDING 

Every living being interacts with the world from birth to death. A human 

being arrives at this world through the interaction of a father and a 

mother, and that arrival is the milestone known as birth. Once arrived, 

there are many other milestones that a human being encounters such as 

starting kindergarten, going into higher education, getting an occupation, 

getting married, having children etc., and finally going into retirement 

followed by death. If the human being can smoothly transition through 

all those milestones without any interruption he or she is considered to 

have lived a complete life. We often hear phrases such as "his life ended 

abruptly" or "he lived his life to the fullest" etc. These are all expressions 

based on one’s own interpretation of what the individual considers what 

life is all about. They are always expressed in comparison to other people 

or things. If there is only one human in the entire world, such a 

comparison will not take place. Therefore, it can be reasonably argued 

that everything in the world is looked at from a relative point of view. 

It is in this very background that the human has evolved from a very 

primitive living being to what, in today's world, is termed a very 

developed living being. From a purely materialistic point of view this is 

very true. The technological advances which mankind witnesses today 

would have been unimaginable just a few decades ago. From birth to 

death, the human being engages in a constant struggle to live the so 

called "successful life". Even though setbacks are inevitable, the human 

trudges along taking only a momentary pause to deal with those setbacks. 

The quest for happiness has no bounds and that insatiable quest for 

happiness itself is the reason why the world is in the standard that it is 

today in terms of all the so called delightful things such as internet, 

automobiles, aircrafts, space travel, etc. 

While this struggle continues unabated, the human being is not 

completely free of unhappiness. If we are to consider the complete life 
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span of a person, childhood itself is a time of great stress for both the 

child and parents. The child is totally helpless and depends entirely on 

the parents' care. A child has to be immunized several times prior to his 

reaching school age, and this is a time of intense stress and unhappiness 

for the child as well as the parents. Then comes the time to start school, 

which is full of excitements, disappointments, happiness, etc. This 

continues until the child becomes an adult ready to take on more 

responsible roles in society. Then it is time to get married, have kids and 

continue the role of parents. During this period too, the human normally 

goes through a number of setbacks, disappointments and bereavements 

etc., but all those are given only passing acknowledgements because the 

person's vision of the future is still bright and set on whatever is yet to be 

achieved personally and for others as well. The human continues on as if 

all those setbacks and disappointments are just tiny specks compared to 

the greatness that seems to lay ahead in life. 

With the exception of a handful, every child follows the religious 

traditions of the parents. Even if they decide to take on a new religion, 

such a change, if it is to be considered meaningful, occurs late in life. 

Even then, what is considered meaningful depends on their own 

definition of that word. The child also develops various dogmas on any 

number of issues such as human rights, the environment, social justice, 

religious freedom, etc. This list is endless. Their outlook about the world 

will be so different that they may not even agree with their parents and 

siblings, let alone with the world at large. This is when it starts to 

associate with like-minded people and form various associations,  paving 

the way for divisions in society based on any number of criteria. These 

divisions can be found at every level in society whether it is the home, 

village, city, province or country. The funny thing is that all participants 

consider themselves to be correct in whatever they propagate, which, if 

history is any guide, has led to conflicts and even painful wars. 

While all these are going on at the individual level, society continues 

seemingly innocuously. The human being is overwhelmed with what 

society has to offer. Advertising industry somehow finds a way to 
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convey its message to unsuspecting masses, and they in turn feed that 

same industry with their patronization.  

With every passing day the human comes closer and closer to their death 

but does not seem to care about it at all. They see diversity in society in 

terms of health, wealth, intelligence, appearance, social status etc., but 

again very little serious attention is paid. They are, most of the time, 

concerned about their own shortcomings compared to others and 

consider themselves to be lucky or unlucky as the case may be. Even 

when the human is very old and depends on others, they consider 

themselves to be totally independent. They do not for a moment think in 

retrospect about the fact that they have to leave behind everything they 

accumulated all their life. They may have seen so many other people 

falling sick and dying but never question why it happens. Everyone 

seems to accept it as a matter of course with the outcome accepted, 

though unwittingly, as the wish of a super natural power. When it finally 

dies, the family and friends grieve for a short while and again everything 

comes back to normalcy as if no death has taken place. Everyone else too 

lives pretty much the same life style.  

What is clear, and what I am trying to emphasise here, is the fact that 

man in general has little need or concern about the real nature of its very 

existence. The human arrives at this world, lives a life full of incidents, 

which it dogmatically embraces with all its might throughout the life 

span. They sort of own their actions and all other possessions by 

referring to them as "this is mine, this am I, and this is myself." Then, 

obviously, unexpectedly the human is gone. What has it learned if 

anything at all? What happens to everything that it has called "this is 

mine, this am I, and this is myself?" Does the human take them with it 

when departing from this world? Does it really go to a super natural 

being? Is everything a delusion? Is life worth living that way? These are 

the questions I am trying to find answers to by using what the Buddha 

preached nearly 2500 years ago. 
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Who is the Buddha? 

There are many religions in the world. They all have come about as 

solutions to the problems we face in this so called world of ours. 

Believers of those religions follow a path postulated by their religious 

teachers, and that itself has polarized the people into various camps. In 

the first section, I attempted to portray what we call the world in very 

general terms. All sentient beings are in a constant struggle for 

something, and happiness is first and foremost in this struggle. The 

Buddha too searched for happiness, and that was a happiness which 

transcended the happiness the ordinary person continually searches for. 

This will become very clear to anyone who impartially looks into his 

background. 

The Buddha was known as Siddhartha Gautama before his awakening 

and was born as the only son of a king to inherit kingship. He left his 

newborn baby son and wife on the day his son was born and started to 

look for ways to end what he perceived as the unsatisfactory nature of 

life - (Dukkha ). It is this very nature that I tried to portray in the first 

section of this writing. He spent six years subjecting himself to various 

rigorous ascetic practices which other seekers of similar quests practised 

during his time. Having realised the futility of those ascetic practices, he 

then embarked on what he called the middle path, which led him to 

awakening. The awakening is the complete cessation of 

unsatisfactoriness, with the utter destruction of the causes which lead to 

that very unsatisfactoriness. The middle path is the practice that led him 

to that cessation of unsatisfactoriness.  

For someone to leave behind a kingship and all other mundane pleasures 

associated with it just to become a homeless ascetic, is something 

extremely hard to understand in today's terms. The only conclusion that 

one can reasonably come to is that the freedom of renunciation of all 

those mundane pleasures must be much greater than the pleasures of 

living with them. In a nutshell, it is the culmination of wisdom to the 

point where one can interact with the external world and yet be 

completely detached from emotional attachment to them in such terms as 
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"this is mine, this am I, and this is myself," just like a lotus standing 

majestically beautiful and un-smeared in muddy water. From this much, 

it must be clear that awakening is something very profound and it is 

something one can experience in this very life itself. 
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Chapter 2 

INTRODUCTION TO DEPENDENT ORIGINATION 

Having attained awakening, the Buddha set off the wheel of his teaching 

- Dhamma - by his first discourse, Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 

56.11) literally meaning the wheel of teaching moving forward. In this 

discourse to the five ascetics who had been his long time companions, he 

disclosed The Four Noble Truths. The four noble truths are (1) The 

unsatisfactory nature of life (Dukkha), (2) The cause of it (samudaya) (3) 

The cessation of the unsatisfactory nature (nirodha) (4) The way leading 

to the cessation (magga).  

However, the Buddha equated his entire 45 years of teaching with the 

dependent origination when he said “One who sees dependent 

origination sees the Dhamma; one who sees the Dhamma sees dependent 

origination" (MN.28). Elsewhere, the Buddha said “if anyone sees 

Dhamma he sees me” (Iti.93).
1
  

The Buddha passed away nearly 2500 years ago and the only way one 

could see the likeness of the Buddha is through his teaching. As we will 

see later, ignorance which is the first link of dependent origination is the 

non-comprehension of the four noble truths. It is due to this ignorance 

that living beings continue to be born and die in an endless journey 

through Samsara - successive births and deaths. This continuity is 

unsatisfactory as living beings have to go through illness, ageing and 

death etc., while continuing in this journey which does not have an end 

unless someone takes the necessary steps to stop it. The Buddha's 

teaching is about ending this unsatisfactory continuity. Therefore he 

showed how the continuity which is unsatisfactory, arises and ceases 

using his teaching on dependent origination. This explains why he 

equated his 45 years of teaching with dependent origination. Therefore, 

let's too try to see the Buddha through his teaching of dependent 

origination. 
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  The Buddha presented his teaching of dependent origination in response 

to the various views and opinions which prevailed amongst his 

contemporaries. The two views which stood out were the views of 

annihilationism and eternalism. The Buddha understood that they both 

originated out of a misunderstanding of the experience of the external 

objective world. And the misunderstanding was thinking that a "self" 

experiences the experience. In the Kaccanagotta Sutta (SN 12.15) the 

Buddha explained the non-adherence to both above extremes as follows. 

“This world, Kaccana, for the most part depends upon a duality—upon 

the notion of existence and the notion of nonexistence. But for one who 

sees the origin of the world as it really is with correct wisdom, there is 

no notion of nonexistence in regard to the world. And for one who sees 

the cessation of the world as it really is with correct wisdom, there is no 

notion of existence in regard to the world". 

“This world, Kaccana, is for the most part shackled by engagement, 

clinging, and adherence. But this one with right view does not become 

engaged and cling through that engagement and clinging, mental 

standpoint, adherence, underlying tendency; he does not take a stand 

about ‘myself.’ He has no perplexity or doubt that what arises is only 

suffering arising, what ceases is only suffering ceasing. His knowledge 

about this is independent of others. It is in this way, Kaccana, that there 

is right view.  

'All exists': Kaccana, this is one extreme. ‘All does not exist’: this is the 

second extreme. Without veering towards either of these extremes, the 

Tathagata teaches the Dhamma by the middle" 

The objective world out there consists of various objects such as trees, 

mountains, rivers, vehicles etc., and other living beings including 

humans. None of them however are permanent and as such they decay 

and perish with no one being able to control them in accordance with 

their preference. Since the advocates of both annihilationism and 

eternalism had developed attachment to this phenomenal world with a 

notion of a self they were influenced by natural changes in the external 
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world because they appropriated them as happening to them personally 

or to their self. For example, when a tree falls down and decays or 

another living being passes away they feel sad because it is "their" tree or 

"their" so and so respectively which has fallen down and decayed or who 

has passed away. Therefore the majority of people had developed their 

own views in relation to how they responded to the external world. In 

this background some perhaps by being too concerned about the 

cessation or ending aspect of those external phenomena which they had 

been sentimentally attached to concluded that their self is annihilated. On 

the other extreme some perhaps by being too concerned about the 

reappearing aspect of those external phenomena to which they had been 

sentimentally attached concluded that their self is everlasting.  

But those with the right view as against the two extreme views have no 

notion of a self. They understood that things happen conditionally and 

nothing is independent. Therefore they are not shackled by engagement, 

clinging and adherence because they do not take a mental stand of a self 

with attachment to phenomena. For them there is no bifurcation as 

internal or external because everything is a phenomenon. Dependent 

origination is this middle way which applies to living beings and which 

portrays how unsatisfactoriness of births and deaths continues on without 

a self. In other words, everyone except noble disciples of the Buddha has 

a mental stand of a self in relation to phenomena. Ignorance therefore is 

the not understanding this phenomenal nature which fuels a continuity of 

formations by way of births and deaths with an assumed self as the 

guiding force.  

There are two versions of dependent origination found in the Sutta 

Pitaka, the section of the Cannon where specific discourses of the 

Buddha are arranged. In the standard version, twelve explanatory links 

can be found and in the Mahanidana Sutta (DN.15) which is a special 

discourse to Venerable Ananda, the Buddha enumerates only ten links 

with a de route extending from the link "craving".  
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THE LINKS OF DEPENDENT ORIGINATION 

 

STANDARD 

VERSION 

MAHANIDANA 

VERSION 

DE ROUTE 

Ignorance   

(Volitional) 

formations 

 Craving 

Consciousness Consciousness Pursuit 

Name and Form Name and Form Gain 

Six Sense Bases Six Sense Bases Decision making 

Contact Contact Desire and Lust 

Feeling Feeling Attachment 

Craving Craving Possessiveness 

Grasping Grasping Stinginess 

Continued Existence Continued Existence Safeguarding 

Birth Birth Evil phenomena 

Ageing and Death Ageing and Death  

 

As we said earlier, ignorance is the not understanding of the four Noble 

Truths. Therefore, we will first try to understand unsatisfactoriness in 

respect to its constituent components and then discuss the connection 

between unsatisfactoriness and origin of it - craving. We will then 

discuss the dependent origination in its entirety in order to understand 

(volitional) formations (sankhara) where only the ignorance exists 

without any substantial entity which can be called a self. Next, we will 

address in brief the cessation of ignorance - Nibbana - and finally the 

way leading to that cessation - the Noble Eight Fold Path.  
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Chapter 3 

UNSATISFACTORINESS - DUKKHA 

 “Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of Dukkha (the unsatisfactory 

nature): birth is unsatisfactory, aging is unsatisfactory, illness is 

unsatisfactory, death is unsatisfactory; union with what is displeasing is 

unsatisfactory; separation from what is pleasing is unsatisfactory; not to 

get what one wants is unsatisfactory; in brief, the five aggregates subject 

to grasping are unsatisfactory”. (SN 56.11) 

Birth-Jati 

“And what, bhikkhus, is birth? The birth of the various beings into the 

various orders of beings, their being born, conception, rebirth, the 

manifestation of the aggregates, the obtaining of the sense bases. This is 

called birth". (SN 12.2). 

Almost every one of us finds it difficult to comprehend how birth can be 

unsatisfactory. It is due to this lack of comprehension that birth is 

celebrated throughout the world not only after a birth has taken place but 

even in advance with such celebrations as baby showers etc. The birth, if 

anyone cares to realistically consider, is the beginning of all kinds of 

unsatisfactoriness such as ageing, illness, failures, disappointments etc. 

Temporary successes and happy moments which are interspersed in 

between these setbacks only serve as the so called carrot for the horse to 

trudge along until death. 

Birth is the first of the two major milestones in the life of any living 

being. According to the Buddha's teaching, birth is not purely biological. 

While a union between a man and a woman is needed for an embryo to 

develop, it is the consciousness (vinnana) which is the determining factor 

and it cannot be explained in biological terms. This only makes sense 

since a live birth cannot take place without consciousness first getting 

stationed in a womb and continuing its stationing until the birth.  
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Consciousness as we will see later is in a concatenation and conception is 

just one moment of that stream of consciousness. As the above definition 

suggests, birth also includes the physical process of being born into 

various orders of beings. Various orders here refer to types of living 

beings such as human, animal, celestial gods and brahma in the three 

cosmological dimensions. In to what order of beings the consciousness 

finds its way depends on Kamma and irrespective of the order, the 

consciousness once established invariably begins a new round of 

unsatisfactoriness consisting of illness, ageing, disappointments and 

finally death. 

Kamma is the potential inherent in volitional actions to revert back to the 

doer of those actions. As we will see later worldlings carry out volitional 

actions out of ignorance of the four noble truths. But unfortunately this 

ignorance is not an excuse for them to escape from consequences 

because it is the volition which is the invisible force behind 

consequences. 

Ageing  

"And what is old age and death? The old age, decrepitude, broken teeth, 

grey hair, wrinkly skin, diminished vitality, and failing faculties of the 

various sentient beings in the various orders of sentient beings” (SN 

12.33). 

Ageing and death are the inevitable results of birth. No one can escape 

that reality. Not even the Buddha could escape ageing and death. It is 

very ironical that various industries employing millions of workers thrive 

on the misguided notion that ageing and death can be prolonged or even 

avoided altogether. This universality of ageing means that all living 

beings irrespective of their status - social, religious or cosmological - 

become dilapidated and feeble as time goes by. In fact this process is 

simultaneous with birth in that it is like the two sides of the same coin 

where one side cannot exist without the other. 

In spite of all the care and precautions employed throughout the life 

span, teeth decay and eventually fall. Hair turns grey losing its youthful 
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lustre and most of it, if not all, falls off exposing full or partial baldness. 

Skin too gradually loses its shine transforming it to be coarse and 

wrinkly. All these developments accompany deterioration of vitality and 

faculties analogically resembling a dried coconut which not so long ago 

was shining with full of vitality. 

Illnesses 

Almost every parent immunizes their new born babies for various 

potential illnesses. The parents themselves have undergone those 

immunizations as babies but little realise that, while they have their own 

value, they are not meant to be cures for all illnesses particularly the 

illness of death. 

In Roga Sutta (AN 4.157) the Buddha speaks about two main types of 

illnesses - mental and physical. Mental illnesses are those which cannot 

be avoided except by those who have ended defilements. But when it 

comes to physical illnesses it is possible for some fortunate living beings 

to live free of them perhaps an entire life span. 

Death 

"The passing away, perishing, disintegration, demise, mortality, death, 

decease, breaking up of the aggregates, and laying to rest of the corpse 

of the various sentient beings in the various orders of sentient beings. 

This is called death". (SN 12.33) 

Death is the second major milestone which every living being has to go 

through, the first being birth. Death, according to the Buddha's teaching 

is just laying down the carcass while the consciousness (vinnana) 

continues to arise and cease in a continuum. Just like birth and ageing, 

death too is another episode in the drama of continuity of life in various 

orders of beings. 

In spite of all celebrations prior to and after birth and in spite of all the 

protections taken in advance for illnesses, ageing and death, the very 

death everyone abhors from the moment of birth inevitably arrives. If 
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everyone had made prior precautions for that eventuality instead of all 

other preparations, then death could have been faced with some dignity 

at least. For example, one can think on a mundane level at least, that 

everyone is going to die one day which might have some effect in 

slowing down their accumulation of personal wealth. But the unfortunate 

fact is that the vast majority is unprepared so they continue on the same 

path ahead without any realisation whatsoever. Again, the term "various 

orders of sentient beings" in the above definition reveals the universality 

of death irrespective of the cosmological station where the birth has 

taken place.  

Other Forms of Unsatisfactoriness - Dukkha 

Union with what is displeasing is association with those people or things 

which we would avoid if given the opportunity. Similarly, separation 

from what is pleasing is disassociation with people or things which we 

would not want to dissociate from if given the opportunity. But 

unfortunately, living beings are compelled by circumstances to 

grudgingly accept both these outcomes which are unsatisfactory. No 

living being can have access to everything they fancy. Some tend to 

wrongly believe that they can get everything they want if only they had 

enough money. But this is not true because desires are unlimited even for 

the richest person in the world. And finally, the Buddha sums up 

unsatisfactoriness in the catch-all-phrase - "in brief, the five aggregates 

subject to grasping is unsatisfactory". The word "grasping"  is the most 

important here because it suggests that the five aggregates by themselves 

are not unsatisfactory but the crucial ingredient which makes the five 

aggregates unsatisfactory is grasping.  

Before we proceed to discuss the five aggregates in their usual order, let's 

discuss formations (sankhara) first since a good understanding of 

formations is essential in understanding the five aggregates of grasping.  
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Chapter 4 

FORMATIONS, DHAMMA AND MIND 

Formations 

Formations (sankhara) is the most difficult to understand. Therefore, let's 

start off by considering what Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi, in his translation 

of Samyutta Nikaya (Page 45) says. 

"Sankhara is derived from the prefix sam (= con), "together" and the 

verb karoti, "to make". The noun straddles both sides of the active 

passive divide. Thus sankhara are both things which put together, 

construct and compound other things, and the things that are put 

together, constructed and compounded." 

We have followed Ven: Bhikkhu Bodhi and used the English word 

"formations" in the sense of "being formed or coming to being" as the 

translation of the Pali word "Sankhara". The word conditioning too is 

sometimes used with the same connotations as formations. However, it 

should be kept in mind that several similar words have been used by 

translators with none of them being an exact match for the Pali word. 

Therefore, we will attempt to understand its intended meaning by 

discussing the contexts in which sankhara has been used by the Buddha 

and continue to use formations as our preferred translation. However, as 

Ven: Bodhi himself says, formation should not be confused with form 

which is also the translation of rupa because rupa and sankhara are not 

etymologically connected. 

Our task now is to understand formations (sankhara) in ways that it 

straddles the active and passive divide. In other words, it needs to be 

understood both as an active verb and a noun. Let's attempt an example. 

When a seed is planted on fertile soil and other nutrients such as water 

etc., are regularly provided, the seed changes from being a seed to a little 

sprout. If the fertility of the soil along with other nutrients continues to 

be available the sprout will grow to become a little plant and then finally 
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a tree. Eventually, the tree will either get cut down for timber or it will 

die a natural death in spite of the fact that nutriments are still available.  

Let's now consider sankhata which is the past participle of sankhara. 

Each stage of the tree from its seed state to death can be conventionally 

identified as seed, sprout, plant, young tree, mature tree, grown up tree 

etc. These stages, it should be noted, are arbitrary because it is not 

possible to say when exactly the seed becomes a sprout or sprout 

becomes a plant etc. Yet the possibility for such identification exists even 

though a clear boundary between any two stages cannot be realistically 

established. Sankhata is a reference to that arbitrary stage identified as 

seed, sprout or plant etc. According to English translation, they are 

formed or conditioned (sankhata) states of formations or conditioning 

(sankhara). In other words, it is a certain state which exists at any given 

point in time. If we now focus on just the plant stage, what we see as a 

plant is just a formed or conditioned (sankhata) state of forming or 

conditioning (sankhara). In other words, an object which is in a 

continuous state of change due to various causes is conventionally 

identified as a plant at a particular point in time. The causes which have 

brought about or conditioned the so called plant are the fertility of the 

soil, fertiliser, the moisture provided by water and uprooting of harmful, 

destructive species which could undermine its potential growth, to name 

a few.  

Another way to understand sankhara is to think of it as a coming-to-be in 

an active sense and sankhata as a come-to-be in a passive sense. 

If we now consider the tree, it too is a stage or sankatha which has come 

about due to causes. Sankatha when translated into English as a 

formation or a conditioned thing implies this conditionality which has 

brought about the existence of something which is in fact a certain stage 

of change because a clear demarcation of boundaries cannot be 

established between formation (sankhara) and formed (sankatha). 

Therefore sankhara is this change itself from being a seed to a sprout, 

plant, young tree etc. It is never static therefore it is known as the process 

which puts together, constructs and compounds other things from an 
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active point of view. And from a passive point of view, it has put 

together, constructed and compounded which is a reference to the 

sankatha stage. In other words, sankatha and the passive stage of 

sankhara is one and the same, without a clear demarcation between the 

two stages due to its constantly changing nature. For example, a "tree" is 

both sankhara signifying the presence of the process of change and a 

sankhata signifying the presence of a static yet changing state. In this 

context, it is more appropriate to refer to sankhara as a phenomenon 

reflecting the fact that there is no permanent entity or essence causing the 

formation or what appears to be already formed. 

