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 3) Introduction 
 In the present work, which is the outcome of my Ph.D. research at the University of 
Peradeniya in Sri Lanka, I will explore the ‘direct path' of satipaññhàna according to its exposi-
tion in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, and set within its early Buddhist canonical and philosophical 
context. My major aim is to bring out the original instructions of the Buddha, as found in the 
discourses recorded in the four main Nikàyas.1 The Abhidhamma and the commentaries will be 
considered only in a secondary manner.2  
 To ensure that my exploration has practical relevance, I have also consulted a selection 
of modern meditation manuals and related publications. The nature of this selection has been 
mainly a matter of availability, yet I hope to have included a fairly representative number of 
meditation teachers. Apart from these, I have also relied on various academic monographs and 
articles on early Buddhism in order to illustrate the philosophical framework and historical 
context within which the Satipaññhàna Sutta is to be understood. These provide the back-
ground information for understanding particular passages or expressions in the discourse. 
 In order to maintain textual flow and readability, I have kept the main body of the text as 
free as possible from direct quotations and tangential observations. Instead, I have made ex-
tensive use of footnotes, which provide references of interest, quotations from Pàli sources, and 
discussions of additional information. The less scholarly inclined reader may prefer to focus on 
the body of the text during a first reading, and only during a second reading turn to the infor-
mation in the footnotes. 
 My exposition follows the sequence of the passages in the discourse as closely as possi-
ble. At the same time, however, my treatment is not restricted to simple comments, but allows 
for minor digressions from the main topic in order to explore relevant points and to provide a 
background for better understanding the section under discussion.  
 The first chapter deals with general aspects and terminology in relation to the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta. The next three chapters are concerned with the second paragraph in the dis-
course, the ‘definition', especially with the implications of sati and the role of concentration. In 
chapter five I turn to a set of general instructions repeated throughout the discourse after each 
meditation exercise, the ‘refrain'. The subsequent chapters then treat each of the actual exer-
cises described under contemplation of the body, feelings, mind, and dhammas. After this sur-
vey of the individual meditation practices, I turn to the final paragraph of the discourse and to 
the implications of Nibbàna. By way of conclusion, I examine some key aspects of satipaññhàna 
and evaluate its importance.  
 In general, my purpose in the present inquiry is less to prove and establish a particular 
point of view than to provide suggestions and reflections in the hope of stimulating further dis-
cussion and opening up new perspectives in regard to the practice of satipaññhàna.  

                                                           
1 That is, the Dãgha, Majjhima, Saüyutta, and Aïguttara Nikàyas. In addition to these, I have also relied on the 
Dhammapada, Udàna, Itivuttaka, Sutta Nipàta, Theragàthà, and Therãgàthà as centrally important primary sources. 
2 With the term ‘Abhidhamma' I refer not only to the seven standard Abhidhamma works (Dhammasaïgaõi, Vibhan-
ga, Dhàtukathà, Puggalapa¤¤atti, Kathàvatthu, Yamaka, and Paññhàna), but also the Abhidhammatthasaïgaha, 
although this work is of a very late age. I use the expression ‘the commentaries' as a shorthand way to refer to the 
Vimuttimagga, the Visuddhimagga, the Aññhakathàs and the òãkàs. With this tripartite stratification of the Pàli 
materials into Sutta, Abhidhamma, and commentaries I follow to some extent the suggestions by ¥àõàmoli: Path of 
Purification, p XLI. 
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 4.) Translation of the Satipaññhàna Sutta3  
 
Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was living in the Kuru country at a town of the Ku-
rus named Kammàsadhamma. There he addressed the monks thus: ‘Monks.' ‘Venerable sir', they re-
plied. The Blessed One said this: 
 

direct path  
"Monks, this is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the surmounting of sorrow and lamenta-
tion, for the disappearance of dukkha and discontent, for acquiring the true method, for the realisation of 
Nibbàna, namely, the four satipaññhànas." 
 

definition 
"What are the four?  
Here, monks, in regard to the body a monk abides contemplating the body, diligent, clearly knowing, and 
mindful, free from desires and discontent in regard to the world. In regard to feelings he abides contem-
plating feelings, diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free from desires and discontent in regard to the 
world. In regard to the mind he abides contemplating the mind, diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, 
free from desires and discontent in regard to the world. In regard to dhammas he abides contemplating 
dhammas, diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free from desires and discontent in regard to the 
world." 
 

breathing 
"And how, monks, does he in regard to the body abide contemplating the body? Here, gone to the forest, 
or to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut, he sits down; having folded his legs crosswise, set his body 
erect, and established mindfulness in front of him, ever mindful he breathes in, mindful he breathes out.  
Breathing in long, he knows: ‘I breathe in long', breathing out long, he knows: ‘I breathe out long.' 
Breathing in short, he knows: ‘I breathe in short', breathing out short, he knows: ‘I breathe out short.' He 
trains thus: ‘I shall breathe in experiencing the whole body', he trains thus: ‘I shall breathe out experi-
encing the whole body.' He trains thus: ‘I shall breathe in calming the bodily formation', he trains thus: ‘I 
shall breathe out calming the bodily formation.'  
Just as a skilled turner or his apprentice, when making a long turn, knows: ‘I make a long turn', or when 
making a short turn knows: ‘I make a short turn' so too, breathing in long, he knows: ‘I breathe in long' 
…" (continue as above). 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body internally, or he abides contemplat-
ing the body externally, or he abides contemplating the body both internally and externally. He abides 
contemplating the nature of arising in the body, or he abides contemplating the nature of passing away in 
the body, or he abides contemplating the nature of both arising and passing away in the body. Mindful-
ness that ‘there is a body' is established in him to the extent necessary for bare knowledge and continu-
ous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to anything in the world.  
That is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body." 
 

postures 
"Again, monks, when walking, he knows: ‘I am walking'; when standing, he knows ‘I am standing'; when 
sitting, he knows ‘I am sitting'; when lying down, he knows: ‘I am lying down'; or he knows accordingly 
however his body is disposed." 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body internally … externally … both in-
ternally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both aris-
ing and passing away in the body. Mindfulness that ‘there is a body' is established in him to the extent 

                                                           
3 For this rendering of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, I have mostly adopted the translation given by ¥àõamoli in: Middle 
Length Discourses, pp 145-155. In a few instances, however, I have ventured to introduce my own renderings, based 
on the understanding gained in the progress of my research. In order to facilitate referencing to particular passages 
of the discourse, I have inserted small boxes with short headlines above each paragraph. 
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necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That too is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body." 
 

activities 
"Again, monks, when going forward and returning he acts clearly knowing; when looking ahead and look-
ing away he acts clearly knowing; when flexing and extending his limbs he acts clearly knowing; when 
wearing his robes and carrying his outer robe and bowl he acts clearly knowing; when eating, drinking, 
consuming food, and tasting he acts clearly knowing; when defecating and urinating he acts clearly 
knowing; when walking, standing, sitting, falling asleep, waking up, talking, and keeping silent he acts 
clearly knowing." 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body internally … externally … both in-
ternally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both aris-
ing and passing away in the body. Mindfulness that ‘there is a body' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That too is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body." 
 

anatomical parts 
"Again, monks, he reviews this same body up from the soles of the feet and down from the top of the 
hair, enclosed by skin, as full of many kinds of impurity thus: ‘in this body there are head-hairs, body-
hairs, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones, bone-marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, diaphragm, spleen, 
lungs, bowels, mesentery, contents of the stomach, faeces, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, 
grease, spittle, snot, oil of the joints and urine.'  
Just as though there were a bag with an opening at both ends full of many sorts of grain, such as hill rice, 
red rice, beans, peas, millet, and white rice, and a man with good eyes were to open it and review it thus: 
‘this is hill rice, this is red rice, these are beans, these are peas, this is millet, this is white rice'; so too he 
reviews this same body …" (continue as above). 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body internally … externally … both in-
ternally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both aris-
ing and passing away in the body. Mindfulness that ‘there is a body' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That too is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body." 
 

elements 
"Again, monks, he reviews this same body, however it is placed, however disposed, as consisting of ele-
ments thus: ‘in this body there are the earth element, the water element, the fire element, and the air ele-
ment.'  
Just as though a skilled butcher or his apprentice had killed a cow and was seated at a crossroads with it 
cut up into pieces; so too he reviews this same body …" (continue as above). 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body internally … externally … both in-
ternally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both aris-
ing and passing away in the body. Mindfulness that ‘there is a body' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That too is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body." 
 

corpse in decay 
"Again, monks, as though he were to see a corpse thrown aside in a charnel ground - one, two, or three 
days dead, bloated, livid, and oozing matter … being devoured by crows, hawks, vultures, dogs, jackals, 
or various kinds of worms … a skeleton with flesh and blood, held together with sinews … a fleshless 
skeleton smeared with blood, held together with sinews … a skeleton without flesh and blood, held 
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together with sinews … disconnected bones scattered in all directions … bones bleached white, the 
colour of shells … bones heaped up, more than a year old … bones rotten and crumbling to dust - he 
compares this same body with it thus: ‘this body too is of the same nature, it will be like that, it is not 
exempt from that fate."4 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body internally … externally … both in-
ternally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both aris-
ing and passing away in the body. Mindfulness that ‘there is a body' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That too is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body." 
 

feelings 
"And how, monks, does he in regard to feelings abide contemplating feelings?  
Here, when feeling a pleasant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a pleasant feeling'; when feeling an unpleasant 
feeling, he knows: ‘I feel an unpleasant feeling'; when feeling a neutral feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a neutral 
feeling.'  
When feeling a worldly pleasant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a worldly pleasant feeling'; when feeling an un-
worldly pleasant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel an unworldly pleasant feeling'; when feeling a worldly unpleas-
ant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a worldly unpleasant feeling'; when feeling an unworldly unpleasant feeling, 
he knows: ‘I feel an unworldly unpleasant feeling'; when feeling a worldly neutral feeling, he knows: ‘I feel 
a worldly neutral feeling'; when feeling an unworldly neutral feeling, he knows: ‘I feel an unworldly 
neutral feeling.'" 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to feelings he abides contemplating feelings internally … externally … internally 
and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising and 
passing away in feelings. Mindfulness that ‘there is feeling' is established in him to the extent necessary 
for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to anything in 
the world.  
That is how in regard to feelings he abides contemplating feelings." 
 

mind 
"And how, monks, does he in regard to the mind abide contemplating the mind?  
Here he knows a lustful mind to be ‘lustful', and a mind without lust to be ‘without lust'; he knows an an-
gry mind to be ‘angry', and a mind without anger to be ‘without anger'; he knows a deluded mind to be 
‘deluded', and an undeluded mind to be ‘undeluded'; he knows a contracted mind to be ‘contracted', and a 
distracted mind to be ‘distracted'; he knows a great mind to be ‘great', and a narrow mind to be ‘narrow'; 
he knows a surpassable mind to be ‘surpassable', and an unsurpassable mind to be ‘unsurpassable'; he 
knows a concentrated mind to be ‘concentrated', and an unconcentrated mind to be ‘unconcentrated'; he 
knows a liberated mind to be ‘liberated', and an unliberated mind to be ‘unliberated.'" 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to the mind he abides contemplating the mind internally … externally … internally 
and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising and 
passing away in mind. Mindfulness that ‘there is a mind' is established in him to the extent necessary for 
bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to anything in the 
world.  
That is how in regard to the mind he abides contemplating the mind." 
 

hindrances 
"And how, monks, does he in regard to dhammas abide contemplating dhammas? Here in regard to 
dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the five hindrances. And how does he in regard 
to dhammas abide contemplating dhammas in terms of the five hindrances?  

                                                           
4 In the actual discourse, each of the individual stages of the corpse in decay is followed by a full version of the ‘re-
frain', which, for the sake of convenience, I have abbreviated here and in diagram 1.1 in the next chapter. 
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If sensual desire is present in him, he knows: ‘there is sensual desire in me'; if sensual desire is not pre-
sent in him, he knows: ‘there is no sensual desire in me'; and he knows how unarisen sensual desire can 
arise, how arisen sensual desire can be removed, and how a future arising of the removed sensual desire 
can be prevented. 
If aversion is present in him, he knows: ‘there is aversion in me'; if aversion is not present in him, he 
knows: ‘there is no aversion in me'; and he knows how unarisen aversion can arise, how arisen aversion 
can be removed, and how a future arising of the removed aversion can be prevented. 
If sloth and torpor are present in him, he knows: ‘there are sloth and torpor in me'; if sloth and torpor are 
not present in him, he knows: ‘there are no sloth and torpor in me'; and he knows how unarisen sloth and 
torpor can arise, how arisen sloth and torpor can be removed, and how a future arising of the removed 
sloth and torpor can be prevented. 
If restlessness and worry are present in him, he knows: ‘there are restlessness and worry in me'; if rest-
lessness and worry are not present in him, he knows: ‘there are no restlessness and worry in me'; and he 
knows how unarisen restlessness and worry can arise, how arisen restlessness and worry can be 
removed, and how a future arising of the removed restlessness and worry can be prevented. 
If doubt is present in him, he knows: ‘there is doubt in me'; if doubt is not present in him, he knows: 
‘there is no doubt in me'; and he knows how unarisen doubt can arise, how arisen doubt can be removed, 
and how a future arising of the removed doubt can be prevented. 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas internally … externally … inter-
nally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising 
and passing away in dhammas. Mindfulness that ‘there are dhammas' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That is how in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the five hindrances." 
 

aggregates 
"Again, monks, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the five aggregates 
of clinging. And how does he in regard to dhammas abide contemplating dhammas in terms of the five ag-
gregates of clinging?  
Here he knows: ‘such is material form, such its arising, such its passing away; such is feeling, such its 
arising, such its passing away; such is cognition, such its arising, such its passing away; such are voli-
tions, such their arising, such their passing away; such is consciousness, such its arising, such its passing 
away.'" 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas internally … externally … inter-
nally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising 
and passing away in dhammas. Mindfulness that ‘there are dhammas' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That is how in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the five aggregates of 
clinging." 
 

sense-spheres 
"Again, monks, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the six internal and 
external sense-spheres. And how does he in regard to dhammas abide contemplating dhammas in terms 
of the six internal and external sense-spheres?  
Here he knows the eye, he knows forms, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and he 
also knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future aris-
ing of the removed fetter can be prevented 
He knows the ear, he knows sounds, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and he also 
knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future arising of 
the removed fetter can be prevented. 
He knows the nose, he knows odours, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and he also 
knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future arising of 
the removed fetter can be prevented. 
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He knows the tongue, he knows flavours, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and he 
also knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future aris-
ing of the removed fetter can be prevented. 
He knows the body, he knows tangibles, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and he 
also knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future aris-
ing of the removed fetter can be prevented.  
He knows the mind, he knows mind-objects, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and 
he also knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future 
arising of the removed fetter can be prevented." 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas internally … externally … inter-
nally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising 
and passing away in dhammas. Mindfulness that ‘there are dhammas' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That is how in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the six internal and ex-
ternal sense-spheres." 
 

awakening factors 
"Again, monks, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the seven awaken-
ing factors. And how does he in regard to dhammas abide contemplating dhammas in terms of the seven 
awakening factors?  
Here, if the mindfulness awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the mindfulness awak-
ening factor in me'; if the mindfulness awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no 
mindfulness awakening factor in me'; and he also knows how the unarisen mindfulness awakening factor 
can arise, and how the arisen mindfulness awakening factor can be perfected by development. 
If the investigation-of-dhammas awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the investigation-
of-dhammas awakening factor in me'; if the investigation-of-dhammas awakening factor is not present in 
him, he knows: ‘there is no investigation-of-dhammas awakening factor in me'; and he also knows how the 
unarisen investigation-of-dhammas awakening factor can arise, and how the arisen investigation-of-
dhammas awakening factor can be perfected by development. 
If the energy awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the energy awakening factor in me'; 
if the energy awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no energy awakening factor in 
me'; and he also knows how the unarisen energy awakening factor can arise, and how the arisen energy 
awakening factor can be perfected by development. 
If the joy awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the joy awakening factor in me'; if the joy 
awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no joy awakening factor in me'; and he also 
knows how the unarisen joy awakening factor can arise, and how the arisen joy awakening factor can be 
perfected by development. 
If the tranquility awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the tranquility awakening factor 
in me'; if the tranquility awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no tranquility awak-
ening factor in me'; and he also knows how the unarisen tranquility awakening factor can arise, and how 
the arisen tranquility awakening factor can be perfected by development. 
If the concentration awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the concentration awakening 
factor in me'; if the concentration awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no concen-
tration awakening factor in me'; and he also knows how the unarisen concentration awakening factor can 
arise, and how the arisen concentration awakening factor can be perfected by development. 
If the equanimity awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the equanimity awakening factor 
in me'; if the equanimity awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no equanimity 
awakening factor in me'; and he also knows how the unarisen equanimity awakening factor can arise, and 
how the arisen equanimity awakening factor can be perfected by development." 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas internally … externally … inter-
nally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising 
and passing away in dhammas. Mindfulness that ‘there are dhammas' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
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That is how in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the seven awakening 
factors." 
 

noble truths 
"Again, monks, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the four noble 
truths. And how does he in regard to dhammas abide contemplating dhammas in terms of the four noble 
truths?  
Here he knows as it really is: ‘this is dukkha'; he knows as it really is: ‘this is the arising of dukkha'; he 
knows as it really is: ‘this is the cessation of dukkha'; he knows as it really is: ‘this is the way leading to 
the cessation of dukkha.'" 
 

refrain 
"In this way, in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas internally … externally … inter-
nally and externally. He abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising 
and passing away in dhammas. Mindfulness that ‘there are dhammas' is established in him to the extent 
necessary for bare knowledge and continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to 
anything in the world.  
That is how in regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas in terms of the four noble truths." 
 

prediction  
"Monks, if anyone should develop these four satipaññhànas in such a way for seven years, one of two fruits 
could be expected for him: either final knowledge here and now, or, if there is a trace of clinging left, non-
return. Let alone seven years … six years … five years … four years … three years … two years … one 
year … seven months … six months … five months … four months … three months … two months … 
one month … half a month … if anyone should develop these four satipaññhànas in such a way for seven 
days, one of two fruits could be expected for him: either final knowledge here and now, or, if there is a 
trace of clinging left, non-return. So it was with reference to this that it was said:" 
 

direct path  
"Monks, this is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the surmounting of sorrow and lamenta-
tion, for the disappearance of dukkha and discontent, for acquiring the true method, for the realisation of 
Nibbàna, namely, the four satipaññhànas." 
 

That is what the Blessed One said. The monks were satisfied and delighted in the Blessed One's words. 
 
 AA discourses in the Saüyutta Nikàya and the Aïguttara Nikàya.5 Apart from the Pàli 
sources, expositions on satipaññhàna are also preserved in Chinese and Sanskrit, with intriguing 
occasional variations from the Pàli presentations.6 
 Most of the discourses in the Saüyutta Nikàya and the Aïguttara Nikàya mention only 
the bare outline of the four satipaññhànas, without going into the details of their possible applica-
tions. This functional division into four satipaññhànas seems to be a direct outcome of the Bud-
dha's awakening,7 a central aspect of his rediscovery of an ancient path of practice.8 The de-

                                                           
5 These are the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta at S V 141-192, and the Satipaññhàna Vagga at A IV 457-462. In addition, there is 
also a Sati Vagga at A IV 336-347; a Satipaññhàna Vibhaïga at Vibh 193-207; and twice a Satipaññhàna Kathà at Kv 155-
159 and at Pañis II 232-235. Shorter discourses with similar titles are the three Satipaññhàna Suttas at S IV 360, 363, and A 
III 142; the three Sati Suttas at S II 132, S IV 245, and A IV 336; and the three Sato Suttas at S V 142, 180, and 186. 
6 According to Schmithausen: "Vier Konzentrationen", p 244, five additional versions are in existence: two complete 
versions in Chinese (in the Madhyama âgama and in the Ekottara âgama), and three fragmentary versions in Chinese and 
Sanskrit (these being the Pa¤caviü÷atisàhasrikà Praj¤àpàramità, the øàriputràbhidharma (Taisho 1548), and the øràvaka-
bhåmi). An abridged translation of one of the complete Chinese versions, the ‘Nien-ch'u-ching', being the ninety-eighth såtra 
in the Chinese Madhyama âgama (Taisho No 26) can be found in Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 87-95. A complete 
translation of this version and also of the other Chinese version from the Ekottara âgama, this being the first såtra in the 
twelfth chapter (Yi Ru Dao) of the Ekottara âgama (Taisho No 125), can be found in Nhat Hanh: Transformation, pp 151-
167, and pp 168-177. A comparison of the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta with its corresponding Chinese version can be found in 
Hurvitz: "Fa-Sheng`s Observations", p 211-229, who also has translated several shorter såtras contained in this part of the 
âgamas. 
7 S V 178: ayaü kàye kàyànupassanà-ti me pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu cakkhuü udapàdi, ¤àõaü udapàdi, vijjà udapàdi, 
àloko udapàdi … vedanàsu … citte … dhammesu … Cf. also S V 167: pañhamàbhisambuddho … Bhagavato rahogatassa 

pañisallãnassa evaü cetaso parivitakko udapàdi - ekàyano ayaü maggo … yadidaü - cattàro satipaññhànà; whereon 
Brahmà Sahampati came down to applaud (cf. also S V 185). Both cases give only the outline of the four satipaññhànas and 
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tailed instructions found in the Mahàsatipaññhàna Sutta and the Satipaññhàna Sutta, however, 
apparently belong to a later period, when the Buddha's teaching had spread from the Ganges 
valley to the far away Kammàsadhamma in the Kuru country, the location where both dis-
courses were spoken.9 
 
 Diagram 1.1 (see below) offers an overview of the structure underlying the detailed ex-
position in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, with each of the sections of the discourse represented by a 
box. The starting and concluding section of the discourse is a passage which states that sati-
paññhàna constitutes the  direct path  to Nibbàna. The next section of the discourse offers a 
short  definition  of the most essential aspects of this direct path. This ‘definition' mentions four 
satipaññhànas for contemplation: body, feelings, mind, and dhammas.10 The ‘definition' also 
specifies the mental qualities that are instrumental for satipaññhàna: one should be diligent 
(àtàpã), clearly knowing (sampajàna), mindful (sati), and free from desires and discontent 
(vineyya abhijjhàdomanassa). 
 After this ‘definition', the discourse describes the four satipaññhànas of body, feelings, 
mind, and dhammas in detail. The range of the first satipaññhàna, contemplation of the body, 
proceeds from mindfulness of breathing, postures, and activities, via analysis of the body into 
its anatomical parts and elementary qualities, to contemplating a corpse in decay. The next two 
satipaññhànas are concerned with contemplating feelings and mind. The fourth satipaññhàna 
lists five types of dhammas for contemplation: the mental hindrances, the aggregates, the 
sense-spheres, the awakening factors, and the four noble truths. After the actual meditation 
practices, the discourse returns to the  direct path  statement via a  prediction  about the time 
period within which realisation can be expected. 
 Throughout the discourse, a particular formula follows each individual meditation prac-
tice. This satipaññhàna ‘refrain' completes each instruction by repeatedly emphasising the im-
portant aspects of the practice.11 According to this ‘refrain', satipaññhàna contemplation covers 
internal and external phenomena, and is concerned with their arising and passing away. The 
‘refrain' also points out that mindfulness should be established merely for the sake of 
developing bare knowledge and for achieving continuity of awareness. According to the same 
‘refrain', proper satipaññhàna contemplation takes place free from any dependency or clinging.12  
 The entire discourse is framed by an introduction, which conveys the occasion of its de-
livery, and a conclusion, which reports the delighted reaction of the monks after the Buddha's 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
do not contain the detailed practical examples given in the two (Mahà-) Satipaññhàna Suttas.  
8 S II 105: sammàsati … ayaü kho so puràõamaggo puràõa¤jaso pubbakehi sammàsambuddhehi anuyàto, tam-anugacchiü; 
cf. also A II 29, which states that sammàsati is an ancient practice, dhammapadaü agga¤¤aü ratta¤¤aü vaüsa¤¤aü porànaü 
asaïkiõõaü asaïkiõõapubbaü. Satipaññhàna was already an ancient practice, since it was also undertaken by previous 
Buddhas (e.g. D II 35 reports bodhisatta Vipassã engaged in dhammànupassanà on the five aggregates), a practice which 
however must then have fallen into oblivion until its rediscovery by Gotama Buddha. 
9 De Silva: Mental Culture, p 3, points out that the Satipaññhàna Sutta was only delivered once "the Dhamma (had) spread 
from its original seat of Magadha to the outskirts of the Kuru country". Other discourses spoken at Kammàsadhamma in the 
Kuru country (e.g. D II 55, M I 501, M II 261, S II 92, 107, and A V 29) support an association of this location with a a 
relatively evolved stage of development of the early Buddhist community, since e.g. M I 502 speaks of many followers from 
various backgrounds. According to Ps I 227, a uniting feature among the discourses spoken at this particular location is their 
comparatively advanced nature, due to the capability of its inhabitants to receive deep teachings. The location of the Kuru 
country corresponds to the locality of modern Delhi (according to Law: Geography, p 18; Malalasekera: Dictionary, vol I p 
642; and Rhys Davids: Buddhist India, p 27). This same part of India is also associated with the events in the Bhagavadgãtà 
(Bhg I.1: kuru-k÷etra). 
10 The implications of the term dhamma, which I have left untranslated, are discussed in chapter IX.1. 
11 The fact that this ‘refrain' is indispensable to each meditation exercise is brought to light by the remark concluding each 
occurrence of the ‘refrain': "that is how a monk in regard to the body (feelings, mind, dhammas) abides contemplating the 
body (feelings, mind, dhammas)", (M I 56: evam-pi bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati). This remark connects the 
exposition to the question asked at the outset of each satipaññhàna: "how does a monk in regard to the body (etc.) abide 
contemplating the body (etc.)?" (M I 56: katha¤-ca bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati?). 
12 M I 56: ajjhattaü và … bahiddhà và … ajjhattabahiddhà và … samudayadhammànupassã và … vayadhammànupassã và 

… samudayavayadhammànupassã và … sati paccupaññhità hoti, yàvad-eva ¤àõamattàya pañissatimattàya, anissito ca 

viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati. 
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exposition.13 
 
    Structure of the Satipaññhàna Sutta: 
           (Diagram 1.1) 
 
 
 

 
 

 By placing the ‘definition' and the ‘refrain' at the centre of the above diagram, I intend to 
highlight their central role in the discourse. As the diagram shows, the discourse weaves a re-
curring pattern that systematically alternates between specific meditation instructions and the 
‘refrain'. Each time, the task of the ‘refrain' is to direct attention to those aspects which are es-
sential for proper practice. The same pattern also applies to the outset of the discourse, where a 
general introduction to the topic of satipaññhàna through the ‘direct path' statement is followed 
by the ‘definition', which too has the role of pointing out its essential characteristics. In this 
way, both the ‘definition' and the ‘refrain' serve as pointers to the essential. Thus, for a proper 
understanding and implementation of satipaññhàna, the information contained in the ‘definition' 
and the ‘refrain' is of particular importance.  

 I.2) The Four Satipaññhànas  
 On closer inspection, the succession of the contemplations listed in the Satipaññhàna 
Sutta reveals a progressive pattern (see diagram 1.2 below). Contemplation of the body pro-
gresses from the rudimentary experience of bodily postures and activities to contemplating the 
body's anatomy. The increased sensitivity thereby developed forms the basis for contemplation 
of feelings, a shift of awareness from the immediately accessible physical aspects of experience 
to feelings as more refined and subtler objects of awareness.  
 Contemplation of feeling divides feelings not only according to their affective quality 
into pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral types, but also distinguishes these according to their 
worldly and unworldly nature. The later part of contemplation of feelings thus introduces an 

                                                           
13 These are the standard introduction and concluding sections in what Manné: "Categories of Sutta", p 33, classifies as a 
"sermon". 

    ⇓ 
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ethical distinction of feelings, which serves as a stepping stone for directing awareness to the 
ethical distinction between wholesome and unwholesome states of mind, mentioned at the 
outset of contemplation of the mind.  
 

   Progression of the Satipaññhàna Contemplations: 
     (Diagram 1.2) 
 

(body:)    

breathing         
postures  
activities  
anatomical parts 
elements          
corpse in decay                        

⇓ 
⇓ 
⇓ 
⇓ 
⇓    
⇓        (feelings:) 

 
 
 
 
 

 

⇒ affective quality   
ethical quality      

⇓       
⇓              (mind:) 

 
 

 ⇒ ordinary states of mind 
higher states of mind      

⇓    
⇓      (dhammas:) 

  ⇒ hindrances                 
aggregates   
sense-spheres   
awakening factors  
noble truths 

⇓ 
⇓ 
⇓ 
⇓ 
 

 
 Contemplation of the mind proceeds from the presence or absence of four unwhole-
some states of mind (lust, anger, delusion, and distraction), to contemplating the presence or 
absence of four higher states of mind. The concern with higher states of mind in the latter part 
of contemplation of the mind naturally lends itself to a detailed investigation of those factors 
which particularly obstruct deeper levels of concentration. These are the hindrances, the first 
object of contemplation of dhammas.  
 After covering the hindrances to meditative practice, contemplation of dhammas pro-
gresses to two analyses of subjective experience: the five aggregates and the six sense-spheres. 
These analyses can conveniently be used as a basis for developing the awakening factors, the 
next topic of this satipaññhàna. The culmination of satipaññhàna practice is then reached with 
the contemplation of the four noble truths, whose full understanding coincides with realisation.  
 Considered in this way, the sequence of the satipaññhàna contemplations leads pro-
gressively from grosser to more subtle levels.14 This linear progression is not without practical 
relevance, since the body contemplations recommend themselves as a foundational exercise for 
building up a basis of sati, while the final contemplation of the four noble truths covers the ex-
perience of Nibbàna (the third noble truth concerning the cessation of dukkha) and thus corre-
sponds to the culmination of any successful implementation of satipaññhàna. 
 At the same time, however, this progressive pattern does not prescribe the only possible 
way of practising satipaññhàna. To take the progression of the meditation exercises in the Sati-
paññhàna Sutta as indicating a necessary sequence would severely limit the range of one's prac-
tice, since only those experiences or phenomena which fit into this pattern would be proper ob-
jects of awareness. Yet, a central characteristic of satipaññhàna is awareness of phenomena as 
they are, and as they occur. Although such awareness will naturally proceed from the gross to 

                                                           
14 The Mahàpraj¤àpàramità÷àstra offers the following explanation for this pattern: having investigated the body, the 
meditator searches for the cause of attachment to it, which is found to be pleasant feeling. Investigating feelings the question 
"who experiences feelings?" arises, leading to contemplation of the mind. This in turn forms a basis for an inquiry into the 
causes and conditions of mind, being the focus of contemplation of dhammas (in Lamotte: Traité, pp 1158, 1162, 1167). On 
the progressive pattern underlying the sequence of the satipaññhàna contemplations cf. also Ariyadhamma: Satipaññhàna, p 
6; Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 47; Guenther: Philosophy, p 219; Khemacari: "Satipaññhàna", p 38; King: Theravàda 
Meditation, p 67; and Meier: Satipaññhàna, p 16.  
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the subtle, in actual practice it will quite probably vary from the sequence depicted in the dis-
course.  
 A flexible and comprehensive development of satipaññhàna should encompass all as-
pects of experience, in whatever sequence they occur. All satipaññhànas can be of continued 
relevance throughout one's progress along the path. The practice of contemplating the body, 
for example, is not something to be left behind and discarded at some point in one's progress, 
but is of relevance even for an arahant.15 Understood in this way, the meditation exercises 
listed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta can be seen as mutually supportive. The sequence in which 
they are practised may be altered in order to meet the needs of each individual meditator. 
 Not only do the four satipaññhànas support each other, but they could even be integrated 
within a single meditation practice. This is documented in the ânàpànasati Sutta, which de-
scribes how mindfulness of breathing can be developed in such a way that it encompasses all 
four satipaññhànas.16 This exposition demonstrates the possibility of comprehensively combin-
ing all four satipaññhànas within the practice of a single meditation exercise.  
 According to the ânàpànasati Sutta, it is possible to develop a variety of different as-
pects of satipaññhàna contemplation with a single meditation-object and in due course cover all 
four satipaññhànas. This raises the question how far a single satipaññhàna, or even a single medi-
tation exercise, can be taken as a complete practice in its own right. 
 Several discourses relate the practice of a single satipaññhàna directly to realisation.17 
Similarly, the commentaries assign to each single satipaññhàna meditation the capacity of lead-
ing to full awakening.18 This may well be the reason why a high percentage of present day 
meditation teachers focus on the use of a single meditation technique, on the ground that a sin-
gle-minded and thorough perfection of one meditation technique can cover all aspects of sati-
paññhàna, and thus be sufficient for gaining realisation.19  
 Indeed, the development of awareness with any particular meditation technique will 
automatically result in a marked increase in one's general level of awareness, thereby en-
hancing one's capacity to be mindful in regard to situations that do not form part of one's pri-
mary object of meditation. In this way, even those aspects of satipaññhàna that have not 
deliberately been made the object of contemplation to some extent still receive mindful at-
tention as a by-product of the primary practice.  
 Yet, the exposition in the ânàpànasati Sutta does not necessarily imply that by being 
aware of the breath, one automatically covers all aspects of satipaññhàna. What the Buddha 
demonstrated here was how a thorough development of sati can lead from the breath to a broad 
range of objects, encompassing different aspects of subjective reality. But it goes without saying 
that such a broad range of aspects was the outcome of a deliberate development, otherwise the 
Buddha would not have needed to deliver a whole discourse on how to achieve this. 
 In fact, several meditation teachers and scholars place a strong emphasis on covering all 
four satipaññhànas in one's practice.20 According to them, although one particular meditation 
                                                           
15 Cf. e.g. S V 326, which reports that the Buddha himself, after his awakening, still continued to practise mindfulness of 
breathing. 
16 M III 83. 
17 S V 158: idha bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati … tassa … viharato cittaü virajjati vimuccati anupàdàya àsavehi; S V 
181: tassa kàye kàyànupassino viharato … chando so pahãyati. Chandassa pahànàya amataü sacchikataü hoti; S V 182: 
tassa kàye kàyànupassino viharato kàyo pari¤¤àto hoti. Kàyassa pari¤¤àtattà amataü sacchikataü hoti; S IV 363: kàye 
kàyànupassã viharati … ayaü vuccati asaïkhatagàmi maggo; (each passage repeats the same statement for feelings, mind, 
and dhammas). 
18 Ps I 249 allows for full awakening based on breath-awareness, Ps I 252 based on awareness of the four postures, Ps I 270 
based on clear comprehension of bodily activities, Ps I 274 based on the cemetery contemplations, Ps I 277 based on feeling 
contemplation, Ps I 280 based on contemplation of the mind, (etc.). 
19 Cf. e.g. Dhammadharo: Skill of Release, p 54, assembles all four satipaññhànas under one single practice. Goenka: 
Sensation, p 2, proposes the same, explaining that as the body is to be experienced via feelings, which at the same time are 
related to the mind by being mental objects, therefore by observing bodily sensation one can cover all four satipaññhànas. 
Sunlun: "Insight Meditation", p 110 takes a similar position regarding the touch-sensation. Taungpulu: "Methodical 
Practice", p 189, also includes all four satipaññhànas under the single practice of body contemplation. 
20 E.g. ¥àõaponika, Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 58, considers that only practice of all four satipaññhànas constitutes the 
fulfilment of satipaññhàna. He suggests focussing on a few selected contemplations, and to give attention to the other con-
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practice can serve as the primary object of attention, the other aspects of satipaññhàna should 
be deliberately contemplated too, even if only in a secondary manner. This approach can claim 
some support from the concluding part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, the ‘prediction' of realisation. 
This passage stipulates the development of all four satipaññhànas for contemplation to lead to 
the realisation of non-return or arahant-ship.21 The fact that all four satipaññhànas are mentioned 
suggests that it is the comprehensive practice of all four which is particularly capable of leading 
to high realisation. The same is also indicated by a statement in the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta, 
which relates the realisation of arahant-ship to ‘complete' practice of the four satipaññhànas, 
while partial practice corresponds to lesser levels of realisation.22 
 In a passage in the ânàpàna Saüyutta, the Buddha compared the four satipaññhànas to 
chariots coming from four directions, each driving through and thereby scattering a heap of 
dust lying at the centre of a crossroads.23 This simile suggests that each satipaññhàna is in itself 
capable of overcoming unwholesome states, just as any of the chariots is able to scatter the 
heap of dust. At the same time, this simile also illustrates the co-operative effect of all four sati-
paññhànas, since, with chariots coming from all directions, the heap of dust will get scattered 
even more. 
 Thus any single meditation practice from the satipaññhàna scheme is capable of leading 
to deep insight, especially if developed according to the key instructions given in the ‘definition' 
and ‘refrain' of the discourse. Nevertheless, an attempt to cover all four satipaññhànas in one's 
practice does more justice to the distinct character of the various meditations described in the 
discourse and thereby ensures speedy progress and a balanced and comprehensive develop-
ment.24  
 The need for such comprehensive development is related to the fact that each satipañ-
ñhàna has a different character and thereby can serve a slightly different purpose. This is docu-
mented in the Nettippakaraõa and the commentaries, which illustrate the particular character 
of each satipaññhàna with a set of correlations (see diagram 1.3 below).   
 According to the commentaries, each of the four satipaññhànas corresponds to a particu-
lar aggregate: the aggregates of matter (råpa), feeling (vedanà), and consciousness (vi¤¤àõa) 
match the first three satipaññhànas, while the aggregates of cognition (sa¤¤à) and volition (saï-
khàrà) correspond to the contemplation of dhammas.25 
 

    Correlations for the Four Satipaññhànas: 
              (Diagram 1.3)  
 

 contemplation of  
body 
⇓ 

contemplation of  
feelings 

⇓ 

contemplation of  
mind 
⇓ 

contemplation of  
dhammas 

⇓ 
aggregate ⇒ body feeling consciousness cognition + volition 

recommended for ⇒ slow craver quick craver slow theoriser quick theoriser 
establishes ⇒ absence of 

beauty 
unsatisfactoriness impermanence absence of self 

 
 On closer inspection, this correlation appears a little forced, since the third satipaññhàna, 
contemplation of the mind, corresponds to all mental aggregates and not only to consciousness. 
Moreover the fourth satipaññhàna, contemplation of dhammas, includes the entire set of the five 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
templations whenever an opportunity arises in the course of practice. Soma: Mindfulness, p XXII, takes a similar position. 
21 M I 62: yo hi koci … ime cattàro satipaññhàne evaü bhàveyya … diññhe va dhamme a¤¤à, sati và upàdisese anàgàmità. 
According to Pradhan: Meditation, p 340, the practice of all satipaññhànas is required for being able to gain such high levels 
of realisation. 
22 S V 175: catunnaü satipaññhànànaü padesaü bhàvitattà sekho hoti … samattaü bhàvitattà asekho hoti. 
23 S V 325: seyyathàpi catumahàpathe mahàpaüsupu¤jo. Puratthimàya ce pi disàya àgaccheyya sakañaü và ratho và, upa-
hanateva taü paüsupu¤jaü, pacchimàya … uttaràya … dakkhiõàya ce pi disàya … Evam-eva bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã vi-

haranto pi upahanateva pàpake akusale dhamme, vedanàsu … citte … dhammesu …  
24 Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 190, fittingly sums up: "It may be possible to gain realisation with one single exercise, but that 
one who has practised all of them, should still not realise awakening, would seem to be impossible" (my trsl.). 
25 Ps I 281. 
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aggregates as one of its meditations, and thus has a wider range than just the two aggregates of 
cognition (sa¤¤à) and volition (saïkhàrà). 
 Nevertheless, what the commentaries may be intending to illustrate is that all aspects of 
one's subjective experience are to be investigated with the aid of the four satipaññhànas. Under-
stood in this way, the four satipaññhànas represent an analytical approach similar to an analysis 
of subjective experience into aggregates. Both attempt to progressively dissolve the illusion of 
the observer's substantiality.26 By turning awareness to different facets of one's subjective ex-
perience, they will be experienced simply as objects, and the notion of compactness, the sense 
of a solid ‘I', will begin to disintegrate. In this way, the more subjective experience can be seen 
‘objectively' the more the ‘I'-dentification diminishes.27 This correlates well with the Buddha's 
instruction to thoroughly investigate each aggregate to the point where no more ‘I' can be 
found.28 
 In addition to the aggregate correlation, the commentaries recommend each of the four 
satipaññhànas for a specific type of character or inclination. According to them, body and feeling 
contemplation should be the main field of practice for those who tend more strongly towards 
craving, while meditators predominantly given to intellectual speculation should place more 
emphasis on contemplating mind or dhammas.29 Understood in this way, practice of the first 
two satipaññhànas suits those with a more affective inclination, while the latter two are particu-
larly recommendable for those of a more cognitive orientation. In both cases, those whose char-
acter is to think and react quickly can profitably centre their practice on the respectively subtler 
contemplations of feelings or dhammas, while those whose mental faculties are more circum-
spect and measured will have better results if they base their practice on the respectively 
grosser objects of body or mind. Although these recommendations are expressed in terms of 
character type, they could also be applied to one's momentary disposition: one could choose 
that satipaññhàna which corresponds best to one's present state of mind, so that when one feels 
sluggish and desirous, for example, contemplation of the body would be the appropriate type of 
practice to be undertaken. 
 The Nettippakaraõa and the Visuddhimagga also set the four satipaññhànas in opposition 
to the four distortions (vipallàsas), which are to ‘mis'-take what is unattractive, unsatisfactory, 
impermanent, and not self, for being attractive, satisfactory, permanent, and a self.30 Thus con-
templation of the body reveals the absence of bodily beauty; observation of the true nature of 
feelings counters one's incessant search for fleeting pleasures; awareness of the succession of 
mental states discloses the impermanent nature of all subjective experience; and contemplation 
                                                           
26 Fryba: Art of Happiness, p 258, proposes employing the four satipaññhànas as labelling categories for such ana-
lytical dissolution of subjective experience, by classifying experiences of warmth, movement, trembling, itching, 
pressure, lightness (etc.) as: ‘kàya'; being pleased, amused, bored, sad (etc.) as: ‘vedanà'; being concentrated, scat-
tered, tense, greedy, hate-filled (etc.) as: ‘citta'; and experiencing thinking, wishing, planning, intending (etc.) as 
dhammas. 
27 ¥àõananda: Calm and Insight, p 48, aptly expresses this by speaking of satipaññhàna as "an objective approach to under-
stand the subjective in one's experience." ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 75, comments: "The whole discourse 
on the foundations of mindfulness may be regarded as a comprehensive … instruction for the realisation of … anattà;" of a 
similar opinion are also Sch”nwerth: "Los vom Selbst", p 193; and Story: "Introduction", p VIII. 
28 S IV 197: bhikkhu råpaü samanesati yàvatà råpassa gati, vedanaü … sa¤¤aü … saïkhàre … vi¤¤àõaü … yam-pissa taü 

hoti ahan-ti và maman-ti và asmãti và tam-pi tassa na hoti. 
29 Ps I 239: mandassa taõhàcaritassa oëàrikaü kàyànupassanàsatipaññhànaü visuddhimaggo, tikkhassa sukhumaü 
vedanànupassanàsatipaññhànaü. Diññhicaritassa pi mandassa nàtippabhedagataü cittànupassanàsatipaññhànaü visud-
dhimaggo, tikkhassa atippabhedagataü dhammànupassanàsatipaññhànaü. 
30 Nett 83: kàye kàyànupassã viharanto ‘asubhe subhan'-ti vipallàsaü pajahati … vedanànupassã viharanto ‘dukkhe su-

khan'-ti … cittànupassã viharanto ‘anicce niccan'-ti … dhammànupassã viharanto ‘anattàni attà ti vipallàsaü pajahati (cf. 
also Ps I 239). Vism 678: subha-sukha-nicca-attasa¤¤à-pahànakiccasàdhanavasena … tasmà cattàro satipaññhànà ti 

vuccanti. Concerning these four vipallàsas it is noteworthy that they are listed only once in the four Nikàyas, at A II 52. The 
term as such occurs also at Vin III 7 in the sense of ‘disturbance' and at Sn 299 in the sense of ‘change'; and is referred to as 
catubbipallàsà at Th 1143. The four vipallàsas become prominent particularly in Pañis and the later Pàli literature. Nett 123 
also relates each satipaññhàna to a corresponding type of realisation: tattha kàye kàyànupassità satipaññhàna¤-ca vedanàsu 
vedanànupassità satipaññhàna¤-ca appaõihitaü vimokkhamukhaü, citte cittànupassità su¤¤ataü vimokkhamukhaü, 

dhammesu dhammànupassità animittaü vimokkhamukhaü; (one would have expected the last two to be in the opposite 
order). 
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of dhammas reveals that a permanent self cannot be found anywhere. This presentation brings 
to light the main theme that underlies each of the four satipaññhànas and indicates which of 
them is particularly appropriate for dispelling the delusion of beauty, happiness, permanence, 
or self. Although the corresponding insights are certainly not restricted to one satipaññhàna 
alone, nevertheless this particular correlation indicates which satipaññhàna is particularly 
suitable in order to correct a specific distortion (vipallàsa). This correlation, too, may be 
fruitfully applied in accordance with one's general character disposition, or else can be used in 
order to counteract the momentary manifestation of any particular distortion. 
 In the end, however, all four satipaññhànas partake of the same essence. Each of them 
leads to realisation, like different gateways leading to the same city.31 As the commentaries 
point out, the fourfold division is only functional and can be compared to a weaver splitting a 
piece of bamboo into four parts to weave a basket.32 
 This completes my preliminary survey of the discourse and of the four satipaññhànas. By 
way of providing some background to the title of the present work, I will now examine the two 
key expressions ‘direct path' and ‘satipaññhàna'. 