If we take a journey as another example, any number of points can be 

established between a starting point and an ending point. Whatever point 

is taken as point B from the supposed starting point A, it is done 

arbitrarily. But once a point is selected as point B, it establishes a 

distance as between point A and B which is sankhata or put together, 

constructed or compounded. But the fact of the matter is that the journey 

is still in progress and that journey is sankhara. Therefore, when we take 

formation as the translation of sankhara, it is this constantly changing yet 

seemingly static nature which we have attempted to incorporate in it. 

Similarly when we take formed or conditioned as the translation of 

sankatha, it is this seemingly static nature with its underlying changing 

nature which we try to incorporate in it. In other words, every sankhara 

is a sankhata depending on the stage taken and every sankhata is a 

sankhara. Whatever English translation is used, what needs to be 

understood is the above explained criteria and we prefer to use 

"conditioned" to represent sankhata and formation/s to represent 

sankhara.  

In the above examples, we have taken a tree and a journey to bring out 

the real nature of sankhara and sankhata. What about living beings? The 

same principle applies to them as well in that a sankatha or a conditioned 

stage is always apparent while a sankhara or a formation stage is in 

progress in all living beings. In the Ahara Sutta (SN 12. 64), the Buddha 

cited four nutriments which are necessary for the maintenance of beings. 
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“Bhikkhus, there are these four kinds of nutriment for the maintenance of 

beings that have already come to be and for the assistance of those about 

to come to be. What four? The nutriment edible food, gross or subtle; 

second, contact; third, mental volition; fourth, consciousness. These are 

the four kinds of nutriment for the maintenance of beings that have 

already come to be and for the assistance of those about to come to be". 

Briefly, what the Buddha shows here is that a living being is a formation 

similar to a tree or a journey which has come about due to causes with no 

entity or essence being present in the provision of nutriments themselves 

or what is being conditioned with a conventional identification tag as a 

living being.  

It is possible for someone to argue here that "he or she" provides the 

nutriments. But the same argument can be easily defeated on ground that 

death occurs even if nutriments are provided in plenty. This is the most 

important principle which needs to be understood in relation to existence 

of all living beings. And it will become clear when we discuss 

experience and volition in the following chapters. 

If we now apply the same principle which we applied to the tree and the 

journey, living beings change from a tiny zygote to an old person with 

every stage of change being identified conventionally as embryo, baby, 

kid, teenager, old person and finally as dead body and decomposing body 

etc. All these stages are conditioned (sankhata) stages with the process of 

forming (sankhara) still continuing.  

In the Culavedalla Sutta (MN.44) we find mention about three 

formations (sankhara) which bhikkhuni Dhammadinna clarifies for us. 

They are bodily formations (kayasankharo) clarified as in-breathing and 

out-breathing (Assasapassasa), verbal formations (vacisankharo) 

clarified as thinking and pondering (vitakkavicara) and mental 

formations (cittasankharo) clarified as perception and feeling (sanna 

vedana). She also offers the rationale for her interpretation; 
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“In-breathing and out-breathing, friend Visakha, are bodily, these things 

are bound up with the body, therefore in-breathing and out-breathing is 

a bodily formation. 

Having applied and sustained beforehand, friend Visakha, he afterwards 

breaks forth with a word, therefore thinking and pondering is a verbal 

formation. 

Perception and feeling are mental factors, these things are bound up 

with the mind, therefore, perception and feeling are mental formation.” 

From the above discussion on formations, we already understood the true 

nature of formations and we specifically identified the living being as 

such. In other words, these three types of formations which represent the 

living being are mere phenomena which originate dependent on causes 

and which disappear when those causes are no longer present.  

In the bigger picture the cause for the origination of the living being - the 

six senses - can be found in the Kamanirodha Sutta (SN 35.146) wherein 

the Buddha says that the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind are 

conditioned, intended, old actions (kamma). Whatever actions by body, 

speech or mind currently being performed are new actions (kamma). If 

we understand the above in the proper context, the six senses which we 

identify as our/my body and mind have come about as a result of 

intentional actions which were performed in the previous life/lives. And 

whatever new intentional actions which are being performed at present 

will condition six senses in the future. Therefore, freedom is cessation of 

all intentional actions by body, speech or mind. This fact is clearly 

demonstrated in the Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63), where the Buddha's 

famous statement on actions can be found. 

“Intention, I tell you bhikkhus is action”. “Cetanahum bhikkawe 

kammam vadami”. 

 This however, does not mean that in breathing & out breathing, thinking 

& pondering and feeling & perception are not influenced or conditioned 

by various other factors except by actions during previous lives. Rather it 
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means that the fact that a living being - the six senses - is born is purely 

due to actions in prior lives but in the current life they are influenced or 

conditioned by external factors such as climate and food etc. 

However, a confusion is likely to occur here due to the fact that the 

Buddha has spoken about the same three types of formation in the 

Vibhanga Sutta (SN 12.2). 

“And what, bhikkhus, are the formations (sankhara)? There are these 

three kinds of formations: the bodily formation, the verbal formation, the 

mental formation. These are called the formations". 

In brief, the difference between them can be understood as those 

conditioned and causes which condition. For example, bhikkhuni 

Dhammadinna in MN.44 speaks about in and out breathing, thinking & 

pondering and feelings & perceptions as those which are being 

conditioned by causes having come about due to past actions. Using 

Kamanirodha Sutta we made an attempt to establish the cause for arising 

of the six senses. Therefore they are formations (sankhara) with a 

conditioned (sankatha) state being apparent.  

However, when the Buddha speaks about formations of body, speech and 

mind in SN 12.2, he speaks about causes which are essentially volitional 

actions
2
 which according to Kamanirodha Sutta condition the overall 

make up of the living being in the future which can be the present life 

itself or the lives to come. The most important fact to understand is that 

both bhikkhuni Dhammadinna and the Buddha use the term formation 

(sankhara) emphasising the phenomenal nature of both of them. This 

means that in and out breathing, thinking & pondering and feelings & 

perceptions are not caused by a self even though living beings 

mistakenly assume a self as the one who causes them. Even more 

difficult to understand is how volitional actions by body, speech and 

mind can be formations leading to consequences which are also 

formations. Again the rationale is that there is no self even as the owner 

of volition and as such formations come to be as consequences of 

(volition) formations without a self. This also explains why the fourth 
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aggregate is called volitional formations. This however, raises the 

question "then who suffers?" but the simple answer is that there is no 

sufferer except formations (sankhara).  

Let's attempt a simile to illustrate this important point. Suppose a wheel 

is rolled along a slope. The wheel will keep rolling as long as the initial 

momentum and any additional momentum it gathers along the way last. 

The wheel itself is a conditioned phenomenon as much as the momentum 

and the rolling. The living being too is analogically similar to this wheel 

with volitional actions and consequences being similar to momentum and 

rolling respectively. This means that the self is a notion concocted out of 

the ignorance of the formational (sankhara) or conditioning nature due to 

causes. 

Let's now consider verses 277 and 278 of Dhammapada. 

“All formations are impermanent” "Sabbe Sankhara anicca" 

“All formations are unsatisfactory” "Sabbe Sankhara Dukkha" 

From the above discussion we can now understand the rationale behind 

the Buddha's above ultimatum that all formations are impermanent. Then 

it naturally follows that whatever is impermanent is unsatisfactory 

because if all formations are permanent, then there is nothing to worry 

about. Worrying results because everything changes and (Dukkha) or 

unsatisfactoriness is the resultant reality.  

Then in Parivimamsana Sutta (SN 12.51), we come across punnabhisan-

kharaṃ apunnabhisankharaṃ anenjabhisankharaṃ which are translated 

respectively as meritorious, de-meritorious and imperturbable volitional 

formations. The reference here, is to actions done with an intention and 

represent the qualitative aspect of actions performed with intention. The 

Buddha says that living beings perform these three types of volitional 

formations due to ignorance because the consequence of such formations 

is birth with consciousness aligning with meritorious, de-meritorious or 

imperturbable which are representative of corresponding cosmological 

dimensions. Every birth is unsatisfactory irrespective of where it occurs 
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because it brings along in its wake illness, old age and death due to their 

impermanent and not self nature. 

It is due to this very reason that the Buddha out of immense compassion 

for living beings selected the words 

"vayadhamma sankhara, appamadena sampadetha" - all formations are 

impermanent, practise with diligence - as his final departing advice from 

his death bed (Mahaparinibbana Sutta, DN.16). 

Dhamma 

The word Dhamma has many meanings and it is best understood in the 

context it is used. The word Dhamma refers to the teaching of the 

Buddha as in the statement that even Dhamma has to be let go just like a 

raft (MN.22). This includes all sermons the Buddha is said to have 

preached in his career of 45 years which are now found arranged in five 

primary Nikayas or divisions. In this sense, Dhamma refers not only to 

the teaching of Buddha Gotama but teachings of all previous Buddhas 

too because what the Buddha Gotama discovered was an ancient path 

traversed by all the past Buddhas (SN 12.65). 

In Dhammaraja Sutta (AN 5.133) we find "Dhammiko Dhammaraja" 

used in reference to a wheel turning monarch. Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi 

translates
3
 Dhammiko as an adjective of Dhamma and Dhammaraja as "a 

righteous king who rules by the Dhamma" whereas Venerable Sujato 

translates
4
 the two words as "a just and principled king". Taking both 

translations together, therefore Dhamma can in this case be understood to 

mean righteousness, justness and principledness.  

In the Viriyarambha Vagga of Anguttara Nikaya Ones, there is mention 

of kusala Dhamma and akusala Dhamma. In this instance Dhamma  is 

translated respectively to mean skilful or wholesome qualities or states 

and unskilful or unwholesome qualities or states. The Suttas also explain 

what causes these wholesome or unwholesome qualities. And they are 

energy, desirousness, contentment, attention and clear comprehension.  
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In Chachakka Sutta (MN.148) the word Dhamma is used as the 

counterpart of mind with the addition of the word ayatana 

(Dhammayatana) which has the connotation of a institute where actions 

are carried out. Specifically what it means is that Dhamma is what the 

mind interacts with in the same way eye interacts with form and ear 

interacts with sound. In this Sutta, the word ayatana is used not only in 

relation to the mind but also in relation to all the internal senses and their 

external counterparts. This is suggestive of the fact, at least 

metaphorically, that all internal senses and external stimuli are active just 

like any institute is active with various activities going on at all times. 

This activeness in turn means the impermanent nature inherent in them. 

In Ananda Sutta (SN 22.21) we find Dhamma used as a suffix to kaya, 

vaya, viraga and nirodha meaning respectively ending, vanishing, fading 

and ceasing. Taken in this context, Dhamma means being subject to 

ending, vanishing, fading and ceasing. More specifically the Buddha says 

to Venerable Ananda that the five aggregates - form, feeling, perception, 

volitional formations and consciousness - are subject to ending, 

vanishing, fading and ceasing. 

Then in the Paccaya Sutta (SN 12.20), the Buddha said; 

"bhikkhus, I will teach you dependent origination (paticcasamuppada) 

and dependently originated phenomena (paticcasamuppanna Dhamma)".  

“And what, bhikkhus, is dependent origination? ‘With birth as condition, 

ageing-and-death comes to be’: whether there is an arising of 

Tathagatas or no arising of Tathagatas, this element still persists, this 

regularity of natural principles (dhammatthitata), this invariance of 

natural principles (dhammaniyamata), specific conditionality 

(idppaccayata). A Tathagata awakens to this and breaks through to it. 

Having done so, he explains it, teaches it, proclaims it, establishes it, 

discloses it, analyses it, elucidates it. And he says: ‘See! With birth as 

condition, bhikkhus, ageing-and-death". 

(Paticcasamuppada) dependent origination means originating in 

dependence. What the origination depends on can be many things and 
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they are generally understood as causes. In the example of the tree which 

we used earlier under formations the tree has originated as a result of 

various causes. The significance of the term "dependent origination" 

means that whatever dependently originates has no independence of its 

own due to the very reason that it is a product of causes. Dependent 

origination therefore is a process where a specific doer cannot be 

identified yet a result is apparent. The product or result of this process - 

dependent origination - due to the very reason that it does not have a 

specific doer, is called paticcasamuppanna Dhamma in Pali and 

phenomena in English. In the previous discussion on formations we 

understood the living beings as a formation (sankhara) with a 

conditioned state being apparent due to this reason. This means that 

formation (sankhara) and dependent origination are the same. Similarly 

conditioned (sankhata) and dependently originated (paticcasamuppanna 

Dhamma) are the same. In other words dependent origination is the 

process through which the formation of living being originates as a 

phenomenon or Dhamma. 

Then, in reference to the dependent origination, the Buddha says that 

whether there is an arising of a Buddha or not, the truth, the regularity of 

natural principles (dhammatthitata), the invariance of natural principles 

(dhammaniyamata), the specific conditionality (idppaccayata) persists. 

In other words the twelve links or dependent origination is a truth, a 

natural principle and a specific conditionality or in brief a natural 

phenomenon which happens with such regularity and invariance and the 

single word which describes it is Dhamma.  

Mind 

What is mind? In order to understand mind let's try to understand 

Dhamma in relation to the verse 1 and 279 of Dhammapada.  

"All phenomena have Mind as their chief  mano pubbangama Dhamma. 

They are mind made mano settha manomaya".  

“All phenomena are without self”  Sabbe Dhamma Anatta 
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The Buddha has never stated where exactly the mind resides in the living 

beings. But we can find a clue from Mulaka Sutta (AN 10.58) wherein 

the Buddha says that attention produces all things 

(manasikarasambhava sabbedhamma). This makes sense because unless 

attention is focussed even a loud noise can escape undetected. And it also 

makes attention as an equivalent to mind in that mind is where attention 

is. 

 Then, in the Assutava Sutta (SN 12.61), the Buddha uses the words citta, 

mano vinnana to refer to pretty much the same phenomenon. In that 

Sutta the Buddha says; 

"But that which is called ‘thought’ or ‘mind’ or ‘consciousness’ (citta, 

mano, vinnana) arises as one thing and ceases as another all day and all 

night. It’s like a monkey moving through the forest. It grabs hold of one 

branch, lets it go, and grabs another; then it lets that go and grabs yet 

another. In the same way, that which is called ‘thought’ or ‘mind’ or 

‘consciousness’ arises as one thing and ceases as another all day and all 

night"  

This shows us that vinnana normally translated as consciousness is not 

different from citta and mano respectively translated as thought and 

mind. And in the Mahanidana Sutta (DN.15) the Buddha says that 

consciousness originates in dependence on name & form.  Consciousness 

according to Vibhanga Sutta (SN 12.20) is of six types and they are eye, 

ear, nose, tongue, body and mind. And according to Mahatanhasankhaya 

Sutta (MN.38) these six types of consciousness originate dependent on 

causes which are the forms, sounds, smells, tastes, tactile sensations and 

thoughts.  

What all the above facts show is that thought, mind and consciousness 

(citta, mano, vinnana)  mean the same in many respects. Analogically 

this trio can be compared to a well. If an object falls into the well it lands 

on the surface and then goes down through the main body of water to the 

bottom to settle. Consciousness does the knowing when the object 

(thought) lands on the surface, the mind does the processing as the object 
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goes down and thought (citta) receives the object for archiving at the 

bottom as memories or latent tendencies. Thoughts act as both input and 

output for the mind
5
.  

In other words thought, mind and consciousness is a phenomenon – 

Dhamma - which originates in dependence on causes with only a 

functional difference between them. However, for the worldlings the 

mind is self and thoughts are what the self produces. Said another way 

the worldlings fail to understand that "mind" originates in dependence on 

causes and having done so it gives thoughts as output which is a dual 

functionality. It is this dual functionality which makes mind the chief and 

the maker. Therefore, as characteristic of all phenomena – Dhamma - 

thought, mind or consciousness is impermanent, unsatisfactory and not 

self.  

Considering mind as self is the personality view which according to the 

Buddha exists even in new born infants. (MN.64). And all subsequent 

actions by body, speech and mind stem from this notion of self. In other 

words when phenomenon, Dhamma or mind originates in dependence on 

causes the phenomenon, Dhamma or mind deceives living beings into 

thinking in terms of an "I" - the equivalent of self. It does not stop there. 

Then the phenomenon, Dhamma or mind deceives living beings into 

thinking "I" make mind (consciousness and thoughts), feelings, 

perceptions, volitions and attention. In short, it is "my mind" and "my 

thinking" for the ordinary worldlings. 

The root cause of identification of the six senses as internally belonging 

to mine can be traced to this phenomenon, Dhamma or mind. This means 

that even though living beings consider the six senses as internal and 

everything else as external that bifurcation is superficial because in 

reality what is considered thought or mind or consciousness and 

everything else is phenomena since they all come about due to causes. 

This explains the meaning of “All phenomena are without self”.  

With this understanding of Dhamma let's now consider the Satipatthana 

Sutta (MN.10), wherein the word combination 
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dhammesu dhammanupassi is used as the fourth application of 

mindfulness (contemplation) with the other three applications of 

mindfulness (contemplations) being body, feeling and citta translated 

also as mind. The same Sutta describes the five hindrances, five 

aggregates, internal senses and their counterparts, seven awakening 

factors and the four noble truths as Dhamma which are being 

contemplated or where the mindfulness is applied. This means that the 

noble disciple contemplates the arising of the phenomenon, Dhamma or 

mind under the guise of a self and then observes how the same 

phenomenon, Dhamma or mind leads to five hindrances etc., again under 

the guise of a self. In other words the noble disciple contemplates 

phenomena – a reference to five hindrances etc., – in phenomena – a 

reference to arising of mind on causes which in Pali means 

dhammesu dhammanupassi. 

In Vattha Sutta (SN 46.4) we find dhammavicayasambojjhango which is 

the second of the seven awakening factors translated as investigation of 

principles. This again means Dhamma investigating Dhamma in the 

sense that the mind itself observing the arising of the mind due to causes 

with a view to be dispassionate by understanding the three characteristics 

inherent in all phenomena which includes the mind. 

Let's conclude this section with the following conversation between 

Sakka – lord of gods – and the Buddha quoted from Culatanhasankhaya 

Sutta (MN.37). 

“Sir, how do you briefly define a mendicant who is freed through the 

ending of craving, who has reached the ultimate end, the ultimate 

sanctuary, the ultimate spiritual life, the ultimate goal, and is best among 

gods and humans?  

Lord of Gods, it’s when a mendicant has heard: ‘Nothing is worth 

insisting on'. 

When a mendicant has heard that nothing is worth insisting on, they 

directly know all things. Directly knowing all things, they completely 

understand all things. Having completely understood all things, when 
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they experience any kind of feeling—pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral— 

they meditate observing impermanence, dispassion, cessation, and letting 

go in those feelings. 

Meditating in this way, they don’t grasp at anything in the world. Not 

grasping, they’re not anxious. Not being anxious, they personally 

become extinguished. 

They understand: ‘Rebirth is ended, the spiritual journey has been 

completed, what had to be done has been done, there is no return to any 

state of existence.” 

The above also gives us a sneak peek into what the Buddha meant by 

“ignorance conditions formations”, "avijja paccaya sankhara".  
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Chapter 5 

EXPERIENCE 

Form 

Before we move onto discuss experience in detail let's clarify form rupa 

since its understanding is crucial in understanding the process of 

experience. 

An experience occurs when sense bases - eye, ear, nose, tongue, body 

and mind - interact with sense stimuli - forms, sounds, smells, tastes, 

tactile sensations and thoughts. Form as translation of rupa here is not 

connected to formation which we used earlier as translation of sankhara 

but represents figure in a physical sense. Since all physical form is 

dependently arisen it is a physical phenomenon which includes the living 

beings. Vibhanga Sutta (SN 12.2) explains form as;  

"The four great elements and the form derived from the four great 

elements: this is called form". 

If we take only the first part of the above definition "The four great 

elements", a form is the four great elements themselves. According to 

Mahahatthipadopama Sutta (MN.28) the four great elements are the 

elements of earth, water, fire, and air. Form (rupa) as the physical form 

or physical phenomenon is this first part of the definition. 

The fact that form is the four great elements of earth, water, fire and air 

needs little explaining. If we go back to our example of the tree which 

we discussed under formation (sankhara) we observe a physical form 

with a conventional common name such as tree majestically standing 

with every part of it being identified as root, bark, core, branch and 

leaves etc. If we now consider its origin we know that the massive tree 

started as a tiny seed. How did the transformation from a seed to a tree 

come about? Of course it is because of the nutrients - fertile soil, water, 

appropriate temperature etc. But we cannot find any of the nutrients in 

the tree. In other words the nutrients have transformed themselves into a 
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tree. When the tree finally dies it is absorbed back into the soil and 

atmosphere by heat and air. Here we notice a natural recycling process 

taking place with earth, water, heat and air transforming a seed into a tree 

and taking them back only to begin a new transformation. This means 

that earth, water, heat and air temporarily assume a different form by 

disguising them as root, bark, core and branch etc. It is due to this 

disguising nature that they are called bhuta translated as ghosts. These 

four elements are called great elements because they are found in all 

physical forms in various proportions with solidity, fluidity, heat and air 

as their representative characteristics respectively. 

As we discussed earlier a living being too is a phenomenon made up of 

the four great elements of earth, water, fire and air with various solid, 

fluid, warm and airy components representing the four groups. In other 

words, what appears as a composite unit with a conventional 

identification tag such as "man or woman" is in fact a temporary 

disguising of the four great elements just like the tree. In the same way 

the tree comes to be due to nutriments the living being too comes to be 

due to nutriments of solid food, contact, consciousness and mental 

volition (SN 12.11).  

The second part of the definition "form derived from the four great 

elements", (catunnanca mahabhutanaṃ upadayarupaṃ) is the most 

relevant in understanding the experience. Let's try an example. A car is a 

physical phenomenon because it has come to be due to a number of 

causes. When someone sees this car and says "I like it" the car does not 

react in response. But it is obvious that a noticeable change has occurred 

in that person both physically and mentally. For example he or she may 

be smiling happily and the origin of this physical reaction can be traced 

to a number of mental components of which an image or reflection of the 

car is one. This image is similar to perception but in fact it is not exactly 

that because perception according to discourses is color (SN 22.79). The 

form derived from the four great elements is this image or reflection 

which the physical phenomena produce when the six senses come into 

contact with them.  
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Sounds, smells, tastes and tactile sensations are similar phenomena. 

Mind is the processor which processes the input it receives from the 

other five senses. In addition the mind has its own inputs which it 

processes. Nonetheless, in terms of how the experience occurs it too 

functions in the same way as the other five senses in that it too derives an 

image or a reflection however complex it may be in response to its input. 

We will address this in detail under name & form.  

Experience - Origin 

With the above knowledge of form (rupa) in its both physical and 

derived sense let's discuss experience in detail. Suppose someone sees a 

Carnation flower and he/she says almost spontaneously "Vow, this 

flower is beautiful". If we carefully analyse this seemingly harmless 

statement we find that it is a result of a pleasant experience. Since 

experience makes up aggregates we should be able to identify the five 

aggregates in this experience. Therefore, let's turn to Madhupindika Sutta 

(MN.18) to find them. 