 I.3) The ‘Direct Path'  
 The first section of the Satipaññhàna Sutta proper introduces the four satipaññhànas as 
the ‘direct path' to the realisation of Nibbàna. The passage reads: 
 
"Monks, this is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the surmounting of sorrow and lamenta-
tion, for the disappearance of dukkha and discontent, for acquiring the true method, for the realisation of 
Nibbàna, namely, the four satipaññhànas."33 

 
 The expression ‘direct path' is a translation of the Pàli expression ekàyano maggo, made 
up of the parts ‘one' (eka), ‘going' (ayana), and ‘path' (magga).34 The commentarial tradition ex-
plains this expression in five different ways: a ‘direct' path leading straight to the goal; a path to 
be travelled by oneself in seclusion; a path taught by the ‘One' (the Buddha); a path that is 
found ‘only' in early Buddhism; and path which leads to ‘one' goal (Nibbàna).35  
 The fourth of these five explanations, ‘the only way', is the most frequently used transla-
tion of the term. As the expression ‘one-going' (ekàyano) is a specific attribute of satipaññhàna, it 
does indeed convey a considerable degree of emphasis.36 This emphasis becomes even more 
prominent in a set of verses in the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta, which speak of satipaññhàna as the 
‘one-going path' (ekàyano maggo) for crossing the flood in past, present, and future times.37 
                                                           
31 Ps I 239: cattàro satipaññhànà ti ca atthato ekaü, bya¤janam evettha nànaü. Ps I 240: evaü saraõavasena ceva ekatta 
samosaraõavasena ca ekam-eva satipaññhànaü àrammaõavasena cattàro. Than Daing: Cittànupassanà, p 59, illustratively 
compares the similarity of all four satipaññhànas in leading to the same goal to four staircases leading up to the platform of a 
pagoda. 
32 Vibh-a 222: evam-eva Bhagavà … nayena àrammaõavasena catudhà bhinditvà tato ekekaü satipaññhànaü gahetvà vibha-

janto. Bodhi: Manual of Abhidhamma, p 279, explains: "The four foundations of mindfulness have a single essence, which 
consists of mindful contemplation of phenomena. They are differentiated in so far as this mindful contemplation is to be ap-
plied to four objects." 
33 M I 55: ekàyano ayaü, bhikkhave, maggo sattànaü visuddhiyà sokapariddavànaü samatikkamàya dukkhadomanassànaü 
atthagamàya ¤àyassa adhigamàya nibbànassa sacchikiriyàya, yadidaü cattàro satipaññhànà. On this passage cf. also 
Janakabhivaüsa: Vipassanà, pp 37-44. 
34 This way of translating ekàyano is suggested by ¥àõatiloka: Pàli Grammatik, p 91 n 7 ("der direkte Weg"); cf. also 
¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1188 n 135. 
35 Ps I 229: ekamaggo na dvedhàpathabhåto … ekena ayitabbo … ekassa ayano … ekasmiü ayano … ekaü ayati. These 
alternatives are discussed by Gethin: Path to Awakening, pp 60-63. He concludes (p 64): "What is basically being 
said is that the four satipaññhànas represent a path that leads straight and directly all the way to the final goal." 
36 Ekàyano occurs in relation to satipaññhàna at D II 290, M I 55, S V 141, 167, and 185. In contrast, at A III 314, a passage 
otherwise resembling the ‘direct path' statement (sattànaü visuddhiyà … nibbànassa sacchikiriyàya) occurs in relation to the 
six recollections (anussatis), but without the ekàyana specification; (same at A III 329 in relation to the practice of rec-
ollecting the Buddha). Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 29, and ¥àõaponika: Kommentar, p 12, draw attention to the 
emphatic implications of the term ekàyano in ancient India (various examples of which are discussed in Gethin: Path to 
Awakening, p 61).  
37 S V 167 and 186: ekàyanaü jàtikhayantadassã, maggaü pajànàti hitànukampã, etena maggena tariüsu pubbe, taris-
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Indeed, the practice of satipaññhàna is a necessary requirement for liberation.38 Yet, to translate 
the expression `one-going path' as the ‘only way' introduces an unwarranted dogmatic nuance 
to this expression.39  
 The qualification ‘one-going' occurs on one occasion outside of the satipaññhàna context. 
This is in the Mahàsãhanàda Sutta, where it expresses straightness of direction rather than ex-
clusion. It occurs in a simile describing a man walking along a ‘one-going' road (ekàyanena 
maggena) leading to a pit, such that one can anticipate him falling into the pit.40 To say that this 
is ‘the only path' leading to the pit seems less appropriate than saying that this path leads ‘di-
rectly' to the pit. Applying this nuance of ‘one-going' (ekàyano) to the Satipaññhàna Sutta, this 
expression then describes the ‘directness' of this path, emphasising the fact that it leads 
straight to the goal.  
 Another relevant passage in this context can be found in the Tevijja Sutta, which reports 
two Brahmin students arguing about whose teacher was taught the only correct path to union 
with Brahma. Although in this context an exclusive expression like ‘the only way' might be 
expected, the qualification ‘one-going' (ekàyano) is conspicuously absent.41 The same absence 
recurs in a verse from the Dhammapada, which presents the noble eightfold path as the ‘only 
path'.42 These instances suggest that the discourses did not use the qualification ‘one-going' 
(ekàyano) to convey exclusiveness. 
 Possibly, then, the qualification ‘one-going' (ekàyano) points to the fact that satipaññhàna 
is the aspect of the noble eightfold path most ‘directly' responsible for uncovering a vision of 
things as they truly are. Understood in this way, satipaññhàna is the ‘direct path', because it 
leads ‘directly' to the realisation of Nibbàna. This ‘directness' of the satipaññhàna approach may 
stem from the fact that it bypasses some aspects of the meditative path described in the stan-
dard expositions of the gradual path, such as the realisation of the first two of the three higher 
knowledges (te-vijjà).43  
 This way of understanding finds support in the final passage of the Satipaññhàna Sutta. 
Having stated that satipaññhàna practice can lead to the two higher stages of realisation within a 
maximum of seven years, the discourse closes with the declaration: ‘because of this, it has been 
said - this is the ‘one-going' path'.44 This statement highlights the potential of satipaññhàna to 
lead to the highest stages of realisation within a limited period of time. 

 I.4) Satipaññhàna 
 The term satipaññhàna can be explained as a compound of sati, ‘mindfulness' or ‘aware-
ness', and upaññhàna, with the u of the latter term being dropped due to vowel elision.45 The 
Pàli term upaññhàna literally means ‘placing near',46 and in the present context refers to a par-
ticular way of ‘being present' and ‘attending' to something with mindfulness. In the discourses, 
the corresponding verb upaññhahati often denotes various nuances of ‘being present',47 or else 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
santi ye ca taranti oghaü. 
38 Cf. A V 195: ye kho keci lokamhà niyyiüsu và niyyanti và niyyissanti và, sabbe te … catusu satipaññhànesu supatiññhita 

città … lokamhà niyyiüsu và niyyanti và niyyissanti và. 
39 Cf. e.g. Conze: Buddhist Thought, p 51 n ++. Ps I 230 justifies this connotation by referring to D II 151, where the Buddha 
made a rather strong statement regarding other teachings. Yet, in this statement the Buddha did not use the term ekàyano. 
40 M I 75, the same is then repeated for a road leading to a tree, to a mansion, and to a pond. ¥àõamoli based his ren-
dering of ekàyano by "a path that goes in one way only" on this passage, cf. Middle Length Discourses, p 1188 n 135. 
41 D I 235: ayaü eva uju-maggo, ayaü a¤jasàyano niyyàniko niyyàti takkarassa Brahmasahavyatàya. 
42 Dhp 274: eseva maggo n'attha¤¤o. In fact, to speak of the ‘only path' would be applicable only to the entire noble eight-
fold path, not to satipaññhàna, which after all is just one of its factors, cf. also ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 371. However, 
the Satipaññhàna Sutta's subcomy Ps-pñ I 330 argues that nevertheless referring to satipaññhàna as the ‘only path' is 
justified: eko eva maggo, na hi nibbànagàmã maggo a¤¤o atthãti. Nanu satipaññhànaü idha ‘maggo' ti adhippetaü, tada¤¤e 
ca bahå maggadhammà atthãti? Saccaü atthi, te pana satipaññhànaggahaõeneva gahità tadavinàbhàvato. 
43 Cf. also ¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1188 n 135.  
44 M I 63: iti yan-taü vuttaü, idam-etaü pañicca vuttaü. 
45 Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 1504 and p 1915 n 122; and ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 10. 
46 Walshe: Thus Have I Heard, p 589 n 629.  
47 Occurrences of upaññhahati which correspond to ‘being present' are, e.g.: a watchdog ‘being present' at D I 166; 
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‘attending'.48 Understood in this way, ‘satipaññhàna' means that sati ‘stands by', in the sense of 
being ‘present'; sati is ‘ready at hand', in the sense of ‘attending' to the current situation. 
Satipaññhàna can then be translated as ‘presence of mindfulness' or as ‘attending with mind-
fulness'.49 
 The commentaries, however, derive satipaññhàna from the word ‘foundation' or ‘cause' 
(paññhàna).50 This seems unlikely, since in the discourses contained in the Pàli canon the corre-
sponding verb paññhahati never occurs together with sati. Moreover, the noun paññhàna is not 
found at all in the early discourses, but comes into use only in the historically later Abhidham-
ma and the commentaries.51 In contrast, the discourses frequently relate sati to the verb upañ-
ñhahati, indicating that ‘presence' (upaññhàna) is the etymologically correct derivation.52 In fact, 
the equivalent Sanskrit term is smçtyupasthàna, which documents that upasthàna, or its Pàli 
equivalent upaññhàna, is the correct choice for the compound. 
 The problem with the commentarial explanation is that, instead of understanding sati-
paññhàna as a particular attitude of being aware, satipaññhàna becomes a ‘foundation' of mindful-
ness, the ‘cause' for sati to be established. This moves emphasis from the activity to the object. 
Yet, these four satipaññhànas are not the only possible ‘cause' or ‘foundation' for mindfulness, 
since in the Saëàyatanavibhaïga Sutta the Buddha spoke of three other satipaññhànas, none of 
which corresponds to the four satipaññhànas usually mentioned.53 The three satipaññhànas de-
scribed by the Buddha on this occasion where concerned with his maintenance of mindfulness 
and equanimity as a teacher in regard to three different situations: none of the pupils paid atten-
tion, some paid attention and some not, and all paid attention. The fact that the Buddha never-
theless defined these three as satipaññhànas documents that to speak of ‘satipaññhàna' is less a 
question of the object chosen, than of the appropriate attitude and mental qualities to be estab-
lished. 
 

  Chapter II: The ‘Definition' Part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta 
 
 In the present and the two following chapters I will examine the ‘definition' part of the 
discourse. The passage in question reads: 
 
"Here, monks, in regard to the body a monk abides contemplating the body, diligent, clearly knowing, 
and mindful, free from desires and discontent in regard to the world.  
In regard to feelings he abides contemplating feelings, diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free from 
desires and discontent in regard to the world.  
In regard to the mind he abides contemplating the mind, diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free from 
desires and discontent in regard to the world.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the messengers of death being ever present (in the sense of ‘being ready') for someone of advanced age at Dhp 235; 
meal time ‘has come' at Sn 130; a seat being present (in the sense of being ‘put up') under a tree at Sn 708. At It 36, 
upaññhahati is related to mental factors, forming a close parallel to its use in the satipaññhàna context as the 
‘presence' of shame and fear of wrong-doing: yesa¤-ca hiri ottappaü, sadà sammà upaññhità. 
48 Upaññhahati in the sense of ‘attending' can be found, e.g., at D II 271, where devas have to ‘attend on' Sakka; or at D 
III 189 in the sense of ‘waiting on' one's teacher; or in the sense of ‘looking after' one's parents at A I 151 and Sn 262; 
or as ‘ministering' to the monastic community at A I 279. The same nuance underlies also the often recurrent noun 
‘attendant', upaññhàka (e.g. at S III 95). 
49 Rhys Davids: Indian Psychology, p 256 speaks of the "four presences of mindfulness."  
50 E.g. Ps I 238: satiya paññhànaü satipaññhànan-ti; Vism 678: sati yeva paññhànaü satipaññhànaü. However, in this 
case one would expect the resulting term to be satippaññhàna. 
51 Cf. Rhys Davids: "Introduction", p XV. 
52 E.g. at M III 23, where upaññhitasati is contrasted to muññhassati; or at M III 85, where upaññhita sati is the result of 
practising satipaññhàna; cf. also S IV 119: upaññhitàya satiyà; or A II 244: sati såpaññhità hoti; or the causative form satiü 
upaññhàpessanti at A IV 22. As a matter of fact, the Satipaññhàna Sutta itself speaks of: satiü upaññhapetvà and of sati 
paccupaññhità (both at M I 56). Cf. also Pañis I 177: kàyo upaññhànaü no sati, sati upaññhàna¤-ceva sati ca. 
53 M III 221. 
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In regard to dhammas he abides contemplating dhammas, diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free 
from desires and discontent in regard to the world."54 
 

 This ‘definition' occurs also in several other discourses as the standard way of defining 
right mindfulness (sammàsati). In the present chapter, I will first take a look at ‘contemplation' 
(anupassannà) and consider why the objects of this contemplation are mentioned twice (for 
example, in regard to the ‘body', one is to contemplate the ‘body'). Next, I will explore the sig-
nificance of the first two qualities mentioned in the ‘definition': diligent (àtàpã) and clearly 
knowing (sampajàna). The remaining qualities, mindfulness and the absence of desires and 
discontent, will be the subjects of chapters III and IV. 

 II.1) Contemplation (anupassanà) 
 The ‘definition' of right mindfulness is concerned with contemplation, anupassanà. The 
corresponding verb anupassati can be derived from the verb to ‘see', passati, and the emphatic 
prefix anu, so that anupassati means to ‘repeatedly look at', that is, to ‘contemplate' or to ‘close-
ly observe'.55 The discourses often use anupassanà to describe a particular way of contempla-
tion, an examination of the observed object from a particular viewpoint.56 In the case of the 
body, for example, such observation can involve contemplating the body as impermanent (anic-
cànupassã, vayànupassã), and therefore as something which does not yield lasting satisfaction 
(dukkhànupassã); or as ugly (asubhànupassã) and not self (anattànupassã), and therefore as 
something to let go of (pañinissaggànupassã).57 
 These various forms of contemplation emphasise how the object is to be perceived. That 
is, as used in the discourses ‘contemplation' (anupassanà) implies that particular features of the 
object are to be given prominence, such as its impermanence, or its selfless nature (etc.). In the 
present context, however, the feature to be contemplated appears to be the same as the object 
of contemplation. Literally translated, one ‘contemplates body in body', or ‘feelings in feelings', 
(etc.).58 This slightly peculiar expression requires further consideration. 
 Taking the instruction in the first satipaññhàna as an example: "in regard to the body one 
contemplates the body." Here, the first instance of ‘body' can be understood in the light of the 
satipaññhàna ‘refrain'. The ‘refrain' explains that to contemplate the body applies to internal and 
external bodies.59 According to the commentaries, ‘internal' and ‘external' here represent one's 
own and another person's body.60 Thus the first instance of ‘body' (in the locative case) can be 
translated as ‘where one's own or another's body is concerned', or ‘in regard to one's own or an-
other's body', delineating the compass of this satipaññhàna.  
 For the second instance of ‘body', the Satipaññhàna Sutta offers detailed specifications: 
To contemplate ‘body' can be undertaken by contemplating the breath, or the postures of the 
body, or activities of the body, or the anatomical constitution of the body, or the four elemen-
tary qualities of the body, or the decomposition of the body after death. Thus the second occur-
                                                           
54 M I 56: idha bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati, àtàpã sampajàno satimà, vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü; vedanàsu 
vedanànupassã viharati, àtàpã sampajàno satimà, vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü; citte cittànupassã viharati, àtàpã 

sampajàno satimà, vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü; dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati, àtàpã sampajàno satimà, 

vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü. 
55 Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 38. Cf. also Karunaratna: "Dhammànupassanà", p 484, who renders anupassanà as "observing 
or seeing properly"; while Vajira¤àõa: "Bodhipakkhiya", p 47, translates it as "analytical reflection." According to Sasaki: 
Buddhist Thought, p 16, ‘anu' has a particularly emphatic function in Pàli. According to Vism 642, ‘anu'-passati points to 
observing an object repeatedly and in diverse ways, that is, from different angles: anupassatãti anu-anupassati, anekehi 
àkàrehi punappunaü passatãti attho 
56 ¥àõàràma: Seven Contemplations, p 11, speaks of "special modes of attention … cognitive evaluations." 
57 S IV 211: kàye … aniccànupassã viharati, vayànupassã … viràgànupassã … nirodhànupassã … pañinissaggànupassã; A 
III 142: asubhànupassã kàye; A V 359: kàyasmiü aniccànupassã … dukkhànupassã … anattànupassã … khayànupassã … 

vayànupassã … viràgànupassã … nirodhànupassã … pañinissaggànupassã …  
58 Hamilton: Identity and Experience, p 173, translates: "body qua body"; ¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 145: "body 
as a body"; Thanissaro: Fire Unbound, p 97: "body in and of itself." 
59 M I 56: ajjhattaü và kàye … bahiddhà và kàye … ajjhattabahiddhà và kàye kàyànupassã viharati. A more detailed dis-
cussion of this instruction can be found in chapter V.1. 
60 Ps I 249. A more detailed discussion of this commentarial explanation can be found in chapter V.1. 
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rence of ‘body' stands for a particular aspect from the general area of contemplation, a ‘sub-
body' in the ‘overall body', so to speak.61  
 The satipaññhàna ‘refrain' also contains additional information about the significance of 
‘contemplation' (anupassanà) in the present context. The same term is used, with the specifica-
tion that the ‘arising' and the ‘passing away' of phenomena is the focus of contemplation.62 That 
is, to speak of ‘contemplation' in the present context referes to directing awareness to the body 
(kàyànupassanà) and to its impermanent nature (samudayavayadhammànupassanà). 
 In drawing from other parts of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, one can thus expand the some-
what cryptic instruction: "in body contemplate body" to read: "In regard to your own body or 
the bodies of others, direct awareness to aspects of the body such as the process of breathing, 
or its postures and activities, or its anatomical constitution, or its elementary qualities, or its 
decay at death, in order to realise the impermanent nature of the body." 
 According to the commentaries, the repetition of the object of contemplation also indi-
cates emphasis, implying that the object of contemplation should be considered simply as per-
ceived by the senses, and in particular without taking it to be ‘I' or ‘mine'.63 In this way the repe-
tition - body in body - underlines the importance of direct experience, as opposed to mere in-
tellectual reflection.64 One should let the body speak for itself, so to say, disclosing its true na-
ture to the scrutiny of the meditator.  

 II.2) The Significance of Being Diligent (àtàpã) 
 According to the ‘definition', the practice of satipaññhàna requires the establishment of 
four particular mental qualities (see diagram 2.1 below), which represent the mental faculties of 
energy, wisdom, mindfulness, and concentration.65 
 
         Key Characteristics of Satipaññhàna: 
                (Diagram 2.1)  

 
 diligent 

(àtàpã) 
 + 
 clearly knowing 

(sampajàna) 

                                                           
61 This suggestion can claim support from M III 83, where the Buddha spoke of the process of breathing as a ‘body among 
bodies': kàyesu kàya¤¤ataràhaü … vadàmi yadidaü assàsapassàsa. A similar position is also taken by several modern 
meditation teachers; cf. e.g. Buddhadàsa: ânàpànasati, p 64; Maha Boowa: Kammaññhàna, p 101; and ¥àõasaüvara: 
Contemplation of the Body, p 41. 
62 M I 56: samudayadhammànupassã … vayadhammànupassã … samudayavayadhammànupassã và … viharati. Such con-
templation of impermanence can then lead on to an understanding of the other two characteristics of conditioned existence, 
dukkha and anattà. Cf. Pañis II 232: kathaü kàye kàyànupassã viharati? Idhekacco pañhavãkàyaü aniccato anupassati no 
niccato, dukkhato anupassati no sukhato, anattato anupassati no attato, …. (the same is then repeated for àpokayaü … 

kesakayaü … sukha vedanà etc.). Cf. also Ps I 243: kàye kàyànupassanàpañipadaü pañipanno bhikkhu imaü kàyaü 
aniccànupassanàdãnaü sattannaü anupassanànaü vasena aniccato anupassati, no niccato. Ps I 242 moreover speaks of 
overcoming the wrong notion of substantiality ghanavinibbhogàdidassana. 
63 Ps I 242; also Debvedi: Sammàsati, p 23; and ¥àõamoli: Path of Discrimination, p 206 n 17. Here it needs to be pointed 
out that although the discourses do use repetition in order to express emphasis, this is usually done by repeating the same 
phrase without case variations. In contrast, in the present instance the repetition stands in a different case. Ps I 241 also offers 
another explanation, suggesting that the repetition implies that each area of contemplation should be kept separate from the 
other areas: tena kàye na vedanànupassã na cittàdhammànupassã và (cf. also ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 
33; and Sãlananda: Four Foundations, p 20). This commentarial suggestion is questionable, since in the ânàpànasati Sutta 
(M III 83) the Buddha clearly showed that an object of body contemplation, the breath, can be used to contemplate feelings, 
mind, and dhammas.  
64 De Silva: Mental Culture, p 6. 
65 Nett 82 correlates àtàpã with viriya (energy), sampajàna with pa¤¤à (wisdom), and vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassa with 
samàdhi (concentration), which together with sati make up four factors. Pañis II 15 further expands the correlation with all 
five faculties: satipaññhàne upaññhànàdhipateyyaññhena satindriyaü daññhabbaü, satindriyassa vasena avikkhepaññhena 
samàdhindriyaü daññhabbaü, dassanaññhena pa¤¤indriyaü daññhabbaü, adhimokkhaññhena saddhindriyaü daññhabbaü, 

paggahaññhena viriyindriyaü daññhabbaü. 
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 + 
 mindful 

(sati) 
 + 
 free from desires and discontent 

(vineyya abhijjhàdomanassa) 
 
 The first of these four is the quality of diligence. The term diligent (àtàpã) is related to 
the word tapas, which connotes self-mortification and ascetic practises. The use of such vo-
cabulary is surprising, since the Buddha did not consider self-mortification to be conducive to 
the realisation of Nibbàna.66 To better understand the Buddha's position, the historical context 
needs to be considered.  
 A substantial number of the wandering ascetics in ancient India regarded self-mortifica-
tion as the model path to purification. The Jain and âjãvika ascetics considered death by ritual 
suicide to be the ideal expression of successful realisation.67 Commonly accepted means for 
spiritual development were prolonged fasting, exposure to extremes of temperature, and the 
adoption of particularly painful postures.68 Although the Buddha did not categorically reject 
such practices in their entirety,69 he openly criticised the belief that self-mortification was neces-
sary or even helpful for realisation.70  
 Before his awakening, the Buddha himself had been influenced by the belief that 
spiritual purification requires self-mortification.71 Based on this mistaken belief, he had pursued 
ascetic practices to considerable extremes, without however being able to realise awakening in 
this way.72 He ultimately found that awakening does not depend on mere asceticism, but 
requires mental development, in particular the development of sati.73 
 Therefore, the form of ‘asceticism' which the Buddha later taught was predominantly a 
mental one, characterised by firmly opposing unwholesome thoughts and tendencies.74 In an 
intriguing statement found in the discourses, the cultivation of the awakening factors is referred 
to as the highest form of exertion.75 Such subtler forms of ‘austerity' did not easily receive 
recognition by contemporary ascetics, and on several occasions the Buddha and his followers 
were ridiculed for their seemingly easy-going attitude.76 
                                                           
66 S I 103: anatthasaühitaü ¤atvà, yaü ki¤ci aparaü tapaü; and S V 421: na sevitabbà … yo càyaü attakilamathànuyogo 

dukkho anariyo anatthasaühito. 
67 Basham: âjãvikas, p 88. 
68 Bronkhorst: Traditions of Meditation, pp 31-36, and 51. 
69 At D I 161 and at S IV 330 the Buddha rejected the false report that he was categorically against all austerities. At A V 191 
the Buddha explained that he was neither in favour nor against all types of austerities, since what really mattered was whether 
any particular austerity or practice led to an increase of either wholesome or unwholesome mental states.  
70 A II 200: ye te samaõabràhmaõà tapojigucchàhetuvàdà tapojigucchàsàrà tapojigucchà-allãnà viharanti abhabbà te 
oghassa nittharaõàya. At M I 81 the Buddha, after listing the ascetic practices he had performed previous to awakening, 
concluded that these had not led him to realisation due to the absence of wisdom: tàya dukkarakàrikàya nàjjhagamaü uttariü 
manussadhammà alamariya¤àõadassanavisesaü, taü kissa hetu: imissà yeva ariyàya pa¤¤àya anadhigamà. 
71 M II 93: mayham-pi pubbe va sambodhà … etad-ahosi: Na kho sukhena sukhaü adhigantabbaü, dukkhena kho sukhaü 

adhigantabbaü. 
72 The bodhisatta's ascetic practises are described in detail at M I 77-81 and at M I 242-246. Mil 285 explains that none of 
the previous Buddhas ever practised austerities, Gotama being the only case due to his at that time still immature knowledge  
73 Cf. the Buddha's reflection after awakening, at S I 103: mutto vatamhi tàya dukkarakàrikàya, sàdhu ñhito sato bodhiü 
samajjhagaü. 
74 This can be gathered from his humorous reply to the accusation of being a tapassã himself at Vin I 235, Vin III 3, A IV 
175, and 184: tapanãyàhaü pàpake akusale dhamme vadàmi, kàyaduccaritaü vacãduccaritaü manoduccaritaü … ayaü 

pariyàyo yena maü pariyàyena sammà vadamàno vadeyya: tapassã samaõo Gotamo ti. Cf. also Collins: Selfless Persons, p 
235; and Horner: Man Perfected, p 97. 
75 D III 106: sattime bojjhaïgà … etad-anuttariyaü padhànesu. The association of the awakening factors with padhàna 
(exertion) occurs also at D III 226, A II 16, and 74: idha bhikkhu satisambojjhaïgaü … upekkhàsambojjhaïgaü bhàveti … 

idaü vuccati bhàvanappadhànaü. S I 54 goes so far as to associate them with ‘austerity': bojjhaïgatapasà (however Bodhi: 
Connected Discourses, p 390 n 168, suggests the reading bojjhà tapasà instead). 
76 D III 130 speaks of other ascetics accusing the Buddha's disciples of living a life devoted to indulgence in pleasure: 
a¤¤atitthiyà paribbàjakà evaü vadeyyuü - ‘sukhallikànuyogam-anuyuttà samaõà sakyaputtiyà viharanti. At M I 249 the 
Buddha faced criticism because he sometimes slept during the day: abhijànàmahaü gimhànaü pacchime màse pacchàbhattaü 
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 Another point worth considering is that in ancient India a variety of deterministic and fa-
talistic teachings had appeared.77 In contrast, the Buddha emphasised commitment and effort 
as essential requirements for achieving realisation. According to him, only by way of desire, 
effort, and personal commitment can desirelessness be realised.78 Effort, as an expression of 
wholesome desire, leads along the path until with full realisation all desire will be abandoned.79 
In this context, the Buddha at times re-interpreted expressions commonly used within ascetic 
circles to express his own position.80 The quality of being diligent (àtàpã) in the satipaññhàna 
context appears to be one such instance.  
 A different example of rather forceful vocabulary can be found in those passages which 
describe the Buddha's firm resolution prior to his awakening: ‘let my flesh and blood dry up, I 
will not give up',81 or ‘I will not change my posture unless realisation has been gained.'82 
Concerning the resolve to refrain from changing posture, it needs to be kept in mind that the 
Buddha was able to achieve deep meditative absorption, so that he could sit for long periods of 
time in the same posture without experiencing pain.83 Thus what these expressions point to is 
not so much the endurance of a painful sitting posture as a strong and unwavering 
commitment.84 Similar expressions are also used by some of his disciples on the brink of reali-
sation.85 Since the breakthrough to realisation can only take place in a balanced state of mind, it 
may be best not to take these expressions too literally. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
piõóapàtapañikkanto … sato sampajàno niddaü okkamitàti.' ‘Etaü kho, bho Gotama, eke samaõabràhmaõà 

sammohavihàrasmiü vadanti.' The same topic comes up again at S I 107, where Màra poked fun at the Buddha for being still 
asleep at sunrise (after a night spent in walking meditation), cf. also S I 110. At Vin IV 91, the Buddha was derisively called 
a ‘shaven-headed householder' (samaõassa Gotamassa muõóagahapatikassa) by an âjãvika ascetic, presumably because of 
the abundance of food received by the Buddhist monks. Cf. further Basham: âjãvikas, p 137; and Chakravarti: Social 
Dimensions, p 51. 
77 Compare e.g. Makkhali Gosàla's view at D I 53 or at S III 210 that there is no power or energy (to take decisions or 
influence one's destiny in any way): natthi balaü natthi viriyaü, a view which the Buddha strongly censured (e.g. at A I 286); 
or Påraõa Kassapa's view at D I 52 that there is neither evil nor good: natthi … pàpaü … natthi pu¤¤aü. (S III 69 seems to 
confuse these two teachers, putting Gosàla's view into Kassapa's mouth).  
78 M II 174: no ce taü padaheyya, nayidaü saccam-anupàpuõeyya; yasmà ca kho padahati, tasmà saccam-anupàpuõàti, 
tasmà saccànupattiyà padhànaü bahukàraü. Cf. also Dhp 280: pa¤¤àya maggaü alaso na vindati; It 27: anàtàpã 
anottappã abhabbo sambodhàya abhabbo nibbànàya abhabbo anuttarassa yogakkhemassa adhigamàya; and Th 1165: 
nayidaü sithilam àrabbha nayidam appena thàmasà nibbànam adhigantabbaü. Cf. also Pande: Origins of Buddhism, 
p 519; and Rhys Davids: "Will in Buddhism", p 50. 
79 At S V 272, ânanda countered the proposal that to overcome desire using desire would be a task without end (chandena ca 
chandaü pajahissatã'ti netam ñhànaü vijjati) with the argument that the desire for realisation will automatically subside once 
realisation is gained: yo so bhikkhu arahaü khãõàsavo … tassa yo pubbe chando ahosi arahattapattiyà, arahatte patte yo 

tajjo chando so pañippassaddho. Similarly, according to A II 145, it is based on ‘craving' (for the destruction of the influxes) 
that craving (in general) will be overcome: taõhaü nissàya taõhà pahàtabbà. The importance of ‘desire' as an aspect of the 
path leading to realisation is also exemplified in the canonical presentation of the four iddhipàdas (roads to power), one of 
which is desire (chanda). Cf. also Burford: "Buddhist Soteriology", p 48; Katz: "Cessation of the World", p 58; and Mat-
thews: "Concept of the Will", p 156. A helpful distinction between various types of desire in this context is given by Collins: 
Nirvana, pp 186-188. 
80 A typical instance of such reinterpretation is at Dhp 184, where patience is identified as the highest austerity: khantã 
paramaü tapo titikkhà. Cf. also Kloppenborg: "Redefinition", p 53. 
81 A I 50: kàmaü taco ca nahàru ca aññhi ca avasissatu, sarãre upasussatu maüsalohitaü, yan-taü purisathàmena 
purisaviriyena purisaparakkamena pattabbaü na taü apàpuõitvà viriyassa saõñhànaü bhavissati. 
82 M I 219: na tàvàhaü imaü pallaïkaü bhindissàmi yàva me nànupàdàya àsavehi cittaü vimuccissati. 
83 M I 94: ahaü pahomi ani¤jamàno kàyena … satta rattindivàni ekantasukhapañisaüvedã viharituü. This ability of the Bud-
dha to sit without moving for seven days, experiencing the bliss (of liberation), is also documented at Vin I 1, Ud 1-3, 10, 
and 32: Bhagavà sattàhaü ekapallaïkena nisinno hoti vimuttisukhaü pañisaüvedã. Thã 44 and 174 each report the same for a 
realised nun. It is telling if one contrasts the Buddha's experience of sitting without moving for seven days experiencing only 
bliss with a description of sitting ‘with determination' in Maha Boowa: Pañipadà, p 256: "sitting … for many hours … the 
painful feelings quickly spread to all parts of the body … even the backs of the hands and feet feel as if they are on fire … 
inside the body it seems as if … bones … are about to break apart and separate … the body … as if it were burning in a mass 
of flames externally … internally as if it was being beaten by hammers and stabbed with sharp steel daggers … the whole 
body is in agony." 
84 In fact at M I 481 the Buddha used the ‘let my blood dry up' expression in order to admonish monks who were unwilling to 
give up eating in the evening. As 146 glosses this expression with thiraparakkamo and daëhãparakkamo, ‘firm and steadfast 
effort'. 
85 E.g. Th 223 and 313: nàsissaü na pivissàmi, vihàrato na nikkhame; na pi passaü nipàtessaü, taõhàsalle anåhate; Th 514: 
tato me paõidhã àsi, cetaso abhipatthito; na nisãde muhuttam-pi, taõhàsalle anåhate. 
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 In a similar way, the expression ‘diligent' (àtàpã) may not have carried the same literal 
connotations for the Buddha as it did for his more ascetically inclined contemporaries. In fact, 
in the Kàyagatàsati Sutta diligent (àtàpã) comes up in relation to the bliss of absorption.86 Simi-
larly, in a passage from the Indriya Saüyutta the quality of diligence is combined with pleasant 
feelings, mental and physical.87 In these instances, ‘diligent' has clearly lost any relation to self-
mortification and its concomitant physical pain.  
 The practical implications of being ‘diligent' can best be illustrated with two maxims 
from the discourses, both of which use the word ‘diligent' (àtàpã): ‘right now is the time to 
diligently practise'; and: ‘you yourself have to practise with diligencd' (since no one else can do 
it for you).88 Similar connotations also underlie the occurrence of ‘diligence' in those passages 
which describe the serious commitment of a monk retiring into seclusion for intensive practice, 
after having received a brief instruction from the Buddha.89 
 Since both deficiency of effort and excessive tension can obstruct one's progress,90 the 
quality of ‘diligence' is best understood as a balanced but sustained application of energy.91 
Such balanced endeavour avoids, on the one hand, passive submission to ‘destiny', a higher 
will, or personal idiosyncrasies, and, on the other, excessive effort, self-assertive striving, and 
self-inflicted suffering in the name of a higher goal. 
 The Buddha once compared the balanced effort needed for proper progress to the 
tuning of a lute, whose strings should be neither too tight nor too loose.92 This comparison of 
mental cultivation to the tuning of a musical instrument illustrates the well-adjusted effort and 
sensitivity required for developing the mind.93 The notion of a ‘middle path' of wise balance, 
avoiding the extremes of excessive and insufficient effort, has of course been one of the Bud-
dha's central teachings since the time of his first discourse.94 It was this balanced ‘middle path' 
approach, avoiding the two extremes of stagnation and excessive striving, which had enabled 
him to gain awakening.95  

                                                           
86 M III 92: bhikkhu … pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati. So imam-eva kàyaü vivekajena pãtisukhena abhisandeti 

parisandeti paripåreti parippharati, nàssa ki¤ci sabbàvato kàyassa vivekajena pãtisukhena apphutaü hoti … tassa evaü 

appamattassa àtàpino pahitattassa viharato …  
87 âtàpã related to dukkhindriya, domanassindriya, sukhindriya, somanassindriya and upekkhindriya in turn at S V 213. 
88 M III 187: ajjeva kiccaü àtappaü; Dhp 276: tumhehi kiccaü àtappaü; (Dhp 165: nà¤¤o a¤¤aü visodhaye). 
89 E.g. at S II 21, S III 74-9, S IV 37, 64, 76, and A IV 299. Rhys Davids: Buddhist India, p 242, and Singh: North-Eastern 
India, p 127, relate tapas in a secondary sense to retirement into solitude in the forest, which parallels the use of àtàpã 
together with eko våpakaññho (dwelling alone and secluded) in the standard description of such a monk's going into 
seclusion for intensive practice. 
90 Cf. e.g. M III 159, where both are listed as possible obstructions for developing a concentrated mind: accàraddha 
viriyàdhikaraõa¤-ca pana me samàdhi cavi … atilãna viriyàdhikaraõa¤-ca pana me samàdhi cavi. The need for an intel-
ligent maintenance of balance in meditation practice is also documented at M II 223, according to which the path to freedom 
from dukkha at times requires the application of effort, while at other times it rather requires just equanimous observation: 
imassa kho me dukkhanidànassa saïkhàraü padahato saïkhàrappadhànà viràgo hoti, imassa pana me dukkhanidànassa 

ajjhupekkhato upekkhaü bhàvayato viràgo hoti. 
91 Other translations of àtàpã reflect similar shades of meaning, it being variously rendered as "conscientious", as "active", or 
as the input of energy which "revives the decreasing morale" (Hamilton: Identity and Experience, p 173; Katz: Human Per-
fection, p 155; and Pandey: Dhammànupassanà, p 37). The nuance of continuity can be seen at A III 38 and A IV 266, which 
associate àtàpã with being continuously active: niccaü àtàpã ussuko. Another relevant instance is at M III 187, where àtàpã 
occurs in what may refer to spending a night in meditation: evaü vihàrim-àtàpiü ahorattam-atanditaü, taü ve bhaddekaratto 
ti (following ¥àõaponika: Sutta Nipàta, p 346, for bhaddekaratta). Similarly Dhãravaüsa: Dynamic Way, p 97, understands 
àtàpã as "perseverance"; and ¥àõaràma: ânàpànasati, p 3, as "unbroken continuity." 
92 Vin I 182 and A III 375: yadà pana te Soõa vãõàya tantiyo na accàyatà honti na atisithilà honti, same guõe patiññhità … 

evam-eva accàraddhaviriyaü uddhaccàya saüvattati, atilãnaviriyaü kosajjàya saüvattati. Tasmàtiha tvaü, Soõa, viriyasama-

taü adhiññhaha; (cf. also Th 638-639). The Soõa story comes up also in the satipaññhàna subcomy, Ps-pñ I 384, illustrating 
the need for balanced energy. The need for balance is also stressed by Kor: Self-Penetration, p 23. 
93 Khantipàlo: Practical Advice, p 28, and Vimalaraüsi: ânàpànasati, p 49, warn against the dangers of overstraining or 
forcing meditation and the possibly resulting emotional disturbances and hardening of the mind. Mann: Character Analysis, p 
120, based on comparing the common character-type in ancient Indian and the typical modern ‘western' mind, warns against 
indiscriminately applying to ‘hate' type meditators instructions developed mainly for the ‘craving' type. Cf. also Karunaratne: 
Buddhism, p 70. 
94 S V 421: dve … antà … na sevitabbà … ete te ubho ante anupagamma majjhimà pañipadà Tathàgatena abhisambuddhà. 
95 S I 1: yadà svàhaü santiññhàmi tadàssu saüsãdàmi, yadà svàhaü àyåhàmi tadàssu nibbuyhàmi. Evaü khvàhaü appatiñ-
ñhaü anàyåhaü ogham-atariü. Cf. also Sn 8-13: yo nàccasàrã na paccasàrã … so bhikkhu jahàti orapàraü. 
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 Applying these nuance to satipaññhàna, to be ‘diligent' then amounts to keeping up one's 
contemplation with balanced but dedicated continuity, immediately returning to the object of 
meditation as soon as it is lost.96 

  II.3) Clearly Knowing (sampajàna) 
 The second of the four particular mental qualities mentioned in the ‘definition' is sampajàna, 
a present participle of the verb sampajànàti. Sampajànàti can be divided into pajànàti (he or she 
knows) and the prefix saü (together), which often serves an intensifying function in Pàli com-
pounds.97 Thus sam-pajànàti stands for an intensified form of knowing, for ‘clearly' knowing.98 
 The range of meaning of ‘clearly knowing' (sampajàna) can be conveniently illustrated 
by briefly surveying some of its occurrences in the discourses: In a discourse found in the 
Dãgha Nikàya, ‘clearly knowing' stands for consciously experiencing one's own life as an em-
bryo in a womb, including the event of being born.99 In the Majjhima Nikàya, ‘clearly knowing' 
implies the presence of deliberateness, when one ‘deliberately' speaks a falsehood.100 In a 
passage from the Saüyutta Nikàya, ‘clearly knowing' refers to awareness of the impermanent 
nature of feelings and thoughts.101 A discourse in the Aïguttara Nikàya recommends ‘clear 
knowledge' (sampaja¤¤a) for overcoming unwholesomeness and establishing wholesome-
ness,102 while the Itivuttaka relates ‘clearly knowing' to following the advice of a good friend.103  
 A common denominator suggested by these selected examples from all five Nikàyas is 
the ability to fully grasp or comprehend what is taking place. Such clear knowledge can in turn 
lead to the development of wisdom (pa¤¤à). According to the Abhidhamma, clear knowledge 
does in fact already correspond to the presence of wisdom.104 Considered from an etymological 
viewpoint, this suggestion is convincing, since pa¤¤à and (sam-)pajànàti are closely related. 
Yet, the above examples suggest that clearly knowing (sampajàna) does not necessarily imply 
the presence of wisdom (pa¤¤à). When one utters a falsehood, for example, one may clearly 
know one's speech to be a lie, but one does not speaks the falsehood ‘with wisdom'. Similarly, 
while it is remarkable enough to be clearly aware of one's embryonic development in the 
womb, to do so does not require wisdom. Thus, though clear knowing may lead to the de-
velopment of wisdom, in itself it only connotes to ‘clearly know' what is happening. 
 In the satipaññhàna instructions, the presence of such clear knowledge is alluded to by 
the frequently recurring expression ‘he knows' (pajànàti), which is found in most of the practi-
cal instructions. Similar to clearly knowing, the expression ‘he knows' (pajànàti) at times refers 
to rather basic forms of knowing, while in other instances it connotes more sophisticated types 
of understanding. In the context of satipaññhàna, the range of what a meditator ‘knows' in-
cludes, for example, identifying a long breath as long, or recognising one's physical posture.105 

                                                           
96 Jotika: Mahàsatipaññhàna, p 29 n 15. This parallels the commentarial understanding of the related term appamàda as 
undistracted mindfulness, satiyà avippavàso (e.g. Sv I 104, Dhp-a IV 26). 
97 Rhys Davids: Dictionary, pp 655 and 690. 
98 The satipaññhàna subcomy explains sampajàna as ‘knowing in every way and in detail', Ps-pñ I 354: samantato pakàrehi 
pakaññhaü và savisesaü jànàtãti sampajàno. Guenther: Philosophy, p 85, speaks of "analytical appreciative understanding"; 
¥àõàràma: ânàpànasati, p 4, of "investigative intelligence"; and van Zeyst: "Attention", p 331, of "deliberate, discriminative 
knowledge." 
99 D III 103 and 231. 
100 M I 286 and 414: sampajànamusà bhàsità hoti. Furthermore A II 158 distinguishes between the threefold action being 
done either sampajàna or else asampajàna, a context which also merits to be rendered by ‘deliberateness'. 
101 S V 180: katha¤-ca bhikkhu sampajàno hoti? Idha bhikkhuno vidità vedanà … vitakkà uppajjanti, vidità upaññhahanti, 

vidità abbhatthaü gacchanti. 
102 A I 13: nàhaü a¤¤aü ekadhammam-pi samanupassàmi yena anuppannà và kusalà dhammà uppajjanti uppannà và 
akusalà dhammà parihàyanti, yathayidaü sampaja¤¤aü. 
103 It 10: karaü mittànaü vacanaü, sampajàno patissato. 
104 E.g. Dhs 16: katamaü tasmiü samaye sampaja¤¤aü hoti? Yà tasmiü samaye pa¤¤à; Vibh 250: yà pa¤¤à pajànanà … vi-
passanà … idaü vuccati sampaja¤¤aü. Sampaja¤¤a is also related to wisdom by Ayya Kheminda: Balance, p 30; Buddha-
dàsa: Mindfulness with Breathing, p 98; Debvedi: Sammàsati, p 22; Dhammasudhi: Insight Meditation, p 67; ¥àõapoõika: 
Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 46; and Swearer: Knowledge as Salvation, p 153.  
105 M I 56: dãghaü và assasanto ‘dãghaü assasàmã'-ti pajànàti. M I 57: yathà yathà và panassa kàyo paõihito hoti tathà 
tathà naü pajànàti. 
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Yet, with the later satipaññhàna contemplations, the meditator's task of knowing evolves until it 
comes to include the presence of discriminative understanding, such as when one is to under-
stand the arising of a fetter in dependence on a sense-door and its respective object.106 This 
evolution culminates in knowing the four noble truths ‘as they actually are', a penetrative type of 
deep understanding for which again the expression ‘he knows' is used.107 Thus both the 
expression ‘he knows' (pajànàti) and the quality of ‘clearly knowing' (sampajàna) can refer to a 
broad variety of mental activities, ranging from basic forms of knowing to deep discriminative 
understanding. 
 Clearly knowing, apart from being listed in the ‘definition' part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, 
is mentioned again under the first satipaññhàna, in regard to a set of bodily activities.108 Expo-
sitions of the gradual path of training usually refer to such clear knowing in regard to bodily 
activities with the compound satisampaja¤¤a, ‘mindfulness and clear knowledge'.109 On further 
perusing the discourses, one finds that the combination of mindfulness with clear knowledge 
(or clearly knowing) is employed in a wide variety of contexts, paralleling the above docu-
mented flexible usage of clearly knowing on its own. 
 The Buddha, for instance, taught his disciples, went to sleep, endured an illness, relin-
quished his life-principle, and prepared for death endowed with mindfulness and clear 
knowledge.110 Even in his previous life he was already in possession of mindfulness and clear 
knowledge when he arose in heaven, stayed there, passed away from there, and entered his 
mother's womb.111  
 Mindfulness and clear knowledge also contribute towards improving one's ethical con-
duct and overcoming sensuality.112 In the context of meditation, mindfulness and clear 
knowledge can refer to contemplating mental factors; they can mark a high level of equanimity 
in the context of perceptual training; or they can take part in overcoming sloth and torpor.113 
Mindfulness and clear knowledge become particularly prominent during the third meditative 
absorption (jhàna), presumably because at this point both are required to avoid a relapse into 
the intense joy (pãti) experienced during the second absorption.114  
 This broad variety of occurrences demonstrates that the combination of mindfulness 
with clear knowledge is often used in a general manner to refer to awareness and knowledge, 
without being restricted to its specific use as clearly knowing bodily activities in the gradual 
path scheme or in the satipaññhàna context. This combination of mindfulness with clear knowl-
edge points to the need to combine mindful observation of phenomena with an intelligent 
processing of the observed data.115 Thus to ‘clearly know' can be taken to represent the ‘illumi-

                                                           
106 M I 61: cakkhu¤-ca pajànàti, råpe ca pajànàti, ya¤-ca tad-ubhayaü pañicca uppajjati saüyojanaü ta¤-ca pajànàti. 
107 M I 62: ‘idaü dukkhan'-ti … ‘ayaü dukkhasamudayo' ti … ‘ayaü dukkhanirodho' ti … ‘ayaü dukkhanirodhagàminã pañi-

padà'-ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. 
108 M I 57: abhikkante pañikkante sampajànakarã hoti, àlokite vilokite sampajànakàrã hoti, sami¤jite pasàrite sampajàna-
kàrã hoti, saïghàñipattacãvaradhàraõe sampajànakàrã hoti, asite pãte khàyite sàyite sampajànakàrã hoti, uccàrapassàva-
kamme sampajànakàrã hoti, gate ñhite nisinne sutte jàgarite bhàsite tuõhãbhàve sampajànakàrã hoti. I will consider this 
exercise in more detail in chapter VI.4. 
109 E.g. at D I 70. 
110 Maintaining equanimity towards attentive or non-attentive disciples at M III 221; going to sleep at M I 249; enduring 
illness and pain at D II 99, D II 128, S I 27, 110, and Ud 82; giving up his life principle at D II 106, S V 262, A IV 311, and 
Ud 64; lying down to die at D II 137. The presence of both at the time of death is recommended to the monks in general at S 
IV 211: sato bhikkhu sampajàno kàlam àgameyya. 
111 M III 119: sato sampajàno uppajjamàno bodhisatto Tusitaü kàyaü uppajji … Tusite kàye aññhàsi … Tusità kàyà cavitvà 

màtu kucchiü okkami … ; (parts of this also at D II 108). 
112 A II 195: sãlapàrisuddhiü aparipåraü và paripåressàmi … yo tattha … sati ca sampaja¤¤a¤-ca, idaü vuccati … 
sãlapàrisuddhipadhàniyaïgaü. S I 31: kàme pahàya satimà sampajàno. 
113 A IV 168: vidità vedanà uppajjanti, vidità upaññhahanti, vidità abbhattaü gacchanti, vidità sa¤¤à … vitakkà … idaü … 

satisampaja¤¤asmiü hoti; (cf. also A II 45). D III 250: cakkhunà råpaü disvà neva sumano hoti na dummano, upekkhako 
viharati sato sampajàno, sotena …; and D III 113: pañikkåla¤-ca appañikkåla¤-ca tad-ubhayaü abhinivajjetvà upekkhako 
vihareyyaü sato sampajàno. D I 71: àloka sa¤¤ã sato sampajàno thãnamiddhà cittaü parisodheti. 
114 E.g. at D II 313: pãtiyà ca viràgà upekkhako viharati, sato ca sampajàno … tatiyajjhànaü upasampajja viharati. Vism 
163 comments: idam tatiyajjhànasukhaü pãtito apanãtaü, taü satisampaja¤¤àrakkhena arakkhiyamànaü punad-eva pãtiü 
upagaccheyya; cf. also Guenther: Philosophy, p 124; and Gunaratana: Serenity and Insight, p 92. 
115 The interaction between sati and wisdom is described at Ps I 243: ayaü pana yasmà satiyà àrammaõaü pariggahetvà 
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nating' or ‘awakening' aspect of contemplation. Understood in this way, clear knowledge has 
the task of processing the input received by mindful observation, and thereby leads to the aris-
ing of wisdom.  
 These qualities of clear knowledge and mindfulness can then be understood to parallel 
the development of ‘knowledge' and ‘vision' of reality (yathàbhåta¤àõadassana). According to 
the Buddha, to both ‘know' and ‘see' are necessary conditions for the realisation of Nibbàna.116 
It may not be too far fetched to relate such growth of knowledge (¤àõa) to the quality of clearly 
knowing (sampajàna), and the accompanying aspect of ‘vision' to the activity of watching repre-
sented by mindfulness (sati).  
 More is to be said about this quality of clear knowledge.117 In order to do this, however, 
some additional ground has to be covered first, such as examining in more detail the implica-
tions of sati, which I will do in the next chapter. 
 

 Chapter III: Sati 
 
 With the present chapter, I continue to investigate the ‘definition' part of the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta. As a way of providing some background for sati, the third quality mentioned in the 
‘definition', I will briefly survey the general approach to knowledge in early Buddhism. In order 
to evaluate sati, the main task of the present chapter, I will then explore its typical characteris-
tics from different angles, and also contrast it with concentration (samàdhi). 

 III.1) The Early Buddhist Approach to Knowledge 
 The philosophical setting of ancient Indian was dominated by three main approaches to 
the acquisition of knowledge.118 The brahmins relied mainly on ancient sayings, handed down 
by oral transmission, as authoritative sources of knowledge. Others, as documented in the 
Upaniùads, used philosophical reasoning as the main tool for developing knowledge. A 
substantial number of the wandering ascetics and contemplatives of that time also considered 
extrasensory perception and intuitive knowledge, gained through meditative experiences, 
important means for the acquisition of knowledge. These three approaches can be summarised 
as: oral tradition, logical reasoning, and direct intuition. 
 When questioned on his own epistemological position, the Buddha placed himself in the 
third category, i.e. among those who emphasized the development of direct, personal knowl-
edge.119 Although he did not completely reject oral tradition or logical reasoning as ways of ac-
quiring knowledge, he was keenly aware of their limitations. The problem with oral tradition is 
that material committed to memory might be wrongly remembered. Moreover, even material 
that has been well remembered may be false and misleading. Similarly, logical reasoning may 
seem convincing, but then turn out to be unsound. Moreover, even sound reasoning may prove 
false and misleading, if it is based on false premises. In contrast, what has not been well remem-
bered or what does not appear to be perfectly well reasoned may turn out to be true.120  
                                                                                                                                                                                     
pa¤¤àya anupassati. Cf. also Vibh-a 311, which distinguishes between sati with and without wisdom: sati hi pa¤¤àya 
saddhim-pi uppajjati vinàpi, showing that wisdom is not an automatic result of the presence of sati, but needs to be deliber-
ately developed. On the importance of combining sati with sampaja¤¤a cf. Chah: Meditation, p 6; and Mahasi: Wheel of 
Dhamma, p 94. 
116 S III 152 and S V 434: janatohaü … passato àsavànaü khayaü vadàmi, no ajànato apassato. 
117 I will consider sampaja¤¤a again in the course of my investigation, in particular when discussing the practice of mental 
labelling (chapter V.4), and when investigating clearly knowing in regard to bodily activities as one of the body 
contemplations (chapter VI.4). 
118 Following Jayatilleke: Theory of Knowledge, p 63. 
119 M II 211: ye te samaõà bràhmaõà pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu sàmaü yeva dhammaü abhi¤¤àya diññhadham-
màbhi¤¤àvosànapàramippattà àdibrahmacariyaü pañijànanti, tesàham asmi. 
120 M I 520: idhekacco satthà anussaviko hoti anussavasacco … sussutam-pi hoti dussutam-pi hoti tathà pi hoti a¤¤athà pi 

hoti … idhekacco satthà takkã hoti vãmaüsã … sutakkitam-pi hoti duttakkitam-pi hoti tathà pi hoti a¤¤athà pi hoti. M II 
171: svànussutaü … suparivitakkitaü yeva hoti, ta¤-ca hoti rittaü tucchaü musà, no ce pi svànussutaü … suparivitakkitaü 

hoti, ta¤-ca hoti bhåtaü tacchaü ana¤¤athà. 
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 The same reservation also holds true for direct knowledge gained in meditation. In fact, 
according to the Buddha's penetrating analysis in the Brahmajàla Sutta, sole reliance on direct 
extrasensory knowledge had caused a considerable number of mistaken views among contem-
porary practitioners.121  
 Once the Buddha illustrated the dangers of relying entirely on one's own direct experi-
ence with the help of a parable.122 In this parable, a king had several blind men each touch a dif-
ferent part of an elephant. When questioned on the nature of the elephant, each blind man gave 
an entirely different account as the only right and true description of an elephant. Although 
what was experienced by each of the blind men was empirically true, yet their personal direct 
experience had revealed only part of the picture. The mistake each made was to wrongly con-
clude that his personal experience was the only truth, so that anyone disagreeing must be mis-
taken.123  
 This parable goes to show that even direct personal experience may reveal only a part of 
the picture and therefore should not be grasped dogmatically as an absolute ground for knowl-
edge. That is, emphasis on direct experience need not entail a complete rejection of oral 
tradition and reasoning as auxiliary sources of knowledge.  
 Nevertheless, direct experience constitutes the central epistemological tool in early 
Buddhism. According to a passage in the Saëàyatana Saüyutta, it is in particular the practice of 
satipaññhàna which can lead to an undistorted direct experience of things as they truly are, inde-
pendent of oral tradition and reasoning.124 Thus, clearly, satipaññhàna is an empirical tool of cen-
tral importance in the pragmatic theory of knowledge in early Buddhism. 
 Applying the epistemological position of early Buddhism to actual practice, oral tradition 
and reasoning, in the sense of some degree of knowledge and reflection about the Dhamma, 
form the supporting conditions for a direct experience of reality through the practice of satipañ-
ñhàna.125 

 III.2) Sati 
 The noun sati is related to the verb sarati, to remember.126 Sati in the sense of ‘memory' 
occurs on several occasions in the discourses,127 and also in the standard definitions of sati 
given in the Abhidhamma and the commentaries.128 This remembrance aspect of sati is personi-
fied by the Buddha's disciple most eminent in sati, ânanda, who performed the almost incredi-
ble feat of recalling all the discourses spoken by the Buddha, thereby preserving them for pos-

                                                           
121 A survey of the sixty-two grounds for formulating views, presented in the Brahmajàla Sutta (D I 12-39), reveals that 
‘direct' meditative experiences are the most frequent cause for formulating a view, while speculative thought assumes only a 
subordinate role: forty-nine instances appear to be based purely or at least in part on meditative experiences [nos 1-3, 5-7, 9-
11, 17, 19-22, 23-25, 27, 29-38, 39-41, 43-49, 51-57, 59-62]; against only thirteen instances based on pure reasoning [nos 4, 
8, 12-16, 18, 26, 28, 42, 50, 58], (correlations done with the help of the comy). Cf. also Bodhi: Net of Views, p 6. 
122 Ud 68. 
123 Ud 67: idaü-eva saccaü, mogham-a¤¤aü. Cf. also D II 282: yaü yad-eva sattà dhàtuü abhinivisanti taü tad-eva thàmasà 
paràmassa abhinivissa voharanti: Idam-eva saccaü mogham-a¤¤an-ti. Another illustration of such a wrong conclusion can 
be found at M III 210, where direct supernormal knowledge led to various wrong assumptions about the working mechanism 
of karma. 
124 At S IV 139, the Buddha proposed contemplation of the mind in relation to sense experience (cakkhunà råpaü disvà san-
taü và ajjhattaü ràgadosamohaü, ‘atthi me … ti pajànàti etc.) as a method of arriving at final knowledge, independent of 
faith, personal preferences, oral tradition, reason, and acceptance of a view: ayaü pariyàyo yaü pariyàyaü àgamma bhikkhu 
a¤¤atreva saddhàya, a¤¤atra ruciyà, a¤¤atra anussavà, a¤¤atra àkàraparivitakkà, a¤¤atra diññhinijjhànakkhantiyà a¤¤aü 

vyàkaroti. 
125 This brings to mind the threefold distinction between wisdom based on reflecting, based on learning, and based on mental 
development: cintàmayà pa¤¤à, sutamayà pa¤¤à, and bhàvanàmayà pa¤¤à. (It is noteworthy that in the discourses this 
threefold presentation occurs only at D III 219).  
126 Cf. also Bodhi: Manual of Abhidhamma, p 86; Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 36; Guenther: Philosophy, p 67; and ¥àõa-
moli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1188 n 136. The Sanskrit equivalent of sati is smçti, also connoting memory and mental 
retention, cf. Monier-Williams: Dictionary, p 1271; and Rhys Davids: Indian Psychology, p 80. 
127 E.g. ‘sati pamuññhà' at M I 329 meaning ‘forgotten'; or ‘sati udapàdi' at D I 180 as ‘remembering'; cf. also A IV 192, 
where a monk, reproved for an offence, pretended to not remember it: ‘na saràmi na saràmã'ti asatiyà 'va nibbeñheti. 
128 Dhs 11: anussati pañissati sati saraõatà dhàraõatà (same at Pp 25 and Vibh 250); As 121: saranti tàya sayaü và sarati, 
saraõamattam-eva và esàti sati; Mil 77: kena atãtaü cirakataü saratãti? Satiyà; Vism 162: saraõalakkhaõà sati. 
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terity.129 
 The connotation of sati as memory becomes particularly prominent with the recollec-
tions (anussati). The discourses often list a set of six recollections (anussati): recollection of the 
Buddha, of the Dhamma, of the Saïgha, of one's ethical conduct, of one's liberality, and of heav-
enly beings (deva).130 Another kind of recollection, usually occurring in the context of the 
‘higher knowledges' gained through deep concentration, is the recollection of one's past lives 
(pubbenivàsànussati). In regard to all these, it is sati which fulfils the function of recollecting.131 
This recollective function of sati can even lead to awakening, documented in the Theragàthà 
with the case of a monk who gained realisation based on recollecting the qualities of the Bud-
dha.132 
 This connotation of sati as memory appears also in its formal definition in the dis-
courses, which relates sati to the ability of calling to mind what has been done or said long 
ago.133 A closer examination of this definition, however, reveals that sati is not really defined as 
memory, but as that which facilitates and enables memory. What this definition of sati points to 
is that, if sati is present, memory will be able to function well.134  
 Understanding sati in this way facilitates relating it to the context of satipaññhàna, where 
it is not related to recalling past events, but rather functions as awareness of the present mo-
ment.135 Sati as present moment awareness is similarly reflected in the presentations of the 
Pañisambhidàmagga and the Visuddhimagga, according to which the characteristic quality of 
sati is ‘presence' (upaññhàna), whether as a faculty (indriya), as an awakening factor 
(bojjhaïga), as a factor of the noble eightfold path, or at the moment of realisation.136  
 Thus mindfulness being present (upaññhitasati) can be understood to imply ‘presence of 
mind', in so far as it is directly opposed to ‘absent-mindedness' (muññhassati). ‘Presence of mind' 
in the sense that, endowed with sati, one is wide awake in regard to the present moment.137 Due 
to such presence of mind, whatever one does or says will be clearly apprehended by the mind, 
and thus can be more easily remembered later on.138 
 Sati is required not only to fully take in the moment to be remembered, but also to bring 
this moment back to mind at a later time. To ‘re-collect', then, becomes just a particular 
instance of a state of mind characterised by ‘collectedness' and the absence of distraction.139  
 The kind of mental state in which memory functions well can be characterised by a 

                                                           
129 ânanda's recital of the discourses is documented at Vin II 287; while his eminence in sati is stated at A I 24: etad-aggaü 
mama sàvakànaü bhikkhånaü satimantànaü, yadidaü ânando. Nevertheless, according to Vin I 298 he also had lapses of 
sati, such as when he once set out to collect alms without putting on all his robes. 
130 E.g. at A III 284: Buddhànussati, dhammànussati, saïghànussati, sãlànussati, càgànussati, devatànussati. On the six rec-
ollections cf. also Vism 197-228; and Devendra: Sati, pp 25-45. 
131 A II 183: pubbenivàso satiyà sacchikaraõãyo. A V 336 (in relation to Buddhànussati) speaks of: Tathàgataü àrabbha 
ajjhattaü sati upaññhapetabbà. Nid II 262 clearly understands all anussatis as activities of sati: Buddhànussatiyà sato, 
dhammànussatiyà sato, saïghànussatiyà sato, sãlànussatiyà sato, càgànussatiyà sato, devatànussatiyà sato. Vism 197 sums 
up: sati yeva anussati. 
132 Th 217-218: ekaü buddhagataü sa¤¤aü alabhittaü patissato … tassà sa¤¤àya vàhasà, patto me àsavakkhayo. Th-a II 82 
explains that based on recollecting the Buddha the monk then developed deep concentration which enabled him to recall past 
Buddhas, with the result that he realised that even Buddhas are impermanent. This in turn led to his awakening: yaü yà 
buddhànaü aniccataü disvà tad-anusàrena sabbà saïkhàresu tadà aniccasa¤¤aü alabhiü. 
133 M I 356: satimà hoti, paramena satinepakkena samannàgato, cirakatam-pi cirabhàsitam-pi sarità anussarità. 
134 The passage at M I 356 could then be rendered as: ‘He is mindful, being endowed with highest discriminative mindfulness 
(so that) things said or done long ago are recalled and remembered.' ¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1252 n 560, 
explains: "keen attentiveness to the present forms the basis for an accurate memory of the past." ¥àõananda: Ideal Solitude, p 
28, points out: "mindfulness and memory … the keenness of the one naturally leads to the clarity of the other." 
135 ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 9; ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 382; and Rhys Davids: Dialogues, vol II, p 
322. Griffith: "Memory", p 111, explains: "the basic meaning of smçti and derivatives in Buddhist technical discourse … has 
to do with observation and attention, not with awareness of past objects." 
136 Pañis I 16: satindriyassa upaññhànaññho … satisaübojjhaïgassa upaññhànaññho … sammàsatiyà upaññhànaññho; 
Pañis I 116: sotàpattimaggakkhaõe … arahattaphalakkhaõe … satindriyaü upaññhànaparivàraü; Vism 510: sammàsati … 

upaññhànalakkhaõa. 
137 Cf. S I 44, where sati is related to wakefulness: sati lokasmiü jàgaro. A related nuance occurs at Vism 464, which relates 
sati to thirasa¤¤à, strong cognition 
138 The opposite case is documented at Vin II 261, where a nun fails to memorize the training rules due to lack of sati. 
139 ¥àõananda: Calm and Insight, p 47. 



Appendix 

 198 

certain degree of breadth, in contrast to a narrow focus. It is this breadth that enables the mind 
to make the necessary connections between information received in the present moment and 
information stored from the past. This quality becomes evident on those occasions when one 
tries to remember a particular instance or fact but where, the more one applies one's mind, the 
less one is able to recall. Yet, if the issue in question is laid aside for a while and the mind is in a 
state of relaxed receptivity, the information one was trying to remember may suddenly spring 
to mind. 
 The suggestion that the mental state in which sati is well established can be character-
ised as having ‘breadth' instead of a narrow focus finds support in some discourses, which re-
late the absence of sati to a narrow state of mind (parittacetasa), while its presence leads to a 
broad and ‘boundless' state of mind (appamàõacetasa).140 
 Based on this nuance of ‘breadth of mind', sati could represent the ability to simultane-
ously maintain in one's mind the various elements and facets of a particular situation.141 This 
can be applied to both the faculty of memory and to awareness of the present moment. In effect, 
some verses in the Sutta Nipàta instruct the listener to ‘set out' with sati, subsequent to an in-
struction given by the Buddha. In these instances, sati seems to combine both present moment 
awareness and remembering what the Buddha had taught.142  
 More information about sati can be gained by considering its role and position among 
some of the central categories of early Buddhism (cf. diagram 3.1 below). Sati not only forms 
part of the noble eightfold path - as right mindfulness (sammàsati) - but also occupies a central 
position among the faculties (indriya) and powers (bala), and constitutes the first member of 
the awakening factors (bojjhaïga). In these contexts, the functions of sati cover both present 
moment awareness and memory.143  
 
    The Position of Sati among Important Categories: 
      (Diagram 3.1) 
 

(faculties + powers:)  (noble eightfold path:)  (awakening factors:) 
     

confidence (saddhà)  right view (sammàdiññhi)  sati 
+  +  + 

energy (viriya)  right thought (sammàsaïkappa)  investigation (dhammavicaya) 
+  +  + 

sati  right speech (sammàvàcà)  energy (viriya) 
+  +  + 

concentration (samàdhi)  right action (sammàkammanta)  joy (pãti) 
+  +  + 

                                                           
140 S IV 119: cakkhunà råpaü disvà … anupaññhitàya satiyà ca viharati parittacetaso, but S IV 120: cakkhunà råpaü 
disvà … upatiññhàya satiyà ca viharati appamàõacetaso, (M I 266, S IV 186, 189, and 199 make the same statement in 
relation to kàyasati). Similarly, Sn 150-151 refers to the practice of radiating mettà in all directions as a form of sati, 
so that here too sati represents an ‘immeasurable' state of mind: metta¤-ca sabbalokasmiü … aparimànaü … etaü 
satiü adhiññheyya. 
141 Piatigorski: Buddhist Philosophy, p 150. Cf. also Newman: Disciplines of Attention, p 28, who distinguishes between two 
levels of attention, primary and secondary: "I may be thinking about tomorrow and still be aware that now I am thinking 
about tomorrow … my first level awareness is on tomorrow but my second level awareness is on what is happening now (I.e. 
that now I am thinking about tomorrow)." 
142 Sn 1053: kittayissàmi te dhammaü … yaü viditvà sato caraü, tare loke visattikaü; also at Sn 1066 and 1085. 
143 Definitions of sati as a faculty mention both the practice of satipaññhàna and memory (S V 196: catusu satipaññhànesu, 
ettha satindriyaü daññhabbaü; or S V 200: cattàro satipaññhàne àrabbha satiü pañilabhati idaü vuccati satindriyaü; but 
then S V 198: satimà hoti, paramena satinepakkena samannàgato, cirakatam-pi cirabhàsitam-pi sarità anussarità. … idaü 

vuccati satindriyaü), the latter being also the definition of sati as a power (A III 11: satimà hoti, paramena satinepakkena 
samannàgato, cirakatam-pi cirabhàsitam-pi sarità anussarità … idaü vuccati satibalaü). As an awakening factor, sati again 
covers both aspects, since at M III 85 the presence of undistracted mindfulness as the outcome of satipaññhàna practice 
forms sati as an awakening factor: yasmiü samaye bhikkhuno upaññhità sati hoti asammuññhà, satisambojjhaïgo tasmiü 
samaye … bhàveti; (same definition also several times at S V 331-339); in contrast at S V 67, sati as an awakening factor 
functions as memory, since here it is concerned with recollecting and considering the teaching: dhammaü anussarati 
anuvitakketi satisambojjhaïgo tasmiü samaye … hoti. 
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wisdom (pa¤¤à)  right livelihood (sammà-àjãva)  tranquility (passaddhi) 
  +  + 

  right effort (sammàvàyàma)  concentration (samàdhi) 
  +  + 

  sammàsati  equanimity (upekkhà) 
  +   

  right concentration (sammàsamàdhi)   
 
 Among the faculties (indriya) and powers (bala), sati occupies the middle position. 
Here sati has the function of balancing and monitoring the other faculties and powers, by be-
coming aware of excesses or deficiencies. A monitoring function similar to its position among 
the faculties and powers can be found in the noble eightfold path, where sati occupies the mid-
dle position in the three factored path-section directly concerned with mental training. The 
monitoring quality of sati is however not restricted to right effort and right concentration only, 
since according to the Mahàcattàrãsaka Sutta the presence of right mindfulness is also a re-
quirement for the other path-factors.144 
 In regard to its two neighbours in the eightfold noble path, sati performs additional func-
tions. In relation to right effort, sati has a protective role, preventing the arising of unwhole-
some states of mind in the context of sense-restraint, which constitutes an aspect of right effort. 
In relation to right concentration, well-established sati is an important foundation for the de-
velopment of deeper levels of mental tranquility, a topic to which I will return later on. 
 The neighbourly position of sati between the mental qualities of energy (or effort) and 
concentration recurs also among the faculties and powers. The ‘definition' part of the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta also combines sati with these two qualities, which are here represented by being 
diligent (àtàpã) and by the absence of desires and discontent (abhijjhàdomanassa). The 
placement of sati between energy and concentration in all these contexts mirrors a natural 
progression in the development of sati, since in the early stages of practice a considerable de-
gree of energy is required to counter distraction, while well established sati in turn leads to an 
increasingly concentrated and calm state of mind. 
 In contrast to its middle position among the faculties and powers, and in the final section 
of the noble eightfold path, in the list of the awakening factors sati assumes the starting posi-
tion. Here sati constitutes the foundation for those factors that bring about realisation.  
 Since in relation to the faculties, powers, and factors of the noble eightfold path sati is 
clearly distinguished from associated factors like energy, wisdom, and concentration, sati has 
to be something clearly different from them in order to merit separate listing.145 Similarly, since 
sati is differentiated from the awakening factor ‘investigation-of-dhammas', the task of investiga-
ting dhammas cannot be identical with the activity of awareness, otherwise there would have 
been no need to introduce it as a separate term. In this case, however, the activity of sati is 
closely related to investigation-of-dhammas, since according to the ânàpànasati Sutta the awak-
ening factors arise sequentially, with ‘investigation-of-dhammas' arising consequent on the pres-
ence of sati.146 
 Coming back to right mindfulness as a factor of the noble eightfold path, it is notewor-

                                                           
144 M III 73 defines right mindfulness as the presence of awareness when overcoming wrong thought, wrong speech, wrong 
action, and wrong livelihood, and when establishing their counterparts: so sato micchàsaïkappaü … micchàvàcaü … 

micchàkammantaü … micchà-àjãvaü pajahati, sato sammàsaïkappaü … sammàvàcaü … sammàkammantaü … sammà-

àjãvaü upasampajja viharati. Sàssa hoti sammàsati. 
145 This is highlighted in the Pañisambhidhàmagga, according to which a clear appreciation of this difference con-
stitutes ‘discriminative understanding' (dhammapañisambhida¤àõa), cf. Pañis I 88: a¤¤o viriyindriyaü dhammo, a¤¤o 
satindriyaü dhammo, a¤¤o samàdhindriyaü dhammo, a¤¤o pa¤¤indriyaü dhammo; Pañis I 89: a¤¤o satisambojjhaïgo 
dhammo, a¤¤o dhammavicayasambojjhaïgo dhammo … (etc.); and Pañis I 90: a¤¤o sammàvàyàmo dhammo, a¤¤o 
sammàsati dhammo, a¤¤o sammàsamàdhi dhammo. 
146 M III 85: upaññhità sati hoti … tathà sato viharanto taü dhammaü pa¤¤àya pavicinati pavicarati parivãmaüsaü àpajjati 

… dhammavicayasambojjhaïgo tasmiü samaye bhikkhu bhàveti. Same at S V 68. 
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thy that the term sati is repeated within the definition of right mindfulness (sammàsati).147 This 
repetition is not merely accidental, but rather points to a qualitative distinction between ‘right' 
mindfulness (sammàsati) as a path factor and mindfulness as a general mental factor. In fact, 
numerous discourses mention ‘wrong' mindfulness (micchà sati), which suggests that certain 
forms of sati can be quite different from ‘right' mindfulness.148 According to this definition, sati 
requires the support of being diligent (àtàpã) and of clearly knowing (sampajàna). It is this 
combination of mental qualities, supported by a state of mind free from desires and discontent, 
and directed towards the body, feelings, mind, or dhammas, which becomes the path factor of 
right mindfulness. 
 In the Maõibhadda Sutta the Buddha pointed out that sati on its own, despite its mani-
fold advantages, may not suffice for overcoming arisen ill will.149 This passage indicates that ad-
ditional factors are needed in combination with sati, such as being diligent and clearly knowing 
(in the case of developing satipaññhàõa) or the practice of loving kindness (when having to 
counter arisen ill will).  
 Thus, in order to constitute ‘right mindfulness', sati has to cooperate with various other 
mental qualities. However, for the purpose of clearly defining sati, which is my present task, I 
will consider sati in isolation from these other mental factors, in order to discern its most essen-
tial features. 