"Eye consciousness arises dependent on the eye and sights. The meeting 

of the three is contact. Contact is a condition for feeling. What you feel, 

you perceive. What you perceive, you think about. What you think about, 

you proliferate papancasannasankha. What you proliferate about is the 

source from which a person is beset by concepts of identity that emerge 

from the proliferation of perceptions. This occurs with respect to sights 

known by the eye in the past, future, and present". 

Consciousness is the first to have come to being according to the 

explanation given in the Sutta. When the trio - consciousness, eye and 

the flower - comes together contact comes to be. This contact conditions 

feeling which in turn conditions perception. All sorts of thinking and 

pondering start from there. Here the Sutta uses the Pali word 

papancasannasankha. According to PTS dictionary papanca means 

obstacle, impediment or burden which causes delay by being a 

hindrance. Let's address this important point later but for now bring in 

the Mahanidana Sutta (DN.15) to find more clarity in this episode of 
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experience because this Sutta introduces a reciprocal relationship 

between name & form and consciousness.  

Name & Form 

In Nama Sutta (SN 1.61) the Buddha says that name (nama) is the one 

that oppresses everything and there is nothing bigger than name and 

name has everything under its sway. In this respect name means the 

formal name which is associated with anything. The reason why the 

formal name oppresses everything is because living beings have 

accustomed to perceive certain names in certain ways. For example, a 

tiger is perceived as dangerous but a cat is not. Similarly a formal name 

such as Mercedez  Benz is perceived as superior to a formal name such 

as Toyota or gold is perceived as superior to silver. Advertising industry 

thrives by capitalising on this by spending millions just to encourage 

unsuspecting living beings to patronise their so called superior products. 

In fact it has been reported that in some situations, if not all, products 

perceived to be superior and not so superior are both manufactured in the 

same factory using the same raw materials with only the so called brand 

name being made different with a simple label. Then the product with the 

brand name label is sold for a much higher price than the other because 

the name once established can command power and authority
.6 

But according to Sammaditthi Sutta (MN.9) name consists of feeling, 

perception, volition, contact, and attention 

(Vedana, sanna, cetana, phasso, manasikaro). And according to 

Mahanidana Sutta (DN.15) name is associated with form as an 

inseparable pair which then conditions consciousness. In other words 

consciousness and name & form co-exist meaning one cannot exist 

without the other. In the Nalakalapi Sutta (SN 12.67) Venerable 

Sariputta explains this reciprocal conditionality as follows; 

"Suppose there were two bundles of reeds leaning up against each other. 

In the same way, name and form are conditions for consciousness. 

Consciousness is a condition for name and form". 
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We noted above that according to the Madhupindika Sutta contact is the 

meeting of the three - consciousness, sense organ and sense object. But 

Mahanidana Sutta says that contact is conditioned by name & form. 

Therefore it appears that in order to understand name we need to 

understand form, contact and consciousness in detail. As such let's begin 

our exploration with Mahanidana Sutta.  

“It was said: ‘With name & form as condition there is contact. How that 

is so, Ananda, should be understood in this way: If those qualities, traits, 

signs, and indicators (akara, linga, nimitta, uddesa)  through which there 

is a description of the mental phenomena (namakaya) were all absent, 

would designation-contact (adhivacanasamphasso)  be discerned for the 

physical phenomena (rupakaya)? 

Certainly not, venerable sir. 

If those qualities, traits, signs, and indicators (akara, linga, nimitta, 

uddesa)  through which there is a description of the physical phenomena 

were all absent, would impingement-contact (paṭighasamphasso) be 

discerned in the mental phenomena? 

Certainly not, venerable sir.” 

Before we proceed any further, it is extremely important that we 

understand some of the terms the Buddha has used above. Let's start with 

akara, linga, nimitta, uddesa translated respectively as features, traits, 

signs, and brief descriptions which according to the Sutta are found in 

relation to both namakaya and rupakaya respectively translated as 

mental phenomena and physical phenomena. The Pali word "kaya" here 

does not mean the body rather it means the composite. It is in order to 

incorporate the "self"-less and coreless nature that they are called mental 

and physical phenomena. 

In our previous discussion we understood form as the four great elements 

of earth, water, heat and air and form derived from the four great 

elements as the mental image. The flower is made up of these great 

elements along with certain features, traits, signs and brief descriptions 
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which make up the overall appearance. For example the Carnation has 

certain characteristic features (akara) which distinguish it from other 

flowers such as shape, color, softness and lightness. It also has a 

particular smell which can be taken as a characteristic trait (linga) of that 

Carnation. It also has certain signs (nimitta) with which it can be 

identified. These three - features, traits and signs - taken together enable 

the flower to be described in brief (uddesa) as a Carnation and they are 

what make up the physical phenomena (rupakaya). Similarly these 

features, traits, signs and brief descriptions are inherent in any physical 

form or phenomenon and they are simply manifestations of the four great 

elements which we discussed earlier. 

We already know that the formal name of the flower is Carnation. Then 

what are the features, traits, signs and brief descriptions which make up 

the mental phenomenon  (namakaya)? They are the features, traits, signs 

and brief descriptions with which the subjective side of the experience of 

Carnation can be described. For example, one might say "I am so happy 

when I see a Carnation and I feel like picking it up right there". As can 

be understood this statement is a result of a pleasant feeling arisen out of 

seeing the Carnation. This feeling is then followed by a positive 

perception with a subtle intention to own it while the attention is 

completely focussed on this momentary experience. Mental phenomenon 

is therefore feeling, perception, intention and attention. 

Where does contact come in? We noted earlier that Madhupindika Sutta 

and Mahanidana Sutta differ in their interpretation of contact. As can be 

understood from the Mahanidana interpretation there is a sort of 

crisscrossing between mental phenomenon and physical phenomenon. 

That is to say that because of the physical phenomenon- Carnation - a 

mental phenomenon comes to be. Let's clarify. We ordinarily say that 

eye comes into contact with object and ear comes into contact with sound 

etc., for all six sense organs. But this contact is much more than what we 

ordinarily mean. What actually happens is that the moment the Carnation 

enters the vision path of the eye, a mental image of the Carnation is 

generated in the mind because of its physical features, traits, signs and 

descriptions. The mental image is in fact the form derived from physical 
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Carnation and it is the impingement contact. Simultaneously a naming - 

Vow, a Carnation - also comes to be. This formal naming is simultaneous 

with feeling, perception, volition and attention and it is the designation 

contact. The word “impinge” (patiga) shows the impact the physical 

phenomenon - the Carnation - has on the mind when contacting. The 

naming - Vow, a Carnation - is on the other hand is designation contact. 

Therefore naming and impinging are both mental contacts which occur 

simultaneously. The crisscrossing occurs when designation and 

impingement simultaneously generate feeling, perception, volition and 

attention along with the mental image of the physical phenomenon - the 

Carnation. It is this mutual conditioning which the Buddha explained 

above. 

This mutual conditioning means that the physical form has to have 

certain features, traits, signs and brief descriptions which are capable of 

producing a mental image and at the same time and owing to them a 

formal naming along with the constituents of name should occur in the 

mind for contact to come about. Unless it is the case no experience can 

come about. 

Therefore, the name in "name & form" is both formal name and what 

constitutes the subjective side of the experience - feeling, perception, 

volition and attention. As an analogy, if the formal name is a basket its 

contents are feeling, perception, volition and attention. This clarifies the 

apparent discrepancy of name between the two discourses mentioned 

above.  

Let's now clarify the apparent discrepancy with regard to contact 

between Madhupindika and Mahanidana Suttas. Madhupindika Sutta 

appears to show consciousness arising before contact and Mahanidana 

Sutta shows contact as a crisscrossing between name & form as 

explained above. Even though it appears that way, a closer look confirms 

that there is no such discrepancy. Because contact is always as explained 

in the Mahanidana Sutta and that contact is known by the consciousness 

first as explained in the Madhupindika Sutta. Because contact has to be 

known and it is consciousness that does the knowing. And further down 
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in the Mahanidana Sutta it says that consciousness arises in dependence 

on name & form.  

It should however be noted that every sense stimuli - physical form, 

sound, smell, taste, tactile sensation and thought - has certain features, 

traits, signs and descriptions. But the mental phenomenon - feeling, 

perception, volition and attention - which they generate are not uniform 

among all living beings. More specifically contact is not the same for all. 

That is to say that the same feature can generate different feelings for 

different people. For example some people like dark chocolate while 

some others hate dark chocolate even though the features, traits, signs 

and descriptions of dark chocolate do not change. The reason for that is 

the subjectivity of mental phenomenon.  

The subjectivity of the mental phenomenon can also be explained as the 

need of the moment. For example, there are occasions when even objects 

sitting in a garbage bin can generate mental phenomenon which can 

linger on for a long time. Suppose someone accidentally slips his or her 

wedding ring into the unguarded sink hole and this incident creates 

desperation and panic. Having attempted to retrieve the ring which can 

be seen resting some way down the pipe in so many ways, this person 

sees, in the garbage bin,  a little piece of metal wire which is bent at the 

end in the shape of a hook. He or she realises that it is the perfect tool to 

extract the ring which is then used with success. The point of this simile 

is that mental phenomenon - feeling, perception, volition and attention - 

is subjective depending on the features, traits, signs and descriptions of 

the physical phenomenon and the need of the moment therefore the two - 

mental phenomenon and physical phenomenon - need to crisscross in 

order for contact - designation and impingement - to come to be. Even if 

the formal name is not known as in this example the crisscrossing of 

mental and physical phenomenon has still taken place with the physical 

object perhaps being named "the perfect hook". 

Let's try another common example to illustrate how appearance 

consisting of features, traits signs, and descriptions of physical 

phenomena leads to mental phenomena using a relationship between a 
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man and a woman. The root of almost all relationships can be traced to a 

crisscrossing between these two phenomena. For example a man is 

attracted to a woman because of a number of reasons which include her 

appearance consisting of hair, eyes, speech, behaviour and social status 

etc. Similarly a woman is attracted to a man because of his appearance 

which includes hair, eyes, speech, behaviour and social status etc. Unless 

these features, traits, signs and descriptions of physical phenomenon do 

not have the capacity to influence the mental phenomenon a relationship 

is hard to come about.  

Let's clarify a little bit more about the name oppressing everything. It 

happens as a result of mental phenomenon getting firmly established in 

the mind. Said another way it happens as a result of the phenomenon of 

mind arising due to feeling, perception, volition and intention. For 

example, the designation (adhivacana) "Lemon" immediately evokes in 

us a mental image of a Lemon along with the physical features and 

feelings etc., about the fruit whose formal name is Lemon. It might even 

generate saliva in the mouth. That is because the physical phenomenon - 

features, traits, signs, and descriptions - of the Lemon have become 

deeply ingrained in the mind in association with mental phenomenon- 

feeling, perception, intention and attention - when contact takes place 

with consciousness doing the knowing. In this example even though the 

Lemon is not physically present, both a designation and an impingement 

contact have occurred in almost the same way as when a lemon is 

physically present. This is the power of the name and that is why it is 

said to oppress everything.  

Similarly gold is a metal which is sought after by everyone because it is 

perceived to be associated with wealth, luxury, fame and beauty etc. 

When gold was first discovered it did not have a formal name except the 

features, traits, signs and descriptions which were capable of generating 

feelings, perceptions, volitions and attention. But whatever the formal 

name the discoverers ascribed to the metal became associated with both 

physical and mental phenomenon and that formal name just happened to 

be Gold. The point is that the name could have been any other name and 

it could have had the same impact as the name "Gold".  
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Similarly the formal name “Poo” generates feelings, perceptions, 

volitions and attentions of a mental image characterised by features, 

traits, signs and descriptions associated with something ugly and 

unpleasant.  

The Buddha explained this in the following way.  

“If those features, traits, signs, and indicators through which there is a 

description of the mental phenomena and the physical phenomena were 

all absent, would either designation-contact or impingement-contact be 

discerned? 

Certainly not, venerable sir. 

If those features, traits, signs, and indicators through which there is a 

description of name & form were all absent, would contact be discerned? 

Certainly not, venerable sir. 

Therefore, Ananda, this is the cause, source, origin, and condition for 

contact, namely, name & form". 

What the above means is that a crisscrossing between mental 

phenomenon and physical phenomenon must occur in order for the 

contact to occur. Every physical phenomenon has features, traits, signs 

and descriptions which are peculiar to them. Only when they are able to 

arouse feelings, perceptions, volitions and attention, formal name and 

constituents of name become intertwined. This could happen out of a 

necessity as explained earlier or merely due to the physical phenomenon. 

And finally if such crisscrossing - designation contact and an 

impingement contact - do not occur there is no experience. 

Consciousness and Name & Form 

Let's now consider the importance of consciousness to name and form. 

From the above discussion it must be already apparent that whenever 

there is name & form consciousness has to be there for an experience to 

come about. Because, if there is no knowing of name and form with 
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consciousness the name and form just pass by. Here, name can be the 

established formal name or whatever tag attached to the physical 

phenomenon. Form is always the mental image whether the phenomenon 

is physically present or not. Therefore whenever the sense bases 

encounter their external counterparts name & form combination –  

designation and impingement - comes to be as long as consciousness 

does the knowing of that encounter. The importance of attention is 

noteworthy here. That means that if there is no knowing there is no 

experience. The Buddha here resorted to a seemingly extreme example to 

highlight the importance of consciousness to name & form (DN.15).  

"Consciousness is a condition for name and form. How that is so, 

Ananda, should be understood in this way: If consciousness were not to 

descend into the mother’s womb, would name & form take shape in the 

womb?”
7
 

“Certainly not, venerable sir.” 

As a matter of fact the Buddha's example here is not extreme because 

any other example would not have been strong enough to convey the 

message the Buddha wanted which was to show the importance of 

consciousness to experience. Quite simply, the Buddha shows that as 

much as consciousness is needed for a birth to occur consciousness is 

needed for the experience too. The Buddha resorted to this example 

perhaps because Venerable Ananda belittled dependent origination 

saying that it appeared to him as plan as it can be which was the catalyst 

for the discourse. 

Besides it is the experience which the worldlings grasp which results in 

the Samsaric problem. Therefore, the Buddha wanted to show Venerable 

Ananda in no uncertain terms that the entire Samsaric problem - births 

and deaths -  is because of consciousness, mind or thought stationing on 

name & form. 

Let's briefly explain the role of consciousness in relation to a birth. In 

order for a birth to occur first of all there has to be a sexual union 

between a man and a woman generating what is called a zygote. This 
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zygote is a physical form made of the four great elements. Then, a 

consciousness needs to unite with it in order for animation to begin. In 

other words the zygote has to become an object for the mind generating 

the two fold contact in order for consciousness to do the knowing of this 

experience. It is this process of experience which is conventionally 

known as conception. If a consciousness does not unite with the zygote 

causing animation it gets ejected from the womb.  

Consciousness in the case of a birth however, has no choice on what 

zygote it stations because it is a natural phenomenon where, based on 

ignorance which operated during the day to day experiences, 

consciousness finds its corresponding match in what is known as Kamma 

ripening. 
8
 

Therefore, the role of consciousness is of paramount importance for the 

experience to come about and this is what the Buddha points out to 

Venerable Ananda above using an example which has given rise to 

controversy.  

“If, after descending into the womb, consciousness were to depart, would 

name & form be generated into this present state of being? 

Certainly not, venerable sir.” 

The translation “present state of being’ is a reference to the birth of the 

living being in its currently existing condition. As with any experience, if 

a catalyst which is strong enough arises for giving up volition, the 

object/s which formally commanded so much influence loses that power.  

Gold for example is sought after by everyone. But, if a new scientific 

research has concluded that use of gold leads to Cancer, everyone stops 

attachment to gold. In other words gold does not generate the two fold 

contact as before in order for consciousness, mind or thought to do the 

knowing. 

Again the Buddha points out the importance of consciousness to 

Samsaric problem in general and more specifically to the individual 
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experience. Another very important fact which comes to light here is that 

the consciousness, mind or thought can get dispassionate about name & 

form at any time. All that is needed is understanding that grasping the 

experience leads to rebirth which is unsatisfactory. 

 “If the consciousness of a young boy or girl were to be cut off, would 

name & form grow up, develop, and reach maturity? 

Certainly not, venerable sir. 

Therefore, Ananda, this is the cause, source, origin, and condition for 

name & form, namely, consciousness". 

Here again the Buddha brings Venerable Ananda almost to the climax of 

his understanding the importance of consciousness to name & form. Just 

like the catalyst for giving up volition for gold can happen at any stage – 

prior to, while and after acquisitioning – consciousness can leave name 

and form at any time. Having thus established that consciousness is the 

crucial factor in the experience, the Buddha proceeds with the final 

question. 

"If consciousness were not to become established in name and form, 

would the coming to be of the origin of suffering—of rebirth, old age, 

and death in the future—be found? 

 No Sir, 

That’s why this is the cause, source, origin, and condition of 

consciousness, namely name and form. This is the extent to which one 

may be reborn, grow old, die, pass away, or reappear". 

This question makes it very clear that the Buddha was all along 

attempting to convey the importance of consciousness to name and form 

in relation to day to day experiences rather than its importance to birth. 

Because even though birth is the cause of unsatisfactoriness in the 

current life and beyond what causes birth is not birth itself but it is the 

day to day experiences which cause birth. In other words, future births 
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can only be stopped by not allowing the consciousness to get stationed in 

name and form in the experiences of current life which translates as 

cessation of craving. 

As such, with this final question the Buddha drives his point home that it 

is the stationing of consciousness in name & form which is the cause of 

Samsaric problem. In other words it is the experience which is the 

combination of consciousness and name & form. This also means that if 

living beings succeed in depriving the consciousness of its stationing 

power on name & form by following the noble eight fold path the 

Samsaric problem can be brought to a halt because then there is no more 

continuity of any domain of experience. It is understanding the true 

nature of consciousness and depriving the mind of its creative power 

which the mind had hitherto wielded so successfully as the chief creator 

of everything. 

If we now consider this concept of name & form in depth we can 

understand that name & form along with consciousness is the cause for 

everything which we perceive as world. In the Loka Sutta (SN 1.70) the 

Buddha said that the world arises in the six referring specifically to the 

arising of grasping aggregates based on the relationship between 

consciousness and name & form which the worldlings imagine as their 

"world".  

"This is how far the scope of language, terminology, and description 

extends; (adhivacanapatho, niruttipatho, pannattipatho) how far the 

sphere of wisdom extends; how far the cycle of rebirths continues so that 

this state of existence is to be found; namely, name and form together 

with consciousness". 

This statement only confirms our above assertion that the Buddha was 

talking about the day to day experiences rather than birth. Having 

connected experience - consciousness and name & form - to the 

Samsaric problem, the Buddha then explains to Venerable Ananda how 

other worldly concepts and conventions come about as a result of 

experience. Language is a convention which arises due to the need for 
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sharing and communicating one's experiences with others. Those who are 

naturally gifted with the ability to speak use various languages to express 

their experiences while those who are not so fortunate use sign 

languages. This shows how extensively language is used as a by-product 

of experience. Terminology is what a language consists of because it 

needs names and terms to make definitions in order that an experience 

can be described.  

And the Buddha says that there is also a flip side to experience and it is 

developing wisdom to understand the very nature of experience. By 

developing wisdom one can decide for himself or herself how far the 

cycle of births and deaths continues. Here the Buddha admonishes in a 

subtle way that it is up to each individual to decide how far the 

unsatisfactoriness should go on.  

As we will understand later the unsatisfactoriness of continued existence 

is "self" made and what replaces the destructive "self" is wisdom.  

Before we conclude this section on the conditional relationship between 

consciousness and name & form let's pay attention to what the Buddha 

says in the Apannaka Sutta (AN 3.16) in relation to sense restraint. 

"And how does a mendicant guard the sense doors? 

When a mendicant sees a sight with their eyes, they don’t get caught up 

in the signs and descriptions. 

If the faculty of sight were left unrestrained, bad unskillful qualities of 

desire and aversion would become overwhelming.  

For this reason, they practice restraint, protecting the faculty of sight, 

and achieving its restraint". 

And, then the Buddha explains that a monk practices sense restraint in 

relation to sounds, smells, tastes, tactile sensations and thoughts too 

when they come into the range of their senses. We discussed features, 

traits, signs and descriptions which collectively represent the overall 
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appearance of sense stimuli earlier under name & form. We understood 

them as factors which influence contact, originating the process of 

experience. In the Apannaka Sutta the Buddha has used only two 

characteristics - signs and descriptions - instead of the four - features, 

traits, signs and descriptions - in the Mahanidana Sutta. Nevertheless it 

is clear that the Buddha is referring to the overall appearance of sense 

stimuli in relation to the experience and support our understanding that 

the Buddha was explaining the day to day experience in Mahanidana 

Sutta even though he resorted to an example which on the surface 

appears to be extreme to convince Venerable Ananda that consciousness 

is needed for name & form.  

Let's conclude this section on experience with a simile
9
.  A dog notices 

its own reflection in the water as it walks on a plank placed across a 

stream of water. The dog reacts with wagging its tail in a friendly gesture 

or barks angrily depending on how it perceives the reflection. Either 

way, the dog does not realise that the reflection is its own but it thinks 

that there is another dog in the water which is a mistake.   

When it comes to worldlings too, a similar mistaking happens with 

regard to their experiences. That is to say that feeling, perception, 

volition and intention caused by the two fold contact - designation and 

impingement - which is known by consciousness, mind or thought is not 

real. But the worldlings mistake it for real and take actions by body, 

speech and mind with volition.   
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Chapter 6 

ORIGIN OF UNSATISFACTORINESS - DUKKHA 

SAMUDAYA 

 Throughout the above discussion we focussed our attention on how 

experience arises and the true nature of experience with various quotes 

from discourses. The Buddha stated in the Dhammachakkapawattana 

Sutta (SN 56.11) that the cause of unsatisfactoriness is craving (tanha). 

Since craving follows feeling craving can be thought of as the 

spontaneous response to feeling which is one of the five main 

constituents of experience. If we recall our discussion on experience the 

arising of consciousness is so instantaneous that any time gap between 

contacting the features, traits, signs and descriptions of sense stimuli and 

arising of desire for them is hardly any. The Buddha explained craving as 

follows. 

“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the origin of 

unsatisfactoriness: it is this craving which leads to continued existence, 

accompanied by delight and lust, seeking delight here and there; that is, 

craving for sensual pleasures, craving for continued existence, craving 

for extermination". 

The Buddha has shown three types of craving - craving for sensual 

pleasures (kama tanha), craving for existence (bhava tanha) and craving 

for extermination (vibhava tanha) - and their inherent characteristics. In 

the preceding section we discussed all components of unsatisfactoriness 

in the way the Buddha has explained them and the phenomenal nature of 

experience. Let's now discuss the three types of craving with particular 

emphasis on the three adjectives with which the Buddha has qualified 

them to understand how these characteristics of craving can lead to 

unsatisfactoriness. Before we do that however, let's discuss hatred and 

delusion because according to discourses they exist together with greed. 