 III.3) Sati Imagery 
 The significance and various nuances of the term sati are illustrated by a considerable 
number of images and similes in the discourses. By examining these images and similes and by 
drawing out their implications, it is possible to gain additional insights into how the Buddha and 
his contemporaries understood the term sati. 
 A simile in the Dvedhàvitakka Sutta describes a cowherd who had to closely watch over 
his cows to prevent them from straying into the fields where the crop was ripe. But once the 
crop was harvested, he was able to relax, sit under a tree, and watch over them from a distance. 
To express this comparatively relaxed and distant manner of observation, sati is used.150 The 
disposition suggested by this simile is a calm and detached type of observation.  
 Another simile supporting this quality of detached observation occurs in a verse in the 
Theragàthà, which compares the practice of satipaññhàna to climbing onto an elevated platform 

                                                           
147 D II 313: kàye kàyànupassã… dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati, àtàpã sampajàno satimà, vineyya loke abhijjhà-

domanassaü. Ayaü vuccati sammàsati. An alternative definition of ‘right mindfulness' can be found in the Atthasàlinã, which 
simply speaks of remembering properly, As 124: sammà sarati sammà và tàya sarantãti sammàsati. The definition of right 
mindfulness in the Chinese âgamas also does not mention the four satipaññhànas: "he is mindful, widely mindful, keeping in 
mind, not forgetful, this is called right mindfulness", (trsl. by Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 97). 
148 ‘Micchà sati' at D II 353, D III 254, 287, 290, 291, M I 42, 118, M III 77, 140, S II 168, S III 109, S V 1, 12, 13, 16, 18-
20, 23, 383, A II 220-229, A III 141, A IV 237, and A V 212-248; (A III 328 has also a wrong form of anussati). This sub-
stantial number of references to ‘wrong' types of sati to some extent disagrees with the commentarial presentation of sati as 
an exclusively wholesome mental factor, (e.g. As 250). This presentation of the commentaries causes in fact a practical 
difficulty: how to reconcile sati as a wholesome factor with satipaññhàna in relation to the hindrances, since wholesome and 
unwholesome mental qualities cannot coexist in the same state of mind? The commentaries attempt to solve this 
contradiction by presenting satipaññhàna of a defiled state of mind as a quick alternation between mind-moments associated 
with sati and those under the influence of defilements (e.g. at Ps-pñ I 373). Cf. furthermore Gethin: Path to Awakening, pp 
40-43; and ¥àõapoõika: Abhidhamma Studies, pp 68-72. According to the Sarvàstivàda tradition, sati is an indeterminate 
mental factor, cf. Stcherbatsky: Central Conception, p 101. 
149 At S I 208: satimato sadà bhaddaü, satimà sukham-edhati, satimato su ve seyyo, verà na parimuccati, yassa sabbam-
ahorattam, ahiüsàya rato mano, mettaü so sabbabhåtesu, veraü tassa na kenaci, (this forms part of a dialogue in which the 
Buddha corrected a statement made in similar terms, however with the decisive difference that: verà na parimuccati, i.e. the 
central point in the Buddha's answer was to emphasise that sati alone may not suffice for overcoming ill will). This does, 
however, not mean that sati is incapable of preventing the arising of ill will, since its presence goes a long way in helping one 
to remain calm, when confronted with the anger of others, as documented at S I 162, 221, 222, and 223: paraü saïkupitaü 
¤atvà, yo sato upasammati. 
150 M I 117 ‘satikaraõãyaü', while earlier he had to become active: ‘rakkheyya' (M I 115). This however does not imply that 
sati can not also take part in holding back a cow about to stray into ripe crops, which in fact it does at Th 446, but only that 
the more relaxed observation described above brings out a characteristic feature of bare and receptive sati. 
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or tower.151 Connotations of aloofness and uninvolved detachment are confirmed by the context 
of this passage, which contrasts the tower image to being carried away by the stream of desire. 
Detachment comes up again in the Dantabhåmi Sutta, which compares satipaññhàna to the tam-
ing of a wild elephant. Just as a freshly caught elephant has to be gradually weaned of his forest 
habits, so too satipaññhàna can gradually wean a monk from memories and intentions related to 
the household life.152 
 Another simile compares sati to the probe of a surgeon.153 Like the surgeon's probe, 
whose function is to provide information about the wound for subsequent treatment, so too the 
‘probe' sati can be used to carefully gather information, thereby preparing the ground for subse-
quent action. This ground-preparing quality is conveyed again by another simile, relating sati to 
the goad and the ploughshare of a farmer.154 Just as a farmer has to first plough the ground in 
order to be able to sow, so too sati fulfils an important preparatory role for the arising of 
wisdom.155  
 This role of sati in support of the arising of wisdom occurs again in another simile, 
which associates the parts of an elephant's body with mental qualities and factors. Here sati is 
compared to the elephant's neck, the natural support for its head, which in the simile repre-
sents wisdom.156 The choice of the elephant's neck is of additional significance, since it is a 
characteristic of both elephants and Buddhas to look around by turning with the whole body in-
stead of only with the head.157 The elephant's neck, then, represents the quality of giving full 
attention to a matter at hand as a feature of sati. 
 Although the ‘elephant look' is a specific characteristic of the Buddha, to give continu-
ous and full attention to a matter at hand is a characteristic common to all arahants.158 This is il-
lustrated in another simile, which compares sati to the single spoke of a chariot.159 In this sim-
ile, the rolling chariot represents the bodily activities of an arahant, all of which take place with 
the support of a single spoke - sati. 
 The supportive role of sati in the development of wisdom comes up again in a verse 
from the Sutta Nipàta, where sati keeps the ‘streams in this world' in check, so that the faculty 
of wisdom can cut them off.160 This verse points in particular to the role of sati in relation to re-
straint at the sense doors (indriya saüvara) as a basis for the development of wisdom.  
 What the similes of the ‘surgeon's probe', the ‘ploughshare', the ‘elephant's neck', and 
‘keeping the streams in check' have in common is that they illustrate the preparatory role of sati 
for insight. According to these similes, sati is the mental quality that enables wisdom to arise. 161 
 Another simile, found in the Saüyutta Nikàya, compares sati to a careful charioteer.162 
This brings to mind the monitoring and steering quality of sati in relation to other mental fac-
tors, such as the faculties and the powers. The qualities evoked by this simile are careful and 

                                                           
151 Th 765: satipaññhànapàsàdaü àruyha. 
152 M III 136: seyyathàpi hatthidamako … àra¤¤akassa nàgassa … àra¤¤akàna¤-ceva sarasaïkappànaü abhinimmadanàya 

… evam-eva … ime cattàro satipaññhànà cetaso … gehasitàna¤-ceva sarasaïkappànaü … abhinimmadanàya.  
153 M II 260: esanãti … satiyàyetaü adhivacanaü. 
154 S I 172 and Sn 77: sati me phàlapàcanaü. 
155 Spk I 253 and Pj II 147 explain: satiparicite hi dhamme pa¤¤à pajànàti, no sammuññhe. 
156 A III 346: sati gãvà, siro pa¤¤à. Mp III 371 explains: yathà nàgassa aïgapaccaïgasmiü siràjàlànaü gãvà patiññhà, evaü 
buddhanàgassa soraccàdãnaü dhammànaü sati, tena vuttaü ‘sati gãvàti. The same imagery occurs again at Th 695; and is at 
Th 1090 even transferred from an elephant to the Buddha himself: satipaññhànagãvo … mahàmuni pa¤¤àsãso. 
157 M II 137 depicts the Buddha turning his whole body whenever looking back: avalokento kho pana so bhavaü Gotamo 
sabbakàyeneva avaloketi. This ‘elephant-look' (nàgàpalokita) of the Buddha is again documented at D II 122; while M I 337 
reports the same for the Buddha Kakusandha. 
158 According to Mil 266, arahants never lose their sati: natthi arahantànaü satisammoso. 
159 S IV 292: ekàro satiyà etaü adhivacanaü. The whole simile originally comes up at Ud 76, where it is only the comy, Ud-a 
370, which relates the single spoke to sati: eko satisaïkhàto aro etassàti ekàro.  
160 Sn 1035: yàni sotàni lokasmiü, sati tesaü nivàraõaü … pa¤¤àyete pithiyyare; on this verse cf. also ¥àõananda: Ideal 
Solitude, p 29. 
161 The relation of sati to wisdom is also alluded to in the commentaries, according to whom the characteristic function of sati 
is absence of confusion, asammoharasa (Vism 464). 
162 S V 6: sati àrakkhasàrathi. A variation on the same imagery occurs at S I 33, where the Dhamma itself becomes the 
charioteer, with the consequence that sati is relegated to being the chariot's upholstery (parivàraõa). 
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balanced supervision. A similar nuance can be found in another simile, which compares mind-
fulness in relation to the body to carrying a bowl full of oil on one's head, vividly illustrating the 
balancing quality of sati. 163 
 Careful supervision in combination with sati's connotation of memory occurs again in 
yet another simile, in which sati is personified by the gatekeeper of a town.164 The simile por-
trays messengers arriving at the town gate with an urgent message to be delivered to the king. 
The function of the gatekeeper is to inform them of the shortest way to gain access to the king. 
The gatekeeper image occurs again elsewhere in relation to the defence of a town. This town 
has energy (viriya) as its troops and wisdom (pa¤¤à) as its fortification, while the function of 
the gatekeeper sati is to recognise the genuine citizens of the town and to allow them to enter 
the gates.165 Both of these similes associate sati with having a clear overview of a situation.166  
 The second simile moreover brings out the restraining function of bare sati, a function 
which is of particular relevance in relation to ‘restraint at the sense doors' (indriya saüvara).167 
This brings to mind the above-mentioned passage where sati was to ‘keep the streams in this 
world in check.' Just as the presence of the gate-keeper prevents those not entitled from enter-
ing the town, so too the presence of well established sati prevents the arising of unwholesome 
associations and reactions at the sense doors. The same protective role of sati underlies also 
other passages, which introduce sati as ‘the one' factor that guards the mind,168 or as a mental 
quality able to exert a controlling influence on thoughts and intentions.169 
 A discourse in the Aïguttara Nikàya compares the practice of satipaññhàna to a cow-
herd's skill in knowing the proper pasture for his cows.170 The image of a proper pasture occurs 
again in the Mahàgopàlaka Sutta, throwing into relief the importance of satipaññhàna contem-
plation for growth and development on the path to deliverance.171 Another discourse describes 
the situation of a monkey who has to avoid straying into regions visited by hunters.172 Just as 
the monkey, wishing to be safe, has to keep to its ‘proper pasture', so too a practitioner of the 
path should keep to his ‘proper pasture', which is satipaññhàna. This set of images depicting 
satipaññhàna as ‘proper pasture' points to the restraining role of bare awareness in regard to 
sense-input, since in one of the above passages ‘improper pasture' refers to sensual pleasures.173  
 This stabilizing function of established mindfulness in regard to distraction by way of 
the six sense doors is exemplified in another simile with a strong post, to which six different 
wild animals are bound.174 No matter how much each animal may struggle to get off on its own, 
the ‘strong post' sati will remain stable and unshaken. Such a stabilizing function of sati is of 
particular relevance during the initial stages of satipaññhàna practice, given that without a firm 
foundation in balanced awareness one only too easily succumbs to sensual distraction. This is 

                                                           
163 S V 170: samatittiko ‘telopatto' ti … kàyagatàya etaü satiyà adhivacanaü. I will turn to this simile in more detail in 
chapter VI.1. 
164 S IV 194: dovàriko ti satiyà etam-adhivacanaü. 
165 A IV 110: seyyathà pi ra¤¤o paccantime nagare dovàriko hoti paõóito vyatto medhàvã a¤¤àtànaü nivàretà ¤àtànaü 
pavesetà abbhantarànaü guttiyà bàhirànaü pañighàtàya, evam-eva ariyasàvako satimà hoti paramena satinepakkena 

samanàgato cirakatam-pi cirabhàsitam-pi sarità anussarità. 
166 Cf. also Chah: Taste of Freedom, p 10: "that which ‘looks over' the various factors which arise in meditation is ‘sati.'" 
167 Cf. e.g. Vism 464: sati àrakkhapaccupaññhànà … cakkhudvàràdirakkhaõato dovàriko viya ca daññhabbà. 
168 D III 269 and A V 30: bhikkhu satàrakkhena cetasà samannàgato hoti. Evaü kho bhikkhu ekàrakkho hoti. 
169 A IV 385: saïkappavitakkà … satàdhipateyyà; the same is stated for sabbe dhammà at A IV 339 and A V 107. 
170 A V 352: bhikkhu cattàro satipaññhàne yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. Evaü … gocarakusalo hoti. 
171 M I 221: katha¤-ca bhikkhu na gocarakusalo hoti? Idha bhikkhu cattàro satipaññhàne yathàbhåtaü nappajànàti, with 
the result that: abhabbo imasmiü dhammavinaye vuddhiü viråëhiü vepullaü àpajjituü. 
172 S V 148, where the Buddha related a parable in which a monkey was caught by a hunter because he had left the jungle 
(his ‘pasture') and entered a region visited by men. In conclusion, the Buddha admonished his monks to ‘keep to their own 
pasture', which he explained to be satipaññhàna: ko ca bhikkhuno gocaro …? Yadidaü cattàro satipaññhànà. The need to 
keep to one's ‘proper pasture' comes up again at S V 146 in a parallel simile depicting a quail, which in this way can avoid 
getting caught by a falcon. 
173 S V 149: ko ca bhikkhuno agocaro paravisayo? Yadidaü pa¤ca kàmaguõà. However the comys to M I 221 and A V 352 
(Ps II 262 and Mp V 95) explain na gocarakusalo with: cattàro satipaññhàne, ‘ime lokiyà ime lokuttaràti yathàbhåtaü na 
pajànàti. 
174 S IV 198. Since this simile is concerned with mindfulness of the body in particular, I will discuss it in more detail in 
chapter VI.1. 
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illustrated in the Càtumà Sutta, which describes a monk who goes begging alms without hav-
ing established sati and therefore without restraint at the sense doors. Encountering a scantily 
clad woman on his tour causes sensual desire to arise in his mind, so that eventually he decides 
to give up his practice and to disrobe.175 Such are the pitfalls of neglecting sati. 

 III.4) Characteristics and Functions of Sati 
 A close examination of the instructions in the Satipaññhàna Sutta reveals that nowhere is 
the meditator instructed to actively interfere with what happens in the mind. If, for example, a 
mental hindrance arises, the task of satipaññhàna contemplation is to know that the hindrance is 
present, to know what has led to its arising, and to know what will lead to its disappearance. A 
more active intervention is no longer the domain of satipaññhàna, but rather belongs to the prov-
ince of right effort (sammàvàyàma). 
 The need to clearly distinguish between a first stage of observation and a second stage 
of taking action is, according to the Buddha, an essential feature of his way of teaching.176 The 
simple reason for this approach is that only the preliminary step of clearly observing a situation 
enables one to subsequently undertake the appropriate action. 
 Thus, although sati furnishes the necessary information for a wise deployment of right 
effort and will monitor the countermeasures by noting excess or deficiency of measure, never-
theless sati remains an aloof quality of uninvolved detached observation. Sati can interact with 
other, much more active, factors of the mind, yet by itself it does not interfere.177  
 Such uninvolved and detached receptivity as one of the crucial characteristics of sati 
forms an important aspect in the teachings of several modern meditation teachers and schol-
ars.178 According to them, the purpose of sati is solely to make things conscious, not to 
eliminate them. Sati silently observes, like a spectator at a play, without in any way 
interfering.179  Such silent observation is often sufficient to curb unwholesomeness, so that an 
application of sati can have quite active consequences.180 Yet, sati's activity is confined to 
detached observation. That is, sati does not change experience, rather, it deepens it.  
 This non-interfering quality of sati is required to enable one to clearly observe the 
building up of reactions and their underlying motives. As soon as one becomes in any way in-
volved in a reaction, the detached observational vantage point is immediately lost. The de-
tached receptivity of sati enables one to step back from the situation at hand and thereby to be-
come an unbiased observer of one's subjective involvement and of the entire situation.181 This 
detached distance allows for a more objective perspective, a characteristic illustrated in the 
above-mentioned simile of climbing on a tower.  
 This detached but receptive stance of satipaññhàna constitutes a ‘middle path', since it 
avoids the two extremes of repression and reaction.182 The receptivity of sati, in the absence of 
both repression and reaction, allows personal shortcomings and unjustified reactions to unfold 
in front of the watchful stance of the meditator, without being suppressed by the affective in-

                                                           
175 M I 462: piõóàya pavisati … anupaññhitàya satiyà asaüvutehi indriyehi. So tattha passati màtugàmaü dunnivatthaü … 

ràgo cittaü anuddhaüseti … sikkhaü paccakkhàya hãnàyàvattati. In fact at D II 141 the Buddha particularly emphasised the 
need to keep to sati for monks who were coming in contact with ladies. 
176 It 33: dve dhammadesanà pariyàyena bhavanti … Pàpaü pàpakato passathàti, ayaü pañhamà dhammadesanà. Pà-
paü pàpakato disvà tattha nibbindatha virajjatha vimuccathàti, ayaü dutiyà dhammadesanà. 
177 An example for the coexistence of sati with intense effort is furnished by the bodhisatta's ascetic practices, (at M I 242), 
where despite excessive striving, he was able to maintain ‘upaññhità sati asammuññhà'. 
178 De Silva: Mental Culture, p 5; Fraile: Meditación Budista, p 99; Naeb "Development of Insight", p 158; Swearer: Secrets 
of the Lotus, p 107; and Van Zeyst: Awareness, pp 9, and 12. 
179 This receptive and not interfering quality of sati is also echoed at Nid II 262, where sati is related to peacefulness: catåhi 
kàraõehi sato - satattà sato, santattà sato, samitattà sato, santadhammà samannàgattatà sato. 
180 Such may be the reason why sati is said to ‘bind' and ‘hold in check' the mind at Th 359 and 446. 
181 Dhãramvaüsa: Middle Path, p 31.  
182 This is to some extent paralleled at A I 295, which presents satipaññhàna as the middle path, aloof from both indulgence 
in sensuality and self-mortification: tisso imà pañipadà … kàmesu pàtavyataü àpajjati, ayaü vuccati àgàëhà pañipadà … 

kàyassa àtàpanaparitàpanànuyogam-anuyutto viharati, ayaü vuccati nijjhàmà pañipadà … kàye kàyànupassã … dham-
mànupassã viharati àtàpã sampajàno satimà vineyya loke … ayaü vuccati majjhimà pañipadà. 
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vestment inherent in one's self-image. Maintaining the presence of sati in this way is closely 
related to the ability to tolerate a high degree of ‘cognitive dissonance', since the witnessing of 
one's own shortcomings ordinarily leads to unconscious attempts at reducing the resulting 
feeling of discomfort by avoiding or even altering the perceived information.183  
 This shift towards a more objective and uninvolved perspective introduces an important 
element of sobriety into self-observation. The element of ‘sobriety' inherent in the presence of 
sati comes up in an entertaining canonical description of a particular celestial realm, whose di-
vine inhabitants get so ‘intoxicated' with sensual indulgence that they lose all sati. As a conse-
quence of being without sati, they fall from their elevated celestial position and are reborn in a 
lower realm.184 The reverse case is also documented in another discourse, where negligent 
monks, reborn in an inferior celestial realm, on regaining their sati are at once able to ascend to 
a higher realm.185 Both these instance illustrate the edifying power of sati and its wholesome re-
percussions. 
 Sati as a mental quality is closely related to attention (manasikàra), a basic function 
which, according to the Abhidhammic analysis, is present in any kind of mental state.186 This 
basic faculty of ordinary attention characterises the initial split seconds of bare cognising ofan 
object, before one begins to recognise, identify, and conceptualise. Sati can be understood as a 
further development and temporal extension of this type of attention, thereby adding clarity and 
depth to the usually much too short fraction of time occupied by bare attention in the percep-
tual process.187 The resemblance in function between sati and attention is also reflected in the 
fact that wise attention (yoniso manasikàra) parallels several aspects of satipaññhàna contempla-
tion, such as directing attention to antidotes for the hindrances, becoming aware of the imper-
manent nature of the aggregates or of the sense-spheres, bringing about an establishment of 
the awakening factors, and contemplating the four noble truths.188  
 This ‘bare attention' aspect of sati has an intriguing potential, since it is capable of 
leading to a de-automatisation of mental mechanisms.189 Through bare sati one is able to see 
things just as they are, unadulterated by habitual reactions and projections. By bringing the 
perceptual process into the full light of awareness, one becomes conscious of the automatic and 
habitual responses to perceptual data. Full awareness of these automatic responses is the 
necessary preliminary step to changing detrimental mental habits. 
 Sati as bare attention is particularly relevant to restraint at the sense doors (indriya saü-
vara). In this aspect of the gradual path, the practitioner is encouraged to retain bare sati in 
regard to all sense-input. Through the simple presence of undisrupted and bare mindfulness, 
the mind is ‘restrained' from amplifying and proliferating the received information in various 
ways.190 This guardianship role of sati in relation to sense-input is alluded to in those similes 
which declare satipaññhàna to be the ‘proper pasture' for a meditator and which compare sati to 
the ‘gate-keeper' of a town.  
 According to the discourses, the purpose of restraining the senses is to avoid the arising 
                                                           
183 Cf. Festinger: Cognitive Dissonance, p 134. 
184 These are the khióóàpadosikà nàma devà at D I 19 and D III 31. 
185 D II 272. 
186 Abhidh-s 7: manasikàro … sabbacittasàdhàraõà. The discourses assign a similar role of importance to manasikàra, since 
it is included in the definition of nàma (M I 53). On the relation of sati to attention comment Bullen: Buddhism, p 17; Guna-
ratana: Mindfulness, p 150; and ¥àõapoõika: "Botschaft an den Westen", p 3. 
187 ¥àõapoõika: Power of Mindfulness, p 2. This ‘bare' quality of sati is alluded to in the commentaries, which consider 
directly being face-to-face with an object as a characteristic manifestation of sati, cf. Vism 464: sati visayàbhimukha-
bhàvapaccupaññhàna. Vism-mhñ II 142 explains: cittavisaye abhimukho bhavati etàyàti visayàbhimukhabhàvo. 
188 Yoniso manasikàra is applied to antidotes for the hindrances at S V 105, can lead to realisation by giving attention to the 
impermanent nature of the aggregates at S III 52  and of the sense-spheres at S IV 142, establishes the awakening factors at S 
V 94, and consists in contemplating the four noble truths at M I 9. Cf. also A V 115, where yoniso manasikàra is said to be 
àhàra (nutriment) for satisampaja¤¤a, which in turn become nutriment for satipaññhàna. 
189 Deikman: "De-automatization", p 329; Engler: "Vicissitudes of the Self", p 59; Goleman: Buddha on Meditation, p 27, 
and "Meditation and Consciousness", p 46; and Van Nuys: "Studying Attention", p 127. 
190 E.g. at M I 273: indriyesu guttadvàrà … na nimittaggàhã nànubya¤janaggàhã. Yatvàdhikaraõam … asaüvutaü viharan-

taü abhijjhàdomanassà pàpakà akusalà dhammà anvàssaveyyuü. Cf. also Debvedi: Helping yourself, p 18; and chapter 
XI.2. 
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of desires (abhijjhà) and discontent (domanassa). Such freedom from desires and discontent is 
also an aspect of satipaññhàna contemplation, mentioned in the ‘definition' part of the dis-
course.191 Thus the absence of reactions under the influence of desires and discontent is a com-
mon feature of both satipaññhàna and sense-restraint. This goes to show that there is a con-
siderable degree of overlap between these two activities. 
 This impartial or unbiased feature of sati is at times expressed by the expression 
‘choiceless' awareness.192 Awareness is said to be ‘choicelss' in the sense that sati remains 
impartially aware, without reacting with likes or dislikes. Such choiceless or equanimous obser-
vation is illustrated in yet another simile in the discourses, where the Buddha compared 
awareness of mental states to a mirror used to see the reflection of one's own face.193 Just as a 
mirror simply reflects whatever is presented to it, in the same way meditators should try to 
maintain choiceless and equanimous awareness of the present condition of their mind without 
allowing likes or dislikes to arise. 
 To sum up, an establishment of sati entails alert but receptive observation, equanimous 
and bare awareness.194 Viewed from the context of actual practice, a predominantly receptive 
sati is then enlivened by the quality of being diligent (àtàpã), and supported by a foundation in 
concentration (samàdhi). To the interrelation of sati with concentration I will now turn in more 
detail. 

 III.5) Sati and Concentration (samàdhi) 
 The continuous presence of well-established sati is a requirement for absorption 
(jhàna).195 As the Visuddhimagga points out, without the support of sati concentration cannot 
reach the level of absorption.196 Even on emerging from an experience of deep concentration 
sati is required when one reviews the constituent factors of one's experience.197 Thus sati is 
relevant for attaining, for remaining in, and for emerging from deep concentration.198 
 Sati becomes particular prominent when the third level of absorption (jhàna) is 
reached.199 With the attainment of the fourth absorption, when the mind has reached such a 
degree of proficiency that it can be directed towards the development of supernormal powers, 
sati also reaches a high degree of purity, due to its association with deep equanimity.200 This 

                                                           
191 M I 56: vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü. 
192 The expression ‘choiceless awareness' is used by Brown: "Stages of Mindfulness", p 167; Engler: "Vicissitudes of the 
Self", p 32; Epstein: "Evenly Suspended Attention", p 196; Goldstein: Experience of Insight, p 19; Kornfield: Psychology of 
Mindfulness, p 12; Levine: Gradual Awakening, p 28; and Sujãva: Insight, p 102. 
193 A V 92: seyyathàpi itthã và puriso và … àdàse và parisuddhe pariyodàte … evam-eva bhikkhuno paccavekkhaõà bahu-

kàrà hoti kusalesu dhammesu - abhijjhàlu nu kho bahulaü viharàmi, anabhijjhàlu … vyàpannacitto … avyàpannacitto (same 
simile also at D I 80 and M I 100). Cf. also Samararatane: "Watching Thoughts", p 141, who recommends maintaining a 
"mirror-like mind", especially in regard to unpleasant emotions. 
194 Modern scholars and meditation teachers offer several alternative summaries of the essential aspects of sati. Ayya Khema: 
Buddhism for the West, p 182, distinguishes two applications of sati: the mundane application, helping one to be aware of 
what one is doing, and the supramundane application of penetrating to the real nature of things. Dhammasudhi: Real Way to 
Awakening, p 77, describes four aspects of sati: awareness of surroundings, of one's reactions to these surroundings, of one's 
own conditioning, and awareness of stillness ("pure awareness"). Hecker: "Achtsamkeit", p 11, mentions vigilance, self-
control, depth, and steadiness. ¥àõapoõika: Power of Mindfulness, p 5, enumerates four "sources of power" in sati: tidying 
up by naming, non-coercive procedure, stopping and slowing down, and directness of vision.  
195 M III 25-28 documents that this need applies to each stage in the ascending series of meditative absorptions, since it lists 
sati among the mental factors of the four absorptions of the form sphere and of the first three immaterial attainments. Neither-
cognition-nor-non-cognition and cessation, both being states of mind not amenable to factor analysis, are still related to sati 
on emergence (M III 28: so tàya samàpattiyà sato vuññhahati). Presence of sati in all jhànas is also documented at Dhs 55, 
and at Pañis I 35. 
196 Vism 514: samàdhi attano dhammatàya àrammaõa-ekaggabhàvena appetuü na sakkoti … satiyà ca apilàpanakiccaü 

sàdhentiyà laddhupakàro hutvà sakkoti. 
197 M III 25: so evaü pajànàti: ‘evaü kira me dhammà ahutvà sambhonti, hutvà pañiventãti. 
198 D III 279: so kho panàhaü imaü samàdhiü sato va samàpajjàmi, sato vuññhahàmi. Pañis II 16: catåsu jhànesu … upañ-
ñhànaññhena satindriyaü daññhabbaü; cf. also Vism 129. 
199 D II 313: sato ca sampajàno … tatiyaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati. 
200 D II 313: upekkhàsatipàrisuddhiü catutthaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati; M I 357: imaü yeva anuttaraü upekkhà-
satipàrisuddhiü àgamma anekavihitaü pubbenivàsaü anussarati. That here sati is indeed purified by the presence of upekkhà 
is supported by M III 26: satipàrisuddhi; and Vibh 261: Ayaü sati imàya upekkhàya vivañà hoti parisuddhà pariyodàtà, tena 
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qualification echoes the ‘choiceless' characteristic of sati, since here an increase in equanimity 
enhances the quality of sati. 
 Several discourses document that the practice of satipaññhàna acts as a basis for the de-
velopment of absorption and for the subsequent attainment of supernormal powers.201 The role 
of satipaññhàna in supporting the development of concentration is also reflected in the standard 
expositions of the gradual path, where the preliminary steps that lead up to the attainment of 
absorption include mindfulness and clear knowledge (satisampaja¤¤a) in relation to bodily ac-
tivities, and the task of recognising the hindrances and supervising their removal, an aspect of 
the fourth satipaññhàna, contemplation of dhammas. 
 The progression from satipaññhàna to absorption is described in detail in the Danta-
bhåmi Sutta with an intermediate step. In this intermediate step, contemplation of the body, 
feelings, mind, and dhammas continues, however with the specific qualification to avoid any 
thoughts.202 In the instruction for this transitional stage, the mental qualities of diligence and 
clear knowledge are conspicuously absent. Their absence suggests that at this point the con-
templation is no longer satipaññhàna proper, but rather a transitional stage. This thought-free 
transitional stage still partakes of the same receptive observational quality and of the same 
object as satipaññhàna, but at the same time it marks a clear shift from insight to tranquility. It is 
subsequent to this shift of emphasis from satipaññhàna proper to a state of calm awareness that 
the development of absorption can take place. 
 On considering these instances it is indubitably clear that sati has an important role to 
fulfil in the realm of tranquility. This may be the reason why the Cåëavedalla Sutta speaks of the 
four satipaññhanas as the ‘causes' of concentration (samàdhinimitta).203 The relation between 
satipaññhàna and the development of deep concentration is exemplified by the monk 
Anuruddha, foremost among the Buddha's disciples in the supernormal ability of seeing beings 
in other realms of existence, an ability based on a high degree of concentrative proficiency.204 
Whenever asked about his abilities, Anuruddha invariably explained that his skills were the 
outcome of his practice of satipaññhàna.205  
 On the other hand, however, to consider satipaññhàna as a pure concentration exercise 
goes too far and misses the important difference between what can become a basis for the 
development of concentration and what belongs to the realm of tranquility meditation proper.206 
In fact, the individual characteristic functions of sati and concentration (samàdhi) are quite 
distinct. While concentration corresponds to an enhancement of the selective function of the 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
vuccati upekkhàsatiparisuddhin-ti; cf. also As 178, and Vism 167. 
201 The concentrative attainments possible through satipaññhàna practice are documented on several occasions, such as D II 
216: kàye kàyànupassã viharanto tattha sammàsamàdhiyati … so tattha sammàsamàhito … bahiddhà parakàye 

¤àõadassanaü abhinibbatteti. S V 151: kàye kàyànupassino … dhammesu dhammànupassino viharato cittaü samàdhiyati 

upakkilesà pahãyanti. S V 299 and 303: catunnaü khvàhaü satipaññhànànaü bhàvitattà bahulãkatattà mahàbhi¤¤àtaü patto 
… iddhividhaü … dibbàya sotadhàtuyà … ceto paricca pajànàmi … pubbenivàsaü anussaràmi … dibbena cakkhunà … 

àsavànaü khayà. A IV 300: kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã … yato kho te ayaü samàdhi evaü bhàvito hoti 

… tato tvaü imaü samàdhiü savitakkam-pi savicàraü … avitakkam-pi vicàramattam-pi … upekkhàsahagatam-pi bhàveyyàsi. 
According to Ledi: Eightfold Path, p 59, one should embark on the development of absorption only when one is able to 
maintain satipaññhàna contemplation uninterruptedly for one or two hours daily. 
202 M III 136: ehi tvaü, bhikkhu, kàye kàyànupassã viharàhi, mà ca kàyåpasaühitaü vitakkaü vitakkesi, vedanàsu … citte … 

dhammesu … so vitakkavicàrànaü våpasamà ajjhattaü sampasàdanaü … dutiyajjhànaü upasampajja viharati. The Burm. 
and the Sinh. ed. have ‘kàmåpasaühitaü vitakkaü' instead. Judging from the dynamics of the discourse, this seems to be the 
less probable reading, since this passage follows on the removal of the five hindrances and leads on to absorption, and that 
straightaway into the second jhàna. The corresponding Chinese version (T'iao Y‚ Ti Ching, Madhyama âgama No 198), 
however, supports the reading of the Burm. + Sinh. editions. In addition, it also mentions the attainment of the first jhàna, 
which in all the Pàli editions is missing.  
203 M I 301: cittassa ekaggatà ayaü samàdhi, cattàro satipaññhànà samàdhinimittà … yà tesaü yeva dhammànaü àsevanà 

bhàvanà bahulãkammaü, ayaü tattha samàdhibhàvanà. Ps II 363 explains: tassa vissajjane cattàro satipaññhànà 
maggakkhaõe catukiccasàdhanavasena uppannà sati, sà samàdhissa paccayatthena nimittaü, which however, as the comy 
too admits, is difficult to reconcile with bhàvanà bahulãkammaü. The supportive role of satipaññhàna for the development 
of right concentration is also echoed at A V 212: sammàsatissa sammàsamàdhi pahoti. 
204 A I 23. 
205 S V 294-306; cf. also Malalasekera: Dictionary, vol I p 88. 
206 Cf. e.g. Schmithausen: "Spirituelle Praxis", p 179, who suggests that satipaññhàna was originally a pure concentration 
exercise. 
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mind, by way of restricting the breadth of attention, sati on its own represents an enhancement 
of the recollective function, by way of expanding the breadth of attention.207 These two different 
modes of mental functioning correspond to two different cortical control mechanisms in the 
brain.208 This difference, however, does not imply that the two are incompatible, since during 
absorption attainment both are present. Yet, during absorption sati becomes mainly presence of 
the mind, when it to some extent loses its natural breadth due to the strong focussing power of 
concentration.  
 The difference between these two becomes evident from the vocabulary employed in a 
passage from the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta. Here, if one is distracted or sluggish while practising 
satipaññhàna, the Buddha recommended that one should temporarily change one's practice and 
develop a tranquility (samatha) object of meditation, in order to cultivate internal joy and seren-
ity. This he termed a ‘directed' form of meditation (paõidhàya bhàvanà). Once, however, the 
mind has been calmed, one can return to an ‘undirected' mode of meditation (appaõidhàya 
bhàvanà), namely the practice of satipaññhàna.209 The distinction drawn in this discourse 
between ‘directed' and ‘undirected' meditation suggests that, considered on their own, these 
two modes of meditation are clearly different. At the same time, however, the whole discourse 
is concerned with their skilful interrelation, clearly demonstrating that whatever degree of 
difference, the two can be interrelated and support each other.210 
 The characteristic quality of concentration is to ‘direct' and apply the mind, focussing on 
a single object to the exclusion of everything else. Thus the development concentration 
promotes a shift from the common structure of experience as a subject-object duality towards 
an experience of unity.211 Concentration, however, thereby excludes a broader awareness of 
circumstances and of their interrelations.212 Yet, this awareness of circumstances and 
interrelations is essential in order to become aware of those characteristics of experience 
whose understanding leads to awakening. In this context, the receptive quality of sati is 
particularly important. 
 These two rather distinct qualities of concentration and mindfulness are combined to 
some extent in the descriptions of insight meditation by those meditation teachers who 
emphasise the ‘dry insight' approach, dispensing with the formal development of mental 
tranquility. They sometimes describe sati as ‘attacking' its object, comparable to a stone hitting 
a wall.213 These quite forceful terms probably represent the need for a considerable degree of 
                                                           
207 Cf. also Bullen: Technique of Living, p 44; Delmonte: "Meditation", pp 48-50; Goleman: "Attention in Meditation", p 
298; Shapiro: Meditation: Self Regulation, pp 15-19; and Speeth: "Psychotherapeutic Attention", pp 146, and 151. Guna-
ratana: Mindfulness, p 165, aptly sums up: "Concentration is exclusive. It settles down on one item and ignores everything 
else. Mindfulness is inclusive. It stands back from the focus of attention and watches with a broad focus." 
208 Brown: "Model for the Levels", p 243: "Two major cortical control mechanisms … involved in selecting and processing 
information … a frontal system associated with restrictive processing and a posterior-temporal system associated with more 
wide-range processing of information. The brain may be likened to a camera that can use either a wide-angle lens or a zoom 
lens. Or, in cognitive terms, attention can be directed to the more dominant details in a stimulus field or to the entire field." 
209 S V 156: kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã viharato dhammàrammaõo và uppajjati kàyasmiü pariëàho, 

cetaso và lãnattaü, bahiddhà và cittaü vikkhipati. Tena … bhikkhunà kismi¤-cid-eva pasàdanãye nimitte cittaü 

paõidahitabbaü. Tassa … pàmojjaü jhàyati … sukhino cittaü samàdhiyati. … Evaü … paõidhàya bhàvanà hoti. This passage 
is then followed by: bahiddhà … bhikkhu cittaü appaõidhàya … ‘asaïkhittaü vimuttaü appaõihitan'-ti pajànàti. Atha ca 

pana ‘kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã viharàmi àtàpã sampajàno satimà sukham-asmã'-ti pajànàti. Evaü 

… appaõidhàya bhàvanà hoti. 
210 At the outset of the above passage the Buddha spoke in praise of being well established in the four satipaññhànas. Thus 
the reason for his exposition about ‘directed' and ‘undirected' modes of meditation appears to be that he wanted to show how 
samatha can act as a support for the practice of satipaññhàna. 
211 Kamalashila: Meditation, p 96; Kyaw Min: Abhidhamma, p 96; and Walsh: "Buddhist Meditation", p 104. Cf. also chap-
ter XIV.4. 
212 Cf. Brown: "Stages of Mindfulness", p 180, who in a comparison of Rorschach tests done with meditators, describes in his 
conclusion the "unproductivity and relative paucity of associative process which characterises the samàdhi state", while "the 
Rorschachs of the insight group … are primarily characterised by increased productivity and richness of associative 
elaborations."  
213 Mahasi: Satipaññhàna Vipassanà, p 23: "the knowing mind … as in the case of a stone hitting a wall"; which Sãlananda: 
Four Foundations, p 21, identifies: "like the stone hitting the wall … that hitting of the object is mindfulness." Paõóita: 
Satipaññhàna, p 6, goes further, when he describes satipaññhàna as implying to "attack the object without hesitation … with 
violence, speed or great force … with excessive haste or hurry", which he then compares to soldiers defeating an enemy troop 
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effort during contemplation. Such prodigious effort is required to compensate for the 
comparatively low degree of concentration developed in this particular approach to awakening. 
In fact, some of these same meditation teachers consider the bare and choiceless qualities of 
sati as a more evolved stage of practice, presumably when the more forceful stage of ‘attacking' 
an object has fulfilled its role and has provided a basis of mental stability.214 
 The above way of considering sati may be related to the commentarial definition of sati 
as ‘non-floating' and therefore as ‘plunging into its object.'215 Certainly the absence of ‘floating', 
in the sense of distraction, is a characteristic of sati. However, to ‘plunge' into an object appears 
to be more characteristic of concentration, particularly during the progress towards absorption. 
According to modern scholarship, it seems that this aspect of the commentarial understanding 
of sati was due to a misreading or misinterpretation of a particular term.216 In fact, ‘attacking' an 
object or ‘plunging into' an object do not correspond to the characteristic features of sati in 
itself, but rather represent sati in a secondary role, acting in combination with effort or 
concentration. 
 Thus, although it plays an important part in the development of absorption, considered 
on its own sati is a mental quality distinct from concentration. Indeed, the reason why even the 
attainment of high levels of absorption by itself is insufficient for liberating insight is quite 
probably related to the inhibition of the passive observational qualities of awareness by the 
strong focussing power of absorption concentration. This, however, does not detract from the 
fact that the development of concentration fulfils an important role in the context of insight 
meditation, a topic which I will discuss in more detail in the next chapter. 
 

  Chapter IV: The Relevance of Concentration  

 In this chapter I turn to the expression ‘free from desires and discontent in regard to the 
world' (vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü). Since this final part of the ‘definition' represents 
mental composure, it provides me with an opportunity to investigate the role of concentration in 
the context of insight meditation, and to try to ascertain the degree of concentration needed for 
realisation. Thereafter I will turn to the general contribution of concentration to the develop-
ment of insight and to their interrelationship.  

 IV.1) Free from Desires and Discontent 
 The ‘definition' part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta concludes with the expression ‘free from 
desires and discontent in regard to the world'.217 According to the Nettippakaraõa, to be ‘free 
from desires and discontent' represents the faculty of concentration.218 This suggestion finds 
support in some discourses, which slightly vary the ‘definition', replacing ‘free from desires and 
discontent' with references to a concentrated mind or to experiencing happiness.219 These pas-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
in a sudden attack. 
214 These are the so-called ‘vipassanà jhànas', an expression which seems to be a recent innovation unknown to the 
discourses or the commentaries. To be found in Mahasi: Wheel of Dhamma, p 98; and a detailed exposition in Paõóita: Very 
Life, pp 180-205, cf. esp. p 199: "non-thinking, bare attention is called the second vipassanà jhàna." 
215 ‘Apilàpanatà' at: Dhs 11 (detailed expo at As 147), Vibh 250, Pp 25, Nett 54, Mil 37, and Vism 464. On the term com-
ment also Guenther: Philosophy, p 68 n 2; Horner: Milinda's Question, p 50 n 5; ¥àõamoli: Guide, p 28 n 83/3; and Rhys 
Davids: Psychological Ethics, p 14 n 3. 
216 Gethin: Path to Awakening, pp 38-40, suggests that the commentarial reading of apilàpeti should rather be apilapati (or 
abhilapati), which instead of describing sati as ‘plunging into', would come to mean: "reminding someone of something." Cf. 
also Cox: "Mindfulness", pp 79-82. 
217 M I 56: vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü. A IV 430 explains ‘world' (loka) as a referent to the pleasures of the five 
senses: pa¤cime … kàmaguõà ariyassa vinaye loko ti vuccati. This squares well with A IV 458, where satipaññhàna leads to 
their abandoning: pa¤cannaü kàmaguõànaü pahànàya … cattàro satipaññhànà bhàvetabbà. Vibh 195 takes loko in the 
satipaññhàna context to represent the five aggregates. 
218 Nett 82: vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassan-ti samàdhindriyaü.  
219 S V 144: kàye kàyànupassino viharatha àtàpino sampajànà ekodibhåtà vippasannacittà samàhità ekaggacittà; S V 157: 
‘kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã viharàmi àtàpã sampajàno satimà sukham asmãti pajànàti. 
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sages indicate that ‘freedom from desires and discontent' represents mental tranquility and 
contentment. The commentaries go further by identifying this part of the ‘definition' with the 
removal of the five hindrances.220 This is sometimes understood to imply that the five hin-
drances have to be removed prior to embarking on satipaññhàna contemplation.221 Therefore 
this expression requires a detailed examination, in order to see how far such a stipulation is 
justified.  
 The Pàli term rendered as ‘free' is vineyya, from the verb vineti (to remove). Although 
vineyya is best translated as ‘having removed', this does not necessarily imply that desires and 
discontent must be removed before undertaking the practice of satipaññhàna, but can also mean 
that this activity takes place simultaneously with the practice.222 
 This way of understanding concurs with the general picture provided in the discourses. 
In a passage from the Aïguttara Nikàya, for example, the practice of satipaññhàna does not re-
quire, but rather results in overcoming the hindrances.223 Similarly, according to a discourse in 
the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta, lack of skill in the practice of satipaññhàna prevents the practitioner 
from developing concentration and overcoming mental defilements.224 This statement would be 
meaningless if the development of concentration and the absence of mental defilements were 
prerequisites for the practice of satipaññhàna. 
 Desires (abhijjhà) and discontent (domanassa), the two mental states whose removal is 
stipulated in the ‘definition', occur again in relation to the last four steps in the sixteen-step 
scheme for mindfulness of breathing, described in the ânàpànasati Sutta. According to the 
Buddha's explanation, by this stage of practice freedom from desires and discontent has been 
achieved.225 Apparently the same was not yet the case for the previous twelve steps, which the 

                                                           
220 Ps I 244: abhijjhàgahaõena kàmacchando, domanassagahaõena vyàpàdo saïgahaü gacchati, tasmà nãvaraõapari-
yàpanna … nãvaraõappahànaü vuttaü hoti. 
221 E.g. by Kheminda: Satipaññhàna, p 109. 
222 Generally speaking, the form vineyya can be either a gerund: ‘having removed' (this is the way how the comy un-
derstands it, cf. Ps I 244: vinayitvà), or else 3rd sg. potential: ‘he/she should remove' (as e.g. at Sn 590; cf. also 
Woodward: Kindred Sayings, vol IV, p 142 n 3). However, in the present context to take vineyya as a potential form is 
not acceptable, as then the sentence would have two finite verbs in different moods (viharati + vineyya). Usually the 
gerund form does imply an action preceding the action of the main verb, which in the present case would mean that 
the removal has to be completed prior to the practice of satipaññhàna. However, in some cases the gerund can also 
represent an action occurring concurrently with the action denoted by the main verb. An example of a concurrent 
action expressed by the gerund is the standard description of the practice of mettà in the discourses (e.g. at M I 38): 
mettàsahagatena cetasà ekaü disaü pharitvà viharati, where the ‘abiding' (viharati) and the ‘pervading' (pharitvà) 
are contemporaneous activities, together describing the act of radiating mettà. The same type of construction occurs 
in relation to the attainment of absorption, as jhànaü upasampajja viharati (e.g. at D I 37), where also the ‘abiding' 
(viharati) and the ‘attaining' (upasampajja) take place simultaneously. Thus it is possible to presume that the 
‘abiding in contemplation' (anupassã viharati) and the ‘removing' (vineyya) mentioned in the Satipaññhàna Sutta may 
also be activities that are undertaken contemporaneously. In fact, several translators have rendered vineyya in such a 
way that it represents the outcome of satipaññhàna practice. Cf. e.g. Dhammiko: "Pfeilern der Einsicht", p 182: "um 
weltliches Begehren und Bek‚mmern zu ‚berwinden"; Gethin: Path to Awakening: "he … overcomes both desire for 
and discontent with the world"; Hamilton: Identity and Experience, p 173: "in order to remove [himself] from the 
covetousness and misery in the world"; Hare: Gradual Sayings, vol IV, p 199: "overcoming the hankering and 
dejection common in this world"; Hurvitz: "Fa-Sheng`s Observations", p 212: "putting off envy and ill disposition 
toward the world"; Jotika: Mahàsatipaññhàna, p 1: "keeping away covetousness and mental pain"; Lamotte: Traité, p 
1122: "au point de controler dans le monde la convoitise et la tristesse"; Lin Li Kouang: L'Aide Mémoire, p 119: "qu'il 
surmonte le déplaisir que la convoitise cause dans le monde"; Rhys Davids: Indian Psychology, p 257: "overcoming 
both the hankering and the dejection common in the world"; Schmidt: Buddhas Reden, p 38: "alle weltlichen 
W‚nsche und Sorgen vergessend"; Sãlananda: Four Foundations, p 177: "Removing covetousness and grief in the 
world"; Solé-Leris: Majjhima Nikàya, p 116: "desechando la codicia y la aflicción de lo mundano"; Talamo: Saüyutta 
Nikàya, p 556: "rimovendo bramosia e malcontento riguardo al mondo"; Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening, p 83: 
"putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world"; Woodward: Kindred Sayings, vol V, p 261: "restraining 
the dejection in the world that arises from coveting." 
223 A IV 458: pa¤cannaü nãvaraõànaü pahànàya ime cattàro satipaññhànà bhàvetabbà.  
224 S V 150: bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati, àtàpã sampajàno satimà, vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü. Tassa kàye 
kàyànupassino viharato cittaü na samàdhiyati, upakkilesà na pahãyanti. (Same statement for feelings, mind, and dhammas) 
225 M III 84: so yaü taü abhijjhàdomanassànaü pahànaü taü pa¤¤àya disvà sàdhukaü ajjhupekkhità hoti. 
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Buddha nevertheless described as corresponding to the first three satipaññhànas.226 The 
disappearance of discontent on its own occurs also in the ‘direct path' passage of the Sati-
paññhàna Sutta, where its removal is a goal of satipaññhàna practice.227 All these passages clearly 
demonstrate that a complete ‘removal' of desires and discontent is not a prerequisite for satipañ-
ñhàna, but rather comes as a result of successful practice. 
 The mental states to be put away are desires (abhijjhà) and discontent (domanassa). It 
is a little puzzling that the commentaries should straightaway identify them with the entire set 
of the five hindrances. As a matter of fact, in several discourses desires (abhijjhà) does replace 
the more usual sensual desire (kàmacchanda) as the first of the hindrances.228 It is difficult to 
understand, however, why discontent (domanassa) should correspond to the hindrance of 
aversion (byàpàda). In the discourses, discontent (domanassa) stands for any kind of mental de-
jection, which would not necessarily be related to aversion, and certainly not be synonymous 
with it.229 Besides, even if one were to accept the questionable equation of discontent with aver-
sion, one would still have to account for the remaining three hindrances.230 
 Another point worth considering is that, if it really were essential to remove the five hin-
drances before undertaking the practice of satipaññhàna, several of the meditation practices de-
scribed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta would be rendered superfluous. These are the contemplation 
of unwholesome feelings and of unwholesome mental states (worldly feelings, mind affected by 
lust or anger), and in particular awareness of the presence of just these five hindrances as the 
first contemplation of dhammas. These satipaññhàna instructions clearly document that un-
wholesome mental states, whether they be desires, discontent, or any of the hindrances, can 
profitably be turned into objects of satipaññhàna. 
 From these considerations, it seems quite probable that the Buddha did not envisage 
the removal of the five hindrances as a necessary precondition for the practice of satipaññhàna. 
In fact, if he intended to stipulate their removal as a requirement that needs to be fulfilled be-
fore undertaking satipaññhàna, one might wonder why he did not explicitly mention the hin-
drances, as he invariably did when describing the development of absorption (jhàna). 
 The two mental states of desires and discontent, which the Buddha did mention in the 
satipaññhàna ‘definition', often occur in the discourses in relation to sense-restraint, a stage in 
the gradual path scheme prior to formal meditation.231 At this stage, the meditator guards the 
sense doors in order to prevent sense impressions from leading to desires and discontent. 
Judging from these contexts, ‘desires and discontent' refer in a general manner to ‘likes' or ‘dis-
likes' in regard to what has been perceived.  
 According to the presentation in the ânàpànasati Sutta, the absence of such desires and 
discontent constitutes an important factor for carrying out the comparatively subtle and so-

                                                           
226 This would however only apply for the preliminary stages of practice, since for the first three satipaññhànas to lead to 
awakening, freedom from desire and discontent is a requirement, indicated at M III 86 by qualifying the arising of the 
awakening factor of equanimity in relation to each of the four satipaññhànas with the above quoted expression sàdhukaü 
ajjhupekkhità hoti. 
227 M I 55: ekàyano ayaü maggo … domanassànaü atthagamàya… yadidaü cattàro satipaññhànà. Compare also Ps I 244: 
abhijjhàdomanassavinayena bhàvanàphalaü vuttan-ti veditabbaü. Cf. also Debvedi: Sammàsati, p 22; Khemacari: 
"Satipaññhàna", p 18; ¥àõasaüvara: Guide to Awareness, p 8, Ñàõuttara: Satipaññhàna, p 280; and Yubodh: "Sati", p 9. 
228 At D I 72, 207, D III 49, M I 181, 269, 274, 347, M II 162, 226, M III 3, 35, 135, A II 210, A III 92, 100, A IV 437, A V 
207, and It 118. In its general usage in the discourses, abhijjhà represents one of the ten unwholesome ways of acting (a-
kusalakammapathà, e.g. at D III 269). In this context it means covetousness, in the sense of the wish to own the possessions 
of others (e.g. at M I 287: aho vata yaü parassa taü mama assàti). Cf. also van Zeyst: "Abhijjhà", p 91. 
229 D II 306: katama¤-ca domanassaü? Yaü kho cetasikaü dukkhaü cetasikaü asàtaü manosamphassajaü dukkhaü asàtaü 
vedayitaü, idaü vuccati domanassaü; or in more detail at M III 218: cha gehasitàni domanassàni … iññhànaü kantànaü 

manàpànaü manoramànaü lokàmisapañisaüyuttànaü appañilàbhaü và appañilàbhato … uppajjati domanassaü … cha 

nekkhammasitàni domanassàni … anuttaresu vimokkhesu pihaü upaññhàpeti … uppajjati pihapaccayà domanassaü. In fact, 
according to M I 304 certain types of domanassa are not at all related to the underlying tendency to irritation. 
230 It is a typical tendency of the commentaries to associate a key term (in the present context abhijjhà) with a whole set or 
standard category, as part of their attempt to clarify the teachings. Yet, at times this is done without sufficiently considering 
the context. 
231 M I 273: indriyesu guttadvàrà bhavissàma … yatvàdhikaraõam-enaü … asaüvutaü viharantaü abhijjhàdomanassà 

pàpakà akusalà dhammà anvàssaveyyuü, tassa saüvaràya pañipajjissàma. 
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phisticated meditations listed for contemplation of dhammas. This relates the absence of ‘de-
sires' and ‘discontent' to an advanced stage of satipaññhàna. Thus, vineyya as a completed ac-
tion, ‘having removed' desires and discontent, represents more advanced levels of satipaññhàna. 
The discourses often refer to such advanced stages of contemplation as ‘well established' (su-
patiññhita) satipaññhàna.232 At these more advanced stages of satipaññhàna, impartial awareness 
has reached such a level of firm establishment (supatiññhita) that one is able to effortlessly 
maintain dispassionate observation, without reacting with desires and discontent.  
 Conversely, vineyya as a simultaneous action, as the act of ‘removing' taking place in the 
present, indicates a purpose of the initial stages of satipaññhàna practice. During these initial 
stages the task is to develop and maintain such a degree of inner equipoise that desires and 
discontent are being removed and held at bay. These initial stages of satipaññhàna parallel 
sense-restraint, which combines bare sati with some effort to avoid or counterbalance desires 
and discontent. Although sense-restraint precedes proper meditation practice in the gradual 
path scheme, this does not imply that sense-restraint is completed at an exact point in time, 
only after which one moves on to formal practice.233 To some extent the two overlap, so that 
sense-restraint can be considered part of satipaññhàna practice, particularly at those stages 
when desires and discontent have not yet been completely removed. 
 Although the initial stages of satipaññhàna practice may not require the prior establish-
ment of a high level of concentration, or the complete removal of unwholesome states of mind, 
the same is a necessity for the advanced stages of the practice that lead up to realisation. This 
necessity will occupy me for most of the remainder of this chapter, in which I will investigate in 
more detail the relationship of concentration to the progress towards realisation. As a prepara-
tion for this investigation, I will first attempt to clarify the implications of the relevant terms: 
concentration (samàdhi), right concentration (sammàsamàdhi), and absorption (jhàna). 

 IV.2) Concentration, Right Concentration, and Absorption 

 The noun samàdhi is related to the verb samàdahati, to ‘put together' or to ‘collect', such 
as when one collects wood to kindle a fire.234 Samàdhi thus stands for ‘collecting' oneself, in the 
sense of composure or unification of the mind.235 
 The discourses use ‘concentration' (samàdhi) in a surprisingly broad manner, relating it 
to walking meditation, for example, or to observing the arising and passing away of feelings and 
cognitions, or to contemplating the arising and passing away of the five aggregates.236 In a pas-
sage from the Aïguttara Nikàya, even the four satipaññhànas are treated as a form of ‘concen-
tration'.237 These occurrences demonstrate that, as used in the discourses, ‘concentration' 
(samàdhi) also covers the realm of insight meditation. 
 Turning to ‘right concentration' (sammàsamàdhi), here one finds time and again that 

                                                           
232 Catåsu satipaññhànesu suppatiññhitacittà, cf. D II 83, D III 101, M I 339, S III 93, S V 154, 160, 184, 301, 302, A III 
155, A III 386, and A V 195. Of particular interest in this context is S III 93, which documents that during this advanced 
level of well established satipaññhàna practice unwholesome thoughts will no longer have scope to arise: tayo 
akusalavitakkà kva aparisesà nirujjhanti? Catåsu và satipaññhànesu suppatiññhita cittassa viharato. 
233 Cf. e.g. A V 114, where satipaññhàna depends on sense-restraint, which however in turn depends on satisampaja¤¤a, one 
of the body contemplations. This suggests some degree of interrelation between sense-restraint and satipaññhàna in actual 
practice, rather than a one-sided dependency of the former on the latter. 
234 E.g. at Vin IV 115: bhikkhå hemantike kàle a¤¤ataraü mahantaü susirakaññhaü jotiü samàdahitvà visibbesuü. 
235 At M I 301, samàdhi is defined as unification of the mind: cittassa ekaggatà ayaü samàdhi. 
236 A III 30: caïkamàdhigato samàdhi (although walking meditation can be employed to develop mental tranquility, it would 
however not be the appropriate posture for deeper states of concentration). A II 45: vidità vedanà … sa¤¤à … vitakkà 

uppajjanti … upaññhahanti … abbhatthaü gacchanti … ayaü vuccati samàdhibhàvanà; and: Idha … pa¤c-

upàdànakkhandhesu udayavayànupassã viharati: iti råpaü iti råpassa samudayo … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo … ayaü 

vuccati samàdhibhàvanà. This breadth of meaning of samàdhi is also documented at D III 222, which speaks of four 
different ways of developing samàdhi, distinguished according to their respective result: samàdhi leading to pleasant abiding 
(the jhànas), to knowledge and vision (through development of cognition of light), to sati and sampaja¤¤a (by contemplating 
the arising and passing away of feelings, cognitions, and thoughts), and to the destruction of the influxes (by contemplating 
the arising and passing away of the five aggregates). 
237 A IV 300: kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã … ayaü samàdhi evaü bhàvito…  
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the discourses equate right concentration with the four absorptions (jhànas).238 This is of con-
siderable importance, since ‘right concentration' is a prerequisite for awakening. Taking this 
definition literally, the development of ‘right' concentration requires the ability to attain all four 
absorptions. However, several discourses allow for full awakening based ‘only' on the ability to 
attain the first absorption.239 This suggests that even the first absorption may be sufficient in 
terms of concentrative ability for enabling the breakthrough to full awakening.240 
 In the Mahàcattàrãsaka Sutta and in several other discourses another definition of right 
concentration can be found, a definition which does not mention the absorptions at all.241 The 
importance of the Mahàcattàrãsaka Sutta for the present discussion is further highlighted in the 
preamble to the discourse, which states the topic to be a teaching on right concentration.242 The 
definition of right concentration given here speaks of unification of the mind (cittassekaggatà) in 
interdependence with the other seven path-factors.243 That is, in order for unification of the 
mind to become ‘right' concentration it needs to be contextualised within the noble eightfold 
path scheme.244 Definitions of right concentration that do not mention absorption attainment 
can also be found in the Abhidhamma and the commentaries.245 
 Thus the decisive factor that qualifies concentration as ‘right' is not just a question of the 
depth of concentration achieved, but is concerned with the purpose for which concentration is 
employed. In particular, the presence of the path-factor right view is indispensable.246 By way of 
contrast, the Buddha's former teachers, âlàra Kàlàma and Udaka Ràmaputta, despite their 
deep concentration attainments, were not endowed with ‘right concentration' due to the ab-
sence of right view. This goes to show that the ability to attain absorption in itself does not yet 
constitute the fulfillment of the path factor of right concentration. 
 A similar nuance underlies the qualification sammà, which literally means ‘together-
ness', or to be ‘connected in one'.247 Thus to speak of the four absorptions or of unification of the 
mind as ‘right concentration' does not simply mean that these are ‘right' and all else is ‘wrong', 
but rather points to the need of incorporating the development of concentration into the noble 
eightfold path. This refers in particular to the understanding that clinging to, craving for, and 

                                                           
238 D II 313: pañhamaü jhànaü … catutthaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati. Ayaü vuccati sammàsamàdhi. 
239 A IV 422: pañhamam pàhaü jhànaü nissàya àsavànaü khayaü vadàmi; cf. also M I 350, M I 435, and A V 343. 
240 All four jhànas are needed only for the tevijjà (threefold higher knowledge) approach to realisation, cf. e.g. M I 
357. In fact S I 191 reports that, of a substantial congregation of arahants, two out of each three had neither tevijjà, 
nor abhi¤¤à (supernormal knowledge) nor immaterial attainments. If all arahants possessed the fourth jhàna, one 
would expect a much higher percentage of them to have used this in order to develop one or the other of these at-
tainments. However Perera: "Stages of Purity", p 210, considers attainment of all four jhànas a necessary condition 
for awakening. 
241 D II 217, M III 71, S V 21, cf. also D III 252 and A IV 40. 
242 M III 71: ariyaü vo, bhikkhave, sammàsamàdhiü desissàmi. 
243 M III 71: sammàdiññhi sammàsaïkappo sammàvàcà sammàkammanto sammà-àjãvo sammàvàyàmo sammàsati … imehi 

satta aïgehi cittassekaggatà parikkhatà, ayaü vuccati … ariyo sammàsamàdhi sa-upaniso iti pi saparikkhàro iti pi. Judging 
from other discourses, to speak of ‘unification of the mind' need not necessarily imply absorption attainment, cf. e.g. A II 14, 
which relates unification of the mind to walking and standing: carato … ñhitassa … cittaü ekaggaü, or A III 174, where 
unification of the mind occurs while listening to the Dhamma: avikkhittacitto dhammaü suõàti ekaggacitto yoniso ca 
manasikaroti. Other ways of defining ‘right concentration' can also be found at e.g. M III 289, where rightly understanding 
the six senses leads to: yo yathàbhåtassa samàdhi, svàssa hoti sammàsamàdhi; or at S I 48 where ‘rightly concentrating' is 
presented as a result of establishing sati: ye satiü paccalatthaüsu, sammà te susamàhita; and at A III 27: paccavekkhaõà-
nimittaü suggahitaü hoti … suppañividdhaü pa¤¤àya. Ariyassa pa¤caïgikassa sammàsamàdhissa ayaü pa¤camà bhàvanà. 
244 Cf. also Ba Khin: View to Nibbàna, p 69: "right concentration cannot be achieved unless there is right effort and right 
mindfulness"; Buddhadàsa: Ânàpànasati, p 36: "'a wholesome mind steadily fixed on an object' … the term ‘wholesome' is 
much more important than ‘steadily fixed'… the motives for practising concentration must be pure … must be based on 
insight and right view"; and Weeraratne: "Eight-fold-Path", p 45: "right concentration … is the one pointedness of mind 
achieved through cultivating the preceding seven stages of the path" (as a trsl. of M III 71). 
245 Vibh 107 defines right concentration simply as cittassa ñhiti, steadfastness of the mind (in the Abhidhammabhàjanãya; 
the Suttantabhàjanãya at Vibh 106, however, enumerates the four jhànas). Vism 510 also speaks only of unification of the 
mind: cittekaggatà sammàsamàdhi nàma. 
246 A III 423: sammàdiññhiü aparipåretvà sammàsamàdhiü paripåressatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati. 
247 Cf. Monier-Williams: Dictionary, p 1181, who translates the corresponding Sanskrit term samyak with "complete", 
"entire", and "whole." Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 655, has "towards one point." On the inappropriateness of translating 
sammà as ‘right' comments Gruber: Vipassanà, p 190. 
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developing views about absorption attainment will lead to the arising of dukkha.  
 Such a stipulation is not without practical relevance, since although the experience of 
absorption is a powerful tool to diminish craving and attachment in regard to the five senses, it 
all too easily lends itself to stimulating craving and attachment to these sublime mind-door ex-
periences. Yet, only concentration untainted by craving contributes towards the eradication of 
dukkha. It is this quality, and not just the depth of concentration achieved, that turns a concen-
trative attainment into right concentration.  
 To sum up: to speak of ‘right concentration' is not only a question of being able to attain 
absorption, since the decisive criterion for describing concentration as ‘right' is whether it is 
developed in conjunction with the other factors of the noble eightfold path. 
 The word ‘jhàna' (absorption) is derived from the verb jhàyati ‘to meditate'.248 Although 
jhàna usually refers to the attainment of deep absorption, the word occasionally retains its origi-
nal meaning of ‘meditation'. The Gopakamoggallàna Sutta, for example, mentions a form of 
jhàna in which the hindrances still obsess the mind.249 Such ‘jhàna' does not qualify as a 
meditative absorption, since it is the absence of the hindrances that characterises true ab-
sorption.  
 To bring out the practical implications of such a true state of absorption, I will now 
briefly examine the first absorption.  
 Two of the mental factors characteristic of the first absorption, initial mental application 
(vitakka) and sustained mental application (vicàra),250 have been differently interpreted. As 
‘vitakka', initial mental application, is etymologically related to ‘takka', which denotes thought 
and logical reasoning, several scholars conclude that conceptual thought continues in the first 
stage of absorption.251 Some discourses appear to support this, since they refer to the second 
absorption as the ‘cessation of wholesome intentions', or as a state of ‘noble silence'.252  
 This point is of considerable relevance for an understanding of absorption. The issue at 
stake, simply stated, is whether the first absorption is a deep state of concentration,achieved 
only after a prolonged period of practice and seclusion, or a stage of relaxed happy reflection 
within easy reach of anyone and without much need for meditative proficiency.  
 The latter assumption stands in contradiction to the commentarial presentation, which 
describe in detail the stages of development prior to absorption. These sources indicate that to 
attain the first absorption a considerable amount of meditative development is required.253 Al-
though references to this preliminary development appear only obliquely in the discourses, in 

                                                           
248 The relation between the two appears on several occasions, e.g. at D II 239: jhànaü jhàyi; D II 265 and Sn 1009: jhàyã 
jhànaratà; M I 243: jhànaü jhàyeyyaü; Dhp 372: natthi jhànaü apa¤¤assa, pa¤¤à natthi ajhàyato; Thã 401: 
jhànajjhàyanaratàyo. 
249 M III 14: idha ekacco kàmaràgapariyuññhitena cetasà viharati … so kàmaràgaü yeva antaraü karitvà jhàyati pajjhàyati 

nijjhàyati apajjhàyati … byàpàdaü … thãnamiddhaü … uddhaccakukkuccaü … vicikicchaü … evaråpaü Bhagavà jhànaü na 

vaõõesi. Another example is the injunction aniràkatajjhàna, to ‘not neglect jhàna', which at M I 33 and It 39 occurs together 
with cetosamatham-anuyuttà (devoted to mental tranquility) and vipassanàya samannàgatà (endowed with insight), 
probably including both in the general sense of ‘meditation'. Similarly the frequent exhortation jhàyatha bhikkhave (e.g. at M 
I 46), which is better rendered ‘meditate monks', than ‘attain absorption monks'. Or else the expression arittajjhàno, ‘not 
lacking jhàna', which at A I 39-43 is combined with several meditation practices that do not in themselves yield absorption 
attainment, such as satipaññhàna, aniccasa¤¤à (cognition of impermanence), or the six recollections. The most common use 
of jhàna in the discourses, however, refers to absorption, this kind of usage being easily recognisable by the circumstance 
that absorption jhàna is usually classified as ‘first', ‘second', etc. (except for A V 133, where jhàna is at first used 
unspecified, but at the conclusion of the discourse this jhàna is shown to be the first level of absorption). 
250 E.g. D I 73: savitakkaü savicàraü vivekajaü pãtisukhaü pañhamaü jhànaü. Several discourses also mention a level of 
absorption without vitakka but with vicàra (D III 219, 274, M III 162, S IV 360, 363, and A IV 300). The resulting fivefold 
form of presenting the jhànas became more prominent in the Abhidhamma (explained in detail at As 179). Stuart-Fox: 
"Jhàna", p 92, points out that some of the above quoted occurrences are missing from the corresponding Chinese editions. 
251 Barnes: "Deliverance", p 257; Bucknell: "Reinterpreting the Jhànas", p 397; Kalupahana: Buddhist Philosophy, p 35; Ott: 
"Satipaññhàna", p 348; and Stuart-Fox: "Jhàna", p 94. 
252 M II 28: dutiyajjhànaü … kusalà saïkappà aparisesà nirujjhanti; S II 273: dutiyaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati, ayaü 
vuccati ariyo tuõhãbhàvo; compare also Th 650 and 999: avitakkaü samàpanno … ariyena tuõhibhàvena (comy Th-a II 274 
identifies this as second jhàna, but Th-a III 102 speaks of the fourth jhàna). 
253 Cf. e.g. Vism 125 on the development of the pañibhàganimitta; and Vism 285 on the development of absorption based on 
the ànàpànasatinimitta. 
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one instance at least, the Upakkilesa Sutta, the Buddha gave a detailed account of his own 
struggle to attain the first absorption.254 This passage leaves no doubt that the Buddha himself 
encountered considerable difficulty when he attempted to attain the first absorption, even 
though in his early youth he had already once experienced absorption.255 
 The Upakkilesa Sutta is addressed to Anuruddha and a group of monks who evidently 
were in similar difficulties. On another occasion the Buddha had to assist Moggallàna to attain 
the first absorption.256 It is noteworthy that Anuruddha and Moggallàna, who both later excelled 
all other disciples with their concentrative powers,257 needed the Buddha's personal inter-
vention to attain ‘merely' the first absorption. These examples suggest that the attainment of 
the first absorption requires a considerable degree of meditative proficiency. 
 According to the discourses, one who has entered the first absorption is no longer able 
to speak.258 This would not apply if the first absorption were merely a state of calm mental 
reflection. Not only speech, but also hearing does not occur during the deeper stages of absorp-
tion, in fact sound is a major obstacle for attaining the first absorption.259 The experience of the 
first absorption is an ‘unworldly' experience,260 it constitutes another world in the psychological 
and the cosmological sense.261 To attain the first absorption is to reach a ‘superbly 
extraordinary state'.262 Already the first absorption ‘blindfolds' Màra, since on entering this 
state one goes beyond the range of Màra's vision.263  
 These passages support an understanding of the first absorption as a deeply absorbed 
state of mind, beyond mere reflection and conceptual thought. It is therefore reasonable to sup-
pose that, as absorption-factors, initial mental application (vitakka) and sustained mental appli-
cation (vicàra) do not imply full-fledged thinking activity. Rather, they refer to the initial and 
sustained application of attention. Such application of attention can also take place in the do-
main of thought or verbal communication, when initial mental application directs the mind to-
wards what is to be thought or said, while sustained mental application maintains the coherence 
of a particular sequence of thoughts or words. In the context of absorption, however, this same 
activity is nothing more than an intentional deployment of attention, directed towards the object 

                                                           
254 M III 162, where only after having consecutively overcome a whole series of upakkilesas (quoted in chapter IX footnote 
73) he was able to attain the first jhàna: so … ahaü savitakkam-pi savicàraü samàdhiü bhàvesiü. Cf. also A IV 439, which 
reports his struggle to overcome sensuality in order to be able to develop jhàna. 
255 M I 246. One could presume that this experience was due to samatha practice in a previous life, but that his ability to 
attain the first jhàna was then lost during his adolescence and later sensual indulgence as a prince, so that he had to develop 
it anew. 
256 S IV 263. 
257 A I 23: etad-aggaü mama sàvakànaü bhikkhånaü iddhimantànaü yadidaü Mahà Moggallàno … dibbacakkhukànaü 

yadidaü Anuruddho. 
258 S IV 217: pañhamaü jhànaü samàpannassa vàcà våpasantà hoti; (same at S IV 220-3). Kv 200 uses this passage to 
oppose the (wrong) view that the jhàna-factors vitakka and vicàra refer to vocal activity. This view arose because of their 
definition as vacãsaïkhàra (verbal formation) at M I 301. 
259 A V 135: pañhamassa jhànassa saddo kaõñako. According to Brahmavaüso: Basic Method, p 29, "while in any jhàna it 
is impossible to … hear a sound from outside or produce any thought." Kv 572 also refutes the view that it is possible to hear 
sound during jhàna attainment. At Vin III 109, some monks accused Moggallàna to have falsely claimed attainment, because 
he had stated that while being in the ‘imperturbable concentration' (i.e. fourth jhàna or an immaterial attainment) he had 
heard sounds. The fact that this led the monks to accuse him of false claims shows that the impossibility of hearing sound 
during deep absorption was generally accepted among the monks. However, the Buddha exonerated Moggallàna, explaining 
that it was possible to hear sound even during such a deep level of jhàna, if the attainment was impure (aparisuddho). Sp II 
513 explains that due to not having fully overcome the obstructions to absorption, Moggallàna's attainment was not stable 
and thus the hearing took place in a moment of instability of the concentration. 
260 A IV 430: pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati, ayaü vuccati ‘bhikkhu lokassa antam-àgamma, lokassa ante viharati' 
(loka being identified with the five kàmaguõas in the same discourse). Another example of the distinct character of the jhànic 
experience is the kind of cognition operating during the first jhàna, which D I 182 calls a ‘subtle but real' cognition: 
sukhumasaccasa¤¤à. This expression indicates the attenuated form of cognition that takes place during absorption, different 
from the way how the ordinary world is cognised. 
261 These are the elements of materiality and immateriality (råpadhàtu and aråpadhàtu at D III 215), corresponding to the 
material and immaterial realms of existence (råpabhava and aråpabhava at S V 56), and different from the element of 
sensuality or the sensual realm (kàmadhàtu and kàmabhava, ibid.). 
262 M I 521: pañhamaü jhànaü … evaråpaü uëàraü visesaü adhigacchati. 
263 M I 159 and 174: bhikkhu … pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati. Ayaü vuccati bhikkhu: andhaü akàsi Màraü, 

apadaü vadhitvà Màracakkhuü, adassanaü gato pàpimato. 
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of concentration.  
 To translate vitakka as ‘initial mental application' finds support in the Mahàcattàrãsaka 
Sutta, which includes ‘directing of the mind' (cetaso abhiniropanà) in a list of synonyms for 
‘right thought', along with vitakka.264 To understand vitakka as application of the mind can also 
claim support from the Abhidhamma and the commentaries, and from numerous modern medi-
tation teachers and scholars.265  
 This way of understanding can also be applied to the above-mentioned ‘cessation of 
wholesome intentions' on attaining the second absorption, a state of ‘noble silence'. Although 
initial mental application as a factor of the first absorption is different from discursive thought, 
nonetheless initial mental application is in this context a kind of ‘intention' and thereby involves 
some subtle degree of deliberate mental activity. Only on entering the second absorption, when 
this last vestige of mental activity is abandoned and concentration has become fully stable,266 
does the mind reach a state of complete inner stillness (‘noble silence') and absence of whole-
some ‘intentions'. Based on the passages considered so far, it seems reasonable to suppose that 
‘absorption' (jhàna) refers to profound experiences of deep concentration, achieved after hav-
ing developed a considerable degree of meditative proficiency. 

 IV.3) Absorption and Realisation 

 Countless discourses recommend the development of concentration as an essential fac-
tor for ‘knowing things as they really are'.267 Concentration is a requirement for full awak-
ening,268 and this concentration has to be ‘right concentration'.269 These specifications recom-
mend absorption concentration as a requisite for full awakening. However, the question may be 
asked if the same is also required for stream-entry. Although due to the powerful impact of 
experiencing Nibbàna at stream-entry the concentrative unification of one's mind (cit-
tassekaggatà) will momentarily reach a level comparable to absorption, how far does this re-
quire the previous development of absorption with a tranquility object of meditation?270  
 The qualities listed in the discourses as essential for the realisation of stream-entry do 
not stipulate the ability to attain absorption.271 Nor are such abilities mentioned in the descrip-
tions of the qualities that are characteristic of a stream-enterer subsequent to realisation.272  
                                                           
264 M III 73: takko vitakko saïkappo appanàvyappanà cetaso abhiniropanà vàcàsaïkhàro, ayaü sammàsaïkappo. 
265 Cetaso abhiniropanà occurs at Vibh 257 in a definition of vitakka; similarly at Vism 142: vitakko … cittassa abhiniro-

panalakkhaõo. Similar understandings of vitakka can be found in Ayya Khema: Buddhism for the West, p 115; Bodhi: 
Connected Discourses, p 52, and Manual of Abhidhamma, p 82; Chah: Food for the Heart, p 53; Cousins: "Stages of 
Samàdhi", p 153; Eden: "Jhànàs", p 89; Goenka: Satipaññhàna, p 93; Ledi: Philosophy of Relations, p 52; Pa Auk: Knowing 
and Seeing, p 17; Rhys Davids: Psychological Ethics, p 8 n 1; Shwe: Controversy, p 238 n 1; Stcherbatsky: Central 
Conception, p 104; and Sujãva: "Access & Fixed Concentration", p 10. 
266 Indicated in the standard descriptions of the second jhàna by qualifying the pãtisukha experienced to be samàdhija, born 
of concentration, and by the expression cetasa ekodibhàva, singleness of mind (e.g. at D I 74). 
267 E.g. at S IV 80: samàhito bhikkhu yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. 
268 A III 426: so vata bhikkhu na santena samàdhinà na … ekodibhàvàdhigatena … àsavànaü khayà … sacchikatvà 

upasampajja viharissatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati. 
269 A III 19, 200, 360, A IV 99, 336, A V 4-6, and 314: sammàsamàdhimhi asati sammàsamàdhivipannassa hatupanisaü 
hoti yathàbhåta¤àõadassanaü … hatupanisaü hoti vimutti¤àõadassanaü; and A III 423: ‘sammàsamàdhiü apari-
påretvà saüyojanàni pajahissatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati; saüyojanàni appahàya nibbànaü sacchikarissatãti, netaü 
ñhànaü vijjati. It is interesting to note that in most of these cases the absence of sammàsamàdhi is related to a lack 
of sãla (ethical conduct), so that in the reverse case one gets (e.g. A III 20): sãla sati sãlasampannassa upanisasam-
panno hoti sammàsamàdhi, i.e. the ‘rightness' of concentration is the outcome of ethical conduct (viz. factors three, 
four, and five of the noble eightfold path). This brings to mind the alternative definition discussed above of sammà-
samàdhi as unification of the mind in interrelation with the other path-factors, (this is further supported by the use of 
‘upanisà' here, which echoes the ‘sa-upanisà' used in the definition of right concentration as unification of the mind). 
270 The distinction drawn here is concerned with what the commentaries refer to as ‘supramundane' (lokuttara) and as 
‘mundane' (lokiya) concentration; cf. the definition given at Vism 85: tãsu bhåmãsu kusalacittekaggatà lokiyo samàdhi. 
Ariyamaggasampayuttà ekaggatà lokuttaro samàdhi. 
271 S V 410: cattàro dhammà bhàvità bahulãkatà sotàpattiphalasacchikiriyàya saüvattanti … sappurisasaüsevo, saddham-

masavanaü, yonisomanasikàro, dhammànudhammapañipatti. (S II 18 explains the last: avijjàya ce bhikkhu nibbidàya 
viràgàya nirodhàya pañipanno hoti, ‘dhammànudhammapañipanno bhikkhå'-ti); cf. also M I 323. 
272 One would expect this ability to be mentioned among the cattàri sotàpattiyaïgàni, representing four characteristic 
qualities of a stream-enterer, which however are confined to aveccapasàda (perfect confidence) in the Buddha, Dhamma, and 
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 What, according to the discourses, is a necessary condition for being able to gain 
stream-entry is a state of mind completely free from the five hindrances.273 Although a conven-
ient way for removing the hindrances is the development of absorption, yet this is not the only 
way to remove them. According to a discourse in the Itivuttaka, the hindrances can also be 
removed and the mind become concentrated even during walking meditation, a posture not 
suitable for attaining absorption.274 The hindrances can also be temporarily absent while one is 
listening to the Dhamma.275  
 This alternative is corroborated by a fair number of the reports of the stream-entry at-
tainments recorded in the discourses, where the person in question may not have meditated at 
all in this life, much less be able to attain absorption.276 Yet, these reports invariably mention 
the removal of the hindrances previous to the arising of insight.277 In all these instances, the 
hindrances are removed as a result of  attentively listening to the gradual instructions given by 
the Buddha.  
 In fact, a substantial number of well-known modern meditation teachers base their 
teachings on the dispensability of absorption abilities for the realisation of stream-entry.278 Thus 
it seems as if for the mind to become momentarily ‘absorbed' in the experience of Nibbàna at 
stream-entry, the ability to attain mundane absorption may not be a necessary requirement. 
 This situation becomes even clearer when the next stage of awakening is considered, 
the once-returner. Once-returners are so called because they will be reborn once again in ‘this 
world' (i.e. the kàmaloka).279 On the other hand, those who have developed the ability of attain-
ing absorption at will, and have not lost this ability, are not going to return to ‘this world' in their 
next life.280 They will be reborn in a higher heavenly sphere (i.e. the råpaloka or the aråpaloka). 
This certainly does not imply that a stream-enterer or a once-returner cannot have absorption 
attainments. But if they were all absorption attainers, the very concept of a ‘once-returner' 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Saïgha, together with firm ethical conduct. At S V 357 the Buddha mentioned these four as: dhammàdàso dhammapariyàyo, 
yena samannàgato ariyasàvako àkaïkhamàno attanà va attànaü vyàkareyya … sotàpannoham-asmi. 
273 A III 63: so vata bhikkhu ime pa¤ca … nãvaraõe … appahàya … uttariü và manussadhammà alam-ariya¤àõadassanavi-

sesaü sacchikarissatãti, netaü ñhàõaü vijjati. Cf. also M I 323, which mentions several qualities needed for stream-entry, 
among them not being ‘obsessed by the hindrances'. 
274 It 118: carato bhikkhuno abhijjhà vigatà hoti, vyàpàdo vigato hoti, thãnamiddhaü vigataü hoti, uddhaccakukkuccaü vi-
gataü hoti, vicikicchà pahãnà hoti … samàhitaü cittaü ekaggaü. 
275 S V 95: yasmiü samaye ariyasàvako aññhiü katvà manasikatvà sabbacetaso samannàharitvà ohitasoto dhammaü suõàti, 
imassa pa¤ca nãvaraõà tasmiü samaye na honti. 
276 D I 110 and 148 feature rich Brahmins, whose busy life-style as administrators of a royal domain would not be 
particularly conducive to the development of jhàna, yet each of them realised stream-entry while hearing a discourse of the 
Buddha. M I 380 and A IV 186 report the stream-entries of stout followers of the Jains during a discourse of the Buddha 
(considering that the leader of the Jains, according to S IV 298, even doubted the existence of the second jhàna, one may 
well suppose that jhànic abilities are improbable in the case of his followers; this impression is born out by the account given 
in Tatia: Jaina Philosophy, pp 281-293). At A IV 213 a drunken layman, sobered up through the impact of meeting the 
Buddha for the first time, realised stream-entry during a gradual discourse given at that same first meeting. Ud 49 has a leper, 
described as a poor, pitiable, and wretched person, similarly realising stream-entry during a discourse of the Buddha. This 
leper had actually mistaken the crowd listening to the Buddha for being assembled for a free food distribution and had only 
approached it in the hope of getting a meal. Finally, according to Vin II 192,  several hired killers, one of whom even had the 
mission of killing the Buddha himself, all became stream-enterers instead of completing their mission, after hearing a gradual 
discourse by the Buddha. In all these cases it is not very probable that the persons realising stream-entry were involved in the 
regular practice of meditation and in the possession of jhànic attainments. 
277 All above quoted instances mention the ‘vinãvaraõacitta'. 
278 Cf. Visuddhacara: "Vipassanà & Jhàna", who gives a convenient overview of statements by several well-known medi-
tation teachers on the issue. 
279 M I 226: sakadàgàmino sakid-eva imaü lokaü àgantvà dukkhassantaü karissati. The fact that once-returners do return to 
‘this world' is documented e.g. at A III 348 and A V 138, where once-returners are reborn in the Tusita heaven, a lower 
celestial realm far inferior to those planes of existence corresponding to absorption attainment. Similarly, according to A IV 
380, the more advanced types of stream-enterers, the eka-bãjiü and the kolaïkola, will be reborn as human beings, a level of 
rebirth even further removed from the planes of existence to be gained through aborption abilities. 
280 A II 126: pañhamajjhànaü … tabbahulavihàrã aparihãno kàlaü kurumàno brahmakàyikànaü devànaü sahavyataü 

upapajjati; with the only distinction that a puthujjana (worldling) will after some time be reborn in lower realms again, while 
an ariya (noble one) will proceed from there to final Nibbàna. (This passage does not only refer to someone who is in the 
actual attainment at the time of death, but to anyone who possesses the ability to attain jhàna). A similar passage can be 
found at A I 267 concerning aråpa (immaterial) attainments and rebirth and at A II 129 regarding the brahmavihàras (divine 
abodes) and rebirth. 
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would be superfluous, since not a single once-returner would ever return ‘to this world'. 
 According to the discourses, the difference between the realisations of once-return and 
non-return is related to differing levels of concentrative ability. Several passages point out that 
the once-returner, in contrast to the non-returner, has not yet fulfilled the development of con-
centration.281 Judging from this, the attainment of absorption might be of relevance for the reali-
sation of non-return. In fact, several discourses relate the progress twords the higher two stages 
of the path, non-return and arahant-ship, to having had the experience of the first or higher 
absorptions.282 The reason for this could be that the insightful contemplation of meditative 
absorption fulfils an important role in overcoming and completely eradicating the last traces of 
desire, and thereby facilitates the breakthrough to non-return or full awakening.283  
 The concluding passage of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, the ‘prediction', appears at first sight 
to contradict this, since it predicts the realisation of full awakening or non-return for successful 
satipaññhàna practice.284 This could be taken to imply that absorption abilities can be dispensed 
with even for the higher stages of awakening. However, such assumptions need to be weighed 
against other evidence in the discourses, where the need for at least the first absorption is clear-
ly and explicitly stated.285 Although absorption abilities are not directly mentioned in the Sati-
paññhàna Sutta, the general picture provided by the discourses suggests that the ability to attain 
at least the first absorption is required for the higher two stages of awakening. Otherwise it 
would be difficult to understand why the Buddha mentioned absorption as part of the noble 
eightfold part leading to full awakening. 
 Concerning the concluding passage of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, it needs to be taken into 
consideration that it is concerned with the fruits of the practice, not with the need for a particu-
lar level of concentration as a prerequisite for realisation. The fact that it mentions only the 
higher two fruits of realisation highlights the potential of proper practice. The same holds true 
for a group of twenty discourses in the Bojjhaïga Saüyutta, which relate a broad variety of 
meditation practices to these two higher realisations.286 These instances, too, do not bear any 
relation to the presence or absence of absorption abilities, but rather call attention to the poten-
tial of the respective meditation practices. Moreover, the Chinese versions in the Madhyama 
âgama and the Ekottara âgama both mention absorption attainment as part of their expositions 
on satipaññhàna.287 This suggests that for satipaññhàna to unfold its full potential of leading to 
non-return or full awakening the development of absorption seems to be required. 
 Another term relevant to the present topic is ‘purification of mind' (cittavisuddhi). This 
                                                           