The Pali word for greed is lobha which closely resembles the meaning of 

tanha which is craving or strong desire. Therefore we can assume that 

lobha and tanha mean the same. 
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Hatred and Delusion 

We often say "vow" when our senses encounter a sense object resulting 

in a pleasant experience. This "vow" suggests that the experience has 

produced pleasant results. Similarly, if the experience is unpleasant, an 

expression such as " Oh my" or a similar expression would result. These 

experiences occur every passing moment. If the experience is pleasant, 

we would naturally want to cherish that experience and if it is 

unpleasant, we would try our best to avoid it. The need to cherish results 

from a craving and the need to reject or not to experience it results from 

a dislike which can potentially end up as hatred. All our mental 

proliferations or constructions revolve around these two extremes of 

experiences - pleasant or unpleasant. There are also times when we just 

ignore our experiences when they do not produce any noticeable 

pleasantness or unpleasantness resulting in a neutral experience. In such 

a situation, we are clueless as to what is happening and it is delusion 

moha at play oblivion to us. It is in fact a form of ignorance.  

Delusion is present not only in neutral experiences but pleasant and 

unpleasant experiences as well because delusion as a form of ignorance 

blocks clarity by muddling up the phenomenal nature of experience. This 

means that if the phenomenal nature of experience is understood greed 

and hatred do not stand in the way to awakening. Therefore, these three 

defilements kilesa of  greed (lobha), hatred (dosha) and delusion (moha) 

are always in unison with the three types of feelings which represent the 

subjective side of all experiences. In this way, worldlings are in a 

constant struggle of being deluded with regard to experiences. In other 

words, life or existence of every worldling is made up of these three 

defilements.   

Craving for Sensual Pleasures, Existence and Extermination 

Let's now discuss the three types of craving. Sensual pleasures, as is 

suggestive by the word sensual, are pleasures or satisfactions etc., 

derived from the sense bases. More specifically, they come from the five 

external sense objects - sights, sounds, smells, tastes and tactile 
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sensations (rupa, sadda, gandha, rasa. phoṭṭhabba) - when the 

corresponding sense bases come into contact with them. These are the 

experiences which we explained in detail earlier and they constitute the 

greatest portion of living beings' domains of experience. 

Before we discuss craving for continued existence (bhava tanha), let's 

first try to understand what bhava is. Bhava is existence or life. But it 

cannot exist on its own. Living beings accumulate their experiences by 

concatenating them with either greed, hatred or delusion. It is this 

concatenation which represents the five aggregates of grasping. While 

this mental accumulation of experiences continues, the time too passes 

by unbeknown to the living beings making them older and older. 

Existence (bhava) is this passage of time in respect of each living being 

while he or she accumulates the experiences with greed, hatred or 

delusion. In other words bhava is the continuation to exist with the three 

defilements.  

Bhava Tanha is desire for the continuity of existence because living 

beings do not want to let go of their experiences but instead expect a 

continuation of them for the better. Even though instances of suicides are 

common, all living beings including the poorest person would like to 

continue to live. 

Some people, as opposed to the orthodox acceptance, even wish to end 

their experiences in the current life perhaps hoping that they can escape 

from the momentary experiences particularly of those which are 

unpleasant in the current life and consequentially the continuation 

beyond the current life too will cease. This is desire for extermination 

(vibhava tanha). However, this is not desire for awakening since it 

cannot be reached simply by wishful thinking. It is very striking that 

even the desire for extermination leads to unsatisfactoriness but the 

simple reason is that any craving unless curbed at the origin leads to 

continued existence and finally to repeated birth. 

The Buddha has qualified the three types of craving with three 

adjectives. The first, ponobbhavika is translated as causing  repetition of 
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existence via the medium of rebirth. Craving taken even in an ordinary 

sense means the craving to continue the current experience. Said another 

way living beings expect the experience to prevail and all their mental 

workings are designed to ensure that continuity. For example, if a child is 

given a chocolate for the first time in his life he or she will expect more 

and more indefinitely because the taste is so pleasing. Ponobbhavika is 

this inherent characteristic of craving which make living beings want to 

repeat their experiences until their death and beyond.  

The second is nandiraga sahagatha which is translated as delight and 

lust. When craving is present delight and lust accompany that craving 

because it is the delight and lust for the experience which has caused 

craving in the first place. The third is thathra thathrabhi nandini 

translated as seeking pleasure here and there. This characteristic of 

craving shows that wherever the experience takes place living beings 

find happiness there. In the case of the child, delight and lust for 

chocolates will prevail no matter where or in what condition he or she is 

in.   

These three characteristics of desire co-exist because expectation of 

continuity is fueled by delight and lust in whatever existence a living 

being is in. All three types of craving - craving for sensual pleasures, 

continued existence and extermination - have the power to provide the 

necessary stimuli for living beings to continue the current existence 

which due to the same stimuli propel them in to a new life beyond the 

current one. All the components of unsatisfactoriness discussed above 

are the results of rebirth wherever they occur. Unfortunately that rebirth 

can occur in any of the three realms - sensual, form or formless- even in 

an inferior birth such as an animal. When that birth takes place the 

animal does not know that it was a human in the previous life and it 

continues to have delight & lust (nandiraga sahagatha) for the currently 

prevalent animal existence (thathra thathrabhi nandini) again with 

craving (ponobbhavika).  
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Chapter 7 

GRASPING THE FIVE AGGREGATES - 

PANCUPADANAKKHANDHA 

Upadana translated as grasping follows craving. In SN 56.11 cited above 

the Buddha said "In brief, the five aggregates of grasping is 

unsatisfactory". In Mahapunnama Sutta (MN.109) the Buddha explains 

that the root of grasping is desire (chanda). The Buddha further explains 

that grasping and the five aggregates of grasping are not the exact same 

thing and at the same time they are not different from each other either. 

But it is the desire and greed (chandaraga) for the aggregates which is 

grasping.  

 As stated above the cause of unsatisfactoriness is craving (Tanha) which 

appears at odds with the Buddha's statement "in brief the five aggregates 

of grasping is unsatisfactory". If we look in the dictionary we find that 

tanha means thirst or craving and Chandaraga means appetite and 

desire. What this similarity between the two words means is that craving 

and grasping are intimately connected to each other and a distinct 

boundary between them do not exist. Therefore grasping can be 

considered an intensified form of craving wherein the five aggregates are 

held onto without any letting go.  

The five aggregates are the main components of experience. As the word 

aggregate (khandha) suggests, it represents a mass or a collection and 

Khandha Sutta (SN 22.48) offers the definition of aggregate. 

“Whatever kind of form (rupa) there is, whether past, future, or present, 

internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near: 

this is called the form aggregate”. 

The other four aggregates are feeling, perception, volitional formations 

and consciousness. They are also similarly explained in the same 

discourse. Earlier we noted that the Buddha compared the three terms - 

consciousness, mind and thought - to a monkey to illustrate how swiftly 
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they change (SN 12.61). Since these three are the main components of 

experience which we identified as a phenomenon it means that 

experience is momentary. And a living being goes through a lot of them 

during a lifetime. The eleven modes in the above definition therefore is 

an indication of how someone's experience is scattered around and the 

five aggregates represent all experiences of any living being analysed in 

to the five main components of experience.  

 Let's now briefly discuss how grasping happens in the eleven modes. 

Past is the first of the eleven modes. All experiences occur in the present 

and it is the passage of time which makes experiences to be identified as 

past. This identification as past means remembering a past experience in 

the present or revisiting the memory base. Similarly an experience 

identified as future such as something one plans to do at a later date too 

is an experience which happens in the present. Internal is an experience 

considered as "mine" and external is an experience considered as 

"theirs". Gross, subtle, inferior, superior, far and near are various 

characterisations attributed to experiences again occurring in the present. 

As we quoted from Assutava Sutta the present is so swift that it cannot be 

measured in any realistic way. In other words the experience which is 

consciousness originating along with name & form, in spite of all 

characterisations attributed, is ephemeral and transitory. And grasping 

occurs in this backdrop.  

For example an old person remembers an incident which took place 

during his or her college days and relives that experience either happily 

or sadly. This experience too swiftly passes away only to another 

experience such as planning a future event to occur which again is met 

with either happiness or sadness. What this shows is that there is an 

unending stream of experiences occurring and most of them, if not all, 

are rejoiced or regretted forming what appears to be a concatenated 

series with desire. It should be noted that there is attachment even for 

unpleasant experiences and the attachment in that situation is to get rid of 

the unpleasant experience as soon as possible. Grasping the five 

aggregates is therefore the desire and attachment with which experiences 
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are relived as and when they become new experiences thus concatenating 

them into sort of a series.  

 The four great elements are the cause for the aggregate of form which is 

a reference to the physical form. As explained earlier every physical 

object originates out of earth, water, heat and air dependent on causes. 

They all also originate with certain features, traits, signs and descriptions 

which become the catalysts for name and derived form. The two fold 

contact which is the cause for the aggregates of feeling, perception and 

volition occurs dependent on name and form which is the cause for the 

aggregate of consciousness (MN.109).  

As discussed earlier under experience the aggregate of form here is not 

the physical form but it is the mental image derived from physical form, 

sound, smell, taste, tactile sensation and thought. Contact is the two fold 

contact – designation and impingement. Name is the formal name or 

whatever tag attached to the sense object and which co-exists with 

feeling, perception, volition, contact and attention. The formal name, 

though nominal, enjoys commanding status not because of the name 

itself but because of the mental factors - feeling, perception, volition, 

contact and attention - which co-exist with the formal name. 

Consciousness is the knowing or awareness of contact without which the 

process of experience cannot operate.  

Even though contact which is twofold is of utmost importance for the 

arising of feeling, perception, volition and attention it is not considered 

an aggregate. Attention (manasikara) is also not considered an aggregate 

perhaps because the difference between consciousness and attention is 

extremely subtle. As said earlier we all have had those occasions when 

we are fully engrossed in something even a loud noise escapes unknown. 

That is because our attention is fully focussed on something else. Also 

the Pali words mana and citta translated respectively as mind and 

thought have been used by the Buddha as synonyms for consciousness 

(SN12.61). Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that consciousness and 

attention are slightly different shades of the same phenomenon. 
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Four Types of Grasping 

Upadana Sutta (SN 45.173) explains four things living beings grasp with 

desire.  

“And what, bhikkhus, is grasping? There are these four kinds of 

grasping: grasping to sensual pleasures, grasping to views, grasping to 

rules and vows, grasping to a doctrine of self. This is called grasping". 

Sensual pleasures are the five cords of sensual pleasures ie; forms, 

sounds, smells, tastes and tactile sensations which we discussed earlier as 

craving for sensual pleasures and grasping is the strong mental hold of 

them with desire and greed as fuel.  

Views in the broadest sense represent all the views other than the correct 

view (samma ditthi). Brahmajala Sutta (DN.1) lists eighteen speculative 

views about the past and forty four speculative views about the future. 

The most prominent among them are the eternalism and annihilationism. 

Views about a creator god, about the world, life after death and 

astrological assumptions etc., fall under this category.  

In addition, people also grasp various rules and observances dictated to 

them mostly by cultural and religious traditions. Even today, some 

people in some parts of the world apparently practice extreme cases of 

ascetic practices such as conducting themselves as dogs and cows. 

Grasping to the notion of self is the most pernicious according to the 

Buddha since such grasping is what keeps living beings roaming in 

Samsara without a conceivable beginning. As we will see later, it is the 

non-existence of that very self that the Buddha portrays by the principle 

of dependent origination. As we stated earlier this is a fetter which is 

latent even in new born infants and which acts as one of the main 

catalysts along with others for mistaking the true nature experience for a 

self. 

It should be noted that the four grasping types are not anything apart 

from experience but all four of them are experiences with their roots 
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being consciousness and name & form combination because they need to 

go through senses in order for them to gain a foothold in the minds of 

worldlings. As stated earlier, grasping is the desire and greed for the five 

aggregates of experience.  

Sensual pleasures need no explaining as experiences but let's briefly 

discuss the others. A view is an opinion which someone holds onto 

dearly after it has entered the mind as a thought. Similarly various 

practices too are adhered to with a strong conviction of their efficacy. All 

of them may probably have originated as a result of being brain washed 

by the adults at a very young age or they have heard from others or 

known others having the same view. The personality view too is an 

opinion which is grasped with desire and greed from the very moment of 

conception. Due to the fact that the Buddha lists personality view as the 

first of the ten fetters which needs to be removed in order to realise 

awakening this view can be considered to exist unbroken throughout 

Samsara thus linking one existence to another. Therefore, these four 

types of experiences are what living beings hold on to dearly without any 

letting go. In other words they are the five aggregates of grasping with 

which living beings continue to exist. 

We have now discussed the relationship between craving and grasping in 

our attempt to bridge the gap between unsatisfactoriness and its cause or 

origin - craving. However, grasping needs to be linked up with existence 

(bhava) in order for this bridge to be completed.  

True Nature of Aggregates 

As we have already understood, experience is a phenomenon because all 

constituent components of it are dependently arisen. For example, 

consciousness which does the knowing is dependent on name & form. 

Name and form too are dependent on each other for contact to arise. 

Form is dependent on the four great elements. Feeling is dependent on 

contact and perception is dependent on feeling. Volition too is dependent 

on feeling and perception. This means that the entire experience is a 
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formation with only a conditioned (sankhata) state being momentarily 

apparent.  

Let's now consider some of the examples the Buddha used to describe the 

five aggregates. In Phenapindupama Sutta (SN 22.95), this is what he 

said about form (rupa). 

“Bhikkhus, suppose that this river Ganges was carrying along a great 

lump of foam. A man with good sight would inspect it, ponder it, and 

carefully investigate it, and it would appear to him to be void, hollow, 

insubstantial. For what substance could there be in a lump of foam? So 

too, bhikkhus, whatever kind of form there is, whether past, future, or 

present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or 

near: a bhikkhu inspects it, ponders it, and carefully investigates it, and 

it would appear to him to be void, hollow, insubstantial. For what 

substance could there be in form?". 

Anyone who understands the type of foam which the Buddha speaks 

about here, will correctly grasp the true nature of form (rupa). This type 

of foam is formed on the sidelines of the main current of water when 

tides of water clash against each other allowing the formation of water 

foam resembling soap lather. They contain tiny fissures and holes which 

are essentially coreless and lacking any substance and their constant 

bursting and reforming provide it with an appearance of active life or an 

existence. 

The physical structure of six senses which living beings consider internal 

too is pretty much similar to foam in that it does not have a core which is 

not subject to constant change. From the time of conception until death, 

the living being is conditionally changing just like foam. If we simply 

consider how a baby weighing six to seven pounds emerges from the 

mother's womb and becomes an old person we can understand the extent 

of change or formations (sankhara) conditioned by various causes which 

comes about since birth. When both internal and external physical forms 

are similar to foam, it is impossible that a form derived from interaction 
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between such an internal and external form can generate any substantial 

result.  

In the same Phenapindupama Sutta cited above, the Buddha likened 

feeling to water bubbles which form when rain drops fall on water. These 

rain bubbles break away no sooner than they are formed and that is the 

true nature of feelings (vedana) with an incessant arising and a cessation 

dependent on conditions.  

The Buddha called perception (sanna) a mirage which is an image of 

water in the distance. During periods of droughts, animals in jungles 

wonder about in search of water and seeing this mirage in the distance, 

mistake it for water only to perish halfway through the pursuit.  

The Buddha's simile for volition (sankhara) is very telling. He compared 

them to a banana trunk which is made up of layers and layers of soft 

fibre. One cannot find even soft wood in the banana trunk let alone 

hardwood. Every volitional action is just like taking out the first layer 

only to find no substance and then the second layer again to find no 

substance and so on.  

The Buddha said in the same Sutta that consciousness is like a magician's 

trick. A magician entertains people at a crossroad to the exclaiming of 

his viewers taking the tricks for real. Only someone hiding behind the 

stage will observe that the tricks are not real because he/she can see how 

the magician creates his tricks using various tools which are hidden from 

the audience. Since consciousness is the root of all, understanding this 

creative power of consciousness in relation to its dependently originated 

nature is crucial. Just like the audience which succumbs to the magician's 

tricks, living beings too succumb to the five components of experience 

mistaking them for real.  

Since time immemorial, living beings have had trouble understanding the 

true nature of consciousness. Even during the time of the Buddha, a 

bhikkhu named Sati (Mahatanhasankhaya Sutta MN.38) had 

misunderstood it drawing a stern rebuke from the Buddha who corrected 

Sati saying that consciousness is dependently arisen. For example, when 
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consciousness arises dependent on the eye and forms, it is reckoned as 

eye-consciousness. Just as fire is reckoned by the particular condition 

dependent on which it burns - when fire burns dependent on logs - it is 

reckoned as a log fire. Sati’s mistake was taking the consciousness to be 

the feeler of feelings etc., and also to be same at all times even extending 

from birth to birth as opposed to a conditioned phenomenon. Many 

theories particularly those associated with "self" which exist in the world 

even today stem from this misunderstanding. 
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Chapter 8 

EXISTENCE - BHAVA 

Vibhanga Sutta (SN 12.2) explains existence as; 

“And what, bhikkhus, is existence, bhava? There are these three kinds of 

existence: sensual-realm existence (kamabhava), form-realm existence 

(rupabhava), formless-realm existence (arupabhava). This is called 

existence.". 

First of all, let's clarify a few terms used in the above Sutta before we 

proceed further, starting with kamabhava, rupabhava and arupabhava 

translated respectively as sensual realm, form realm and formless realm. 

The adjective ponobhavika discussed earlier as an inherent quality of 

craving comes from this word bhava. The Buddha is known as the 

teacher of the three worlds, therefore the epithet thiloguru. The three 

worlds or realms are the above mentioned sensual realm existence (kama 

bhava), form-realm existence (rupa bhava) and formless-realm existence 

(arupa bhava). The Buddha is known by that epithet since his teaching 

of dependent origination applies equally to all three realms of existences.  

Sensual realm are where humans, devas, ghosts, hungry beings, hell 

beings and animals live. Form realm is where those who live immersed 

in jhanic absorptions are and formless realm is where those who have 

attained to the immaterial jhanas live.  

We have already briefly discussed continued existence (bhava) under 

desire for continued existence (bhava tanha). In relation to the five 

aggregates, continued existence can be metaphorically likened to a rope 

made up of the five strands of aggregates which are mentally 

concatenated with desire and greed. This rope has no beginning. It keeps 

lengthening with strength as more and more experiences get accumulated 

with desire and greed which is grasping. This means that existence  

cannot be separated from the rope because it is simply the experience 

which continues to exist simultaneously with desire and greed at any 
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given point in time in any of the three cosmological dimensions. In the 

big picture, existence is the unending continuity of experiences which 

continue to exist due to being concatenated with desire and greed with 

intervening periods between births and deaths which are conventionally 

referred to as life. Existence in other words can be understood as the 

domain of experiences which is a composite of one's social and cultural 

make up with various likes, dislikes, practices, views & opinions 

sentimentally grasped with the defilements of greed, hatred and delusion 

with a strong sense of ownership in a continuation without a conceivable 

beginning with temporary sojourns called life. 

As another simile, if continued existence is a bridge, craving is the 

builder with raw materials being the five aggregates of grasping. Since 

the builder and the raw materials are always available in abundance the 

bridge never comes to a completion. This means that when builder of 

craving ceases during any of the intervening periods called life the bridge 

of continued existence too ceases simultaneously. Sensual realm where 

one can be born as a human is supposedly the most conducive realm of 

existence for escaping from Samsara because it is where one can 

experience both happiness and unhappiness and be disenchanted with 

their incessant arising and ceasing. It is due to this reason that the 

Buddha refers to craving as the builder of the house of Samsara whom 

he has seen with his penetration of the reality
10

. 

As we have demonstrated above continued existence is not anything 

apart from experience which is momentary. Since it is greed, hatred and 

delusion which fuel worldlings to concatenate experiences by grasping 

them with desire, the existence of worldlings is one filled with greed, 

hatred and delusion. In other words an existence continues to exist with 

greed, hatred and delusion as support in the guise of a self wrongly 

assumed to exist. Even though a physical form is apparent it is a 

combination of the four great elements with various features, traits, signs 

and descriptions and without anything permanent and satisfactory which 

can be considered a self.  
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So far in this discussion we have discussed the unsatisfactoriness 

prevalent in existence and craving which fuels the continuity of existence 

of unsatisfactoriness. Let's now discuss rebirth in some detail. 
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Chapter 9 

REBIRTH 

Vibhanga Sutta (SN 12.2) explains rebirth (jati) in the following way. 

"And what, bhikkhus, is birth? The birth of the various beings into the 

various orders of beings, their being born, inception, conception, 

reincarnation, the manifestation of the aggregates, the obtaining of the 

sense bases. This is called birth". 

As discussed under existence (bhava) re-birth is the beginning of a 

temporary sojourn in an unending continuation where continuation is 

renewed with supplies of more fuel of defilements. The prefix "re" 

means that the temporary sojourns are repetitive in the overall 

continuation. It is also within this sojourn that one can find liberation 

from the continuation by becoming disenchanted with the futility of it. 

Since majority of people do not become disenchanted they willingly 

provide additional fuel out of ignorance of the fact that the continuation 

is unsatisfactory.  

By necessity rebirth has to follow a death which is the laying down of the 

physical aspect of living beings consisting of eye, ear, nose, tongue and 

body while the mental aspect continues on just like a snake sheds its 

worn out skin and moves along. The mental aspect is the craving for 

experience in the intervening period known as life. Once reborn, all 

forms of unsatisfactoriness discussed earlier such as illnesses, ageing, 

death and sorrow etc., invariably follow which is why the Buddha 

singled out craving as the cause of unsatisfactoriness. This means that, as 

said earlier too, if living beings realise the futility of the continuation of 

existence and give up craving for the five aggregates of experience the 

continuation can be ended in that life itself. 

Athiraga Sutta (SN12.64) 

 Let's now try to shed more light on this by bringing in the Athiraga Sutta 

which we quoted from earlier too. 
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“If, bhikkhus, there is lust (raga), delight (nandi) and craving (tanha) for 

the nutriment edible food consciousness becomes established there and 

comes to growth. Wherever consciousness becomes established and 

comes to growth, name-and-form cohabits.(avakkanti) Where name-and-

form cohabits, there is the growth of (volitional) formations. Where there 

is the growth of (volitional) formations, there is rebirth into a new state 

of existence in the future. Where there is rebirth into a new state of 

existence in the future, there is future birth, aging, and death. Where 

there is future birth, aging, and death, I say that is accompanied by 

sorrow, anguish, and despair.  

If, bhikkhus, there is lust for the nutriment contact, or for the nutriment 

mental volition (manosancetana), or for the nutriment consciousness, if 

there is delight, if there is craving, consciousness becomes established 

there and comes to growth. Wherever consciousness becomes established 

and comes to growth … I say that is accompanied by sorrow, anguish, 

and despair. 

Suppose an artist or painter had some dye, red lacquer, turmeric, indigo, 

or rose madder. And on a polished plank or a wall or a canvas they’d 

create the image of a woman or a man, complete in all its various parts. 

In the same way, if there is desire, relishing, and craving for solid food, 

consciousness becomes established there and grows".  

It must be pointed out at the very outset that the Athiraga Sutta is similar 

to the Mahanidana Sutta in that both discourses are about the experience.  

In order to understand this discourse in the depth the Buddha intended 

we have to commence our analysis from the very beginning. In other 

words we need to understand how lust, delight and craving for the four 

types of nutriments come about in the first place. Food as we know is 

necessary for everyone to survive even in the complete absence of 

craving similar to that of Arahants. Inclusion of food in the four 

nutriments therefore suggests that lust, delight and craving for even that 

bare necessity has to be abandoned. But the important point to 

understand is that the other three - contact, mental volition and 
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consciousness - arise in relation to experience which include the 

experience of food as well.  

What makes this discourse peculiar is the fact that lust, delight and 

craving for consciousness becomes a nutriment for consciousness itself. 

The other peculiarity which is somewhat similar is that lust, delight and 

craving is a nutriment for mental volition which again is a constituent of 

name. And finally, when lust, delight and craving for food, contact, 

consciousness and mental volition is present name & form cohabits with 

consciousness
11

 leading to growth of unsatisfactoriness via rebirth 

because consciousness becomes established and comes to growth. 

Consciousness becoming established and coming to growth is the reason 

for unsatisfactoriness to follow. In other words this is grasping the 

experience which is existence. We stated earlier that craving, grasping 

and existence do not have hard boundaries but they refer to existing or 

living attached to feeling with desire and greed. 

We discussed at length the mechanics involved in the process of 

experience using Mahanidana Sutta and we concluded that experience 

was a phenomenon due to its dependently arisen nature. We also noted 

that mind and thought are synonyms for consciousness and their arising 

is a phenomenon. What this means is that experience is not anything 

different but it is the same as arising of thought, mind or consciousness 

which worldlings mistake for a self. We will discuss self in detail later 

but for now we can say that worldlings develop lust, delight and craving 

for experience under the assumption of a self due to ignorance of the 

consequence of unsatisfactoriness which lays ahead. In other words 

phenomenal contact, volition and consciousness become nutriments for 

themselves due to ignorance. Said another way experience which is 

thought, mind or consciousness becomes a nutriment for experience itself 

thus guaranteeing unsatisfactoriness to prevail in the future.  

The Buddha analogically likens the unsatisfactoriness which comes to be 

in the future to the picture of a man or a woman which comes to be due 

the availability of ingredients such as the painter and lacquer etc. The 
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same way the picture comes to be due to causes unsatisfactoriness too 

comes to be due to causes of lust, delight and craving which has volition 

as the key ingredient. 

Bhava Sutta (AN 3.76) 

Let's now turn to the Bhava Sutta to reinforce our understanding of how 

a rebirth comes to be. The overall message of this Sutta too is similar to 

that of Athiraga Sutta in that they both demonstrate how existence 

continues. 

"Ananda, if there were no actions ripening in the sensual realm 

(kamadhatu), would continued existence in sensual realm (kamabhava) 

be discerned? 

No, Sir. 

Thus actions are the field, consciousness the seed, and craving the 

moisture. The consciousness of living beings hindered by ignorance 

(Avijjanivaraṇanaṃ) & fettered by desire is established in an inferior 

realm (hina dhatu). Thus there is the rebirth into a new state of existence 

(punabbhavabhinibbatti)  in the future. 

Ananda, if there were no actions ripening in the form realm (rupadhatu), 

would existence in form realm (rupabhava) be discerned? 

No, Sir. 

Thus actions are the field, consciousness the seed, and craving the 

moisture. The consciousness of living beings hindered by ignorance 

(Avijjanivaraṇanaṃ) & fettered by desire is established in a middling 

realm (majjhima dhatu). Thus there is the rebirth into a new state of 

existence (punabbhavabhinibbatti)  in the future. 

Ananda, if there were no actions ripening in the formless realm 

(arupadhatu), would existence in formless realm (arupabhava) be 

discerned? 
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No, lord. 

Thus actions are the field, consciousness the seed, and craving the 

moisture. The consciousness of living beings hindered by ignorance 

(Avijjanivaraṇanaṃ) & fettered by desire is established in a superior 

realm (panita dhatu). Thus there is the rebirth into a new state of 

existence (punabbhavabhinibbatti)  in the future". 

Let's first get some terms clarified. Actions are the volitional actions by 

body, speech and mind. Ripening is a reference to the consequences of 

volitional actions. Said another way it is the matching of one's current 

domain of experience with another existence which corresponds to the 

current. Realm means domain in the sense of cosmological location. 

Sensual means being associated with the five cords of sensual contacts - 

form, sound, smell, taste and tactile sensation. Form and formless are 

references to respectively jhanic absorptions and immaterial absorptions. 

Continued existence (bhava) in short is a reference to the domain of 

experience or life which continues to exist due to prevalence of fuel. 

According to the Bija Sutta (SN 22.54), field is a reference to the four 

aggregates of form, feeling, perception and volition. 

“Consciousness, bhikkhus, while standing, might stand engaged with 

form; based upon form, established upon form, with a sprinkling of 

delight, it might come to growth, increase, and expansion. Or 

consciousness, while standing, might stand engaged with feeling … 

engaged with perception … engaged with (volitional) formations; based 

upon (volitional) formations, established upon (volitional) formations, 

with a sprinkling of delight, it might come to growth, increase, and 

expansion.” 

 "Consciousness is the seed" is a reference to the growth potential of 

consciousness similar to how a seed grows. But a seed grows only when 

moisture representing water is present. Therefore the seed of 

consciousness in the field of form, feeling, perception and volition 

grows, increases and expands when desire is present. In other words this 

is a reference to how the worldling responds to experience and which 
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leads to rebirth due to the presence of craving for experience. The same 

way the seed grows when water is available consciousness too grows 

when delight for the experience is available. 

Let's try to illustrate with a simple example. We often hear people make 

expressions such as "I love it or I hate it". Although such expressions are 

common and no one takes them very seriously they represent how 

worldlings react to experiences. It is consciousness, mind or thought 

which does the knowing of the experience. Therefore, expression "I love 

it or I hate it" is where the consciousness or mind has taken a stand as a 

tiny seed. The presence of the notion of consciousness, mind or thought 

as (my) self and desire to embrace or distance the experience must be 

apparent here. The consciousness, mind or thought having thus taken a 

stand as a seed grows and expands as long as desire along with the notion 

of self continues to be present. The Buddha compared consciousness, 

mind or thought to a monkey to illustrate how often experiences arise 

and cease. Using that as a guide we can understand how many "I love it 

or I hate it" experiences a worldling goes through in a life time or in an 

existence. Unless and until worldlings understand the true nature of 

experience and completely give up the notion of self and desire the seed 

of consciousness, mind or thought grows and expands.  

 Hindered by ignorance is a reference to the lack of understanding the 

phenomenal nature of experience which when being attached to with 

delight leads to rebirth. In the big picture ignorance is the lack of 

understanding the four noble truths. The word nivarana is of particular 

importance here since it carries the most weight in this explanation. 

Nivarana is concealing or obstructing so that whatever is going on is 

hidden from being seen, just like the curtain concealing what is 

happening on the stage. If the curtain of obstruction (nivarana) is 

ignorance, what is happening on stage is the phenomenal nature or 

conditionality of formations which is reality. Said another way, curtain of 

ignorance obstructs the wisdom of seeing things as they really are (yatha 

bhuta nana). 
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 The Sutta also alludes to the fact that sensual realm is inferior (hina), 

form realm is middle (majhjima) and formless realm is superior (panita). 

It is the qualitative aspect of domain of experiences which when ripen as 

consequences finds its corresponding match in either inferior or middling 

or superior realm. That is to say that kamadhatu -domain of sensual 

experiences - will ripen into kamabhava - a renewed domain of sensual 

experiences in sensual realm as the consequence. Similarly, rupadhatu 

will ripen in rupabhava and arupadhatu will ripen in arupabhava.  

 This also means that current domain of experience is not necessarily the 

current realm of existence. For example, one who practises formless 

absorptions with a strong desire for them while sojourning in the sensual 

realm may be reborn in the formless realm because his domain of 

experience or the five aggregates representing those volitional actions 

where desire is present inclines his consciousness, mind or thought into 

the formless realm. And similarly for other experiences.  

 Kamma, as we learned earlier too, are the intentional actions. It is also 

used in some contexts, quite incorrectly though, to refer to results 

(vipaka) of previous intentional actions. For example, someone going 

through a lot of hardship refers to his state of affairs as bad Kamma when 

in fact the current state of affairs may not necessarily be consequences of 

previous actions because the current situation can have been caused by 

many other causes. This does not mean however that current state of 

affairs is not definitely a consequence of past actions. Even though such 

a possibility exists it does not necessarily have to be the case. 

Kukkuravatika Sutta (MN.57) 

 The Kukkuravatika Sutta
12

 is another discourse that is very relevant 

here. In this discourse the Buddha explains to two ascetics how the 

current domain of experience finds its corresponding match in the next 

rebirth. The two ascetics - Punna and Seniya who had taken vows to 

conduct themselves respectively as a cow and a dog approached the 

Buddha with the intention of finding out where they would be reborn 

because of their ascetic practices. They had assumed that they would be 
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reborn as gods because of their precepts. The Buddha, having attempted 

to evade the question  perhaps because he did not want to hurt their 

sentiments, finally says that one who conducts himself as a dog in the 

current existence will be reborn in the company of dogs in the next. The 

Buddha justifies his answer saying that one who uninterruptedly 

conducts as a dog develops the mentality and behaviour of a dog 

therefore when that body breaks up that individual is reborn as a dog. 

The Buddha then explains to the two ascetics how the deeds which is a 

reference to the domain of experience determine the type of rebirth as 

follows. 

"Puṇṇa, I declare these four kinds of deeds, having realized them with 

my own insight. What four?  

There are dark deeds with dark results; bright deeds with bright results; 

dark and bright deeds with dark and bright results; and neither dark nor 

bright deeds with neither dark nor bright results, which lead to the 

ending of deeds". 

The Buddha then explains dark deeds with dark results as those 

volitional actions by body, speech and mind which are hurtful and says 

that such people are reborn in a hurtful world such as hell. Bright deeds 

with bright results are volitional actions by body, speech and mind which 

are pleasing and such people are reborn in a pleasing world such as 

among the gods of refulgent glory (subhakinha). Dark and bright deeds 

are volitional actions by body, speech and mind which are a mixture of 

both hurtful and pleasing. Those who conduct their existences in that 

way are reborn in a world that is both hurtful and pleasing such as those 

of humans, gods and beings in the underworld. Neither dark nor bright 

deeds are the volition to give up dark deeds with dark results, bright 

deeds with bright results, and both dark and bright deeds with both dark 

and bright results. These types of actions lead to ending of deeds which 

is a reference to awakening - Nibbana.  

The Buddha then concludes saying "what you do brings about your 

rebirth". What the Buddha says in brief in this Kukkuravatika Sutta is 
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that the current domain of experience or existence determines the type of 

rebirth because the current existence of actions is one motivated by 

volition which is accompanied by desire and greed. The domain of 

experience refers to the overall make up of one's day to day affairs with 

volition as the key ingredient for doing whatever one does. If the current 

existence is devoid of any volitional actions which are dark, bright or a 

mixture of both then it does not lead to a rebirth because there is no 

accumulation of experiences with volition as the key ingredient to 

continue in to a rebirth after death.  

We know from our own experiences that all living beings, from the 

smallest to the biggest and including those who advocate a creator love 

their lives. Said simply no one likes death. It is said that a man who is 

drowning grasps even onto a straw in order to escape death. This means 

that consciousness, mind or thought does not find even a tiny reprieve 

but continues to get stationed even at the moment of death. In other 

words, the rope of existence or the bridge continues to prevail because 

the raw materials of greed and desire for the aggregates do not diminish 

as death approaches. In fact bhava is translated as continued existence 

because of the continuity inherent in it due to the presence of craving. 

Cetana Sutta (SN 12.38) 

In the Cetana Sutta  the Buddha said; 

“bhikkhus, what one intends, and what one plans, and whatever one has 

an underlying tendency towards: this becomes a basis for the 

continuation of consciousness. When there is a basis there is a support 

for the establishing of consciousness. When consciousness is established 

and has come to growth, there is rebirth into a new state of existence. 

When there is rebirth into new state of existence, future rebirth, old age 

and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, displeasure, and despair come to 

be. Such is the origin of this whole mass of suffering". 

 Intentions, plans and underlying tendencies represent what one has 

grasped in the eleven modes. This is in fact a reference to existence 

where the worldlings hold on to various expectations along with 
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memories of the past. They are similar to work in progress because 

worldlings always have something in the pipeline to be accomplished. 

No one gives up all hopes and dreams when they get old. In fact when 

they get older they are more likely to revisit their past experiences than 

when they are young because that helps them counter loneliness in old 

age. Every living being irrespective of their age has intentions and plans. 

In addition everyone has underlying tendencies either developed in the 

current existence or carried over from the previous life or lives. It is the 

consciousness, mind or thought that grasps these intentions, plans and 

tendencies with desire and greed based on the notion of a self. Said 

another way it is the seed of consciousness, mind or thought growing, 

increasing and expanding. 

The definition of death as we already know is the passing away, 

perishing, disintegration, demise, mortality, death, decease, breaking up 

of the aggregates and laying to rest of the corpse of the various sentient 

beings in the various orders of sentient beings. Death occurs because all 

formations are impermanent. The physical aspect of experience 

consisting of eye, ear, nose, tongue and body is a formation (sankhara) 

made up of the four great elements. Rebirth occurs because intentions, 

plans and underlying tendencies which are grasped with desire and greed 

continue to persist beyond death. In other words the seeds of 

consciousness, mind or thought supported by craving along with the 

notion of self have grown, increased and expanded in relation to form, 

feeling, perception and volition so much that they survive the physical 

death. Metaphorically therefore rebirth is similar to someone returning to 

continue on with whatever left behind uncompleted of consciousness, 

mind or thought.  

Bhavanetti Sutta (SN 23.3) 

Let's conclude this section by quoting from Bhavanetti Sutta  wherein the 

Buddha explains the conduit to existence and the cessation of conduit to 

existence to Venerable Radha.  
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"Radha, the desire, lust, delight, craving; engagement and grasping, 

mental standpoints, adherences and underlying tendencies regarding 

form. this is called the conduit to existence. Their cessation is the 

cessation of the conduit to existence". 

The Buddha applies the same criteria as conduit to existence in respect of 

feeling, perception, volition and consciousness as well. The Pali word 

netti has connotations to an "edge" which is protruding. Analogically 

netti can be compared to a little shoot which is just coming out of the soil 

alongside the decaying mother tree so that when the mother tree is dead 

the shoot gradually springs up to take over the place occupied by the 

mother tree. The same way the mother tree survived on the nutrients, the 

shoot will come to growth and expansion, using as the base, the nutrients 

left unconsumed by the mother tree.  

Netti translated as conduit performs a function similar to the shoot in that 

it connects one existence to another. The same way the shoot comes to 

growth and expansion, the desire, lust, delight, craving; engagement and 

grasping, mental standpoints, adherences and underlying tendencies left 

behind by the current existence germinate a new existence. In other 

words conduit (Netti) represent the five aggregates of grasping which 

result in the continuation of existence by means of rebirth.   



70 
 

Chapter 10 

COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES OF EXPERIENCE 

As we have demonstrated above craving for experience leads to 

continued existence which is filled with illnesses, ageing and death etc., 

which are unsatisfactory. It is not only the individual Samsaric 

unsatisfactoriness that originates from the phenomenon of experience but 

also the entire societal make up too originates from it. The Buddha 

explained it in DN.15 as follows; 

"So it is, Ananda, that feeling is a cause of craving. Craving is a cause of 

seeking. Seeking is a cause of gaining material possessions. Gaining 

material possessions is a cause of assessing. Assessing is a cause of 

desire and lust. Desire and lust is a cause of attachment. Attachment is a 

cause of possessiveness. Possessiveness is a cause of stinginess. 

Stinginess is a cause of safeguarding. 

Owing to safeguarding, many bad, unskillful things come to be: taking 

up the rod and the sword, quarrels, arguments, and fights, accusations, 

divisive speech, and lies". 

When the worldlings are overwhelmed by the phenomenal feeling they 

develop craving for it. Feeling is the only component of experience 

which the worldlings notice because it feels. Worldlings hardly realise 

that there is craving in them in response to feeling and as such they look 

for ways to satisfy the craving. When all arrangements are in place for 

acquiring whatever is craved, they eventually become the proud owner of 

it. Once the ownership is complete various thoughts with regard to the 

grade or quality of the acquisition set in. These thoughts are generally 

self uplifting with comparisons being made between themselves and 

others and they lead to more attachment to the object acquired because 

subconsciously they think, "I am the owner of this" binding them even 

more to the acquisition. At this stage they are not ready at all to even 

imagine parting with it and the need for protecting it from any likely 
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calamity arises potentially leading to quarrels, arguments and fights etc., 

over whatever is being protected. 

The feeling which the experience generates can be pleasant, unpleasant 

or neutral. It should be noted that it is only a Buddha who can analyse the 

process of experience into various components exposing its phenomenal 

nature so that noble disciples can become dispassionate about it. But the 

worldlings have no such opportunity and therefore they quickly succumb 

to the tricks of the magician of consciousness by giving way to volition 

based solely on feeling. If the feeling is unpleasant the worldling's 

reaction is to dissociate from the experience. In such situations hatred, 

jealousy and envy are likely to be the catalysts for action. 

As discussed earlier it is greed, hatred and delusion which unbeknown to 

the worldlings fuel them to act that way. When every worldling 

continues to carry out their day to day affairs in such a manner all the 

societal problems originate with governments being held accountable to 

find answers to them. 
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Chapter 11 

FACTORS WHICH INFLUENCE BEHAVIOR 

In the preceding discussion we addressed in detail unsatisfactoriness 

prevalent in existence and its cause which is craving. Existence is 

unsatisfactory not only because everything is impermanent but because 

of the fact that there is no substantial entity in existence which can be 

identified as self. In our discussion on formation (sankhara) we 

demonstrated how a tree comes to be dependent on various nutriments. 

Similarly the living being too is a formation which has originated in 

dependence on the four nutriments of food, contact, consciousness and 

mental volition.  

We also explained that nutriments represent the day to day experiences 

of living beings. In our discussion of Dhamma we demonstrated that the 

experience consisting of the five aggregates is a phenomenon – Dhamma 

with the three characteristics of impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and 

not self. We also discussed what grasping is and the relationship between 

craving, grasping and continued existence. Of particular importance we 

discussed that continued existence is not anything different from craving 

and grasping but rather continued existence is just the passage of time 

while the momentary experience is being grasped with desire and greed 

under delusion of a self which is a form of ignorance. 

It is during continued existence that living beings endure all forms of 

unsatisfactoriness such as illnesses, ageing and death. Craving not only 

sustains current existence but also acts as fuel for its continuity along 

with the same unsatisfactoriness guaranteed in the existences which 

follow. The Buddha has said that cessation of craving is Nibbana. The 

Buddha has also stipulated a practice for the attainment of that objective. 

In spite of the above discussed reality the worldlings are engaged in an 

existence which is far removed from that reality. Thus, it shows that 

there is a mismatch between the reality of experience and what people do 

in response to that experience. In other words the actions of people are 
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irrational. Therefore, let's devote some time to find out what influences 

people to act the way they ordinarily do. Asked another way, why do 

they crave experience when it leads to unsatisfactoriness without an end 

in sight? 

Ignorance 

According to the Buddha the reason for irrationality on the part of the 

worldlings is ignorance. In fact a Buddha arises in the world to explain 

that. Ignorance is defined as non-comprehension of the four noble truths. 

According to Khandha Sutta (SN 56.2) the first path factor of right view 

is also the knowledge of the four noble truths. 

The first noble truth is the unsatisfactoriness prevalent in existence. As 

explained in detail above, they include birth, illnesses, ageing,  death and 

associating with the disliked etc. The second truth is understanding that 

craving is the cause for the first truth. This means that the second truth 

needs to be understood in relation to all the mechanics involved in the 

lead up to craving and then intuitively linking craving to rebirth via 

current existence. 

The third noble truth is cessation of craving. This again means 

reinforcing the second truth that when craving ceases the rebirth ceases 

via discontinuity of existence. The fourth noble truth is the practice 

which the Buddha has laid down for the achievement of the third noble 

truth - the cessation of existence. 

The four noble truths, as can be observed from above is a progressive 

understanding which a disciple of the Buddha obtains with both 

experiential and intuitive knowledge. The disciples can also make use of 

other anecdotal evidence for example research carried out by scholars
13 

about rebirth etc., to supplement their understanding the four noble 

truths.  

Ignorance however is not a stand-alone phenomenon. Its existence is 

supported by the presence of various causes and in Avijja Sutta (AN 

10.61) the Buddha has explained what those causes are.  
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Avijja Sutta is similar to Mahanidana Sutta in some respects. In 

Mahanidana the Buddha explains the reciprocal relationship between 

consciousness and name & form in the arising and ceasing of experience. 

And in Avijja Sutta the Buddha explains the human attitude with regard 

to experience leading to ignorance or wisdom. Therefore, let's first 

consider those facts or rather the attitudes of people which obscure the 

true nature of experience leading to ignorance. We will also incorporate 

relevant sections from other discourses in order to understand the bigger 

picture. 

The Buddha begins the discourse by stating that ignorance has a 

nutriment. In this discourse he uses the word ahara - food - instead of 

condition or cause. As said above ignorance is a reference to not 

comprehending the four noble truths and the Buddha says that the five 

hindrances are the nutriments for ignorance. In other words the five 

hindrances obscure the four noble truths. Avarananivarana Sutta (SN 

46.38) identifies hindrances as corruptions of the heart that weaken 

wisdom and they are sensual desire, ill will, dullness and drowsiness, 

restlessness and remorse and doubt. Since hindrances have the capacity 

to corrupt the heart and weaken wisdom let's pay attention to the factors 

which contribute to that unfortunate situation.  

According to the discourse (AN 10.61) the three kinds of volitional 

misconduct by body, speech and mind are the nutriments for hindrances 

and lack of sense restraint is the nutriment for the three kinds of 

misconduct. Senses are the six senses - eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and 

mind. Lack of sense restraint or its opposite occurs when these six senses 

interact with their external counterparts - form, sound, smell, taste, tactile 

sensation and thought - setting off the process of experience.  

In order to understand lack of sense restraint which leads to misconduct 

it is necessary to gain a good understanding of what the Buddha means 

by sense restraint. We know that ordinarily people react on impulse. That 

is, as soon as, for example, an object comes into the range of one's vision 

one reacts with either greed, hatred or delusion in response respectively 

to pleasant, unpleasant or neutral feeling. Earlier, we learned from our 
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discussion on experience that experience is a dependently arisen 

phenomenon wherein no entity as an experiencer can be identified. 

Therefore lack of sense restraint according to the Buddha is this 

volitional reaction with greed, hatred or delusion in spite of the fact that 

the experience is a phenomenon.  