281 According to A IV 380 the once-returner, in contrast to the non-returner, has not perfected/completed samàdhi: ekacco 
puggalo sãlesu paripårakàrã hoti samàdhismiü paripårakàrã, pa¤¤àya na paripårakàrã. So pa¤cannaü orambhàgiyànaü 

saüyojanànaü parikkhayà antaràparinibbàyã hoti … ekacco puggalo sãlesu paripårakàrã hoti samàdhismiü na 
paripårakàrã, pa¤¤àya na paripårakàri. So tiõõaü saüyojanànaü parikkhayà ràgadosamohànaü tanuttà sakadàgàmã hoti. 
A similar passage can be found at A I 232 and 233: idha bhikkhu sãlesu paripårakàrã hoti samàdhismiü mattaso kàrã 
pa¤¤àya mattaso kàrã … so sakadàgàmã hoti … idha bhikkhu sãlesu paripårakàrã hoti samàdhismiü paripårakàrã pa¤¤àya 

mattaso kàrã … so pa¤cannaü orambhàgiyànaü saüyojanànaü parikkhayà … (The expression adhicittasikkhà, used in the 
introductory passage to A I 232 and in the above quote referred to with samàdhi is explained at A I 235 as jhàna attainment). 
Cf. also Dhammavuddho: Samatha and Vipassanà, p 29; and ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 372. 
282 E.g. M I 350 and A V 343: idha bhikkhu … pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati … tattha ñhito àsavànaü khayaü 

pàpuõàti … no ce àsavànaü khayaü pàpuõàti … pa¤cannaü orambhàgiyànaü saüyojanànaü parikkhayà opapàtiko hoti 

tattha parinibbàyã (the same is then repeated for the higher jhànas and the practice of the brahmavihàras). More explicit is 
M I 434-435 (full quote in footnote 69 below) which clearly stipulates the attainment of jhàna as a necessity for the two 
higher stages of awakening. Similarly A IV 422: pañhamam pàhaü jhànaü nissàya àsavànaü khayaü vadàmi … pa¤cannaü 

orambhàgiyànaü saüyojanànaü parikkhayà (same repeated for the other jhànas). 
283 At A II 128 the insightful contemplation of absorption leads to non-return (rebirth in Suddhàvàsa). Compare also M I 91 
where Mahànàma, who according to the comy (Ps II 61) was a once-returner, was advised by the Buddha to develop jhàna 
for further progress on the path.  
284 M I 62: yo hi koci … ime cattàro satipaññhàne evaü bhàveyya … tassa dvinnaü phalànaü a¤¤ataraü phalaü pàñikaïkhaü 

- diññhe va dhamme a¤¤à, sati và upàdisese anàgàmità. 
285 M I 434: yo maggo yà pañipadà pa¤cannaü orambhàgiyànaü saüyojanànaü pahànàya taü maggaü taü pañipadaü 
anàgamma pa¤corambhàgiyàni saüyojanàni … pajahissati - netaü ñhànaü vijjati, M I 435: katamo maggo katamà pañipadà 
pa¤cannaü orambhàgiyànaü saüyojanànaü pahànàya?… pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja …  
286 S V 129-133. 
287 In the Madhyama âgama as part of the body contemplations, and in the Ekottara âgama as part of the contemplations of 
dhammas (in Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, pp 89, and 90; and Nhat Hanh: Transformation, pp 154, and 176). 
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expression occurs in the Rathavinãta Sutta, which enumerates a series of seven successive 
stages of purification.288 The discourse compares each stage of purification to a single chariot in 
a relay of chariots connecting two locations. In this sequence, purification of mind occupies the 
second position between the preceding purification of ethical conduct and the subsequent puri-
fication of view. The fact that purification of mind precedes purification of view is sometimes 
taken to imply that absorption is a necessary basis for realisation.289  
 On considering this passage, however, it needs to be pointed out that the question lead-
ing to the chariot simile was not at all concerned with necessary conditions for realisation. 
Rather, the topic discussed in the Rathavinãta Sutta was the aim of living the life of a monk or 
nun in the early Buddhist monastic community. The point was that each purification, though a 
necessary step on the path, falls short of the final goal. To illustrate this, the chariot simile was 
introduced. The need to move beyond different stages of purification in order to reach the final 
goal is in fact a recurrent theme in the discourses.290  
 Although the chariot simile in the Rathavinãta Sutta does imply a conditional relation-
ship between the various stages mentioned, to take this as stipulating that absorption must be 
attained before turning to the development of insight pushes this simile too far. Such a literal 
interpretation needs to regard the establishment of ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom 
as a matter of strict linear sequence, whereas in practical reality these three have a symbiotic 
character, each enhancing and supporting the other. This is illustrated in the Soõadaõóa Sutta, 
which compares the mutual interrelatedness of ethics and wisdom to two hands washing each 
other.291  
 Besides, according to a discourse in the Aïguttara Nikàya it is impossible to purify con-
centration (viz. ‘purification of the mind') without having first purified right view (viz. ‘purifica-
tion of view').292 This statement proposes exactly the reverse sequence to the Rathavinãta Sutta, 
where purification of the mind preceded purification of view. 
 In fact, the discourses depict a variety of approaches to final realisation. A passage in the 
Aïgutta Nikàya, for example, describes a practitioner who is able to gain deep wisdom, though 
lacking proficiency in concentration.293 Another discourse in the same Nikàya speaks of two 
alternative approaches to full realisation: the pleasant approach by way of absorption, and the 
much less pleasant approach by way of contemplating the repulsiveness of the body.294 In addi-
tion, the Yuganaddha Sutta (in the same Aïguttara Nikàya) documents that realisation can be 
gained by developing either concentration or insight first and then practising the other, or else 
both can be developed together.295 This discourse clearly shows that, although some practitio-

                                                           
288 M I 149: sãlavisuddhi yàvad-eva cittavisuddhatthà … diññhivisuddhatthà … kaïkhàvitaraõavisuddhatthà … maggàmag-
ga¤àõadassanavisuddhatthà … pañipadà¤àõadassanavisuddhatthà … ¤àõadassanavisuddhatthà … anupàdà parinib-

bànatthà. Anupàdà parinibbànatthaü … Bhagavati brahmacariyaü vussati. This particular ‘path'-scheme forms the 
underlying structure of the Visuddhimagga. It has also been compared to other religious traditions by Brown: "Meditation in 
Cross-Cultural Perspective", who relates it to path descriptions in the Mahàmudra and the Yoga-Såtras, and by Cousins: 
"Buddhist Purification", who compares it to St. Teresa's ‘Interior Castle'. 
289 Possibly based on A II 195, where cittapàrisuddhi (purity of mind) is related to attaining the four jhànas. The need for 
absorption abilities as a necessary basis for realisation is maintained by Kheminda: Buddhist Meditation, p 14. 
290 Cf. e.g. M I 197 and 204: nayidaü brahmacariyaü … sãlasampadànisaüsaü, na samàdhisampadànisaüsaü, na ¤àõadas-
sanànisaüsaü. Yà ca kho ayaü akuppà cetovimutti - etad-attham … brahmacariyaü, etaü sàraü etaü pariyosànan-ti. 
291 D I 124: seyyathàpi hatthena và hatthaü dhopeyya, pàdena và pàdaü dhopeyya, evam-eva … sãlaparidhotà pa¤¤à, 

pa¤¤àparidhotaü sãlaü, yattha sãlaü tattha pa¤¤à, yattha pa¤¤à tattha sãlaü, sãlavato pa¤¤à, pa¤¤avato sãlaü. Cf. also 
Chah: Key to Liberation, p 9; and Goleman: Buddha on Meditation, p 6. 
292 A III 15 and 423: sammàdiññhiü aparipåretvà sammàsamàdhiü paripåressatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati. 
293 A II 92-4, and A V 99: puggalo làbhã adhipa¤¤àdhammavipassanàya na làbhã ajjhattaü cetosamathassa. 
294 A II 150: dukkhà pañipadà … bhikkhu asubhànupassã kàye viharati … so pàpuõàti àsavànaü khayàya … sukhà pañi-

padà … bhikkhu … pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati … so pàpuõàti àsavànaü khayàya. 
295 A II 157: yo hi koci … arahatta pattiü vyàkaroti, sabbo so catuhi aïgehi etesaü và a¤¤atarena … Idha bhikkhu 

samathapubbaïgamaü vipassanaü bhàveti, tassa samathapubbaïgamaü vipassanaü bhàvayato maggo sa¤jàyati … anusayà 

vyantãhonti … bhikkhu vipassanàpubbaïgamaü samathaü bhàveti … anusayà vyantãhonti. … bhikkhu samathavipassanaü 

yuganaddhaü bhàveti … anusayà vyantãhonti … bhikkhuno dhammuddhaccaviggahãtamanà hoti, so … samayo yan-taü 

cittaü ajjhattaü yeva santiññhati sannisãdati ekodihoti samàdhiyati, tassa maggo sa¤jàyati. So taü maggaü àsevati bhàveti 

bahulãkaroti. Tassa taü maggaü àsevato bhàvayato bahulãkaroto sa¤¤ojanàni pahãyanti, anusayà vyantãhonti. Cf. also 
Tatia: "Samatha and Vipassanà", p 89. 
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ners will build up concentration first and then turn to insight, others can follow the reverse 
procedure. It would do little justice to these passages if one were to limit the approach to reali-
sation to only one of these sequences, presuming that the development of concentration invaria-
bly has to precede the development of wisdom. 

 IV.4) The Contribution of Absorption to the Progress of Insight 
 In many discourses the Buddha pointed out that the cultivation of absorption is particu-
larly conducive to realisation.296 The development of deep concentration leads to a high degree 
of mastery over the mind.297 Not only does absorption attainment entail the temporary removal 
of the hindrances, but it also makes it much more difficult for them to invade the mind on later 
occasions.298 On emerging from deep concentration the mind is ‘malleable', ‘workable' and 
‘steady',299 so that one can easily direct it to seeing things ‘as they truly are'. Not only that, but 
when things are seen as they truly are by a calm and malleable mind, this vision affects the 
deeper layers of the mind. Such a vision goes far beyond a superficial intellectual appreciation, 
because, due to the receptivity and malleability of the mind, insights will be able to penetrate 
into the deeper regions of the mind and thereby bring about inner change. 
 The advantages of developing absorption concentration are not confined to providing a 
stable and receptive state of mind for the practice of insight meditation. The experience of ab-
sorption is one of intense pleasure and happiness, brought about by purely mental means, 
which thereby automatically eclipses any pleasure arising in dependence on material objects. 
Thus absorption functions as a powerful antidote for sensual desires, by divesting them of their 
former attraction.300 In fact, according to the Cåëadukkhakkhandha Sutta wisdom alone does not 
suffice to overcome sensuality, but needs the powerful support available through the experi-
ence of absorption.301 The Buddha himself, during his own quest for awakening, overcame the 
obstruction caused by sensual desires only by developing absorption.302 

                                                           
296 E.g. D III 131: cattàro me sukhallikànuyogà ekantanibbidàya viràgàya nirodhàya … nibbànàya saüvattanti … Idha 

bhikkhu … pañhamajjhànaü … catutthajjhànaü upasampajja viharati, followed by D III 132: ime cattàro sukhallikànuyoge 
anuyuttànaü viharataü cattàri phalàni … pàñikaïkhà … sotàpanno … sakadàgàmã … opapàtiko hoti tattha parinibbàyi … 

àsavànaü khayà. M I 454: bhikkhu vivicceva kàmehi … pañhamaü … catutthaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati, idaü vuccati 
… sambodhasukhaü … bhàvetabbaü bahulãkàtabbaü. S V 308: cattàro jhàne bhàvento … bahulãkaronto nibbànaninno hoti 

nibbànapoõo nibbànapabbhàro. The importance given to jhàna in early Buddhism is documented by Griffith: "Jhàna", p 57, 
and Rhys Davids: "Dhyàna", p 696, both giving an estimate/ overview of occurrences of the term jhàna in the Pàli Nikàyas. 
297 A IV 34: sattahi dhammehi samannàgato bhikkhu cittaü vase vatteti, no ca bhikkhu cittassa vasena vattati. Idha bhikkhu 
samàdhikusalo hoti, samàdhissa samàpattikusalo … samàdhissa ñhitikusalo … samàdhissa vuññhànakusalo … samàdhissa 

kallitakusalo … samàdhissa gocarakusalo … samàdhissa abhinihàrakusalo. 
298 M I 463: vivekaü kàmehi vivekaü akusalehi dhammehi pãtisukhaü nàdhigacchati … tassa abhijjhà pi cittaü pariyàdàya 

tiññhati, byàpàdo pi … thãnamiddham-pi … uddhaccakukkuccam-pi … vicikicchà pi. On the other hand, however, it needs 
to be pointed out that if sensual desire or aversion should nevertheless manage to invade the mind, they may then manifest 
with surprising vehemence, due to the increased ability of the mind to remain undistracted with a single object, even an 
unwholesome one. Illustrative examples of this can be found in several Jàtaka tales (e.g. No 66 at Ja I 305, No 251 at Ja II 
271, and No 431 at Ja III 496) which report previous lives of the bodhisatta as an ascetic who, in spite of being able to attain 
deep levels concentration and possessed of supernormal powers, was nevertheless completely overwhelmed by sensual desire 
on unexpectedly seeing a sparsely dressed woman. 
299 This is the standard description of the mental condition on emerging from the attainment of the fourth jhàna, e.g. D I 75: 
mudubhåte kammaniye ñhite. 
300 At M I 504 the Buddha explained his lack of interest in sensual pleasures: yà hayaü rati a¤¤atreva kàmehi a¤-
¤atra akusalehi dhammehi, api dibbaü sukhaü samadhiggayha tiññhati, tàya ratiyà ramamàno hãnassa na pihemi, na 
tattha abhiramàmi. Cf. also A IV 411: bhikkhu vivicceva kàmehi … pañhamaü jhànaü upasamapajja viharati, ettha 
kàmà nirujjhanti, te ca kàme nirodhetvà nirodhetvà viharanti; and A III 207: yasmiü samaye ariyasàvako pavivekaü 
pãtiü upasampajja viharati … yam pissa kàmåpasaühitaü dukkhaü domanassaü … yam pissa kàmåpasaühitaü 
sukhaü somanassaü, tam pissa tasmiü samaye na hoti. In short: A I 61: samatho … bhàvito kam-attham anubhoti? … 
Yo ràgo so pahãyati. Conze: Buddhism, p 100: "It is the inevitable result of the habitual practice of trance that the 
things of our common-sense world appear delusive, deceptive, remote and dreamlike." Cf. also Debes: "Satipañ-
ñhàna", pp 164-168, and van Zeyst: "Concentration and Meditation", p 39. 
301 M I 91: appassàdà kàmà bahudukkhà … ariyasàvakassa yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya sudiññhaü hoti, so ca a¤¤atreva 

kàmehi a¤¤atra akusalehi dhammehi pãtisukhaü nàdhigacchati, a¤¤aü và tato santataraü, atha kho so neva tàva anàvaññã 

kàmesu hoti. Ps II 62 identifies pa¤¤àya as vipassanàpa¤¤àya and pãtisukha as attainment of the first or second jhàna. 
302 M I 92: pubbe va sambodhà … appassàdà kàmà bahudukkhà… evam-etaü yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya sudiññhaü 

ahosi, so ca a¤¤atreva kàmehi a¤¤atra akusalehi dhammehi pãtisukhaü nàjjhagamaü … atha kvàhaü neva tàva anàvaññã 
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 Deep concentration also promotes inner stability and integration.303 In this way, the 
experience of deep concentration fulfils an important role in fortifying the ability to withstand 
the destabilising effect of those experiences that may be encountered during advanced stages 
of insight meditation.304 Without a calm and integrated mind, able to withstand the impact of 
such experiences, a practitioner might lose the balanced stance of observation and become 
overwhelmed by fear, anxiety, or depression. The development of mental tranquility thus builds 
up a healthy degree of self-integration as a supportive basis for the development of insight.305 
 Clearly, there are substantial advantages to be gained when the development of insight 
is supported and counterbalanced by the development of tranquility. The experience of higher 
forms of happiness and the concomitant degree of personal integration are benefits which docu-
ment that the development of tranquility offers its own substantial contribution to progress 
along the path. This importance is expressed quite vividly in the discourses with the statement 
that one who has respect for the Buddha and his teaching will automatically hold concentration 
in high regard.306 On the other hand, one who looks down on the development of concentration 
thereby only approves of those who have an unsteady mind.307 
 Nevertheless, it needs to be said that the Buddha was also keenly aware of potential 
shortcomings of deep states of concentration. The attainment of absorption can turn into an ob-
stacle for the path to realisation, if such attainment becomes a cause for pride or an object of at-
tachment.308 The satisfaction and pleasure experienced during absorption, though facilitating 
the giving up of worldly pleasures, tends to make it more difficult to arouse the dissatisfaction 
and disenchantment required for the complete giving up of everything that leads up to realisa-
tion.309 The Màra Saüyutta even reports a casualty of concentration meditation: a monk com-
                                                                                                                                                                                     
kàmesu pacca¤¤àsiü. Cf. also S IV 97 and A IV 439. A IV 56 stresses the importance of overcoming sensual desires for his 
realisation: yàvakãva¤-càhaü … methunasaüyogaü attani appahãnaü samanupassiü, neva tàvàhaü … anuttaraü 

sammàsambodhiü abhisambuddho pacca¤¤àsiü. The Buddha's attainment of absorption took place based on mindfulness of 
breathing (S V 317). His gradual progress through the various levels of absorption is described at M III 162 and A IV 440, 
clearly documenting that by then he no longer had access to the jhànic experience of his early youth. His encounter with 
âlàra Kàlàma and Udaka Ràmaputta would have to be placed after this gradual progress, since without having developed the 
four jhànas he would not have been able to reach any of the immaterial attainments (this need is documented at D III 265, 
where the four jhànas precede the immaterial attainments in a sequence of successive (anupubba) stages of development). Ps 
IV 209, however, assumes that the Buddha developed the four jhànas only during the first watch of the night of his 
awakening. This make little sense in view of the different passages documenting his samatha practice, all of which (including 
his meetings with âlàra Kàlàma and Udaka Ràmaputta) do not fit well into a single night. Other discourses documenting the 
Buddha's samatha practice before his awakening are: A III 82 (development of the iddhipàdas), and A IV 302 (developing 
the concentrative ability to know various aspects of the deva realms). Moreover, according to A IV 448, the Buddha also at-
tained nirodhasamàpatti (cessation) as part of his awakening, a statement which is a little difficult to reconcile with the 
standard accounts of the night of his awakening (cf. M I 22, 248, A IV 176). 
303 According to Alexander: "Buddhist Training", p 139, "the absorption scale corresponds to the chronological path of a 
well-conducted analysis." Cf. also Conze: Buddhist Meditation, p 20. 
304 Ayya Khema: Buddhism for the West, p 140; and Epstein: "Transformations of Narcissism", pp 150-155. 
305 Engler: "Therapeutic Aims", p 17, aptly sums up the need for a well integrated personality as a basis for developing 
insight meditation: "You have to be somebody before you can be nobody." Epstein: Thoughts without a Thinker, p 133, 
(commenting on the insight knowledges) explains: "experiences such as these require an ego, in the psychoanalytic sense, 
that is capable of holding and integrating what would ordinarily be violently destabilizing. One is challenged to experience 
terror without fear and delight without attachment. The work of meditation, in one sense, is the work of developing an ego 
that is flexible, clear and balanced enough to enable one to have such experiences." The supportive role of non-sensual inner 
happiness in case of hardship is documented at Th 351 and 436: pãtisukhena vipulena, pharitvàna samussayaü, låkham-pi 
abhisambhonto, viharissàmi kànane. 
306 A IV 123: so vata bhikkhu satthari sagàravo dhamme sagàravo saïghe sagàravo … samàdhismiü agàravo bhavissatãti, 

netaü ñhànaü vijjati; yo so bhikkhu satthari sagàravo dhamme sagàravo … samàdhismim-pi so sagàravo.  
307 A II 31: sammàsamàdhi¤-ce bhavaü garahati pañikkosati ye ca hi asamàhità vibhantacittà samaõabràhmaõà te bhoto 
pujjà te bhoto pàsaüsà. Cf. also S II 225, where lack of respect for the development of concentration constitutes one of the 
reasons that lead to the disappearance of the true Dhamma. According to Thate: Meditation, p 93: "those who think that 
samàdhi is not necessary are the ones who have not yet reached samàdhi. That's why they cannot see the merit of samàdhi. 
Those who have attained samàdhi will never speak against it." 
308 At M I 194 the Buddha illustrated such pride and attachment to concentration attainments with the example of someone 
who, in search of heartwood, took only the inner bark of a tree, mistaking it to be the heartwood he was looking for. 
309 At A II 165 the Buddha compared attachment to the gratification and bliss experienced during absorption to grasping a 
branch full of resin, because due to such attachment one will lose the inspiration to continue practising for the complete 
giving up of all aspects of one's personality and experience: idha bhikkhu a¤¤ataraü santaü cetovimuttiü upasampajja 
viharati … tassa … sakkàyanirodhe cittaü nappakkhandati nappasãdati na santiññhati na vimuccati. M III 226 refers to 
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mitted suicide, because he had several times failed to stabilise his concentrative attainment.310 
On another occasion, when a monk was mourning his loss of concentration due to physical 
illness, the Buddha dryly commented that such a reaction is characteristic of those who con-
sider concentration the essence of their life and practice. He then instructed the monk to con-
template the impermanent nature of the five aggregates.311  

 IV.5) Tranquility and Insight 
 The central point that emerges, when considering the relationship between tranquility 
and insight, is the need for ‘balance'. In fact, from a practical viewpoint the two cannot really be 
separated, since a concentrated mind supports the development of insight and the presence of 
wisdom in turn facilitates the development of tranquility. Tranquility (samatha) and insight (vi-
passanà) are at their best when developed in skilful co-operation.312  
Considered from this perspective, the controversy over the necessity or dispensability of ab-
sorption abilities for gaining a particular level or realisation is to some extent based on a mis-
leading premise. This controversy takes for granted that the whole purpose of tranquility medi-
tation is to gain the ability to enter absorption as a stepping stone for the development of in-
sight, a sort of preliminary duty that either needs or does not need to be fulfilled. The dis-
courses offer a different perspective. Here tranquility and insight are two complementary as-
pects of mental development. The question of practising only insight meditation does not arise, 
since the important function of tranquility meditation, as a practice in its own right, is never re-
duced to its auxiliary role in the context of insight meditation. 
 This need for both tranquility and insight on the path to realisation leads me on to an-
other issue. Some scholars have understood these two aspects of meditation to represent two 
different paths, possibly even leading to two different goals. They assume that the path of tran-
quility proceeds via the ascending series of absorption to the attainment of cessation of cogni-
tion and feeling (sa¤¤àvedayitanirodha) and therewith to the cessation of passion. In contrast to 
this, the path of insight, often mistaken to be a process of pure intellectual reflection, suppos-
edly leads to a qualitatively different goal, the cessation of ignorance.313 
 A passage from the Aïguttara Nikàya does indeed relate the practice of tranquility to 
the destruction of passion, and the practice of vipassanà to the destruction of ignorance.314 The 
distinction between the two is expressed by the expressions ‘freedom of the mind' (cetovimutti) 
and ‘freedom by wisdom' (pa¤¤àvimutti) respectively. However, in this passage, these two ex-
pressions are not simply equivalent in value relative to realisation. While ‘freedom by wisdom' 
(pa¤¤àvimutti) refers to the realisation of Nibbàna, ‘freedom of the mind' (cetovimutti), unless 
further specified as ‘akuppa' (unshakeable), does not imply the same. ‘Freedom of the mind', 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
such attachment to jhàna experience as ‘getting stuck internally': vivekajapãtisukhassàdagathitaü vivekajapãtisukhas-
sàdavinibaddhaü vivekajapãtisukhassàdasaüyojanasaüyuttaü ajjhattaü cittaü saõñhitan-ti vuccati. Buddhadàsa: "Insight", p 
121, even goes so far as to suggest that "deep concentration is a major obstacle to insight practice." 
310 According to S I 120 the monk Godhika committed suicide, because on six successive occasions he had attained and again 
lost ‘samàyikaü cetovimuttiü', temporary liberation of the mind, which according to Spk I 182 refers to a ‘mundane' 
attainment, i.e. some concentrative attainment. The comy explains that his repeated loss of the attainment was due to illness. 
According to a statement made by the Buddha after the event, Godhika died as an arahant. The comy suggests that his 
realisation took place at the moment of death (cf. also the similar commentarial explanations of the suicide cases of Channa 
at M III 266 or S IV 59, and of Vakkali at S III 123). 
311 S III 125: ye te, Assaji, samaõabràhmaõà samàdhisàrakà samàdhisàma¤¤à tesaü taü samàdhiü appañilabhataü evaü hoti 
- ‘no cassu mayaü parihàyàmà'-ti. Taü kiü ma¤¤asi råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü niccaü và aniccaü và? 
312 A I 61: dve … dhammà vijjàbhàgiyà. Katame dve? Samatho ca vipassanà ca; A I 100: ràgassa … dosassa … mohassa 

pahànàya dve dhammà bhàvetabbà. Katame dve? Samatho ca vipassanà ca; Dhp 372: yamhi jhàna¤-ca pa¤¤à ca, sa ve nib-
bànasantike; Th 584: samathaü anuyu¤jeyya kàlena ca vipassanaü. On the need of balancing both cf. Cousins: "Samatha-
yàna and Vipassanà-yàna", p 65; Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 345; and Maha Boowa: Kammaññhàna, p 86. 
313 Cf. de la Vallee Poussin: "Musãla et Nàrada", p 193; Gombrich: Buddhism, p 110; Griffith: "Concentration or Insight", p 
618, and Being Mindless, p 14; Pande: Origins of Buddhism, p 538; Schmithausen: "Liberating Insight", pp 214-217; and 
Vetter: Meditative Practises, p XXI. Kv 225 confutes a somewhat similar ‘wrong view', involving two types of nirodha 
(cessation). 
314 A I 61: samatho bhàvito … cittaü bhàvãyati, cittaü bhàvitaü … yo ràgo so pahãyati. Vipassanà bhàvità … pa¤¤à 

bhàvãyati, pa¤¤à bhàvità … yà avijjà sà pahãyati … imà ràgaviràgà cetovimutti, avijjàviràgà pa¤¤àvimutti. 
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without such qualification, connotes temporary experiences of mental freedom, such as the at-
tainment of the fourth absorption, or developing the divine abodes (brahmavihàra).315 Thus the 
above passage is presenting not two different approaches to realisation but two aspects of the 
meditative path, one of which is by itself not sufficient to bring realisation.316 
 Another relevant discourse is the Susãma Sutta, which reports various monks declaring 
realisation.317 Since these monks also denied having attained supernatural powers, this passage 
has sometimes been understood to imply that full awakening can be attained merely by intellec-
tual reflection.318 In reality, however, the monks' declaration that they were only ‘freed by wis-
dom' indicates that they were bereft of the immaterial meditative attainments. It does not entail 
that they had gained realisation without meditating at all, by a purely intellectual approach.319 
 A similar problem is sometimes seen in regard to the Kosambi Sutta, where a monk de-
clared that he had personal realisation of dependent origination (pañicca samuppàda), although 
he was not an arahant.320 This passage becomes intelligible if one follows the commentarial ex-
planation, according to which the monk in question was ‘only' a once-returner.321 The point here 
is that personal realisation of the principle of pañicca samuppàda is not a characteristic of full 
awakening only, but is already a feature of stream-entry. 
 Instead of perceiving these passages as expressing an ‘underlying tension' between two 
different paths to realisation, they simply describe different aspects of what is basically one ap-
proach.322 As a matter of fact, full awakening requires a purification of both the cognitive and 
the affective aspect of the mind. Although on theoretical examination these two aspects of the 
path may appear different, in actual practice they tend to converge and supplement each other.  
 This is neatly summarised in the Pañisambhidàmagga, which emphasises the impor-
tance of appreciating the essential similarity between tranquility and insight meditation in terms 
of their function.323 A practitioner may develop one or the other aspect to a higher degree at 
different times, but in the final stages of practice both tranquility and insight need to be com-
bined in order to reach the final aim - full awakening - the destruction of both passion and igno-
rance. 
 

  Chapter V: The Satipaññhàna ‘Refrain' 
 With the present chapter, I turn to a part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta which could be called 

                                                           
315 Cf. e.g. M I 296; see further De Silva: "Cetovimutti", p 120. 
316 In fact, Vism 702 explains that the attainment of sa¤¤àvedayitanirodha cannot be reached by samatha only, but requires 
insight of the non-returner's level at least. Although this is not directly stated in the discourses, yet at M III 44, after all pre-
ceding eight concentrative attainments have been distinguished according to whether they are attained by the asappurisa 
(unworthy person) or by the sappurisa (worthy person), once the attainment of sa¤¤àvedayitanirodha comes up the 
asappurisa is no longer mentioned, thereby indicating that this attainment is the sole domain of the sappurisa (a term which 
on other occasions is used on a par with ariya, e.g. M I 300: assutava puthujjano ariyànaü adassàvã … sappurisànaü 

adassàvã). This clearly shows that the attainment of sa¤¤àvedayitanirodha is not merely the outcome of concentrative 
mastery, but moreover requires the development of insight, a fact which is hinted at in the standard descriptions with the 
expression pa¤¤àya cassa disvà àsavà parikkhãõà honti, ‘having seen with wisdom, the influxes are destroyed' (e.g. at M I 
160). Cf. also A III 194, which relates sa¤¤àvedayitanirodha to arahantship and non-return in particular. 
317 S II 121. 
318 Gombrich: Buddhism, p 126. 
319 In this context it is telling to turn to A IV 452, which lists different types of pa¤¤àvimutti, all of them however able to 
attain jhàna. 
320 S II 115. Cf. de la Vallee Poussin: "Musãla et Nàrada", p 218, and Gombrich: Buddhism, p 128.  
321 Spk II 122. 
322 Cf. Nett 43: yena taõhànusayaü samåhanati ayaü samatho. Yena taõhànusayassa paccayaü avijjaü vàrayati, ayaü 
vipassanà. Ime dve dhammà bhàvanàpàripåriü gacchanti samatho ca vipassanà ca. Tattha samathassa phalaü ràgaviràgà 

cetovimutti, vipassanàya phalaü avijjàviràgà pa¤¤àvimutti. Critical assessments of the ‘two paths theory' can be found in 
Gethin: "Wrong View", p 221; Keown: Buddhist Ethics, pp 77-79, who concludes (p 82): "two types of meditation technique 
… exist precisely because final perfection can only be achieved when both dimensions of psychic functioning, the emotional 
and the intellectual, are purified"; and Swearer: Saving Knowledges, pp 369-371. 
323 Pañis I 21: ekarasaññhena samathavipassanà abhi¤¤eyyà. On the interrelation of both in the Sarvàstivàda tradition 
comments Cox: "Attainment", p 83. 
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the ‘modus operandi' of satipaññhàna.324 This is the ‘refrain', which occurs after each of the 
meditation exercises described in the discourse and presents four key aspects of satipaññhàna 
(see diagram 5.1 below).325 In the case of the first satipaññhàna, the ‘refrain' reads: 
 
"In this way, in regard to the body326 he abides contemplating the body internally, or he abides contem-
plating the body externally, or he abides contemplating the body both internally and externally. 
He abides contemplating the nature of arising in the body, or he abides contemplating the nature of pass-
ing away in the body, or he abides contemplating the nature of both arising and passing away in the body. 
Mindfulness that ‘there is body' is established in him to the extent necessary for bare knowledge and 
continuous mindfulness.  
And he abides independent, not clinging to anything in the world."327 

 
 The ‘refrain' indicates that the scope of satipaññhàna includes internal and external phe-
nomena, and that it is in particular their nature to arise and pass away which should be given at-
tention. With these instructions, the ‘refrain', in a way, expands the contemplative experience 
along its spatial and temporal axes. By including both internal and external phenomena, the 
‘refrain' broadens the perspective on the spatial level; and by mentioning contemplation of their 
impermanent nature it directs awareness to the temporal axis of experience, that is, to the 
passage of time. As the discourses explicitely point out, these two aspects are required for a 
proper undertaking of satipaññhàna.328 The ‘refrain' also describes the proper attitude to be 
adopted during contemplation: observation should be undertaken merely for the purpose of 
establishing awareness and understanding, and should remain free from clinging.  
 
     Key Aspects of the Satipaññhàna Refrain: 
               (Diagram 5.1)  
 
 internal/external 

(ajjhatta/bahiddhà) 
 + 
 arising/passing away 

(samudaya/vaya) 
 + 
 bare knowledge + continuous mindfulness 

(¤àõamattàya pañissatimattàya) 
 + 
 independent, without clinging  

(anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati) 
 
 With the ‘refrain', the practice of satipaññhàna turns towards the general characteristics 
of phenomena.329 At this stage of practice, awareness of the specific content of experience gives 
way to an understanding of the general nature and character of the satipaññhàna under contem-

                                                           
324 This expression is suggested by Karunaratne: "Change", p 117. 
325 Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening, p 79, alternatively speaks of a basic pattern of three stages underlying the ‘refrain'. 
326 For the other satipaññhànas, each instance of ‘body' in the above instruction should be replaced with ‘feelings', ‘mind', or 
‘dhammas'. 
327 M I 56: iti ajjhattaü và kàye kàyànupassã viharati, bahiddhà và kàye kàyànupassã viharati, ajjhattabahiddhà và kàye 
kàyànupassã viharati, samudayadhammànupassã và kàyasmiü viharati, vayadhammànupassã và kàyasmiü viharati, 

samudayavayadhammànupassã và kàyasmiü viharati. ‘Atthi kàyo' ti và panassa sati paccupaññhità hoti, yàvad-eva ¤à-

õamattàya pañissatimattàya, anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati. 
328 Cf. S V 294: ajjhattaü kàye samudayadhammànupassã viharati, ajjhattaü kàye vayadhammànupassã viharati, ajjhattaü 
kàye samudayavayadhammànupassã viharati, bahiddhà kàye samudayadhammànupassã viharati, … (etc., i.e. the same for 
bahiddhà, ajjhattabahiddhà, and applied to vedanà, citta, dhamma qualifies for:) ettàvatà bhikkhuno cattàro satipaññhànà 
àraddhà honti. 
329 This can to some extent be inferred from the way the ‘refrain' is worded, since now attention shifts from a particular 
instance (such as, for example, ‘the breath' or ‘a pleasant feeling') back to the general area (such as ‘the body' or ‘feeling'). 
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plation. 
 This shift of awareness from the individual content of a particular experience to its gen-
eral features is of central importance for the development of insight.330 Here the task of sati is to 
penetrate beyond the surface appearance of the object under observation and to lay bare the 
characteristics that it shares with all conditioned phenomena. This move of sati towards the 
more general characteristics of experience brings about insight into the impermanent, unsat-
isfactory, and selfless nature of reality. Such a more panoramic kind of awareness emerges at 
an advanced stage of satipaññhàna, when the meditator is able to maintain awareness . At this 
stage, when sati has become well established, whatever occurs at any sense-door automatically 
becomes part of the contemplation.331 
 It is noteworthy that the two most popular contemporary vipassanà schools of the 
Theravàda tradition both recognise the importance of developing such bare awareness of 
whatever arises at any sense door at an advanced stage of insight meditation. The respective 
teachers, Mahasi Sayadaw and U Ba Khin, apparently consider their particular meditation 
techniques as expedient means to help meditators learn to practice bare awareness at all sense-
doors.332 
 Through this shift in perspective, meditators learn to relate to changing experience with 
an increasingly balanced awareness. In this way they can proceed, as stipulated in the ‘refrain', 
in the quest for understanding without giving rise to clinging and dependencies.  

 V.1) Internal and External Contemplation 
 The two expressions used in the first part of the ‘refrain' are ‘internal' (ajjhatta) and its 
complementary opposite ‘external' (bahiddhà). The significance of these two terms is not fur-
ther explained in the Satipaññhàna Sutta. The Abhidhamma and the commentaries associate 
internal with the personal, and external with corresponding phenomena in other human be-
ings.333 Modern meditation teachers propose several alternative interpretations. In order to 
comprehensively explore the implications of ‘internal' and ‘external' satipaññhàna, I will at first 
consider the Abhidhammic and commentarial interpretation. Then I will survey some alter-
native interpretations. 

                                                           
330 On the importance of shifting from content to general process cf. Brown: "Meditation in Cross-Cultural Perspective", p 
233; Goldstein: Insight Meditation, p 50; and Kornfield: Psychology of Mindfulness, p 19. According to Engler: 
"Therapeutic Aims", p 28, one of the reasons why western meditators tend to progress slower than their eastern counterparts 
is "the tendency to become absorbed in the content of awareness rather than continuing to attend to its process … become 
preoccupied with individual thoughts, images, memories, sensations etc., rather than keeping their attention focused on the 
essential characteristics of all psycho-physical events, whatever the content … a tendency to confuse meditation with 
psychotherapy and to analyse mental content instead of simply observing it." On the same problem comments also Walsh: 
"Western Minds", p 76. The need to contemplate the general characteristics of anicca, dukkha, and anattà as part of a 
cultivation of satipaññhàna is also noted in the Abhidharmako÷abhàùyam (in Pruden, p 925). 
331 Jumnien: "Recollections", p 279, aptly describes this stage of practice: "at some point the mind becomes so clear and 
balanced that whatever arises is seen and left untouched with no interference. One ceases to focus on any particular content 
and all is seen as simply mind and matter, an empty process arising and passing away of its own … a perfect balance of mind 
with no reactions … there is no longer any doing … ."  
332 Cf. Ba Khin: Buddha-Dhamma, p 94: "In fact one can develop the understanding of anicca through any of the six organs 
of sense. In practice, however, we have found that … the feeling by contact of touch … is more tangible than other types of 
feeling and therefore a beginner in Vipassanà meditation can come to the understanding of anicca more easily through bodily 
feelings … This is the main reason why we have chosen the body feelings as a medium for the quick understanding of 
anicca. It is open to anyone to try other means, but my suggestion is, that one should have oneself well established in the 
understanding of anicca through bodily feelings, before an attempt is made through other types of feeling." Mahasi: Sati-
paññhàna Vipassanà pp 17 and 21: "the actual method of practice in vipassanà meditation is to … observe … the successive 
occurrences of seeing, hearing, and so on, at the six sense doors. However, it will not be possible for a beginner to follow 
these on all successive incidents as they occur, because his mindfulness, concentration and knowledge are still very weak … 
A simpler and easier form of the exercise for a beginner is this: With every breath there occurs in the abdomen a rising-
falling movement. A beginner should start with the exercise of noting this movement"; Mahasi: Màlukyaputta, p 75: "We 
used to instruct the yogi whose powers of concentration have strengthened to extend this method of meditation to noting all 
that happens at his six sense doors." 
333 Dhs 187: ye dhammà tesaü tesaü parasattànaü parapuggalànaü ajjhattaü paccattaü niyatà pàñipuggalikà upàdiõõà råpà 
vedanà sa¤¤à saïkhàrà vi¤¤àõaü - ime dhammà bahiddhà; same at Vibh 2-10 for each aggregate. Vism 473: 
parapuggalikam-pi ca bahiddhàti veditabbaü. 
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 According to the Abhidhamma and the commentarial interpretation, ‘internal' and ‘exter-
nal' satipaññhàna encompasses phenomena arising in oneself and in others. In this way, proper 
practice of satipaññhàna would also include awareness of the subjective experience of others. 
Although this may be quite feasible in the case of observing another person's body, to directly 
experience another's feelings or mental states seems to require psychic powers.334 This would, 
of course, significantly limit the possibilities of carrying out ‘external' satipaññhàna. 
 Yet, in the Satipaññhàna Saüyutta the Buddha introduced these three modes of at-
tention - internal, external, and both - separately as a ‘threefold way of developing satipañ-
ñhàna.'335 This passage documents that each of the three constitutes a relevant aspect of 
satipaññhàna practice. The same can be inferred from the fact that the Vibhaïga, a com-
paratively early part of the Pàli Abhidhamma, shifts the distinction between internal and 
external from the ‘refrain' to the ‘definition' part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta.336 This thereby incor-
porates internal (ajjhatta) and external (bahiddhà) contemplation into what constitutes the 
definition of right mindfulness. Both this Abhidhammic modification and the above quoted 
discourse point to the importance of applying sati both internally and externally. In fact, the 
Vibhaïga makes a special point of stating that an external application of sati, just as much as an 
internal application, can lead to realisation.337 Similarly, a discourse in the Bojjhaïga Saüyutta 
points out that both internal and external sati can act as an awakening factor.338 
 In order to do justice to this apparent importance, possibly a practicable solution is to 
develop awareness of another's feelings and mental condition by carefully observing their outer 
manifestations. Feelings and mental states do affect the outer appearance of a person by influ-
encing the facial expression, the tone of voice, and the physical posture.339  
 This suggestion finds support in the discourses, which list four means of knowing an-
other person's mental state: based on what one sees, based on what one hears, by considering 
and further reflecting on what one has heard, and lastly with the help of mind reading.340 Apart 
from mind reading, these means do not require psychic powers, but only a certain degree of 

                                                           
334 This is, in fact, implied by the presentation at D II 216: ajjhattaü kàye … vedanàsu … citte … dhammesu dhammànupassã 

viharanto tattha sammà samàdhiyati, sammà vippasãdati. So tattha sammà samàhito sammà vippasanno bahiddhà parakàye 

… paradhamme ¤àõadassanaü abhinibbatteti. Similarly at S II 127, contemplation of other's mind forms part of a list of 
deep concentrative attainments. Cf. also Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening, p 76. 
335 S V 143: cattàro satipaññhàne tividhena bhàveyyàsi: … ajjhattaü và kàye… vedanàsu … citte … dhammesu … bahiddhà 

và kàye … dhammesu … ajjhattabahiddhà và kàye … dhammesu. Similarly S V 294, 297, and A III 450 treat these three 
modes as distinct contemplations. In fact, several discourses apply the distinction between ajjhatta and bahiddhà individually 
to feelings, to the hindrances, to the awakening factors, and to the aggregates: S IV 205: ajjhatta¤-ca bahiddhà ca, yaü ki¤ci 
atthi veditaü; Sn 1111: ajjhatta¤-ca bahiddhà ca vedanaü nàbhinandato; S V 110: yad-api ajjhattaü kàmacchando … yad-

api bahiddhà kàmacchando tad-api nãvaranaü … Yad-api ajjhattaü dhammesu sati … yad-api bahiddhà dhammesu sati 

tad-api satisambojjhaïgo; M III 16: yaü ki¤ci råpaü … ajjhattaü và bahiddhà và … yà kàci vedanà … sa¤¤à … saïkhàrà … 

vi¤¤àõaü … These passages suggest that the application of ajjhatta and bahiddhà to all satipaññhànas in the ‘refrain' is not 
merely a case of meaningless repetition, but has to have some significance in each case. Cf. also Gethin: Path to Awakening, 
p 54.  
336 Vibh 193: cattàro satipaññhànà - idha bhikkhu ajjhattaü kàye … vedanàsu … citte … dhamme, bahiddhà kàye … dham-
mesu, ajjhattabahiddhà kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati àtàpã sampajàno satimà vineyya loke 

abhijjhàdomanassaü (this quote is from the Suttantabhàjaniya). On the dating of Vibh cf. Frauwallner: "Abhidharma 
Studien", vol 15, p 106; and Warder: "Introduction", p XXX.  
337 Vibh 228: atthi ajjhattaü dhammesu sati, atthi bahiddhà dhammesu sati. Yadà pi ajjhattaü dhammesu sati, tadà pi 
satisambojjhaïgo abhi¤¤àya sambodhàya nibbànàya saüvattati. Yadà pi bahiddhà dhammesu sati, tadà pi satisambojjhaïgo 

abhi¤¤àya sambodhàya nibbànàya saüvattati. In fact, the satipaññhàna comy explicitly applies bahiddhà to each 
satipaññhàna technique, to the breath at Ps I 249, to the postures at Ps I 252, to bodily activities at Ps I 270, to the bodily 
parts at Ps I 271, to the elements at Ps I 272, to the cemetery contemplations at Ps I 273, to feelings at Ps I 279, to the mind 
at Ps I 280, to the hindrances at Ps I 286, to the aggregates at Ps I 287, to the sense-spheres at Ps I 289, to the awakening fac-
tors at Ps I 300, and to the four noble truths at Ps I 301. 
338 S V 110: yadà pi ajjhattaü dhammesu sati … yadà pi bahiddhà dhammesu sati tadà pi satisambojjhaïgo.  
339 Khemacari: "Satipaññhàõa", p 26. 
340 D III 103 and A I 171: catasso àdesanavidhà. Idhekacco nimittena àdisati - evam-pi te mano, ittham-pi te mano, iti pi te 
cittan-ti … saddaü sutvà àdisati -- evam-pi te mano … vitakkayato vicàrayato vitakkavipphàra-saddaü sutvà àdisati -- evam-

pi te mano … samàdhiü samàpannassa cetasà ceto paricca pajànàti. Cf. also M I 318, which recommends investigating by 
way of seeing and hearing for monks without telepathic powers in order to be able to assess the Buddha's mental purity; or 
else M II 172, where observing the bodily and verbal conduct of a monk forms the basis for assessing whether his mind is 
under the influence of greed, anger, or delusion. 
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common sense. Understood in this way, an ‘external' application of awareness in relation to the 
various practices detailed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta becomes a practicable possibility.  
 Thus ‘external' satipaññhàna can be undertaken by turning awareness to another per-
son's posture, facial expression, and tone of voice, as indicators of their feelings or state of 
mind. This way of contemplating can be applied to the arising of particular feelings or mental 
states in the present moment, and also to the long-term character traits of a person. For the lat-
ter, the commentarial literature offers helpful descriptions of different human character-types 
and their corresponding behaviour patterns.341 According to these descriptions, characteristic 
mental dispositions of anger or greed can be inferred by observing, for example, a particular 
monk's eating habits and way of wearing his robes. Differences in character even show up in 
the different ways a simple task like sweeping is performed.  
 Undertaking ‘external' awareness of another in this way to some extent resembles the 
way a psychoanalyst observes a patient, closely examining behaviour and related symptoms in 
order to assess the state of mind or character disposition of the observed person. This suggests 
that an ‘external' application of awareness is a practice particularly suitable for daily life situa-
tions, since most of the phenomena to be observed will probably not occur while one is seated 
in formal meditation.  
 Following the pattern of the instruction in the ‘refrain', the first step of ‘internal' contem-
plation serves as a basis for understanding similar phenomena in others during the second 
step, ‘external' contemplation. Indeed, to be aware of one's own feelings and reactions enables 
one to understand the feelings and reactions of others more easily.342 For a balanced develop-
ment of awareness, this shift towards the ‘external' is of considerable importance. Awareness 
applied only internally can lead to self-centredness. One may become excessively concerned 
with what happens with and within oneself, while at the same time remaining unaware of how 
one's action and behaviour affect others. By practising both internal and external satipaññhàna 
one can prevent such lopsidedness and achieve a skilful balance between introversion and 
extroversion.343 
 The third step of this aspect in the ‘refrain' instructs the meditator to observe ‘both inter-
nally and externally'. The commentaries explain that, since one cannot contemplate an object 
both internally and externally simultaneously, the instruction implies that one should alternate 
between these two modes.344 Yet, this commentarial presentation does not really add anything 
new to the previous two stages of practice, since to contemplate either internally or externally 
already entails alternating between these two modes.  
 The Vibhaïga offers a more convincing perspective, since here the combination of both 
internal and external observation seems to imply an understanding of the contemplated object 
as such, without considering it as part of one's own subjective experience, or that of others.345 
Practised in this way, satipaññhàna contemplation shifts towards an increasingly ‘objective' and 
detached stance of observation, from which the observed phenomena are experienced as they 
are in themselves, independent of whether they occur in oneself or in others.  
 The Abhidhammic and commentarial interpretation of ‘internal' and ‘external' tallies also 
with several other passages in the early discourses. In the Sàmagàma Sutta, for example, the 
                                                           
341 Ehara: Vimuttimagga, p 58-61; and Vism 101-110. Cf. also Mann: Character Analysis, pp 19-51. 
342 Mann: Character Analysis, p 112, speaks of realising "that the forces at work within other people are the same as the 
forces that motivate our own behaviour." Similarly, insights gained during ‘external' contemplation will in turn also support 
‘internal' contemplation. For example, it is comparatively easy to uncover the underlying motives of the feelings and 
reactions of someone else, while the same motives might pass undetected if oneself is the actor. Cf. also Bullen: Technique of 
Living, p 32; Khemacari: "Satipaññhàna", p 23; and ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 58, who explains that 
"many things permit of better understanding when observed in others, or in external objects, than in oneself." 
343 Cf. also ¥àõapoõika: "Weg der Charakter Harmonisierung", p 35. 
344 Ps I 249. 
345 This is implicit in the way how the respective contemplations are expressed, cf. Vibh 195: ajjhattaü … sukhaü vedanaü 

vediyàmãti pajànàti, then: bahiddhà … sukhaü vedanaü vedayàmãti pajànàti, but then ajjhattabahiddhà … sukhà vedanàti 

pajànàti, i.e. internally one understands: ‘I feel a pleasant feeling', externally one understands: ‘he or she feels a pleasant 
feeling', internally and externally one understands: ‘a pleasant feeling'; same at Vibh 197 for mind and at Vibh 199-201 for 
dhammas. 



Appendix 

 227 

two terms are used when countering various unwholesome qualities and unskilful forms of be-
haviour, whether these occur in oneself (ajjhatta) or in others (bahiddhà).346 And in the 
Janavasabha Sutta, in a context directly related to satipaññhàna, ‘external' explicitly refers to the 
bodies, feelings (etc.) of others.347 This passage carries a considerable degree of weight in 
relation to the present discussion, since it is the only discourse to provide additional 
information on the nature of ‘external' satipaññhàna. 
 In addition to this way of understanding, modern meditation teachers have proposed 
various alternative interpretations of ‘internal' and ‘external' satipaññhàna. Some take ‘internal' 
and ‘external' to mean quite literally what is spatially internal and external. They suggest that 
‘external‘ bodily feelings, for example, are those observed at skin level (bahiddhà), while ‘inter-
nal' bodily feelings are those occurring deeper within the body (ajjhatta).348  
 ‘Internal' (ajjhatta) occurs in the Satipaññhàna Sutta itself in a clearly spatial sense, re-
ferring to the six internal senses in contrast to their external objects. However, the Pàli term 
used in this context for the ‘external' sense-objects is not bahiddhà, but bàhira.349 In contrast, 
‘internal' (ajjhatta) and ‘external' (bahiddhà) as qualities mentioned in the ‘refrain' do not seem 
to convey such a spatial distinction. In the case of contemplating the sense-spheres, for 
example, such a spatial understanding of ‘internal' and ‘external' does not yield a meaningful 
way of practice, since according to the ‘refrain' the entire sense-sphere, consisting of internal 
sense and external object, has to be contemplated internally and also externally. The difficulty 
involved in taking ‘internal' and ‘external' as representing a spatial distinction extends to most 
of the satipaññhàna contemplations, since neither mental states nor such dhammas as the hin-
drances or the awakening factors fit easily into a distinction between spatially internal and ex-
ternal occurrences. 
 Other teachers suggest that the distinction between ‘internal' and ‘external' contempla-
tions hints at the difference between apparent and ultimate truth.350 It is certainly true that as 
practice progresses one comes to see phenomena more and more in their true nature. Yet, it is 
highly improbable that a distinction between apparent and ultimate truth corresponds to the 
original sense of ‘internal' and ‘external' in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, first because neither of the 
two terms ever has this implication in the discourses, and second simply because the distinc-
tion between the two levels of truth is a late development, belonging to the post-canonical pe-
riod.351 
 Another interpretation proposes to distinguish between ‘internal' mental and ‘external' 
physical objects, so that in the case of feelings, for example, one distinguishes mental feelings 
(ajjhatta) from physical feelings (bahiddhà), and in the case of mind one differentiates between 
purely mental experience (ajjhatta) and mental states related to sensory experiences (bahid-
dhà).352  

                                                           
346 M II 246. 
347 D II 216: bahiddhà parakàye … bahiddhà paravedanàsu … bahiddhà paracitte … bahiddhà paradhammesu …  
348 Goenka: Satipaññhàna, p 54; Solé-Leris: Tranquility & Insight, p 82; and Thate: Meditation, p 44. This way of under-
standing ‘internal' and ‘external' could be supported with Th 172, where ajjhatta and bahiddhà are both used in regard to the 
speaker's own body, so that here too they seem to be referring to the inner and outer parts of the same body: paccavekkhiü 
imaü kàyaü, sabbaü santarabàhiraü, ajjhatta¤-ca bahiddhà ca, tuccho kàyo adissatha. 
349 M I 61: bhikkhu dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati chasu ajjhattikabàhiresu àyatanesu. 
350 Dhammadharo: "Insight Practice", pp 263-266; and ¥àõasaüvara: Guide to Awareness, p 27. 
351 Cf. Jayatilleke: Theory of Knowledge, pp 361-368; Karunadasa: Dhamma, p 35; and Karunaratne: Buddhism, p 90. The 
term paramattha occurs at Sn 68, 219, and Th 748. Elsewhere related terms occur like parama¤àõa at A III 354, 
paramapa¤¤à and parama ariyasacca at M III 245, paramasacca at M I 480, M II 173 and A II 115, and uttamattha at Dhp 
403. All these instances are references only to Nibbàna. The presumption that the one-hundred-and-twenty-one types of citta, 
fifty-two types of cetasika, and twenty-eight types of råpa listed in the Abhidh-s can be considered ‘paramattha', in the sense 
of being ultimately real, is a late development not found in the early discourses. For an exposition of this later conception of 
paramattha cf. Bodhi: Manual of Abhidhamma, pp 6 and 25; and Ledi: "Manual of Law", p 99. 
352 Dhammadharo: Frames of Reference, pp 20, 25, and Maha Boowa: Kammaññhàna, p 101, relate the distinction between 
internal and external to mental and physical feelings respectively, and to mind only (internal) and mind with an external 
object in the case of mind. Fessel: Ein‚bung von Gegenw„rtigkeit, p 105, understands ajjhatta to refer to internal mental 
experience and introversion, while bahiddhà represents external influences and object-directed activities. Tiwary: 
"Vedanànupassanà", p 82, also relates ‘internal' to mental and ‘external' to physical feelings. Similarly, the 
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 This way of understanding ‘internal' and ‘external' can claim for support a passage in the 
Iddhipàdasaüyutta, which relates ‘internal' contraction to sloth and torpor, while its ‘externally' 
distracted counterpart is sensual distraction by way of the five senses.353 In addition, a passage 
from the Bojjhaïga Saüyutta differentiates the hindrances sensual desire, aversion, and doubt 
into ‘internal' and ‘external' occurrences.354 This passage could refer to the arising of these 
hindrances due to mind-door events (ajjhatta), or else due to a sense-door input (bahiddhà). On 
the other hand, the qualification ‘internal' occurs in the Satipaññhàna Sutta also as part of the 
main instruction for contemplating the hindrances and the awakening factors. This usage does 
not seem to be related to the distinction between mind-door and five sense-door experience, but 
rather appears to emphasize: a hindrance is present ‘within me', paralleling the commentarial 
understanding of ‘internal' as a referent to oneself.355 
 Elsewhere in the discourses, ajjhatta on its own occurs in relation to what is ‘internal' in 
the sense of being a predominantly mental type of experience. A typical example of such usage 
is the second jhàna, which the standard descriptions qualify as a state of ‘internal' serenity.356 
‘Internal' in the sense of ‘mental' occurs also in the Uddesavibhaïga Sutta, which contrasts an 
‘internally stuck' state of mind with consciousness being ‘externally distracted'. Yet in this dis-
course ‘external', which according to the above interpretation should stand only for the five 
physical senses, refers to all six senses.357 Similarly, in other discourses ‘internal' stands not 
only for pure mind-door events, but is at times related to all six senses.358 
 These passages show that to understand ‘internal' and ‘external' as respective 
references to mind door and five sense-door events is not always appropriate. The same holds 
true in relation to several of the satipaññhàna contemplations. The six sense-spheres, for 
example, easily fall into a distinction between mind-door and physical sense-doors, yet it is 
difficult to conceive of a meaningful contemplation that treats the entire set of six sense-spheres 
first internally, from a purely mental viewpoint, and then externally, from the perspective of the 
five sense-doors.  
 In sum, although alternative ways of understanding ‘internal' and ‘external' have their 
practical value, yet to understand ‘internal' as referring to oneself and ‘external' as referring to 
others offers a practicable form of contemplation, which can moreover claim support from the 
discourses, the Abhidhamma, and the commentaries.  
 In the end, whichever interpretation one may adopt, once contemplation is practised 
both internally and externally, it entails a shift towards a comprehensive view of phenomena.359 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Mahàpraj¤àpàramità÷àstra considers manovij¤ànasaüprayuktavedanà and manovij¤àna to be ‘internal' feelings and mental 
states, while pa¤cavij¤ànasaüprayuktavedanà and pa¤cavij¤àna are the corresponding external counterparts (in Lamotte: 
Traité, pp 1173-1175). Ñàõasaüvara: Contemplation of the Body, pp 28, 71 applies this way of understanding to mindfulness 
of breathing, in the sense that the breath is ‘external', while awareness of the breath is ‘internal'. This, however, does not 
yield meaningful alternative forms of practice, since the presence of both breath and awareness of it are required for either 
‘internal' or ‘external' contemplation. 
353 S V 279: cittaü thãnamiddhasahagataü thãnamiddhasampayuttaü, idaü vuccati ajjhattaü saïkhittaü cittaü … cittaü 
bahiddhà pa¤ca kàmagune àrabbha anuvikkhittaü anuvissataü, idaü vuccati bahiddhà vikkhittaü cittaü (the same statement 
is applied to the other three iddhipàdas, chanda, viriya, and vãmaüsà). 
354 S V 110: yad-api ajjhattaü kàmacchando tad-api nãvaraõaü, yad-api bahiddhà kàmacchando tad-api nãvaraõaü … yad-

api ajjhattaü byàpàdo tad-api nãvaraõaü, yad-api bahiddhà byàpàdo tad-api nãvaraõaü … yad-api ajjhattaü dhammesu 

vicikicchà tad-api nãvaraõaü, yad-api bahiddhà dhammesu vicikicchà tad-api nãvaraõaü. (However it needs to be noted 
that this distinction is not applied to thãnamiddha and to uddhaccakukkucca, although both these hindrances could also be 
related to either mind-door or five sense-door experiences). 
355 M I 60: ‘atthi me ajjhattaü kàmacchando ti pajànàti; or M I 61: ‘atthi me ajjhattaü satisambojjhaïgo ti pajànàti. These 
instructions do not seem to aim only at hindrances or awakening factors arising due to mind-door events. 
356 D I 74: ajjhattaü sampasàdanaü. Other examples are ajjhattaü cetosamathaü at M I 213, or ajjhattaü sukhaü (referring to 
jhàna) at M III 233. 
357 M III 225: cakkhunà råpaü disvà … manasà dhammaü vi¤¤àya … dhammanimittassàdasaüyojanasaüyuttaü bahiddhà 
vi¤¤àõaü vikkhittaü visañan-ti vuccati; (while the phrase ajjhattaü cittaü saõñhitaü indeed implies mental experience, 
namely attachment to the pleasure of jhàna). 
358 E.g. at M I 346 ajjhattaü abyàsekhasukhaü is related to all six senses; or S IV 139 speaks of ajjhattaü ràgadosamohaü in 
relation to all six senses, as does S V 74 for cittaü ajjhattaü susaõñhitaü.  
359 This is suggested by several verses in the Sutta Nipàta, where ajjhatta and bahiddhà occur together in the sense of 
‘whatever there is', expressing a sense of comprehensiveness, cf. Sn 738: ajjhatta¤-ca bahiddhà ca, yaü ki¤ci atthi; or Sn 
516, 521, and 527: ajjhattaü bahiddhà ca sabbaloke. The need for such comprehensiveness is not only a characteristic of 
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At this stage of practice even the boundary between ‘I' and ‘other' or ‘internal' and ‘external' is 
left behind, leading to a comprehensive vision of phenomena as such, independent of any sense 
of ownership. This more comprehensive view involves either a contemplation of oneself and 
others, or a contemplation of any ‘internal' phenomenon together with its ‘external' counterpart. 
Thus each of the above discussed ways of understanding ‘internal' and ‘external' ultimately 
leads to a more comprehensive appreciation of the phenomena under observation.360 Based on 
such a comprehensive view of phenomena, satipaññhàna practice then proceeds to the next 
aspect mentioned in the ‘refrain', awareness of their impermanent nature.  

 V.2) Impermanence 
 The ‘refrain' instructs the meditator to contemplate ‘the nature of arising', ‘the nature of 
passing away' and ‘the nature of both arising and passing away.'361 Paralleling the instruction on 
internal and external contemplation, these three parts of the instruction represent a temporal 
progression, which leads from observing the arising aspect of phenomena to emphasis on their 
disappearance, and culminates in a comprehensive vision of impermanence as such. 
 As the first of the three characteristics of existence, the direct experience of imperma-
nence represents the ‘power' aspect of meditative wisdom.362 According to the discourses, not 
seeing the arising and passing away of phenomena is simply ignorance, while to regard all phe-
nomena as impermanent leads to the arising of knowledge.363 The same is also reflected in the 
commentarial scheme of the insight knowledges, which detail key-experiences to be encoun-
tered during the path to realisation, where the stage of apprehending the arising and passing 
away of phenomena is of central importance.364 
 Awareness of impermanence, even if practised for only a split second, is more fruitful 
than offering food and lodging to the entire monastic community with the Buddha at its head.365 
Insight into the impermanence of the five aggregates or of the six sense-spheres is ‘right view', 
and thereby leads directly on to realisation.366  
 Often in the discourses the other two characteristic of conditioned existence - dukkha 
(unsatisfactoriness) and anattà (absence of a self) - become evident as a consequence of having 
realised impermanence.367 This sequence features prominently in the Anattalakkhaõa Sutta, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
satipaññhàna practice, but also features in a contemplation of emptiness described at M III 112, which similarly proceeds 
from ‘internal' to ‘external' and culminates in ‘internal and external' contemplation. 
360 A similar shift towards comprehensiveness features in the standard descriptions for developing insight in regard to the five 
aggregates, where after a detailed examination of an aggregate, the conclusion is applied to all possible instances, cf. e.g. M I 
138: yaü ki¤ci råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü atãtànàgatapaccuppannaü, ajjhattaü và bahiddhà và, oëàrikaü và sukhumaü và, hãnaü và 

paõãtaü và, yaü dåre santike và, sabbaü råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü … 
361 This way of translating the compound is supported by its use at S III 171: idha … samudayavayadhammaü råpaü 

‘samudayavayadhammaü råpan'-ti … pajànàti; where it clearly refers to the ‘nature of arising and passing away'. Cf. also 
¥àõatiloka: Pàli Grammatik, p 95 n 1, who translates samudayadhamma as "the law of arising "("das Enstehungsgesetz"); and 
¥àõamoli: Pàli-English Glossary, p 53, who translates vayadhamma with: "having the nature of fall." 
362 A III 2: katama¤-ca pa¤¤àbalaü? Idha ariyasàvako pa¤¤avà hoti udayatthagàminiyà pa¤¤àya samannàgato. Imper-
manence is considered to be the key aspect of insight also by Fleischman: Therapeutic Action, p 11; Ledi: "Manual of Four 
Noble Truths", p 151; ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 60; Solé-Leris: Tranquility & Insight, p 82; and Than 
Daing: Cittànupassanà, p 62. 
363 S III 171: ‘katamà avijjà, kittàvatà ca avijjàgato hoti?' ‘Idha … samudayavayadhammaü råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü … yathà-
bhåtaü na pajànàti …' ‘Katamà vijjà, kittàvatà ca vijjàgato hoti?' ‘Idha … samudayavayadhammaü råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü … 

yathàbhåtaü pajànàti.' S IV 50: cakkhuü … mano aniccato jànato passato bhikkhuno avijjà pahãyati, vijjà uppajjati. 
364 According to Ledi: Treatise on Meditation, p 233, udayabbaya¤àõa is the key aspect of the insight knowledges and 
relevant for the progress to all four stages of awakening. Excellent expositions on the insight knowledges can be found in 
Mahasi: Progress of Insight, pp 8-36; and ¥àõàràma: Stages of Purification, pp 19-62. 
365 A IV 395: yo ca Buddhapamukhaü bhikkhusaïghaü bhojeyya yo ca càtuddisaü saïghaü uddissa vihàraü kàràpeyya … yo 

ca accharàsaïghàtamattam-pi aniccasa¤¤aü bhàveyya, idaü tato mahapphalataraü. 
366 S III 51: råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü aniccan-ti passati, yàyaü hoti sammàdiññhi sammàpassaü nibbindati … cittaü suvimuttan-ti 

vuccati. S IV 142: cakkhuü … råpe … aniccà ti passati, sàyaü hoti sammàdiññhi, sammàpassaü nibbindati … cittaü 

suvimuttan-ti vuccati. 
367 This progressive pattern is documented in the sequence aniccasa¤¤à, anicce dukkhasa¤¤à, dukkhe anattasa¤¤à at 
D III 243, 251, 290, 291, S V 132, 345, A I 41, A III 85, 277, 334, 452, A IV 46, 52, 148, 387, 465, A V 105 and 309. The 
same is also reflected in the statement yad-aniccaü taü dukkaü, yaü dukkhaü tad-anattà at S III 22, 45, 82, S IV 1, 
and 153. Cf. also Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 844. 
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where the Buddha instructed his first disciples to consider the impermanent nature of each as-
pect of subjective experience, expounded in terms of the five aggregates. He thereby led them 
to the conclusion that whatever is impermanent cannot yield lasting satisfaction and therefore 
does not qualify for being considered as ‘I', ‘mine', or ‘my self'.368 This consideration, after being 
applied to all possible instances of each aggregate, was powerful enough to result in the full 
awakening of the first five monk disciples of the Buddha.  
 The underlying pattern of the Buddha's instruction in this discourse suggests that in-
sight into impermanence serves as a necessary foundation for realising dukkha and anattà.  
The inner dynamic of this pattern proceeds from clear awareness of impermanence to a grow-
ing degree of disenchantment (which corresponds to dukkhasa¤¤à).369 Disenchantment in turn 
leads to a state of mind free from ‘I' making and ‘my' making (as an equivalent to anattasa¤¤à), 
ready for awakening.370 
 The importance of developing insight into the arising and passing away of phenomena is 
highlighted in the Vibhaïga Sutta of the Saüyutta Nikàya, according to which this insight 
marks the distinction between mere establishment of satipaññhàna and its proper complete 
‘development'.371 This passage underlines the importance of the ‘refrain' for a full and proper 
development of satipaññhàna. Mere awareness of the various objects listed under the four 
satipaññhànas may not suffice for the task of developing penetrative insight. What is additionally 
required is to move on to a comprehensive and equanimous vision of impermanence.372  
 The direct experience of the fact that everything changes, if applied to all aspects of 
one's personality, can powerfully alter the habit patterns of one's mind.373 This may well be the 
reason why awareness of impermanence assumes a particularly prominent role in regard to the 
contemplation of the five aggregates, expressed by the fact that here it has become part of the 
main instruction, in addition to being anyway mentioned in the ‘refrain'.374  
 In order to really affect one's mental condition, awareness of impermanence must be 
practised with continuity.375 Sustained contemplation of impermanence leads to a shift in one's 
normal way of experiencing reality, which has hitherto implicitly assumed the temporal stability 
of the perceiver and the perceived objects. Once both are experienced as changing processes, 
all notions of stable existence and substantiality vanish, thereby radically reshaping one's 
paradigm of experience.  
 Contemplation of impermanence has to be comprehensive, for if any aspect of experi-
ence is still taken to be permanent, awakening will be impossible.376 A comprehensive realisa-

                                                           
368 S III 67: yam panàniccaü dukkhaü và taü sukhaü và? … Yam panàniccaü dukkhaü vipariõàmadhammaü kallaü nu taü 
samanupassituü ‘etam mama esoham-asmi eso me attàti? 
369 A III 443: sabbaloke ca me mano nàbhiramissati … aniccasa¤¤aü upaññhàpetuü; and A III 447: assàdadiññhiyà pa-
hànàya aniccasa¤¤à bhàvetabbà; A IV 51: aniccasa¤¤àparicitena bhikkhuno cetasà bahulaü viharato làbhasakkàrasiloke 
cittaü pañilãyati pañikuñati pañivaññati na sampasàrãyati. 
370 A IV 53: dukkhe anattasa¤¤àparicitena bhikkhuno cetasà bahulaü viharato imasmi¤-ca savi¤¤àõake kàye bahiddhà ca 
sabbanimittesu ahaükàramamaükàramànàpagataü mànasaü hoti. Cf. also A IV 353, 358, and Ud 37: aniccasa¤¤ino 
bhikkhuno anattasa¤¤à saõñhàti, anattasa¤¤ã asmimànasamugghàtaü pàpuõàti diññhe va dhamme nibbànaü. 
371 S V 183: katama¤-ca satipaññhànaü? Idha bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati … Katamà ca satipaññhànabhàvanà? 

Idha bhikkhu samudayadhammànupassã … vayadhammànupassã … samudayavayadhammànupassã kàyasmiü … vedanàsu 

… citte … dhammesu viharati. This discourse is, however, missing from the Chinese âgamas, cf. Akanuma: Catalogue, p 
247.  
372 In fact, M I 62 speaks of the need to ‘develop' satipaññhàna in order for it to lead to highest realisation: yo hi koci ime 
cattàro satipaññhàne evaü bhàveyya … tassa dvinnaü phalànaü a¤¤ataraü phalaü pàñikaïkhaü - diññhe va dhamme a¤¤à, 

sati và upàdisese anàgàmità; an expression which reminds of the reference to ‘development' (bhàvanà) at S V 183. It is 
worthy of note that, in contrast to the emphasis the Pàli texts place on contemplation of impermanence, the Chinese âgama 
versions of the satipaññhàna ‘refrain' do not mention it at all (cf. Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 88; and Nhat Hanh: 
Transformation, pp 152, and 170). 
373 Goenka: "Buddha's Path", p 112. 
374 M I 61: iti råpaü, iti råpassa samudayo, iti råpassa atthagamo … (etc.). Cf. further chapter X.4. 
375 Continuity in contemplating impermanence is mentioned at A IV 13 and 145: idha ekacco puggalo sabbasaïkhàresu 
aniccànupassã viharati aniccasa¤¤ã aniccapañisaüvedã satataü samitaü abbokiõõaü cetasà adhimuccamàno pa¤¤àya 

pariyogàhamàno. So àsavànaü khàyà … Similarly Th 111: yuttaü cintetuü satatam-aniccataü.  
376 A III 441: so vata bhikkhu ki¤ci saïkhàraü niccato samanupassanto … sotàpattiphalaü và … arahattaü và sacchikaris-

satãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati. 
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tion of impermanence is a distinct feature of stream-entry. This is the case to such an extent 
that the stream-enterer is incapable of believing any phenomenon to be permanent.377 Under-
standing of impermanence reaches perfection with the realisation of full awakening.378 For ara-
hants, awareness of the impermanent nature of all sensory input is a natural feature of their ex-
perience.379 
 Apart from encouraging awareness of impermanence, this part of the ‘refrain' can also, 
according to the commentarial view, be taken to refer to the factors (dhammas) that condition 
the arising and the disappearance of the observed phenomena.380 These factors are treated in 
the Samudaya Sutta, which relates the ‘arising' and ‘disappearing' of each satipaññhàna to its 
respective conditions, these being nutriment in the case of body, contact for feelings, name-and-
form for mind, and attention for dhammas.381  
 Considered within the framework of early Buddhist philosophy, both impermanence 
and conditionality are of considerable importance. In the course of the Buddha's own approach 
to awakening, recollecting his past lives and seeing other beings passing away and being re-
born vividly brought home to him the truths of impermanence and conditionality on a personal 
and universal scale.382 The same two aspects contributed to the realisation of the previous Bud-
dha Vipassã, where after a detailed examination of dependent origination, satipaññhàna contem-
plation of the impermanent nature of the five aggregates led to his awakening.383 I will therefore 
turn to this additional aspect by surveying the Buddha's teaching on conditionality within its 
philosophical and historical context. 

 V.3) Dependent Origination (Pañicca Samuppàda) 
 At the time of the Buddha, a variety of philosophical positions on causality were in exis-
tence.384 Some teachings claimed that the universe was controlled by an external power, either 
an omnipotent god or a principle inherent in nature. Some took man to be the independent doer 
and enjoyer of action. Others favoured determinism, while still others completely rejected any 
kind of causality.385 Despite their differences, all these positions concurred in recognising an ab-
solute principle, formulated in terms of the existence (or absence) of a single or first cause.  
 The Buddha, on the other hand, proposed dependent origination (pañicca samuppàda) 
                                                           
377 A III 439: abhabbo diññhisampanno puggalo ki¤ci saïkhàraü niccato upagantuü. 
378 A IV 224 and A V 174: khãõàsavassa bhikkhuno aniccato sabbe saïkhàrà yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya sudiññhà honti. 
379 A III 377 and A IV 404: sammàvimuttacittassa bhikkhuno bhusà ce pi cakkhuvi¤¤eyyà råpà cakkhussa àpàthaü àgac-
chanti, nevassa cittaü pariyàdiyanti … vaya¤-cassànupassati … manovi¤¤eyyà dhammà …; A III 379 and Th 643: råpà rasà 
saddà, gandhà phassà ca kevalà … ñhitaü cittaü visa¤¤uttaü, vaya¤-cassànupassati.  
380 Ps I 249. 
381 S V 184: catunnaü satipaññhànànaü samudaya¤-ca atthaïgama¤-ca desessàmi … àhàrasamudayà kàyassa samudayo, 

àhàranirodhà kàyassa atthagamo. Phassasamudayà vedanànaü samudayo … nàmaråpasamudayà cittassa samudayo … 

manasikàrasamudayà dhammànaü samudayo. (This passage does, however, not fully fit with the ‘refrain', since the term 
used here is ‘disappearing', atthaïgama, not ‘passing away', vaya, as in the Satipaññhàna Sutta). 
382 M I 22, 248, and A IV 176. S II 10 and 104 document his realisation of pañicca samuppàda. The importance of the 
first two vijjà (higher knowledges) as exemplifications of impermanence and causality is noted by Demieville: "Mé-
moire", p 294; and Werner: "Enlightenment", p 13; cf. also Lopez: "Memories", p 35. In addition to the above pas-
sages, the discourses document the growth of the Buddha's wisdom from a variety of angles, involving a contem-
plation of the enjoyment, the inherent danger, and the escape in relation to the elements (S II 170), the aggregates 
(S III 27, 29, 59), the sense-spheres (S IV 7-10, S V 206), feeling (S IV 233), the faculties (S V 204), the ‘world' (A I 
258), and the four noble truths (S V 423). Each of these discourses directly relates the respective insight to the 
Buddha's attainment of full awakening, which suggests that each of these insights can be considered as a particular 
aspect of his comprehensive realisation. 
383 D II 31-5, where a detailed investigation of the conditional links leading from ignorance up to the reciprocal relationship 
between consciousness and name-and-form led on to his practice of the satipaññhàna contemplation of the five aggregates, 
with the result that: tassa pa¤casupàdànkkhandhesu udayabbayànupassino viharato na cirasseva anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü 
vimucci. A practical example for interrelating impermanence and conditionality in the context of contemplation can also be 
found at S IV 211: so evaü pajànàti: ‘uppannà kho me ayaü sukhà … dukkhà … adukkhamasukhà vedanà, sà ca kho 

pañicca no apañicca. Kiü pañicca? Imaü eva kàyaü pañicca … aniccaü kho pana saïkhataü pañicca samuppannaü kàyaü 

pañicca uppannà … vedanà kuto niccà bhavissatãti? So kàye ca … vedanàya aniccànupassã viharati … (same at S IV 215 
in regard to phassa). 
384 Cf. Kalupahana: Causality, p 125. 
385 See esp. Påraõa Kassapa and Makkhali Gosàla at D I 52. Cf. also Bodhi: Fruits of Recluseship, p 7. 
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as his ‘middle way' explanation of causality. His conception of dependent origination was a de-
cisive departure from the then existing conceptions of causality, so much so that he came to 
reject all of the four prevalent ways of formulating causality.386  
 The discourses often describe dependent origination (pañicca samuppàda) with the help 
of a sequence of twelve links (hereafter referred to as ‘the twelve links'). This sequence traces 
the conditioned arising of dukkha back to ignorance (avijjà). According to the Pañisambhidà-
magga, these ‘twelve links' extend over three consecutive individual lifetimes.387 ‘The twelve 
links' applied to three lifetimes probably assumed increasing importance in the historical de-
velopment of Buddhist thought, as a way of explaining rebirth without an eternally surviving 
agent.388 Although the sequence of ‘the twelve links' occurs frequently in the discourses, at 
times substantial variants can be found. Some of these start off only with the third link, con-
sciousness, which moreover stands in reciprocal relationship with the next link, name-and-
form.389 These and other variations suggest that the mode of explanation based on three life-
times is not the only possible way of approaching an understanding of dependent origination.  
 In fact, ‘the twelve links' are but a particularly frequent application of the general struc-
tural principle of dependent origination.390 In the Paccaya Sutta of the Saüyutta Nikàya, the 
Buddha introduced this important distinction between the general principle and its application. 
This discourse speaks of ‘the twelve links' as dependently originated phenomena, while ‘pañicca 
samuppàda' refers to the relation between them, that is, to the principle.391  
 This distinction between the principle and ‘the twelve links' as one of its applications is 
of considerable practical relevance, since a full understanding of causality is to be gained with 
stream-entry.392 The distinction drawn above between principle and application suggests that 
such an understanding of causality may not necessarily require a personal experience of ‘the 
twelve links'.393 That is, even without developing the ability to recollect past lives and thereby di-
rectly experience those factors of ‘the twelve links' that pertain to a past life, once can still 