If we delve deeper into the inner mechanics of this volitional reaction 

which is lack of sense restraint it becomes apparent that when ordinary 

worldlings react bodily, verbally or mentally with volition they do so 

with a sense of ownership of the experience. Inner nature of the 

worldlings is such that all their actions are motivated by a sense of 

getting something in return for the self. Even when they practice 

generosity they have an untold expectation that they will accrue at least 

merit if nothing at all for being generous. This sense of ownership which 

acts as an incentive for volitional actions is the personality view
14

 

(sakkayaditthi). In Sakkayaditthi Sutta (SN 22.155) the Buddha stated 

that the personality view arises when the five aggregates - form, feeling, 

perception, volition and consciousness - exist and when they are grasped 

and insisted upon. This means that personality view arises along with the 

five aggregates and an appropriating and settling in them with a sense of 

ownership occurs which act as the basis for subsequent actions. As the 

Pali words used here - upadaya and abhinivissa - suggest it is exactly 

that appropriating and settling in the five aggregates of experience as 

owners that happen here. The function of consciousness as magician is 

also a contributory factor. 

Personality view is the first of the ten fetters which keep living beings 

tethered to Samsara. The Buddha explained in Mahapunnama Sutta 

(MN.109) that an uneducated ordinary person assutava puthujjano 

regards the constituents of experience as self in the following way. 

 "They regard form as self, self as having form, form in self, or self in 

form.  

They regard feeling as self, self as having feeling, feeling in self, or self 

in feeling. 
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They regard perception as self, self as having perception, perception in 

self, or self in perception. 

They regard volition as self, self as having volition, volition in self, or 

self in volition. 

They regard consciousness as self, self as having consciousness, 

consciousness in self, or self in consciousness". 

Lack of sense restraint according to Avijja Sutta has nutriments in 

addition to personality view. But before we discuss them let's consider 

what the Buddha has said about volition in the Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 

6.63) which we cited earlier too because actions performed by body 

speech and mind are backed by volition.  

“Volition, I tell you bhikkhus is action” - 

"Cetanahaṃ, bhikkhave, kammaṃ vadami" 

The implications of this statement is enormous because volitional actions 

do revert back to the doer as consequences vipaka. This however, does 

not mean that the doer of actions and the receiver of consequences is the 

same individual. This concept that volitional actions will eventually ripen 

as consequences is known as Kamma. But how does volition arise? The 

volition which precedes actions is not anything new but it is the same 

volition which originates as constituents of name along with feeling, 

perception and attention which we discussed under experience. This 

means that the personality view extends to all the constituents of 

experience. It is due to this reason that there are five aggregates which 

are grasped and sankhara is the Pali word used to refer to volition
15 

which is the fourth aggregate.  

What becomes clear from the above is that there occurs a sort of 

personalising the experience with a self assumed to exist in it. In turn, 

this personalising the experience makes the subsequent volitional actions 

appear to be legitimate to the ordinary worldlings. The entire Samsaric 

problem therefore begins at this juncture of the experience. Let's 

summarise in brief. The experience is a dependently arisen formation 
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with the three characteristics of impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and 

not self inherent in it. In other words it is a phenomenon with a 

conditioned (sankhata) state being apparent to exist. The volition too 

shares the same characteristics because it is only a constituent of it. But 

due to the factors cited above worldlings personally take on the 

dependently originated (conditioned) experience. The volition to act in 

other words is a result of misunderstanding experience as really 

happening to a self.  

The self view once established with the conceit "This is mine, this am I, 

this is my self" incorporates a spurious justification to the irrational 

behaviour of living beings because craving appears to be the most 

appropriate response to pleasant feeling. For example, one may think "I 

like this food, drink, or movie so much I need to enjoy it". This is the 

proliferation (papanca) which we discussed earlier. As we discussed 

earlier the grasping of the five main components of experiences which 

are dispersed in eleven modes take place with this misunderstanding. In 

other words the entire existence is a product of this misunderstanding 

because as we said earlier existence is simply grasping the aggregates 

with desire and greed under delusion of a self.  

Let's now turn to Khajjaniya Sutta (SN 22.79) to understand what the 

Buddha meant by the term abhisankhara which is normally translated as 

"specially prepare". As said above the experience is a formation 

(sankhara) or a phenomenon - Dhamma. Therefore, sankhara with the 

prefix "abhi" means special formation. And what is specially formed is 

the formation which is already formed. In other words experience which 

is a formation is specially formed again by ignorance into formations 

with Kammic potential. What this means is that all components of 

experience including volition has been misunderstood for a self and 

actions are being carried out based on that misunderstanding. The 

Buddha explained this transformation of formations into consequence/s 

(vipaka) producing formations in the following way. 

“And why, bhikkhus, do you call them volitional formations? ‘They 

construct the conditioned,’ bhikkhus, therefore they are called volitional 
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formations. And what is the conditioned that they construct? They 

construct conditioned form as form; they construct conditioned feeling as 

feeling; they construct conditioned perception as perception; they 

construct conditioned volition as volition; they construct conditioned 

consciousness as consciousness. ‘They construct the conditioned,’ 

bhikkhus, therefore they are called volitional formations". 

Note that the pairs of words "form and construct" and "formation 

(formed) and conditioned"  have been used above as synonyms for 

sankhara and sankhata respectively. It is noteworthy here that the 

Buddha has consistently used the Pali word sankhara to refer to the 

fourth aggregate whether it is before or after involvement of volition. In 

English however, the word "volitional" is used as a prefix to formation in 

order to show the volitional aspect inherent in volition when the five 

aggregates are referenced. It should be noted however, that according to 

the above explanation by the Buddha not only volition but other four 

aggregates too become volitional formations when the entire experience 

is considered in terms of a self. Of special importance here is the fact that 

volition which is the catalyst for all actions too is a formation arisen as 

part of experience. 

Let's now go back to Avijja Sutta to find the nutriments for lack of sense 

restraint which leads to volitional actions with a sense of self. And the 

Sutta says that it is the lack of mindfulness and clear comprehension. 

Mindfulness is to be aware of the present moment and clear 

comprehension is knowing the purpose and suitability of actions being 

planned.
16

 Therefore, in the context of volitional actions lack of 

mindfulness and clear comprehension means that ordinary worldlings are 

clueless about what is taking place when the six senses interact with their 

counterparts. In other words the worldlings fail to observe that the 

experience is originating in dependence on causes.  

The nutriment for lack of mindfulness and clear comprehension is 

improper attention (ayoniso manasikara). We noted earlier that attention 

is a component of name along with feeling, perception and volition and 

is vitally important for the experience to occur. However, the word 
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"yoni" from which ayoniso is derived according to PTS dictionary means 

the womb, origin or place of birth. Therefore, the two words combined as 

ayoniso manasikara can be understood to mean lack of proper attention 

to the root or source. And in the context of experience, this means that 

living beings do not pay attention to the origin of experience. As such 

they do not understand the phenomenal nature of it. In other words, if 

proper or radical attention (yoniso manasikara) is paid as the experience 

is originating its dependently arisen nature can be understood thus 

understanding the volition which leads to actions.  

In the Ayoniso manasikara Sutta (SN 46.4) the Buddha has made a direct 

connection between the six hindrances and lack of proper attention to the 

origin. This suggests that the cause of all contributory factors for 

volitional actions such as mindfulness, clear comprehension, personality 

view and lack of sense restraint is lack of attention to the origin. This 

shows the superiority of attention to the origin over other factors. In fact, 

in the earlier quoted Mulaka Sutta (AN 10.58) the Buddha said that 

attention produces all phenomena (manasikarasambhava sabbedhamma). 

It is due to this reason that we equated attention to consciousness earlier 

in this discussion. 

The lack of attention to the origin too has a nutriment and it is the lack of 

faith. Faith here means the confidence in the Triple Gem - the Buddha, 

the teaching and the community of monks. It is natural that if someone 

does not have confidence in anything let alone the Triple Gem one is 

unable to make much headway. Lack of faith too has a nutriment and it is 

the not listening to the true teaching of the Buddha which in turn is 

caused by not associating with good people.  

Of relevance to the above discussion is the Samudayadhamma Sutta (SN 

22.126). In this discourse the Buddha links ignorance directly to lack of 

conformity with the reality (yathabhuta). The reality here is a reference 

to the true nature of the five aggregates of experience. We noted from the 

discussion on experience that the five aggregates which make up the 

experience originate and cease as and when consciousness originates and 

ceases. Consciousness originates and ceases in dependence on name & 



80 
 

form. That means the five aggregates of experience originates and ceases 

without any controller being present. Again the meaning the Buddha 

establishes here with the term yathabhuta is the three characteristics - 

impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not self - associated with all 

dependently arisen phenomenon of which is experience is one. 

Role of Language 

Even the conventional language aggravates the pathetic situation the 

living beings are in. Earlier we quoted from Mahanidana Sutta that 

language, terminology, description, wisdom and most importantly the 

cycle of rebirths extend only to the extent that name & form together 

with consciousness extend. As said earlier a language whether it is a 

spoken or one based on signs is needed in order to communicate one's 

experience with another. In order to facilitate this basic need the 

convention has structured it in a certain way. For example grammar 

requires a subject, a verb and a predicate to make a meaningful sentence 

such as "I own this car" which is an experience. But, unfortunately, the 

living beings do not realise that "I" in this sentence is a grammatical 

necessity and an "I" does not exist in reality. Therefore even the 

language, when used in the way the worldlings do, lends credibility to 

their objectifying of all components of experience which includes the six 

senses and their counterparts.  

As another example suppose someone says "I thought". According to the 

reality this statement is not correct even though it is grammatically 

correct. Because the reality is that the mind or mental phenomenon 

comes to be due to causes and no one thinks therefore the correct way to 

phrase it would be "A thought (citta) arose". Only then the impersonal 

nature of the mind as phenomenon becomes evident even though such 

usage is far from practical. The point that needs to be understood here is 

that even the language, due to the way it is structured, does not aid living 

beings understand reality. This situation can be found in almost 

everything living beings do.  



81 
 

Venerable K. Nanananda has a beautiful simile about a resurrected tiger 

to explain this situation. Three magicians, while wondering in a forest 

come across a set of bones of a dead tiger. One magician, in order to 

show his skill, assembles the bones into a skeleton. The other magician, 

not to be outdone, gives the skeleton flesh and blood while third 

magician infuses life into it. Then the resurrected tiger devours all three 

of them. The worldlings are in a similar situation whereby they are 

trapped in and being consumed by the language which they themselves 

have created as a basic need rather than an existing reality
17.  

Futility Explained with a Zen Example
18

 

A meditation master in the Mahayana Zen tradition wanted to teach two 

of his pupils the utter absurdity of existence (bhava). He was very stern 

and would stick by his words even in the face of the gravest of dangers. 

He instructed two pupils to engage in a game of chess while he was 

standing by with a sword in his hand so that whoever lost the match 

would have his head cut off. The two pupils were very close friends. The 

match was coming to a close with one of them having to make the final 

move declaring him the winner. This friend however realising that if he 

made the final move his friend would die, decided to sacrifice his own 

life by making a wrong move so that his friend would survive. Seeing the 

inevitability of defeat, the other friend too had already made up his mind 

to let go of his life. The Zen master realising the gravity of the situation 

immediately stirred up the chess board making the game null and void. 

And it is said that both friends, just at that moment, realised Satori which 

is the Mahayana equivalent of Nibbana.  

How did it happen? Both friends having accepted defeat had already let 

go of existence. But more important was the realisation of the delusion of 

existence which dawned on them when the master stirred up the game. 

Let's elaborate. The chess board and its pieces are ordinary wood which 

are cut into particular shapes incorporating certain features, traits, signs 

and descriptions. These pieces then get a specific name such as pawn, 

rook, knight, queen and king. The rules of the game are similar 

conventions which the parties to the game agree to abide by. The fact 
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that one is winning or losing is therefore a product of convention which 

the parties to the game accept as real. If all the conventions are removed 

only the four great elements – the wood pieces - remain.  

The existence too is a product of similar conventions. The living being is 

made of the four great elements and sustained by the four nutriments of 

food, contact, consciousness and mental volition without anything 

substantial which can be identified as self. It is the misguided notion that 

a self exists as experiencer of experience which sustains the existence.  

Similarly it is a misguided notion that a game of chess exists in reality 

which results in a winner and loser. The two friends quickly realised this 

similarity of existence to the game of chess. And that realisation of the 

futility of existence is their awakening by letting go of all they had been 

grasping. In other words, they realised that what they had grasped with 

the notion "I" was a momentary arising and a cessation of consciousness 

which arose in dependence of name & form simultaneous with feelings, 

perceptions and volitions. 
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Chapter 12 

THE TWELVE LINKS OF DEPENDENT ORIGINATION 

The Buddha was born an ordinary human being and he discovered the 

unsatisfactoriness prevalent in existence. According to Gotama Sutta 

(SN 12.10) the bodhisatta having become dissatisfied with ageing and 

death comprehended with wisdom what caused them. He realised that 

birth was the cause of ageing and death. Then he comprehended that 

birth was caused by existence, existence by grasping, grasping by 

craving, craving by feeling, feeling by contact, contact by the six senses, 

six senses by name & form, name & form by consciousness, 

consciousness by volitional formations and volitional formations by 

ignorance. In other words the bodhisatta discovered that the 

unsatisfactoriness of ageing and death is conditional upon ignorance. 

The term "awakening" has connotations to waking up from sleep which 

is a metaphor for ignorance and therefore awakening means wisdom or 

penetrating the ignorance of the four noble truths. The Buddha is called 

the awakened one due to this reason. The Buddha, having thus awakened 

from the sleep of ignorance, encapsulated his realisation - the conditional 

relationship - in an abstract principle called the specific conditionality 

(idapaccayata). Then he explained the principle in detail in the process 

known as dependent origination (paticca samuppada) and its outcome as 

dependently originated (paticca samuppana) or phenomena - Dhammas. 

In other words the living being is a dependently arisen formation 

sankhara with the three characteristics of impermanence, 

unsatisfactoriness and not- self that is trapped in a continuity without a 

beginning or an end in sight due to ignorance. 

The abstract principle of specific conditionality is as follows (Ud 1.3). 

"Imasmim sati, idam hoti 

Imassuppada idam uppajjati 

Imasmim asati idam na hoti 

Imassa nirodha idam nirujjhati" 

"When this, this is 

From the arising of this, this arises 

When this is not, this is not 

From the ceasing of this, this ceases" 
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We can understand the meaning of the above abstract principle as 

follows. 

When ignorance is, unsatisfactoriness is; When ignorance arises, 

unsatisfactoriness arises. When ignorance is not, unsatisfactoriness is 

not; When ignorance ceases, unsatisfactoriness ceases.  

The word "is" in the above "When this is, this is" is very important to 

understand. This means that ignorance and unsatisfactoriness co-exist 

and the opposite means when ignorance is not unsatisfactoriness is not. 

In other words Imasmim sati, idam hoti cannot be translated as  “When 

this is, that is" because it is tantamount to saying that ignorance and 

unsatisfactoriness do not co-exist together because "that' is suggestive of 

unsatisfactoriness being elsewhere as opposed to where ignorance is. 

As said above the detailed explanation of the abstract principle is 

dependent origination and it consists of twelve links while some 

explanatory versions have less than twelve links. But the important thing 

to understand is the principle of specific conditionality irrespective of the 

number of links. The mere fact that there are several explanatory 

versions of dependent origination with only one abstract principle goes to 

prove it. The abstract principle too however can be fine tuned as "when 

craving is, unsatisfactoriness is, when craving arises unsatisfactoriness 

arises" because craving is the cause of unsatisfactoriness and it is within 

the parameters established by the principle - When this is, this is and 

when this arises, this arises. 

The twelve explanatory links or dependent origination is as follows. 

"due to ignorance there are formations, due to formations: 

consciousness, due to  consciousness: name and form, due to name and 

form: the six sense spheres, due to the six sense spheres: contact, due to 

contact: feeling, due to feeling: desire, due to desire: grasping, due to 

grasping: existence, due to existence: birth, due to  birth: old age, death, 

grief, lamentation, pain, sorrow, and despair” (Ud 1.1). 
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The twelve links therefore is the formation or coming to being of 

unsatisfactoriness dependent on causes as opposed to a self. In other 

words the twelve links is an embodiment of the attitudes of worldlings 

which the Buddha explained in Avijja Sutta which we complemented 

with relevant material from other discourses. After the awakening the 

Buddha developed the mental capacity through meditation to observe 

how living beings get reborn again and again on the strength of their 

volitional actions. This knowledge perhaps complemented the insight 

into unsatisfactoriness which he had already gained as a bodhisatta and 

became the basis for formulating dependent origination.  

 Although there is no self in what is conventionally identified as a living 

being, in the eyes of the worldlings it is the self which does everything 

and that is why they carry out actions by body, speech and mind with 

craving. Therefore, understanding the dependent origination means 

understanding that there is no self in the experience because it is a 

dependently originated phenomenon and carrying out volitional actions 

on the misguided notion of a self in response to dependently originated 

phenomena of experience leads to consequences of rebirth which is 

unsatisfactory. When someone understands this much as a reality it 

naturally dawns on him or her that the current existence is a result of 

volitional actions carried out in the previous life and so forth without a 

beginning.  

With this understanding let's now discuss the twelve links in detail.  

Due to Ignorance are formations (a coming along of unsatisfactoriness) - 

(Avijja Paccaya Sankhara - Dukkha) 

Ignorance is the non understanding of the four noble truths. Formation 

(sankhara) as we noted earlier is volition which in effect is the impetus 

for actions to be carried out with potential for consequences (vipaka). 

The same way a tree comes to be when nutrients are available a living 

being comes to be when nutrients of volitional actions by body, speech 

and mind are available. As we noted volitional actions are carried out by 

mistaking the experience - the reciprocal relationship between 
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consciousness and name & form - for a self which is ignorance and it 

happens in the next link. It is this mistaking which the Buddha identified 

as a special formation (abhisankhara). Therefore, in this first link, there 

is only a coming along or a forming (sankhara) potential of 

unsatisfactoriness rather than its absolute equivalent because mistaking 

the experience is yet to occur. This fact is clearly evident in the principle 

“When ignorance is, unsatisfactoriness is; When ignorance arises, 

unsatisfactoriness arises”. In other words ignorance is not realising that 

consciousness, mind or thought is a formation. 

This means that the first link is not mandatory. Inclusion of the first link 

only serve as a reminder of the overarching  principle - when ignorance 

is, unsatisfactoriness is. This fact is clearly evident from Mahanidana 

Sutta wherein the Buddha does not use this first link at all. In 

Mahapadana Sutta (DN.14) too we find the Buddha Vipassi 

contemplating dependent origination in the reverse order and when he 

arrives at consciousness he goes back to name & form instead of 

formations. This is because ignorance is nothing but interpretation of 

experience through the lens of a self but which happens in the next link.  

Due to formations (the coming along) Consciousness comes to be - 

(Sankhara Paccaya Vinnana) 

What this means is that the arising of consciousness is a formation 

(sankhara) and ignorance is not knowing that. Said another way, this is 

the origin of phenomenon - Dhamma - of (consciousness), mind or 

thought which the worldlings mistake for a self. 

In the bigger picture ignorance is what has brought about consciousness 

into this existence which is a reference to Kamma accumulated in the 

previous life/lives. But as stated earlier a disciple understands this as a 

reality by understanding his current experience as a phenomenon - 

Dhamma - and then via a process of inferring, the disciple understands 

that what prevails now is formations which prevailed even in the 

previous existence/s the same way as they are now. As explained using 
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Avijja Sutta this happens when the disciple begins to associate with good 

friends etc. 

As said in the first link, this link explains how unsatisfactoriness 

potentially originates in respect of the worldling when consciousness, 

mind or thought gets attracted to external forms, sounds, smells, tastes, 

tactile sensations and thoughts via the two fold contact. But since there is 

a reciprocal relationship between consciousness and name & form the 

process of experience is not yet complete at this stage.  

Due to Consciousness Name & Form come to be - (Vinnana Paccaya 

Namarupa) 

 This link explains how the experience comes to completion but not 

without first linking up with name & form. Name is the formal name 

with feeling, perception, volition and attention acting as the invisible 

force which sustains it. Name also includes the two fold contact which 

was mentioned earlier. Form is the mental image derived from the 

external sense stimuli based on its features, traits, signs and descriptions. 

This process of experience which is the reciprocal relationship between 

consciousness and name & form is what existence is made up of. Due to 

the very reciprocal nature, this entire process of experience is a 

phenomena or formations - Dhamma - with the three characteristics of 

impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not self nature inherent. But, due 

to the ignorance of that very fact the worldlings act irrationally as 

explained under factors influencing behaviour discussed above. 

Due to Name & Form Six Senses come to be - (Namarupa Paccaya 

Salayatana) 

“Six senses come to be” should not be taken as the biological birth of 

senses because without the six senses the previous link – consciousness 

and name & form - cannot happen. Besides, if  “six senses come to be” is 

taken as biological then the opposite – when name & form cease six 

senses cease – cannot happen outside a biological context because in that 

case cessation too must happen biologically - inside a womb. Therefore 
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“Six senses come to be” is the origin of conceiving a "world" due to lack 

of sense restraint complemented by other factors discussed. 

Besides without the six senses the experience mentioned in the previous 

link - due to consciousness name & form come to be - cannot 

realistically happen either. 

As we have demonstrated dependent origination is how worldlings react 

to experience based on the notion of a self. This means that the worldling 

has already assumed a self to exist in relation to the six senses. Therefore 

“six senses come to be” indicates how the worldling takes a mental stand 

whenever the six senses interact with external stimuli. All the factors 

cited earlier starting from not associating with good friends to lack of 

mindfulness with clear comprehension as the experience is originating 

are the causes for it.  

This is the role of consciousness as the trickster in action leading to 

personalising the experience with the pronoun "I". This view is also 

accompanied by various proliferations (papanca) based on the assumed 

“I”. The result of this proliferation is that worldlings begin to think in 

terms of "It is my eye (that does the seeing) or it is my ear (that does the 

hearing) etc". The Buddha called this a special conditioning 

(abhisankhara) because what is in fact are formations are converted to 

Kamma producing (volitional) formations with volition paving the way 

for continuity of existence which is unsatisfactory. 

This entire process is delusion because it obscures the clarity of seeing 

the experience as a phenomenon which is impermanent, unsatisfactory 

and not self. And as a result desire and hatred are now inevitable. The 

origin of annihilationism and eternalism too can be traced here. 

Due to Six Senses Contact comes to be - (Salayatana Paccaya Passo) 

Again, at this stage there is no contact to come to be because it is an 

essential component of the experience which has already run its course in 

the previous link - due to consciousness name & form come to be -  
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because without contact name & form cannot be known by 

consciousness. 

 Having incorrectly personalised the six senses, the worldling at this 

stage comes to the firm conclusion "I see (because my eyes see), I hear 

(because my ears hear) etc., and with the other senses too. This is 

mistaking for a self the two types of contact - designation and 

impingement. As stated earlier, this again is how the worldling interprets 

experience which is consciousness arising in relation to name & form.   

Due to Contact Feeling comes to be - (Passa Paccaya Vedana) 

Feeling, similar to contact and six senses is a constituent of experience 

and this link shows how mistaking the experience for a self continues 

with the worldling at this stage considering the assumed self as the feeler 

of the experience. And he/she either rejoices with happiness or regrets 

due to disappointment thinking "I am happy or sad (because I saw with 

my own eyes) etc". Thus, the proliferation (papanca) continues. 

Though not explicitly mentioned here it is the feeling which leads to 

perception and volition with the assumed self continuing to exist. As 

stated earlier the worldling notices only the two types of feelings when 

an experience takes place. Only a noble disciple of the Buddha, by 

following the path shown by him, can dissect  the experience into its 

micro components as the Buddha has done out of compassion for all 

living beings. It is due to this very reason that the worldlings are 

continually trapped in Samsara. 

Due to Feeling Craving comes to be - (Vedana Paccaya Tanha) 

Having specially prepared (abhisankhara) the experience consisting of 

the five aggregates which includes volition, the worldling at this stage 

develops craving for the sense stimuli which caused the feeling. This 

comes to him or her as a natural response to feeling. As stated earlier the 

ordinary worldling does not really understand the micro steps involved in 

the process of experience. Worldlings just react on impulse. For 
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example, a worldling sees a flower and picks it up with a "wow" where 

only a pleasant feeling is apparent. 

 If the feeling is unpleasant he or she develops ill will towards it and will 

try the utmost to avoid it. It is this ill will which may or may not end up 

as hatred. If the feeling is neutral it is just ignored because the worldling 

has no clue as to what has just happened which is delusion. Either way 

some kind of planning, obtaining and assessing of the sense stimuli 

finally leading to actions by body, speech and mind gets underway. This 

is also the beginning of the societal problem.  

Lack of sense restraint complemented by other factors which began as 

soon as consciousness arose begins to take its toll at this stage of the 

experience. It should be noted here that even volition which was a 

constituent of name (nama) has been specially prepared and thought of 

as "mine" (abhisaṅkhata abhisancetayita). This volition which is the 

basis for all subsequent actions make all of them ripen as consequences 

wherever and whenever they ripen.  

Desire for sensual pleasures is simply the desire for consciousness, form 

(derived), feeling, perception and volition arising in respect of forms, 

sounds, smells, tastes and tactile sensations. Desire for existence is the 

desire to maintain this status quo as long as the current life term lasts and 

beyond. Desire for extermination is the desire to end the same status quo 

at the earliest. What is noteworthy here is the fact that both desire for 

existence and extermination are experiences with such thoughts acting as 

input for the mind.  

Due to Craving Grasping comes to be - (Tanha Paccaya Upadana) 

As mentioned earlier, grasping is not a physical clutching so to say but it 

is the desire and greed for the five aggregates of experience which is 

arising of consciousness itself. It is an intensified form of craving based 

on the notion "I am the owner" where a mental attachment to the 

experience takes hold. As stated earlier experience is momentary and the 

eleven modes of grasping is how experience is scattered around. In other 
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words the eleven modes represent where consciousness, mind or 

thoughts are stationed based on likes and dislikes which have been 

mentally grasped with attachment. For example when someone says "I 

love it or I hate it" he or she indicates where the consciousness, mind or 

thoughts are stationed and it is grasping. Unless he or she lets go of that 

desire and greed those thoughts or experiences linger on indefinitely. 

Over a life time worldlings accumulate a lot of those likes and dislikes 

which end up as a concatenated series of experiences which are grasped 

with desire and greed. 

The intentional planning which may end up with quarrels is due to 

mistaking the consciousness, form (derived), feeling, perception and 

volition for a self and grasping provides the necessary impetus for the 

sustenance of actions leading up to such quarrels etc. Quarrels might not 

happen with regard to all experiences grasped but safeguarding at least at 

a very subtle level is very likely to be present.   

As mentioned earlier the four types of grasping - sensual pleasures, 

views, rites and rituals and personality view - too are experiences with 

their roots at the reciprocal relationship between consciousness and name 

& form. These four types take prominence because they are the 

experiences with the greatest level of desire and greed or where 

consciousness mind or thoughts are mostly stationed. The personality 

view as mentioned earlier too is present even in newborn infants 

suggesting that it is a character trait carried over from eon's of mistaking 

consciousness for a self. It also shows how hard it is for worldlings to 

change that attitude to become stream winners because getting rid of 

personality view as the first of the ten fetters is a requirement for 

becoming a stream winner. The other attachments too may have some 

connection to previous lives.  

The five hindrances which are also experiences are also present along 

with the four types of grasping. It is noteworthy here that sensual 

pleasures are included both under grasping and hindrances. 

Due to Grasping Existence comes to be - (Upadana Paccaya Bhavo) 
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Existence is what continues to prevail with the passage of time as the 

five aggregates with the greatest level of desire and greed are being held 

onto without letting go along with hindrances. In fact continued 

existence is an accumulation of aggregates representing sensual 

pleasures, views, rites and rituals and personality view over the life time 

of a worldling encompassing the eleven modes - past, future, or present, 

internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior and far or near. 

However, this accumulation does not mean building up a heap but rather 

it is simply rejoicing or regretting with attachment as and when they 

become new experiences under the notion of self. Said another way 

existence is consciousness, mind or thought being established on 

whatever one holds onto dearly with attachment as the time passes by.  

It is important to understand that even though the Buddha has, out of 

compassion for living beings, broken down the process of experience in 

to various components such as craving, grasping and existence etc., for 

the ordinary worldling it is just another encounter with external sense 

stimuli. For example someone sees a beautiful Carnation while walking 

in a park and a few years later he or she is the proud owner of a garden 

full of Carnations with security guards protecting it round the clock. 

What keeps the existence of this worldling sustained during this period 

and beyond is desire and greed for the five aggregates of experience with 

delusion doing the cover up all along. Said another way every time the 

consciousness arises in dependence of name & form the worldling grasps 

features and traits etc., of the sense stimuli with attachment mistaking the 

consciousness for self thus keeping his consciousness, mind or thought 

engaged.  

In other words, from the moment the worldling sees the Carnation and 

does all thinking, planning and managing, the time passes by unbeknown 

to the worldling. During this period the worldling goes through various 

other experiences too with a greater portion of experiences devoted to the 

Carnation garden. Fueled by the personality view, desire and greed the 

worldling continues on with more and more attachment to the progress 

taking place. This is the conduit (netti) which we discussed earlier using 

Bhavanetti Sutta. 
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 The worldling unfortunately does not realise that his six senses and all 

other external sense stimuli are simultaneously changing. This is 

impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not-self nature taking their toll 

while he or she is making all the planning etc., for the Carnation garden. 

 Therefore, existence is the passage of time with experiences being 

grasped with desire and greed with delusion covering up the three 

characteristics of all formations.  

Due to Existence Rebirth comes to be – (Bhava Paccaya Jati) 

Rebirth is preceded by a death which happens due to the three 

characteristics inherent in all formations. The five senses which make up 

the physical body is such a formation and it deteriorates finally ending up 

in death. This happens in spite of the fact that the worldling has 

continued to regard the six senses as his or hers with craving and 

grasping. Existence in other words is an illusion with desire and greed 

acting as support for the consciousness, mind or thought to prevail. This 

illusion continues even at the moment of death and therefore 

consciousness stations on a new name & form in one of the three realms 

– sensual, form or formless - as dictated by the Kammic potential of the 

current domain of experience. As stated earlier, death and rebirth are 

similar to the snake laying down its worn out skin and continuing along.  

Due to Rebirth Unsatisfactoriness comes to be – (Jati Paccaya 

Jaramarana, …… Upayasa). 

Once rebirth has taken place in one of the three realms, a new cycle of 

illnesses, ageing and death is inevitable. Again, in this new birth, 

worldlings have no clue about the unsatisfactoriness inherent in existence 

and therefore they continue to accumulate the five aggregates of their 

experiences under the assumption of a non- existent “self” with craving 

and hatred while delusion covers up the impermanence, 

unsatisfactoriness and not-self nature of the experiences.  
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This ends our discussion of the twelve links of dependent origination 

which is a prototype of how worldlings conduct their day to day affairs 

under the illusion of a self. 

Having thus formulated dependent origination or the explanatory twelve 

links of the abstract principle the Buddha uttered the following exalted 

utterance. (Ud 1.1) 

"When phenomena - Dhamma - becomes really manifest 

To the ardently meditating brahmaṇa 

Then all his doubts disappear 

Since he knows causal law" 

 

The phenomena the Buddha refers to above is origination of 

unsatisfactoriness in the absence of a self. Worldlings mistake the 

experience for a self and specially prepare it with desire and greed. Since 

consciousness arises in dependence on name & form which we explained 

in detail earlier consciousness cannot be a self. If consciousness is not a 

self, form, feeling, perception and volition cannot be self either. When 

the Buddha realised this truth all doubts he had previously about a self 

disappeared because he understood the causal relationship between 

consciousness and name & form. In other words, the Buddha realised 

that in what is called a living being there is nothing which can be called 

self but rather it is a formation come about due to nutriments and which 

constantly changes. The Sabbasava Sutta (MN.2) tells us what doubts 

living beings have. 

“Did I exist in the past? Did I not exist in the past? What was I in the 

past? How was I in the past? After being what, what did I become in the 

past? 

Will I exist in the future? Will I not exist in the future? What will I be in 

the future? How will I be in the future? After being what, what will I 

become in the future?’ 

‘Am I? Am I not? What am I? How am I? This sentient being—where did 

it come from? And where will it go?”  
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The above also means that ignorance can be replaced with wisdom at any 

moment by understanding the conditionality of phenomena. The ascetic 

Upatissa who later became Venerable Sariputta was able to quickly 

understand the conditionality of experience and become a stream winner 

when Venerable Assaji narrated the following brief stanza (Ptkp). 

 "Ye Dhamma hetuppabhava 

Tesam hetum tathagato aha 

Tesanca yo nirodho 

Evamvadi mahasamano" 

Of things that arise from a cause 

their cause the Tathagata has told 

their cessation too 

Such is the doctrine of the great sage 

 

As mentioned earlier too the twelve fold formula is about how ordinary 

worldlings react in response to experiences in their day to day existence. 

This is all the more proved by the noble eight fold path which the 

Buddha has prescribed as the way to escape unsatisfactoriness of 

existence. For example mindfulness sati which is a key component of the 

path is meant to observe what is happening in the mind at all times. 

When mindful the true nature is seen which then leads to eradication of 

ignorance by understanding the four noble truths.  

This means that the relationship between consciousness and name & 

form which the Buddha explains in Mahanidana Sutta (DN.15) is the 

current experience and it cannot be thought of as a reference to how the 

birth originates in the womb. Because, if that is case the feeling which 

conditions craving too must happen in the womb since feeling is a 

constituent of name.  And in that case mindfulness which is a complete 

path factor cannot be realistically practiced in relation to feeling. 

As mentioned earlier too, one understands the twelve link formula of 

dependent origination as a current reality supported by the association 

with friends, faith and proper attention. Then, through the process of 

inferring one understands that the current existence of experiences 

continues unabated into a new existence because of the craving and 

attachment with which experiences are grasped. And, when that fact is 

understood clearly, it automatically dawns on the disciple that the current 

existence is a continuation from a previous existence and so and so forth 

without a beginning. In other words one understands that ignorance 
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prevalent in the current existence continues into a new existence and the 

same ignorance which prevailed in the previous existence has brought 

about the current existence. This is understanding the four noble truths 

which then becomes the basis for practising the noble eight fold path.  

This concludes our explanation of dependent origination which shows 

how formation of unsatisfactoriness continues from birth to birth without 

a core which can be identified as self. Ignorance of the phenomenal 

nature of experience is the catalyst for this continuation since it obstructs 

impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not-self nature of it allowing the 

greed, hatred and delusion to prevail as fuel for continuity.   
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Chapter 13 

THE AWAKENING - NIBBANA 

From the foregoing discussion it must be already apparent that 

awakening - Nibbana - is not something that is achieved after death. As a 

matter of fact awakening is a realisation. As the word "awaken" aptly 

suggests awakening - Nibbana - is waking up from the darkness of 

ignorance which sustains the current existence of formations (sankhara) 

into light of wisdom. The Noble Eight Fold Path is designed with that 

objective in mind.  

Itivuttaka 43 

We will attempt to understand awakening using discourses with 

references which clearly suggest that awakening is cessation of the 

current existence of experience.  In this discourse, the Buddha refers to 

awakening in the following way. 

“There is, bhikkhus, a not-born, a not-brought-to-being, a not-made, a 

not-conditioned (ajataṃ abhutaṃ akataṃ asaṅkhataṃ). If, bhikkhus, 

there were no not-born, not-brought-to-being, not-made, not-

conditioned, no escape would be discerned from what is born, brought-

to-being, made, conditioned. But since there is a not-born, a not-

brought-to-being, a not-made, a not-conditioned, therefore an escape is 

discerned from what is born, brought-to-being, made, conditioned.” 

In our discussion of formations (sankhara) we explained in detail how a 

tree comes to be due to causes. Formed or conditioned (sankhata) as the 

past participle of sankhara therefore refers to a state which is apparent at 

any given point in time while a formation is still going on. The other 

three terms - born, brought to being, made - have also been used in this 

discourse in the same sense as formed or conditioned. In other words all 

four terms refer to the existence - the living being - which has come 

about due to causes. 
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Their opposites - a not born, a not brought to being, a not made, a not 

conditioned - are references to ending of existence or awakening which 

happens after removing the conditions which sustain existence. The same 

way a tree is sustained by various nutriments a living being too is 

sustained by the four nutriments of food, contact, consciousness and 

mental volition. As explained throughout the above discussion the four 

nutriments refer to experience which is grasped with desire and greed 

due to ignorance. Hatred and delusion too exist simultaneously with 

experience. Therefore, when greed, hatred and delusion are completely 

eradicated through gradual training existence of experience comes to an 

end. In other words the formations which prevailed in the guise of a 

living being and sustained by greed, hatred and delusion for experience 

comes to an end. Unformed or unconditioned (asankhata) - the opposite 

of formed or conditioned (sankhata) - along with the other three words - 

not born, not brought to being and not made - mean the same implying 

the ending of continuity of formations.  

 Aggivacchagotta Sutta (MN.72) 

Even during the time of the Buddha, people had difficulty understanding 

what existence is. In Aggivacchagotta Sutta, the Buddha uses the fire as a 

simile to explain what is born if at all anything is born in response to 

wonderer Vaccagotta.  

"But Master Gotama, when a mendicant’s mind is freed like this, where 

are they reborn? 

They’re reborn’ doesn’t apply, Vaccha. 

Well then, are they not reborn? 

They’re not reborn’ doesn’t apply, Vaccha. 

Well then, are they both reborn and not reborn? 

They’re both reborn and not reborn’ doesn’t apply, Vaccha. 

Well then, are they neither reborn nor not reborn? 
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‘They’re neither reborn nor not reborn’ doesn’t apply, Vaccha. 

Master Gotama, when asked all these questions, you say: ‘It doesn’t 

apply". 

Wonderer Vaccha asked all those questions because he was of the view 

that a permanent entity such as a self existed in the living beings guiding 

all actions. That is why he used the pronoun "they". Quite 

understandably he was confused when the Buddha answered all the 

questions in the negative. But, if the Buddha had replied to any of the 

questions in any other way it would have provided some legitimacy to 

the view of self which Vaccha had in his mind. 

 "Well then, Vaccha, I’ll ask you about this in return, and you can 

answer as you like. 

What do you think, Vaccha? Suppose a fire was burning in front of you. 

Would you know "This fire is burning in front of me"? 

Yes, I would, Master Gotama. 

But Vaccha, suppose they were to ask you: This fire burning in front of 

you, what does it depend on to burn?’ How would you answer? 

I would answer like this: This fire burning in front of me burns in 

dependence on grass and logs as fuel. 

Suppose that fire burning in front of you was extinguished. Would you 

know "This fire in front of me is extinguished"? 

Yes, I would, Master Gotama. 

But Vaccha, suppose they were to ask you: This fire in front of you that is 

extinguished, in what direction did it go east, south, west, or north? How 

would you answer? 
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It doesn’t apply, Master Gotama. The fire depended on grass and logs as 

fuel. When that runs out, and no more fuel is added, the fire is reckoned 

to have become extinguished due to lack of fuel". 

In explaining the existence - the living being -  the Buddha compares it to 

a fire which burns in dependence on fuel such as twigs and logs. Fire and 

twigs have a reciprocal relationship in that fire burns because of twigs 

and twigs burn because of fire. Similarly, living beings and the four 

nutriments - food, contact, consciousness and mental volition - too have 

a reciprocal relationship. The same way the fire is extinguished when the 

supply of twigs and logs end, the continuity unsatisfactoriness of 

existence - the living being -  too comes to an end. 

The importance of this simile becomes even more apparent when the fire 

is considered in respect of its most poignant quality which is its burning 

nature. The fire burns consuming its fuel. A similar burning is going on 

in the worldlings too consuming the fuel of greed, hatred and delusion 

which is existence. When the fire goes out it is not possible to say that 

the fire has gone to east, west, north or south because the fire does not go 

anywhere but it just extinguishes right there due to the lack of fuel. 

Similarly in the case of an Arahant too it is not possible to say that the 

Arahent exists, does not exist, both exists and does not exist or neither 

exists nor doesn’t exist because his passing away means existence 

running out of the fuel of greed, hatred and delusion.  

Malukyaputta Sutta (SN 35.95) 

In the above discourse the Buddha explains to Malunkyaputta how he 

should react to the experiences of seeing, hearing, sensing and cognising. 

Sensing refers to experiences of smell, taste and touch. Cognising refers 

to functioning of the mind in response to thoughts.  

"In what is seen there will be merely the seen, in what is heard there will 

be merely the heard, in what is sensed there will be merely the sensed, in 

what is cognized there will be merely the cognized. This is the way, you 

should train yourself. 
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When this is the case, you will not be 'by that', when you are not 'by that' 

you won't be 'in that', when you are 'not in that', you won't be in this 

world or the world beyond or in between the two. Just this is the end of 

unsatisfactoriness" 

In order to understand the Buddha's message in the above advice, let's 

consider what ordinary worldlings do when their senses interact with 

external sense stimuli. That is, they will immediately be attracted by its 

features, traits, signs and brief descriptions to the extent that many a 

thoughts associated with acquiring it or dismissing it come to pass in 

their minds depending on the nature of the feelings. The reason is 

because the worldlings do not know that the sense stimuli is just 

formations made of the four great elements. They also do not know that 

their senses too are formations. Further, they do not know that their 

interaction which is experience too is formations. Therefore, they take a 

mental stand as self in relation to experience and make various 

deliberations and projections by objectifying the formations as truly 

existing. This is the proliferation (papanca) which causes delay in the 

realisation of awakening.  In other words the worldlings become attached 

to the feeling with craving and grasping which is existence.  

Therefore, the terms "you will not be by that" and “you won't be in that” 

are the Buddha's way of saying; 

 "Malunkyaputta, do not take the experience of seeing, hearing, sensing 

and cognising personally by paying attention to the features, traits, signs 

and descriptions of what is seen, heard, sensed and cognised like an 

ordinary worldling. Because, if you do that your mind gets infatuated by 

that experience and it remains tightly holding on it. This is what 

existence is and existence in any form is unsatisfactory".  

And the discourse ends with the record that Malunkyaputta, having 

understood the Buddha's advice, awakened to the light of wisdom. In 

other words he understood the experience as empty of a self due to its 

phenomenal nature and gave up desire and grasping for it which is the 
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end of existence. When existence ends rebirth ends too and that is the 

cessation of the continuity of unsatisfactoriness
19

.  

Lokantagamana Sutta (SN 35.116) 

In the above discourse, the Buddha gives the following short discourse to 

the monks and departs without explaining its meaning in detail. 

“Bhikkhus, I say that the end of the world cannot be known, seen, or 

reached by travelling. Yet, bhikkhus, I also say that without reaching the 

end of the world there is no making an end to unsatisfactoriness.” 

The monks then approached Venerable Ananda who explained the 

meaning as follows. 

"That in the world by which one is a perceiver of the world, a conceiver 

of the world—this is called the world in the Noble One’s Discipline. And 

what, friends, is that in the world by which one is a perceiver of the 

world, a conceiver of the world? The eye is that in the world by which 

one is a perceiver of the world, a conceiver of the world . The ear … The 

nose … The tongue … The body … The mind is that in the world by 

which one is a perceiver of the world, a conceiver of the world. That in 

the world by which one is a perceiver of the world, a conceiver of the 

world—this is called the world in the Noble One’s Discipline".  

The Buddha has not denied the existence of an objective world even 

though the objective world is a phenomenon or formation which comes 

about due to causes with a conditioned state being apparent. This 

objective world consists of the six external sense stimuli. Living beings 

experience this world and conceive a "world" based on their subjective 

experience which is the interaction between six senses and the objective 

world. The subjective world conceived out of experience therefore is not 

the real world but it is a mentally fabricated world. It varies from person 

to person because it depends on someone's personal biases and prejudices 

with regard to the external world. 
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With the technological advances we witness today, it may be possible to 

reach the end of this physical world by traveling but during the time of 

the Buddha it was definitely impossible. Therefore, the Buddha says that 

it is impossible to reach the end of the world by traveling and yet in order 

to end unsatisfactoriness, one has to reach the end of the world. The 

world which the Buddha refers to here is the subjective world conceived 

out of experience of the objective world. Traveling is a reference to the 

penetration of phenomenal nature of the world created mentally. In other 

words, it is realising that the mental world created does not exist in 

reality but it is just an experience arisen in dependence of senses and 

stimuli interacting with each other. Since the senses and stimuli are 

impermanent, unsatisfactory and not self, the experience which comes to 

be as result of their interaction cannot be permanent, satisfactory and 

self.  

Therefore, when the Buddha says that "without reaching the end of the 

world there is no making an end to unsatisfactoriness" he means giving 

up desire and greed for the subjective world born out of experience 

because it is desire and greed for experience which sustains existence 

and existence is unsatisfactory. 

Sara Sutta (SN 3.27) 

“From where do the streams turn back? 

Where does the round no longer revolve? 

Where does name-and-form cease, 

Stop without remainder?” 

“Where water, earth, fire, and air, 

Do not gain a footing: 

It is from here that the streams turn back, 

Here that the round no longer revolves; 

Here name-and-form ceases, 

Stops without remainder.” 
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This is a discourse where the relationship between consciousness and 

name & form is explained in direct relationship to continuity of existence 

and its ending - Samsara. 

Stream of existence which revolves round ceases revolving when the 

four great elements of earth, water, fire and air no longer lead to name & 

form. 

In order to unravel this riddle we need to refresh our understanding of 

name & form. Form is made of the four great elements along with 

features, traits, signs and descriptions which when comes into contact 

with the six senses generates derived form, feeling, perception, volition 

and attention via the two fold contact which process is known by 

consciousness.  

“Water, earth, fire, and air" is a reference to forms and " Do not gain a 

footing"  is a reference to their inability to arouse the two fold contact 

when they do come into contact with the senses. In other words forms 

made of the four elements will always be there in the external world but 

the two fold contact can be stopped with sense restraint. Only when that 

contact is stopped by sense restraint the existence stops revolving which 

is awakening. And it can only happen when a disciple of the Buddha 

realises that whatever considered internal - eye, ear, nose, tongue and 

body -  or external - form, sound, smell, taste and sensation - are 

dependently arisen formations and their interaction which is known by 

consciousness, mind or thought or experience too is a dependently arisen 

formation without anything that can be called self.  

That realisation is awakening because it is the end of craving which 

previously led to the grasping of experience as "this is mine, this am I, 

and this is myself". This is what the discourse refers to as ceasing of 

name & form without remainder
20

.   

In conclusion it can be said that desire and greed for experience results in 

an existence filled with illnesses, ageing and death etc., which are 

unsatisfactory. It is similar to a burning fire. It is this fire of existence 

that Itivuttaka.43 describes as born, brought to being, made and 
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conditioned. If greed, hatred and delusion which sustains the fire of 

continued existence is brought to an end by understanding the true nature 

of experience the existence too comes to an end simultaneously just like 

the fire which extinguishes due to lack of fuel. And that is awakening, 

extinguishment - Nibbana.  

As already explained awakening is ending of formations due to 

consciousness, mind or thought not getting stationed on any stimuli on 

account of their features, traits, signs and descriptions even though 

various metaphors such as island have been used to explain it. 
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Chapter 14 

THE WAY TO CESSATION OF DUKKHA MAGGA 

The way to cessation of unsatisfactoriness is the noble eight fold path. 

The Buddha has laid down another twenty nine aids in addition to the 

noble eight fold path which the disciple must make use of in his journey 

to awakening. These aids and the noble eight fold path are collectively 

known as the thirty seven aids to awakening Bodhipakkhiya dhamma. 

According to Mahaparinibbana Sutta (DN. 16) they are as follows. 

Aids to Awakening 

The four foundations of mindfulness (satara satipattana) 

 1. The contemplation of the body (kayanupassana) 

 2. The contemplation of feeling (vedananupassana) 

 3. The contemplation of mind (cittanupassana) 

 4. The contemplation of mental objects (dhammanupassana) 

The four right efforts (satara sammapadhana viriya) 

 5. The effort to prevent unarisen evil states from arising 

(samvara  padhana) 

 6. The effort to abandon arisen evil states (pahana padhana) 

 7. The effort to cultivate unarisen wholesome states (bhavana 

 padhana) 

 8. The effort to maintain arisen wholesome states (anurakkhana 

 padhana) 

The four paths to spiritual power (satara iddhipada) 

 9. The desire to act (chanda) 
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 10. Effort (viriya) 

 11. Determination (citta) 

 12. Investigation (vimansa) 

The five spiritual faculties (pancha indriya) 

 13. Faith (saddha) 

 14. Effort (viriya)  

 15. Mindfulness (sati)  

 16. Concentration (samadhi) 

 17. Wisdom (panna)  

The five spiritual powers (pancha bala) 

 18. Faith (saddha) 

 19. Effort (viriya)  

 20. Mindfulness (sati)  

 21. Concentration (samadhi) 

 22. Wisdom (panna)  

The seven factors of awakening (satta bojjanga) 

 23. Mindfulness (sati)  

 24. Investigation of phenomena (Dhamma vicaya) 

 25. Effort (viriya) 

 26. Joy (piti)  

 27. Tranquillity (passaddhi)  
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 28. Concentration (samadhi) 

 29. Equanimity (upekkha)  

Noble Eight Fold Path 

30. Right View (Samma Ditthi) 

Right view as we said earlier is the knowledge of the four Noble Truths. 

It is due to lack of right view that living beings continue in Samsara. In 

the twelve fold formula of dependent origination the Buddha called it 

ignorance. 

 The first noble truth is the unsatisfactoriness prevalent in existence. 

They include birth, illnesses, ageing, sorrows, lamentations, pains, 

despairs and death which we discussed in Chapter 3. Even though 

pleasant experiences are abundant in existence they are instantaneous. In 

brief existence is an unwinnable struggle to retain pleasant experiences 

while rejecting the unpleasant ones. This struggle continues on while the 

universal truth of impermanence is taking its toll on everything. 

Impermanence always exist together with unsatisfactoriness and not self 

because anything impermanent cannot be satisfactory and self.  This is 

the first noble truth of unsatisfactoriness.  

The second noble truth is the origin of unsatisfactoriness which 

according to the Buddha is craving. As we attempted to illustrate in the 

preceding sections it is greed, hatred and delusion which sustain and fuel 

existence to continue. This trio - greed, hatred and delusion - exists in 

relation to the five aggregates of experience which the worldlings grasp 

as "this is mine, this am I, and this is myself" under the notion of self. As 

we tried to explain, the notion of self is an interpretation which the 

worldlings ascribe to the process of experience as they are unable to 

understand the arising and ceasing of consciousness, mind or thought in 

dependence on causes and that the five aggregates of experience is the 

same with the three characteristics inherent. 
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Understanding the second noble truth therefore means realising the 

phenomenal nature of experience and the consequences which result 

from the volitional actions carried out on the assumption that experience 

is real. 

As stated earlier worldlings bifurcate  experience as internal and 

external. But if we consider the mechanics of experience such bifurcation 

has no valid basis. Let's clarify. The other five senses which worldlings 

consider "this is mine, this am I, and this is myself" are identified via the 

process of experience when they become objects of the mind. In other 

words they too are experiences which arise with the same relationship 

between consciousness and name & form.  

Similarly the five external sense stimuli are also experienced in the same 

way as the five internal senses. The five senses and their counterparts are 

both made of the four great elements and everything made of the great 

elements is impermanent, unsatisfactory and not self. In addition 

consciousness, mind or thought  which the worldlings consider "this is 

mine, this am I, and this is myself" arise and cease in dependence of 

causes. In other words even the experience is a phenomenon or Dhamma 

and any bifurcation as internal and external is done out of ignorance.  

 When the disciple understands the three characteristics of 

impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not-self nature of everything 

including the experience and the consequences which result in the 

absence of that understanding, the disciple becomes dispassionate about 

all phenomena. 

The third noble truth is the cessation of craving. The disciple understands 

it as a result of understanding the first and the second truths. It is the 

realisation that there is an end to unsatisfactoriness caused by craving 

due to ignorance. The fourth noble truth is knowing that there is a 

practice for the eradication of craving bringing an end to 

unsatisfactoriness of existence. 

31. Right thought (Samma Sankappa) 
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Right thought is thoughts of renunciation, thoughts of non-ill will, 

thoughts of harmlessness (SN 45.8) 

Thoughts of renunciation is the willingness to stay away from the five 

cords of sensual pleasures. Thoughts of non ill will is the desire to be 

friendly and hospitable towards all living beings. Thoughts of 

harmlessness is the desire to extend loving kindness to all. 

32. Right Speech (Samma Vaca) 

Right speech is abstinence from false, divisive and harsh speech. Right 

speech also includes abstinence from idle chatter (SN 45.8). It is clear 

that false, divisive, harsh and idle talks do not lead anybody to any good 

even when considered on a mundane level. The only reason why people 

engage in them is their inability to understand that they end up in 

unsatisfactoriness in the current life and beyond.  

33. Right Actions (Samma Kammantha) 

Right action is abstinence from the destruction of life, abstinence from 

taking what is not given and abstinence from sexual misconduct (SN 

45.8). Again, people engage in the destruction of life because they are 

unable to realise that other living beings too love their lives as much as 

they love their own lives. People resort to stealing and sexual misconduct 

due to pretty much the same reason.  

34. Right Livelihood (Samma Ajiva) 

Right livelihood is earning one’s livelihood through rightful means 

having abandoned a wrong mode of livelihood (SN 45.8). Wrong 

livelihood is engaging in the trade of weapons, living creatures, meat, 

intoxicants and poisons (AN 5.177). 

35. Right Effort (Samma Vayama) 

In this respect, right effort is four fold alternating between unwholesome 

and wholesome states. With regard to unwholesome states, they generate 

desire, make an effort, arouse energy, apply their minds and strive to 
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ensure that unarisen evil unwholesome states are not arisen. They also 

generate desire, make an effort, arouse energy, apply the mind and strive 

to ensure that arisen unwholesome states are abandoned. 

With regard to wholesome states too, they generate desire, make an 

effort, arouse energy, apply their minds and strive to ensure that unarisen 

wholesome states are arisen and for the maintenance, increase, expansion 

and fulfilment by development of arisen wholesome states without decay 

(SN 45.8). 

36. Right Mindfulness (Samma Sati) 

 The contemplation of the body (kayanupassana) 

 The contemplation of feeling (vedananupassana) 

 The contemplation of mind (cittanupassana) 

 The contemplation of mental objects (dhammanupassana) 

 37. Right Concentration (Samma Samadhi) 

Right concentration is the four absorptions Jhanas.  
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Chapter 15 

GRADUAL TRANING 

Earlier we used Avijja Sutta which deals with the attitudes of worldlings 

in explaining the factors which lead to ignorance. Due to the same reason 

Avijja Sutta can be considered a mini version of the twelve fold formula 

of dependent origination in terms of how the formula operates in 

practice. Therefore let's adapt the same discourse by incorporating 

knowledge imparted from other discourses in order to obtain a glimpse 

into the process which leads to awakening.  

We noted earlier that not associating with good people was the main 

contributory factor which led to ignorance. The Buddha considered that 

associations with good people exposed the true teaching to everyone 

laying the foundation for wisdom. The true teaching is the dependent 

origination which explains how unsatisfactoriness originates in the guise 

of a non-existent self with craving as the catalyst and how 

unsatisfactoriness can be completely removed by gradual training. This is 

right view which is the first of the noble path. When a worldling 

understands the four noble truths he or she develops faith and confidence 

in the teacher - the Buddha - his teaching which is dependent origination 

and the community of monks. This understanding transforms the 

worldling to a noble disciple of the Buddha.  

Faith as we notice in the thirty seven aids is listed both under spiritual 

faculties and spiritual powers as well. This indicates that faith too 

undergoes a conditioning in that it initially settles in at a somewhat subtle 

level and gradually expands to become a power. Simultaneous with faith 

the disciple also realises that the path ahead is challenging and a lot of 

personal sacrifices need to be expected. These sacrifices include giving 

up on what constitutes wrong speech, wrong actions and wrong 

livelihood. Instead thoughts of renunciation, loving kindness and 

harmlessness spring up. Thus desire, effort and determination start to 

build up. Effort is also mentioned in nine places in the thirty seven aids 
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indicating that it is essential at every step of the way. Moreover, effort is 

a path factor in its entirety.  

In this backdrop the disciple begins to pay radical attention (manasikara) 

to the origin of the thought process which guides them into action 

opening up the way for being more mindful sati. Mindfulness is 

mentioned eight times in the aids to awakening beginning with spiritual 

faculties and as the first of seven awakening factors which is the gateway 

to wisdom. Mindfulness is also the seventh path factor just before right 

concentration. As the practice of being properly attentive accompanied 

by mindfulness gains momentum the realisation dawns that 

consciousness originates in dependence on name & form. This acts as an 

incentive to practice mindfulness with more vigor in order to achieve the 

purpose (sampajjana) which then leads to practice of mindfulness not 

only in sitting meditation but at every waking moment.  

When the mindfulness thus improves a thorough understanding of 

workings of the mind is gained exposing the mind for more scrutiny. 

Worldlings usually regard consciousness, mind or thought as theirs. All 

their subsequent actions by body, speech and mind stem from that 

thinking. With radical attention and mindfulness accompanied by 

purpose of the practice well in place the noble disciple observes the 

arising of consciousness, mind or thought dependent on causes. The 

disciple gains more and more clarity that what is called consciousness, 

mind or thought is a phenomenon because it arises dependent on causes 

and ceases when those causes are no longer present. The disciple 

understands that features, traits, signs and descriptions of external sense 

stimuli are what induce a form derived from the stimuli, feelings, 

perceptions, volitions and attention all of which are known by 

consciousness.  

At this stage the disciple begins to think where the idea of self comes 

from adding more impetus to the practice of radical attention and 

mindfulness. And the realisation gradually dawns that what the disciple 

has all along been regarding as self is nothing but the consciousness, 

mind or thought itself. The disciple begins to rationalise that if 
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consciousness, mind or thought is self it cannot be anything permanent 

because consciousness originates depending on name & form and ceases 

when name & form cease. If anything is impermanent and unsatisfactory 

it cannot be considered self. This realisation gives the disciple more 

courage and incentive to practice with more resolve (citta).  

The disciple then firmly understands the rationale of what the Buddha 

meant by "all formations are impermanent and unsatisfactory". As the 

practice thus improves the disciple comes to the conclusion that there is 

no self with regard to consciousness, mind or thought. The disciple then 

pays particular attention to what the Buddha meant by "all Dhammas are 

not self". The realisation then dawns that name & form represent the 

sense stimuli which includes the six senses which the disciple has been 

considering as internally belonging to self. Since they have come to be 

due to causes they are all phenomena, natural laws, principles or 

Dhammas. The consciousness or mind or thought, due to the very nature 

of arising and ceasing on account of causes too is phenomenon, a natural 

law, a principle and hence Dhamma. This means that there is nothing that 

can be rightly considered in terms of "this is mine, this I am, and this is 

my self" and owing to the same reason all Dhammas are not self. 

This knowledge of Dhammas signifies the awakening the Buddha 

describes and the disciple is convinced that when the Buddha said "He 

dwells contemplating phenomena in phenomena" the Buddha meant 

exactly this phenomenon which is called consciousness, mind or thought. 

In other words the disciple observes through the eyes of wisdom how the 

phenomenon of mind attempts to guide him to ignorance. 

The disciple then realises that grasping the mental image of sense stimuli 

along with feeling, perception and volition under the notion of a self is 

craving and it is delusion of an existence or lack of clarity of the 

phenomenal nature of the arising of consciousness, mind or thought 

which has misguided him or her all along. This knowledge enables the 

disciple to practice sense restraint (indriya samvara) very effectively, a 

control which the disciple had never experienced in the past. The disciple 

encouraged by the progress extends mindfulness accompanied by 
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knowledge of the purpose to all aspects of body (kayanupassana), 

feelings (vedananupassana), mind (cittanupassana) and phenomena 

(Dhammanupassana). In particular, the disciple realises that it is 

Dhamma - arising and ceasing of mind due to causes - that he or she has 

been holding on to with the misguided notion of a self. The disciple is 

now very well established on virtue and has given up grasping the five 

aggregates altogether with a very solid understanding that the six senses 

as well as their external counterparts are impermanent, unsatisfactory and 

not self. In other words, the disciple has penetrated Dhamma in the truest 

sense and there is no returning back to ignorance for the disciple to grasp 

anything at all leading to a rebirth.  

The disciple then understands by the process of inferring that ignorance 

has persisted into the beginningless past too. And the disciple at this 

stage is content of the progress realising that the mind is free from its 

stationing power on sense stimuli however enticing the features, traits, 

signs and descriptions are. Mindfulness sati is at its full potential and 

every arising of the mind is met with wisdom Dhamma vicaya of 

knowing the impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not-self nature 

inherent in them. The more the disciple penetrates Dhamma with wisdom 

the more energy and effort (viriya) naturally surge forth leading to 

happiness (piti) which is free of all worldly attachments. The disciple 

thus abides in complete surrendering of the six senses (passaddhi) 

leading him or her to equanimity (upekkha) via full absorption (samadhi) 

of the reality. 

The disciple thus completes the seven factors to awakening realising that 

there is no more defilements left to lead to any birth. This ends our 

discussion on the practice.  

The Buddha then compares this entire process of awakening which 

begins with the simple step of coming into association with good people 

to rain drops falling on a mountain top and finding their way to the 

ocean. 
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"It’s like when it rains heavily on a mountain top, and the water flows 

downhill to fill the hollows, crevices, and creeks. As they become full, 

they fill up the pools. The pools fill up the lakes, the lakes fill up the 

streams, and the streams fill up the rivers. And as the rivers become full, 

they fill up the ocean". 

Let's conclude this writing by drawing a parallel from a Jataka story
21

. 

Two baby parrots were separated from their parents when their nest got 

destroyed in a violent storm with one of them being adopted by hermits 

and the other by bandits. The baby parrot who was adopted by the 

hermits developed all the manners of behaviour associated with hermits 

such as pleasant speech and actions. The other baby parrot developed all 

harsh manners of behaviour associated with the bandits.  

The birth of all humans is universal in that everyone is born with the 

interaction of parents. It is only after birth that the baby gets conditioned 

by external influences which shape the overall make up of the baby in 

terms of attitude towards life. The simple reason for this conditioning is 

because no one cares to look into their experiences closely enough to 

realise the phenomenal nature of their experiences. And as such everyone 

gets conditioned by what they perceive as correct just like the two 

parrots.  

A breakthrough to this situation arises when a Buddha arises in the world 

and declares the four noble truths, having fully comprehended the real 

nature of experience. Those who care to listen - the noble disciples - 

wake up from ignorance similar to the lotus while others - worldlings - 

continue to languish in ignorance stuck in the mud. 

May all living beings be liberated from the bondages of existence. 

 

End 
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Ud Udana 
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Endnotes

                                                           
1
 “Bhikkhus, even though a bhikkhu might hold on to the hem of my robe 

and follow close behind me step by step, if he is covetous for objects of 

desire, strongly passionate, malevolent, corrupt in thought, unmindful, 

uncomprehending, lacking concentration, of wandering mind and 

uncontrolled faculties, he is far from me and I am far from him. What is 

the reason? That bhikkhu does not see Dhamma. Not seeing Dhamma, he 

does not see me". 

 
2
 "And what are formations? There are these six classes of volition; 

volition regarding sights, sounds, smells, tastes, tactile sensations and 

thoughts". Upadana Parivatta Sutta - SN 22.56. 
 
3
 The Connected Discourses of the Buddha - Page 43. 

 
4
 Suttecentral.net. 

 
5
 Venerable Bhikku Bodhi says in his note 154 on page 769 in Samyutta 

Nikaya translation, "While technically the three terms have the same 

denotation, in the Nikayas they are generally used in distinct contexts. As 

a rough generalisation, vinnana signifies the particularizing awareness 

through a sense faculty as well as the underlying stream of 

consciousness, which sustain personal continuity through a single life 

and threads together successive lives".  

 
6
 In Itvuttaka.63, we find pretty much the same concept expressed as; 

  

"Beings are conscious of what can be named, They are established on the 

nameable, By not comprehending the nameable things, They come under 

the yoke of death." 

 
7
 The Pali word which has been translated as descend in the above 

translation is okkamissatha. Some translate it as conceive. But most 

people understand this passage as meaning origination of birth and use it 

as basis for a three life interpretation of dependent origination.  

 

Sue Hamilton in her book " Identity and Experience" (Page 85) has the 

following to say about this word.    
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The key word in this passage is okkamisatha, from a verb which literally 

means 'descend' or 'enter'. But it also has a figurative meaning, perhaps 

indicated in English by 'arise' or 'manifest'. In glossing okkamissatha, the 

commentary on this passage states that it means 'entering', but, 

importantly, it adds 'as it were'. We also find the same verb used 

figuratively elsewhere in the Pali material. The expression sukhasannam 

okkamitva, for example, does not imply that the sense of happiness 

literally 'descends'; and likewise okkante middhe does not mean that 

sluggishness literally 'descends'. I mentioned in chapter I that where we 

find avakkanti associated with the senses, the meaning is best conveyed 

by 'manifest'. Two consecutive Suttas in the Nidana Samyutta, which 

form part of a series of Suttas illustrating the dependently arising links of 

the paticcasamuppada formula, use the verb avakkanti, also literally 

'descending' or 'entering', in connection with namarupa and vinnana 

respectively. In both contexts the meaning is clearly intended to be 

figurative.  

 

Sue Hamilton has effectively provided enough proof to prove that 

consciousness is not a permanent transmigrating entity. But our purpose 

of including her detailed explanation here is simply to show that 

okkamissatha can also be understood differently from a literal translation 

such as "descend". 
 
8
 Venerable Narada Maha Thera in "The Buddha and his Teachings", 

quoting from Abhidhamma, lists four types of Kamma which the dying 

person possibly experiences determining the type of rebirth. They are 

"garauka kamma, asanna kamma, acinna kamma and katatta kamma", 

translated respectively as the five heinous crimes, death proximate 

actions, habitual actions which are good or bad and any trivial good or 

bad action which becomes the experience in the absence of the other 

three. Page 257. 
 
9
 Sermon one of The Law of dependent Arising by Venerable K. 

Nanananda. 
 
10

 Dhammapada 153 and 154. 



122 
 

                                                                                                                                  

"Through many a birth in samsara have I wandered in vain, seeking the 

builder of this house (of life). Repeated birth is indeed suffering! 

O house-builder, you are seen! You will not build this house again. For 

your rafters are broken and your ridgepole shattered. My mind has 

reached the Unconditioned; I have attained the destruction of craving". 

 
11

 The Pali word translated as "co-habit" is avakkanti which many 

translators translate as "descend" or "conceive". If "descend" or 

"conceive" is taken as correct it conflicts with DN.15 where it says 

"consciousness is conditioned by name & form" meaning that 

consciousness and name & form exist simultaneously. Therefore 

avakkanti cannot be taken literally similar to the point made in Note 7 

above. 

 

Perhaps the Buddha's use of such words in both these discourses can be 

understood with an example. Suppose two close friends are engaged in a 

private conversation. A third person who is known to the two close 

friends just walks in interrupting the conversation and this person does 

not leave for a long time. As a result the two friends are compelled to 

meet each other at the next appropriate time to continue the discussion. 

When they do meet one of them says to other "I was so angry when that 

guy barged in" etc. Here, there is no actual barging in but such terms are 

used to indicate their unwelcome presence. 

 

The word avakkanti too has been used  in such contexts.  

  
12

 Sankhara Sutta SN 3.23 too offers a similar interpretation linking 

actions to the type of rebirth. 
 
13

 https://www.near-death.com/reincarnation/research/ian-stevenson.html 
 
14

 The personality view is not mentioned in Avijja Sutta (AN 10.61) but it 

is included here since it is the view of a self which guides worldlings into 

action thereby facilitating a more comprehensive understanding of the 

factors leading to actions. 

 
15

 Refer to Note 4 above. 

https://www.near-death.com/reincarnation/research/ian-stevenson.html
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16

 Clear comprehension is defined as four kinds - Purpose, Suitability, 

Domain and Reality - in the commentaries. Heart of Buddhist Meditation 

by Nynaponika Threa. 

 
17

 Nibbana Sermon 11 by Venerable K. Nanananda,  Page 249. 

 
18

 Sermon one of The Law of dependent Arising by Venerable K. 

Nanananda. 
 
19

 An identical exposition is found in Bahiya Sutta - Ud 1.10 

 
20

 This is further proof that Mahanidana Sutta is about current experience 

the understanding of which is the basis for awakening. 
 
21

 Sattigumba Jataka (No 503). 

  



 
 

 