                                                           
386 A typical example can be found at S II 19, where the Buddha was asked whether dukkha was caused by oneself, by others, 
by both, or by neither (i.e. arisen by chance): kiü nu kho, bho Gotama, sayaükataü … paraükataü … sayaükata¤-ca paraü-

kata¤-ca … asayaükàraü aparaükàraü adhicca samuppannaü dukkhaü? After the Buddha had denied all four alternatives 
his interlocutor, somewhat taken aback by the fact that all four ways of stating the causality of dukkha had been rejected, 
wondered whether the Buddha was simply unable to see or admit the existence of dukkha: kiü nu kho, bho Gotama, natthi 
dukkhaü? … Tena hi bhavaü Gotamo dukkhaü na jànàti na passati! (S II 22 has the same dialogue for sukha dukkha). The 
novelty of the Buddha's position can also be seen in the fact that the term pañicca samuppàda apparently was invented by 
him in order to express his understanding of causality, cf. Kalupahana: "Language", p 283. However Rhys Davids, in one of 
her imaginative interpretations of the Pàli canon, suggests that it was not the Buddha, but rather Assaji, who was responsible 
for the early Buddhist theory of causation (in: "Co-Founders", p 202). 
387 Pañis I 52. Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 741 n 50, points out that the scheme of four temporal modes (past cause, 
present result, present cause, future result) underlying the three life time presentation has a predecessor at S II 24. 
388 Jayatilleke: Theory of Knowledge, p 450. 
389 At D II 57, the first two links avijjà (ignorance) and saïkhàra (formations) as well as the saëàyatana (six sense-spheres) 
link are missing and vi¤¤àõa (consciousness) is presented in reciprocal relationship with nàmaråpa (name-and-form). The 
same reciprocal relationship between consciousness and name-and-form occurs also at D II 32, S II 104, and S II 113. Sn 
724-765 relates each of the links separately and independently to dukkha. (On these variations of the standard twelve link 
formula cf. also Bucknell: "Conditioned Arising", pp 314-341). S II 31 leads from ignorance to birth but then on to joy, 
concentration and realisation. A different course from craving onwards is also taken at S II 108. Furthermore at D II 63 
vi¤¤àõa (consciousness) is shown to condition nàmaråpa (name-and-form) at conception, during the embryonic stage, and 
also during life, a presentation which does not seem to be confined to rebirth within the context of the three-life application 
only. Or else at S III 96 saïkhàras, as a result of avijjà, are not a past experience, but arise in the present moment. 
390 Collins: Selfless Persons, p 106: "it is crucially important to distinguish between the general idea of conditionality and the 
twelve-fold series." Cf. also Karunaratne: Causality, p 33; and ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 31. Reat: Buddhist Psychology, 
p 21: explains "pañicca samuppàda … the term may properly be applied to any set of results dependent upon necessary and 
sufficient conditions." 
391 S II 26: yà tatra tathatà avitathatà ana¤¤athatà idappaccayatà, ayaü vuccati pañiccasamuppàdo, i.e. the principle, while 
‘the twelve links' are referred to as: ime vuccanti pañiccasamuppannà dhammà. This same distinction can also be deduced 
from the standard way in which ‘the twelve link' application of pañicca samuppàda is often introduced in the discourses, 
where after a formulation of the principle ('when this is that comes to be …') ‘the twelve links' are introduced with the Pàli 
expression yadidaü (that is to say), showing that ‘the twelve links' are an exemplification of the principle just stated, cf. e.g. S 
II 28: iti imasmiü sati idaü hoti … imassa nirodhà idaü nirujjhati. Yadidaü avijjàpaccayà saïkhàrà, saïkhàrapaccayà … 
392 A III 439: diññhisampannassa puggalassa hetu ca sudiññho hetusamuppannà ca dhammà.  
393 Karunaratne: Causality, p 30 
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personally realise the principle of dependent origination.  
 Compared to the entire set of ‘the twelve links', the basic principle of dependent origina-
tion is more easily amenable to direct contemplation. A discourse in the Nidànasaüyutta, for 
example, applies ‘dependent origination' to the conditioned relation between contact and 
feeling.394 Such direct application of the principle to subjective experience occurs also in the 
Vibhaïga, which relates dependent origination to single mind-moments.395  
 Another example for such direct use of the principle of conditionality can be found in 
the Indriyabhàvanà Sutta, which qualifies pleasure and displeasure arising at any of the six 
sense-doors as dependently originated (pañicca samuppanna), a usage which is not related to 
past or future lives.396 The same holds true for the Madhupiõóika Sutta's detailed analysis of the 
perceptual process. This discourse depicts the ‘arising' (uppàda) of consciousness ‘in depend-
ence' (pañicca) on sense organ and sense object, with contact being the coming ‘together' (saü) 
of the three.397 This passage reveals a deeper significance of each part of the term pañicca sam-
uppàda, without any need for different life times or for the whole set of twelve links. Thus a 
realisation of dependent origination can take place simply by witnessing the operation of con-
ditionality in the present moment, within one's own subjective experience. 
 To speak of dependent origination is to speak of specific conditions, related to specific 
events. Such specific conditionality (idappaccayatà) can be illustrated in the following manner: 
 

When A is ⇒ B comes to be. With the arising of A ⇒ B arises. 
When A is not ⇒ B does not come to be. With the cessation of A ⇒ B ceases.398 

 
 The operation of dependent origination is not confined to a strictly linear sequence of 
events in time. Rather, dependent origination stands for the conditional interrelation of pheno-
mena, constituting a three dimensional web of interwoven events, where each event is related 
to other events by way of both cause and effect.399 Since each conditioning factor is at the same 
time itself conditioned, this thereby excludes the possibility of a transcendent, independent 
cause.400 
 Within these interwoven patterns, the centrally important specific condition, from the 

                                                           
394 S II 96: ariyasàvako pañiccasamuppàdaü yeva sàdhukaü yoniso manasi karoti: Iti imasmiü sati idaü hoti … sukha-

vedaniyaü phassaü pañicca uppajjati sukhà vedanà … dukkhavedaniyaü phassaü … adukkhamasukhavedaniyaü phassaü … 

a contemplation which then leads to realisation. Similarly at S II 92 the Buddha illustrated the depth and importance of 
pañicca samuppàda with the help of only the final five links (from craving onwards), a way of presentation more easily 
amenable to direct experience than the complete set of ‘the twelve links'. That the entire set of ‘the twelve links' is not 
necessarily intended for contemplation is also suggested by S II 81, where the Buddha recommended ‘thinking over' (parivã-
maüsati) ‘the twelve links', using a type of terminology which points to a form of intellectual consideration: idha bhikkhu 
parivãmaüsamàno parivãmaüsati … kismiü sati jaràmaraõaü hoti, kismiü asati jaràmaraõaü na hoti? This suggests that a 
direct experience of the principle, gained through meditation, can then be applied to ‘the twelve links' by way of intellectual 
reflection, inferring that the same principle operated in the past and will operate in the future, without however needing to 
directly experience those past or future operations. 
395 Vibh 164-192. On this passage cf. also Bodhi: "Critical Examination" p 46 n 4; and Gethin: "Cosmology", p 195. Accord-
ing to Buddhadàsa: Dependent Origination, p 98, "the entire series of Dependent Origination operates … in a flash … the … 
twelve conditions … may all arise, exercise their function and pass away, so fast that we are completely unaware of it." 
396 M III 299: cakkhunà råpaü disvà … manasà dhammaü vi¤¤àya uppajjati manàpaü … amanàpaü … ta¤-ca kho saïkhataü 

… pañicca samuppannaü. 
397 M I 111: cakkhu¤-ca pañicca råpe ca uppajjati cakkhuvi¤¤àõaü tiõõaü saïgati phasso. (Same for the other senses). 
398 E.g. at M III 63: imasmiü sati idaü hoti, imassuppàdà idaü uppajjati. Imasmiü asati idaü na hoti, imassa nirodhà idaü 
nirujjhati. On specific conditionality cf. also Bodhi: Discourse on Causation, pp 2 and 9; and ¥àõamoli: Thinker's Note 
Book, p 161. 
399 The complexity of the conditional interrelation of phenomena is described in the Paññhàna of the Pàli Abhidhamma from 
a variety of angles with altogether twenty-four types of conditions. Thus, for example, the conditioning influence exercised 
by A on B (A ⇒ B) could, from a temporal perspective, take place not only with A arising earlier than B (purejàtapaccaya), 
but also if both arise simultaneously (sahajàtapaccaya), or even when A arises later than B (pacchàjàtapaccaya). It could be 
the presence of A (atthipaccaya), but also its absence (natthipaccaya), which conditions B. Moreover A could be the active 
cause (kammapaccaya), or it could exert its conditioning influence while being itself a resultant effect (vipàkapaccaya), or 
else A could be both cause and effect, when A and B are related to each other by way of mutuality condition 
(a¤¤ama¤¤apaccaya). 
400 Tilakaratne: Nirvana and Ineffability, p 41. 
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viewpoint of subjective experience, is volition. It is the mental volition of the present moment 
that decisively influences future activities and events.401 Volition itself is under the influence of 
other conditions such as one's habits, character traits, and past experiences. Nevertheless, in as 
much as each volition involves a decision between alternatives, one's volitional decision in the 
present moment is to a considerable degree amenable to personal intervention and control. 
Each decision taken in turn shapes the habits, character traits, experiences, and perceptual 
mechanisms that form the context for future decisions. It is precisely for this reason that sys-
tematic training of the mind becomes imperative.  
 In the Satipaññhàna Sutta, a more specific application of conditionality to the practice of 
meditation becomes apparent during most of the contemplations of dhammas. In relation to the 
five hindrances, the meditator's task is to observe the conditions for the arising and removal of 
a hindrance.402 Regarding the six sense-spheres, contemplation discloses how the process of 
perception can cause the arising of mental fetters at the sense doors.403 In the case of the awak-
ening factors, here the task is to recognise the conditions for their arising and further develop-
ment.404 Coming to the four noble truths, this last contemplation of dhammas is in itself a state-
ment of conditionality, namely of the conditions for dukkha and its eradication. In this way, the 
principle of dependent origination underlies a whole range of applications in the fourth satipañ-
ñhana.405  
 The development of a meditative realisation of dependent origination could be alluded 
to in the ‘direct path' passage of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, since it lists the acquiring of ‘method' 
(¤àya) as one of the goals of satipaññhàna.406 ‘Method' occurs often in the discourses as a qual-
ity of those who have realised stream-entry or higher stages of awakening.407 Several instances 
speak of ‘noble method' as an outcome of the realisation of stream-entry.408 In these contexts, 
‘noble method' implies the realisation of dependent origination.409 The relevance of dependent 
origination for the progress to realisation is confirmed in several other passages, according to 
which one who knows dependent origination is standing at the threshold of the deathless.410 Al-
though ‘method' is not further specified as ‘noble' in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, it does not seem 
too far fetched to presume that one of the purposes of satipaññhàna practice is a direct realisa-
tion of the principle or ‘method' of dependent origination. 

                                                           
401 A III 415: cetanàhaü kammaü vadàmi; cetayitvà kammaü karoti - kàyena vàcàya manasà. 
402 M I 60: yathà ca anuppannassa kàmacchandassa uppàdo hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà ca uppannassa kàmacchandassa 
pahànaü hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti. 
403 M I 61: cakkhu¤-ca pajànàti, råpe ca pajànàti, ya¤-ca tad-ubhayaü pañicca uppajjati saüyojanaü ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà 
ca anuppannassa saüyojanassa uppàdo hoti … uppannassa saüyojanassa pahànaü hoti. 
404 M I 62: yathà ca anuppannassa satisambojjhaïgassa uppàdo hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà ca uppannassa satisambojjhaï-
gassa bhàvanàya pàripårã hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti. 
405 According to the Mahàprajnàpàramità÷àstra, conditionality is indeed the distinctive characteristic of contemplation of 
dhammas, cf. Lamotte: Traité, p 1169: "le yogin considère que les dharma sont issus de causes et conditions complexes, qu'il 
n'y a pas de dharma véritables, munis d'âtman. Voilà ce qu'on appelle la fixation-de-l'attention sur les dharma (dharma-
smçtyupasthàna)."  
406 M I 55: ekàyano ayaü maggo … ¤àyassa adhigamàya … yadidaü cattàro satipaññhànà. 
407 E.g. A II 56: ¤àyapañipanno Bhagavato sàvakasaïgho … yadidaü cattàri purisayugàni …  
408 At S II 68, 71, S V 389, and A V 184 mention ariyo ¤àyo as a quality of stream-entry, a sotàpattiyaïga.  
409 S V 388: pañiccasamuppàdaü yeva sàdhukaü yoniso manasikaroti: Iti imasmiü sati … Ayam-assa ariyo ¤àyo pa¤¤àya 

sudiññho hoti; (the same identification of ariyo ¤àyo with pañiccasamuppàda occurs at A V 184). Ariyo ¤àyo comes up also 
at A II 36, where it is further explained to be kalyàõadhammatà and kusaladhammatà, a reference which could also be 
alluding to pañiccasamuppàda (the comy Mp III 74 speaks of sahavipassanake magge). Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 394, 
confirms that pañicca samuppàda is referred to as ariya ¤àya. However, when the term ¤àya is related to dhammaü kusalaü 
it assumes different implications, since at M I 522 it comes to include attainment of the four jhànas and the three vijjas 
(higher knowledges), while at M II 182 it is related to overcoming the ten unwholesome paths of action (cf. also M II 197, 
where it is not further specified but distinguished according to whether it is being developed by a householder or by a monk). 
410 S II 43, 45, 59, 79, and 80, each relating an understanding of dependent origination to ‘standing at the threshold of the 
deathless', amatadvàraü àhacca tiññhati. A temporal succession with understanding of dependent origination preceding 
realisation of Nibbàna seems also to be implied by the Buddha's statement at S II 124: pubbe dhammaññhiti¤àõaü pacchà 
nibbàne ¤àõaü, since at S II 60 dhammaññhiti¤àõa refers to pañicca samuppàda (cf. also S II 25, which identifies 
idappaccayatà as dhammaññhitatà; and Choong: Emptiness in Early Buddhism, p 50). 
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 V.4) Mere Awareness and Clinging to Nothing 
 As the ‘refrain' stipulates, awareness of the body, feelings, mind, and dhammas should 
take place merely for the sake of knowledge and continued mindfulness.411 This instruction 
points to the need to observe objectively, without getting lost in associations and reactions. Ac-
cording to the commentaries, this refers in particular to avoiding any form of identification.412 
Freedom from identification then enables one to regard any aspect of one's subjective experi-
ence as a mere phenomenon, free from any type of self-image or attachment.  
 The way this instruction is phrased suggests the use of mental labelling. Mindfulness is 
established that ‘there is body' (feelings, mind, dhammas). The Pàli particle iti used here 
indicates direct speech, which in the present context suggests a form of mental noting. This is 
in fact not the only instance of this kind of recommendation in the discourse. Most of the 
instructions in the Satipaññhàna Sutta use direct speech to formulate what is to be known.413 
 This way of presentation shows that concepts, especially when used as tools for the pur-
pose of mental noting, can be skilfully employed within the context of satipaññhàna.414 Thus the 
practice of satipaññhàna does not require a complete relinquishment of all forms of verbal 
knowledge.415 In fact, concepts are intrinsically related to cognition (sa¤¤à), since the ability to 
recognise and understand relies on a subtle level of mental verbalisation and thereby on the use 
of concepts. The skilful use of labelling during satipaññhàna contemplation can help to 
strengthen clear recognition and understanding. At the same time, labelling introduces a 
healthy degree of inner detachment, since the act of apostrophising one's moods and emotions 
diminishes one's identification with them. 
 In this context, it is noteworthy that, according to the Buddha's survey of wrong views in 
the Brahmajàla Sutta, the main causes for a misinterpretation of reality are meditative ex-
periences, not excessive theoretical speculation.416 To prevent such misinterpretations, a firm 
theoretical acquaintance with the Dhamma is an important basis for progress along the path. In 
one instance, the Buddha illustratively compared such sound theoretical knowledge of the 
Dhamma to the armoury of swords and spears used to defend a fortress.417 Clearly, for the 
Buddha the mere absence of concepts does not constitute the final goal of meditation prac-
tice.418 Concepts per se are not the problem, the problem is how concepts are used. An arahant 
still employs concepts, but without being bound by them.419 

                                                           
411 M I 56: ‘atthi kàyo' ti và pan'assa sati pacupaññhità hoti, yàvad-eva ¤àõamattàya pañissatimattàya. I take the prefix pañi 
added to sati in the present context in its temporal nuance of ‘again' or ‘re-', in the sense of pointing to the absence of lapses 
in the presence of sati, viz. its continuity. 
412 Ps I 250: atthi kàyo … na satto na puggalo na itthã na puriso na attà na attaniyaü nàhaü na mama na koci na kassacãti 

evam-assa sati paccupaññhità hoti. Cf. also Ariyadhamma: ânàpànasati, p 5; Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 130; Dhammiko: 
"Pfeilern der Einsicht", p 189; and Thanissaro: Fire Unbound, p 101. 
413 E.g. M I 56: ‘dãghaü assasàmãti pajànàti; M I 56: ‘gacchàmãti pajànàti; M I 59: ‘sukhaü vedanaü vediyàmãti pajànàti; 
M I 59: ‘saràgaü cittan-ti pajànàti; M I 60: ‘atthi me ajjhattaü kàmacchando ti pajànàti; M I 61: ‘atthi me ajjhattaü 
satisambojjhaïgo ti pajànàti; M I 62: ‘idaü dukkhan-ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. 
414 On labelling cf. Fryba: Art of Happiness, pp 130-132; Mangalo: "Recollection", p 34; and ¥àõapoõika: Power of Mindful-
ness, p 13. 
415 Earle: "Meditation", p 398; and Tilakaratne: Nirvana and Ineffability, p 103. Epstein: Thoughts without a Thinker, p 94, 
explains: "casting off the mental activity and thinking … people with this misconception abandon the ego skills necessary for 
successful meditation", p 99: "those with this misunderstanding … tend to overvalue the idea of the ‘empty mind' free of 
thoughts. In this case, thought itself is identified with ego, and such persons seem to be cultivating a kind of intellectual 
vacuity, in which the absence of critical thought is seen as an ultimate achievement." ¥àõananda: Magic of the Mind, p 60, 
speaks of "rallying the concepts for the higher purpose of developing wisdom whereby concepts themselves are transcended." 
416 D I 12-39, cf. in detail chapter III, footnote 4 and chapter VIII, footnote 36. 
417 At A IV 110, because: sutàvudho ariyasàvako akusalaü pajahati, kusalaü bhàveti. Similarly Th 1027 recommends: 
bahussutaü upàseyya suta¤-ca na vinàsaye, taü målaü brahmacariyassa, tasmà dhammadharo siyà. 
418 In fact, even the fourth immaterial attainment (nevasa¤¤ànàsa¤¤àyatana), a deep meditative experience as far removed 
from concepts as possible within the realm of mundane experience, still falls short of realisation. Cf. Hamilton: Identity and 
Experience, p 60. 
419 It 53: akkheyya¤-ca pari¤¤àya akkhàtàraü na ma¤¤ati, phuññho vimokkho manasà, santipadam anuttaraü. Sa ve ak-
kheyyasampanno, santo santipade rato, saïkhàya sevã dhammaññho, saïkhaü nopeti vedagå. Cf. also ¥àõananda: Concept 
and Reality, p 103: "to believe that by merely demolishing concepts or theories one can rise above them is to stop at the 
fringe of the problem." 
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 On the other hand, satipaññhàna has to be clearly distinguished from intellectual reflec-
tion. What this part of the ‘refrain' indicates is the extent to which concepts and labels are ap-
propriate within the context of insight meditation. This should be kept to an absolute minimum, 
only to the extent necessary for furthering continuity of awareness and the presence of knowl-
edge.420 Labelling is not an end in itself, but only a means to an end. Once knowledge and 
awareness are well established, labelling can be dispensed with. 
 The inability of a purely theoretical approach to result in awakening is a recurrent 
theme in the discourses.421 To spend one's time in intellectually considering the Dhamma and 
thereby neglecting the actual practice meets with the Buddha's clear disapproval. According to 
him, one who acts thus cannot be considered a practitioner of the Dhamma, but merely counts 
as someone who is caught up in thinking.422  
 Sati as such is mere awareness of phenomena, without letting the mind stray into 
thoughts and associations.423 According to the satipaññhàna ‘definition', sati operates in combi-
nation with clearly knowing (sampajàna). The same presence of knowledge also underlies the 
expression ‘he knows' (pajànàti), which occurs frequently in the individual satipaññhàna con-
templations. Thus to ‘know' or to contemplate ‘clearly knowing' can be taken to represent the 
conceptual input needed for taking clear cognisance of the observed phenomena, based on 
mindful observation.424  
 This (re-)cognising aspect inherent in ‘clearly knowing' or ‘he knows' can be further de-
veloped and strengthened through the practice of mental noting. It is this ‘knowing' quality of 
the mind which brings about understanding. Thus, while satipaññhàna meditation takes place in 
a silently watchful state of mind, free from intellectualisation, it can nevertheless make appropri-
ate use of concepts to the extent needed for furthering knowledge and awareness.  
 The fact that contemplation undertaken in this manner has the sole purpose of enhanc-
ing mindfulness and understanding points to an important shift away from goal-oriented prac-
tice. At this comparatively advanced stage, satipaññhàna is practised for its own sake. With this 
shift in attitude, the goal and the act of meditation begin to merge into one, since awareness 
and understanding are cultivated for the sake of developing ever more awareness and under-
standing. At this point, the practice of satipaññhàna becomes an ‘effortless effort', so to say, di-
vested from goal-orientation and expectation. It is precisely this way of contemplating which in 
turn enables one to proceed independently, ‘without clinging to anything in the world' of 
experience, as stipulated in the final part of the ‘refrain'.425 According to the commentaries, ‘to 
abide independently' refers to the absence of dependency through craving and speculative 
views, while to avoid ‘clinging to anything in the world' stands for not identifying with the five 
aggregates.426 
 This state of independence and equipoise, alluded to in the ‘refrain' and characterised 
by the absence of craving, intellectual speculation, and the sense of ‘I' or ‘mine', is of crucial 
importance. In this balanced state of mind the realisation of Nibbàna can take place. Through-
out the discourses the same expression ‘to abide independently' often occurs immediately be-

                                                           
420 M I 56: yàvad-eva ¤àõamattàya pañissatimattàya. 
421 At S I 136 the Buddha described his realisation to be beyond the reach of mere theoretical inquiry: adhigato kho myàyaü 
dhammo gambhãro … atakkàvacaro. Cf. also Dhp 19, 20, 258, and 259, which emphasize that what really matters is the 
practice of the Dhamma. At A V 162, excessive emphasis on a theoretical understanding of the Dhamma even led some 
monks to mistakenly claim realisation. Cf. also Karunaratne: Buddhism, p 83. 
422 A III 87: bhikkhu yathàsutaü yathàpariyattaü dhammaü cetasà anuvitakketi anuvicàreti manasànupekkhati. So tehi 
dhammavitakkehi divasaü atinàmeti, ri¤cati pañisallànaü, nànuyu¤jati ajjhattaü cetosamathaü. Ayaü vuccati bhikkhu 

vitakkabahulo, no dhammavihàrã. (The same terms however come up at A III 178 in a recommendation of reflecting on the 
Dhamma, demonstrating that the Buddha did not categorically reject such theoretical inquiry, but that his criticism was 
directed against neglecting the practice). 
423 Cf. chapter III. 
424 This suggestion is supported to some extent by the comy, which indeed relates this part of the ‘refrain' to sati and 
sampaja¤¤a, Ps I 250: yàvad-eva ¤àõamattàya … satisampaja¤¤ànaü vuóóhatthàyàti attho. 
425 M I 56: anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati. 
426 Ps I 250: anissito ca viharatãti taõhànissayadiññhinissayànaü vasena anissito ca viharati … Na ca ki¤ci loke upàdi-
yatãti lokasmiü ki¤ci råpaü và … vi¤¤àõaü và ayaü me attà và attaniyaü và ti na gaõhàti.  
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fore realisation takes place.427 This suggests that with this part of the ‘refrain', satipaññhàna 
contemplation gradually builds up to the constellation of mental qualities required for the event 
of awakening. 
 

  Chapter VI: The Body 

 VI.1) Contemplation of the Body 
 With the present chapter, I turn to the actual meditation practices described in the 
Satipaññhàna Sutta. The meditation practices listed under body contemplation are: awareness of 
breathing, awareness of bodily postures, clear knowledge in regard to bodily activities, analysis 
of the body into its anatomical parts, analysis of the body into its elementary qualities, and 
contemplation of a dead body in nine consecutive stages of decay. I will examine each of these 
meditation practices in turn, after an introductory assessment of body contemplation in general. 

The Body-Contemplations: 
(Diagram 6.1) 

   Pàli version:          Alternative version: 
 
 breathing  four postures 

 ⇓⇓⇓⇓  ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 
 four postures  bodily activities 

 ⇓⇓⇓⇓  ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 

 bodily activities  breathing 
 ⇓⇓⇓⇓  ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 

 anatomical parts  anatomical parts 
 ⇓⇓⇓⇓  ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 

 four elements  four elements 
 ⇓⇓⇓⇓  ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 

 corpse in decay  corpse in decay 
 

 The sequence of the body contemplations follows a progressive pattern, beginning with 
the more obvious and basic aspects of the body and continuing towards a more detailed and 
analytical understanding of the nature of the body. This pattern becomes all the more evident if 
one transposes mindfulness of breathing from the first position to the third, after awareness of 
postures and clear knowledge in regard to bodily activities, a position it assumes in the Chinese 
Madhyama âgama and in two Sanskrit versions of satipaññhàna (compare diagram 6.1 
above).428 Through this shift in position, awareness of the body's postures and clear knowledge 
of activities leads to mindfulness of breathing, which in turn leads to contemplating the body's 
nature from its anatomical and elementary perspective.  
 Awareness of the four postures and clear knowledge of activities can indeed be characterised 
as simpler and more rudimentary forms of contemplation than the other body contemplations. Taking 
into consideration their more elementary character, it seems reasonable to place them at the beginning 
of a cultivation of satipaññhàna, as convenient ways of building up a foundation in sati. This, 
however, does not imply that in actual practice mindfulness of breathing always needs to does be 
preceded by awareness of postures and clear knowledge of activities, since successfully established 
mindfulness on the breath process can also lead to mindfulness in regard to one's postures and 

                                                           
427 D II 68, M I 251, M III 244, S II 82, S IV 23, 24, 65, 67, 168, and A IV 88: na ki¤ci loke upàdiyati, anupàdiyaü na pari-
tassati, aparitassaü paccattaü yeva parinibbàyati. Cf. also M III 266: anissitassa calitaü natthi, calite asati passaddhi … 
leading up to: esevanto dukkhassa. 
428 For the Madhyama âgama version cf. Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 88; and Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 138. The 
Sanskrit versions are (according to Schmithausen: "Vier Konzentrationen", p 250) the Pa¤caviü÷atisàhasrikà 

Praj¤àpàramità and the øàriputràbhidharma. In contrast, the two Satipaññhana Suttas (D II 291 and M I 56) and the 
Kàyagatàsati Sutta (M III 89) place mindfulness of breathing at the outset of the body contemplations. 
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activities. 
 Awareness of postures and clear knowledge of activities are predominantly concerned with 
the body in action In comparison, the remaining exercises examine the body in a more static manner, 
analysing it into its constituent components from anatomical, material, and temporal perspectives (by 
focussing on its disintegration after death). In this context, mindfulness of breathing has a transitional 
role, since although it is traditionally carried out in the stable sitting posture, it is still concerned with 
active aspects of the body, namely the process of breathing. Thus, by being shifted to the third 
position, mindfulness of breathing becomes the first in a series of practices conducted mainly in the 
sitting posture. In fact, the proper sitting posture is described in detail only in the instructions for 
mindfulness of breathing. Since awareness of the four postures and clear knowledge in regard to 
bodily activities are forms of contemplation that take place in different postures, it makes sense to 
introduce the sitting posture only when it becomes relevant, which is the case for mindfulness of 
breathing and the remaining exercises, whose comparative subtlety requires a fairly stable posture, 
facilitating deeper degrees of concentration. By shifting mindfulness of breathing to third position, the 
description of the sitting posture also moves to the most convenient position within the body 
contemplations.  
 Except for awareness of the four postures and clear knowledge in regard to activities, the 
other body contemplations are each illustrated by a simile. These similes compare mindfulness of 
breathing to a turner at his lathe; contemplation of the anatomical parts to examining a bag full of 
grains; and contemplation of the four elements to cutting up a slaughtered cow. The last exercise 
employs mental images of a body in various stages of decay. Although these stages of decay cannot be 
reckoned as similes, the use of mental imagery here parallels the similes given in the other three 
exercises. These similes and mental images reveal an additional degree of affinity between 
mindfulness of breathing and the latter three body contemplations and thereby further support the idea 
of presenting them together, by shifting mindfulness of breathing to the third position in the sequence 
of the body contemplations. 
 The body contemplations begin with an emphasis on ‘knowing' (pajànàti, sampajàna-
kàri) in the first two exercises (bodily postures and activities) and the first two steps of mindful-
ness of breathing. Subsequent exercises introduce slightly different methods of contemplation. 
The latter two steps of mindfulness of breathing are concerned with ‘training' (sikkhati), the two 
bodily analyses with ‘considering' (paccavekkhati),429 and the contemplation of a corpse in de-
cay with ‘comparing' (upasaüharati). This change in the choice of verbs underscores a pro-
gression from comparatively simple acts of observation to more sophisticated forms of analysis. 
Here again, mindfulness of breathing assumes a transitional role, with its first steps partaking 
of the character of the two contemplations of postures and of activities, while its latter steps can 
be grouped together with the latter three contemplations. This then comes as an additional and 
concluding point in the list of arguments in support of shifting mindfulness of breathing to the 
third position. 
 The instruction for contemplating the anatomical parts employs the word ‘impure' (a-
suci), which betrays a certain degree of evaluation inherent in this type of practice.430 In a pas-
sage from the Aïguttara Nikàya, contemplation of the anatomical parts and of a corpse in decay 
come under the ‘recollection' (anussati) category.431 This evokes the memory connotations of 
sati and also documents that these two contemplations to some extent differ from bare aware-
ness directed solely to the present moment.  
 The breadth of ‘body contemplation' as a satipaññhàna becomes even more extensive in 
the Chinese version in the Madhyama âgama, which adds several other meditations to the 
body contemplations described in the Pàli discourses. At first sight surprising, the Madhyama 
âgama counts the development of the four absorptions as body contemplations.432 Yet, the 
                                                           
429 Ps-pñ I 365 explains paccavekkhati: pati pati avekkhati, ¤àõacakkhunà vinibbhujitvà visuü visuü passati. 
430 M I 57: bhikkhu imam-eva kàyaü uddhaü pàdatalà, adho kesamatthakà … asucino paccavekkhati …  
431 A III 323: bhikkhu imam-eva kàyaü … asucino paccavekkhati … kesà … muttan-ti. Idaü anussatiññhànaü; and: sey-
yathàpi passeyya sarãraü sãvathikàya chaóóitaü … Idaü anussatiññhànaü …  
432 Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 89; and Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 154. These are the sixth, seventh, eighth, and 
ninth of the body contemplations in this version, which describe the four jhànas and also illustrate the physical effect of each 
jhàna with the help of similes (kneading soap powder into lump, lake fed by water from within, lotuses submerged in water, 
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positioning of the four absorptions under body contemplation has a parallel in the Kàyagatàsati 
Sutta of the Pàli canon, which directs awareness to the effect that these absorptions have on 
the physical body.433 Thus it is not too far-fetched to take the physical bliss experienced during 
absorption as an object of contemplation of the body. Nevertheless, several of the additional 
contemplations found in the Madhyama âgama do not fit well into ‘body contemplation', but 
rather seem to be the outcome of a progressive assimilation of other practices under this head-
ing.434 
 The Chinese Ekottara âgama version, on the other hand, has only four body contempla-
tions altogether: awareness of the anatomical parts, of the four elements, of a rotting corpse, 
and a contemplation of the various bodily orifices together with the impure liquids discharged 
by them.435 An even more abridged version can be found in the Pàli Vibhaïga, which lists only 
contemplating the anatomical constitution under this satipaññhàna.436 The reasons for these 
omissions being open to conjecture, yet, what remains as the unanimously accepted core of 
contemplating the body in all the different versions is a thorough investigation of its anatomical 
constitution. This gives a considerable degree of emphasis to this exercise,437 even though it 
does involve some degree of evaluation and therefore seems different from the typical satipañ-
ñhàna approach to contemplation.  
 Although contemplating the nature of the body highlights its less attractive features, its 
purpose is not to demonise the body. While it is certainly true that at times the discourses 
describe the body in rather negative terms,438 some of these instances occur in a particular con-
text, where the point being made is that the speakers in question have overcome all attachment 
to their body.439 In contrast, other discourses explicitly associated the practice of body-
awareness with the development of joy.440 As mentioned above, the Kàyagatàsati Sutta even 
takes the physical bliss of absorption attainment as an object for body contemplation. These 
passages clearly demonstrate that contemplation of the body is not necessarily linked to repug-
nance and loathing. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
man dressed all white). 
433 M III 92: imam-eva kàyaü vivekajena pãtisukhena abhisandeti parisandeti paripåreti parippharati, nàssa ki¤ci sabbàvato 
kàyassa vivekajena pãtisukhena apphutaü hoti … Evam-pi bhikkhu kàyagataü satiü bhàveti.  
434 E.g. various ways of dealing with unwholesome thoughts are listed as the third and the fourth of the body contemplations 
in this version; (a Pàli parallel to these exercises are the first and the last of the antidotes to unwholesome thoughts 
mentioned in the Vitakkasaõñhàna Sutta, M I 120). Or else the tenth and the eleventh of the Chinese body-contemplations 
are concerned with developing a "brilliant perception" and with "well remembering the contemplating image" (these could 
correspond to cognition of light (àloka-sa¤¤à) and the sign of concentration (samàdhi-nimitta), mentioned in the Pàli 
discourses). Cf. Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 88-90; and Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 153-6. 
435 Nhat Than: Transformation, p 169. 
436 Vibh 193. The comy Vibh-a 252 further expands this to some extent by interrelating the anatomical parts with the four 
elements. Bronkhorst: "Dharma", p 311, based on this passage from the Vibhaïga suggests that possibly the analysis into ana-
tomical parts may constitute the most ancient and original approach for contemplating the body. Cf. also Lin Li-Kouang: 
L'Aide Mémoire, pp 122-127, who takes the entire Satipaññhàna Sutta to be an elaboration of the more original Kàya-
gatàsati Sutta. A similar suggestion can be found in Schmidt: Buddhas Reden, p 41 n 3. 
437 In fact in the commentaries, kàyagatàsati, which in sutta usage is synonymous with kàyànupassanà (contemplation of the 
body), came to connote only the contemplation of the anatomical parts; cf. also Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 1453 n 366; 
and Karunaratne: "Kàyagatàsati", p 168. This shift in meaning underlines the importance of this particular practice. 
438 Cf. e.g. M I 500, 510, S I 131, A IV 377, 386, Sn 197-199, 205, Th 279, 453, 567-569, 1150-1153, Thã 19, 82-83, 140, 
and 466-471. These passages indicate that a somewhat negative attitude towards the body is not only a product of the com-
mentarial writings (as suggested by Hamilton: "Body in Theravada", p 61). Conversely however Heiler: Buddhistische Ver-
senkung, p 18, who speaks of a ‘vehement loathing of the body' ("ungest‚mer Ekel an allem Leiblichen") as the aim of 
kàyagatàsati, goes too far. 
439 E.g. Vijayà at S I 131, Sàriputta at A IV 377, and Khemà at Thã 140, state that they feel ashamed and disgusted by their 
own body: iminà påtikàyena aññiyàmi haràyàmi. However, this particular expression is due to the circumstances of each 
situation in question, since Sàriputta is defending himself against the wrong accusation of having physically shown lack of 
respect to another monk (cf. Mp IV 171), while the nuns Vijayà and Khemà are trying to discourage someone who is at-
tempting to seduce them. In fact, the same terms occur again at Vin III 68 and S V 320, where a number of monks engaged in 
contemplating the asubha (ugly) nature of the body with such fervour that they committed suicide: iminà kàyena 
aññiyamànà haràyamànà jigucchamàna satthahàrakaü pariyesanti, which is certainly not the appropriate way of carrying 
out this practice. 
440 D III 272: kàyagatà sati sàtasahagatà. Ayaü eko dhammo bhàvetabbo; S II 220: sàtasahagatà ca me kàyagatà sati na 
vijahissati; A I 43: ekadhammo bhàvito bahulãkato diññhadhammasukhavihàràya saüvattati … kàyagatà sati. 
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 The purpose of contemplating the nature of the body is to bring its unattractive aspects 
to the forefront of one's attention, thereby placing the previously emphasised attractive aspects 
in a more balanced context. The aim is a balanced and detached attitude towards the body. 
With such a balanced attitude, one sees the body merely as a product of conditions, something 
which one need not identify with.441 
 The discourses illustrate the practice and benefits of contemplating the body with a vari-
ety of similes. One of these similes depicts a man carrying a bowl brimful of oil on his head 
through a crowd watching a beautiful girl singing and dancing.442 He is followed by another 
man with a drawn sword, ready to cut of his head if even one drop of the oil is spilled. To 
preserve his life, the man carrying the oil has to apply his full attention to each step and move-
ment, without allowing the commotion around the girl to distract him. This simile illustrates 
how sati, applied to the movements and posture of the body, can become quite literally a matter 
of balance. It moreover relates sustained awareness of the body's activities to sense-restraint. 
 Sense-restraint comes up again in another simile, which compares mindfulness of the 
body to a strong post, to which six different wild animals are bound.443 Since the animals are 
firmly bound to the post, however much they may struggle to escape, sooner or later they have 
to give up and sit or lie down next to the post. In a similar way, mindfulness of the body can be-
come a ‘strong post' for ‘taming' the six senses. This simile illustratively compares the mental 
agitation of searching for sensual gratification to wild animals struggling to go off into different 
directions. Yet, once the post of body mindfulness is firmly established, invariably the senses 
will have to calm down, just as the animals will come to lie down next to the post to which they 
are bound. This simile points to the particular benefit of being well ‘anchored' or grounded in 
the experience of the present moment through mindfulness of the body.444 Lacking such 
grounding in body awareness, attachment and clinging can easily find an opportunity to arise.445 
 A similar connotation underlies a set of similes in the Kàyagatàsati Sutta, which present 
mindfulness of the body as a crucial factor for withstanding Màra, the personification of mental 
defilements.446 Just as a heavy stone ball can penetrate a mound of wet clay, or just as fire can 
be produced from dry wood, or just as an empty jug can easily be filled with water, so too Màra 
will find an opportunity to overpower those who are not well established in mindfulness of the 
body. But just as a light ball of string cannot penetrate a door-panel made of heartwood, or just 
as fire cannot be produced from wet wood, or just as a full jug cannot take in more water, so too 
Màra will not be able to overpower those who develop und cultivate mindfulness of the body.  
 The Kàyagatàsati Sutta contains the same sequence of contemplations as the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta. There is, however, a noteworthy difference. In the Kàyagatàsati Sutta the respec-
tive ‘refrain' mentions the overcoming of worldly thoughts as a preliminary condition for the 
development of concentration.447 This points to another important benefit of body-con-

                                                           
441 S II 64: nàyaü, bhikkhave, kàyo tumhàkaü na pi a¤¤esaü. Puràõam idaü kammaü abhisaïkhataü abhisa¤cetayitaü 
vedaniyaü daññhabbaü. 
442 S V 170. The bowl full of oil mentioned in this simile can be taken to represent whatever activity one is about to do. The 
act of balancing this bowl on one's head then illustrates the need for balance of mind in regard to any activity, in order to 
avoid the arising of defilements, that is, in order not to spill the oil. The watching crowd then corresponds to the scene of 
activity, while the singing and dancing stands for alluring sense stimuli and related desires. The person with a drawn sword 
could be identified with Màra, both in the sense of the ever present certainty of death, and also as the tempter, who will catch 
hold of one as soon as one succumbs to sensual distraction. Thus the careful behaviour of the person carrying the oil vividly 
illustrates the circumspect behaviour of a practitioner well established in present moment awareness of the body. It also 
underlines the importance of developing awareness grounded in the body, since in this simile such body awareness 
constitutes the means to preserve one's life in the midst of commotion, distraction, and danger. 
443 S IV 198. 
444 Fryba: Art of Happiness, p 111, fittingly speaks of "strategies of reality anchoring." Tart: Mindful Life, p 44, explains: 
"instead of every thought carrying you away, you have an anchor in the here and now through your body." Cf. also Nett 13: 
kàyagatàya satiyà bhàvitàya bahulãkatàya cakkhu nàvi¤chati manàpiyesu råpesu, amanàpiyesu na pañiha¤¤ati … kena 

kàraõena? Saüvutanivàritattà indriyànaü. Kena te saüvutanivàrità? Sati-àrakkhena. 
445 M I 266: anupaññhitakàyasati ca viharati … yaü ka¤ci vedanaü vedeti … taü vedanaü abhinandati … yà vedanàsu nandã 

tad-upàdànaü …  
446 M III 95. 
447 M III 89: tassa evaü … viharato ye te gehasità sarasaïkappà te pahãyanti, tesaü pahànà ajjhattam-eva cittaü santiññhati 
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templation: overcoming sensual infatuation through a proper assessment of the nature of the 
body. Such waning of sensual infatuation facilitates the development of concentration 
unhindered by sensual distractions. The Kàyagatàsati Sutta illustrates this with another set of 
similes: Just as drinking water will easily flow out if the jug is tipped over; or just as water of a 
pond will easily flow out if the embankment is broken; or just as a skilled driver will easily be 
able to drive a chariot wherever he likes; so too mindfulness of the body will easily lead over to 
the development of deep concentration.448 
 Thus contemplation of the body can become a basis for the development of tranquility, 
or alternatively can lead to an application of sati to feelings and mental phenomena, as de-
scribed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta.449 The fact that a firm grounding of awareness in the body 
provides an important basis for the development of both tranquility and inisght may be the rea-
son why, of the four satipaññhànas, body-contemplation has received the most extensive and de-
tailed treatment in the discourses and in the commentaries.450 This emphasis on the body 
contemplations prevails also today among the vipassanà schools of the Theravàda tradition, 
where mindfulness of the body occupies a central position and constitutes the most prominent 
area of practice from the four satipaññhànas. 
 The discourses repeatedly emphasise the great value of mindfulness of the body.451 
According to them, those who do not practice mindfulness of the body do not ‘partake of the 
deathless'.452 Mindfulness of the body can be considered to be truly one's best friend.453 A verse 
from the Theragàthà even reports a monk reflecting that, if he were granted only one wish, it 
would be: may the whole world enjoy unbroken mindfulness of the body.454  
 Although meditation practices for contemplating the body appear to have had ancient 
origins and were already known among ascetic and contemplative circles contemporary with 
the Buddha,455 the commentaries point out that his analytical and comprehensive approach was 
a distinctively new feature.456  

 VI.2) Mindfulness of Breathing 
 In ancient times and still today, mindfulness of breathing may well be the most widely 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
sannisãdati ekodi hoti samàdhiyati.  
448 M III 96.  
449 The importance of a foundation in body contemplation is stressed by Ledi: Requisites of Enlightenment, p 38, who 
illustratively compares attempts at samatha or vipassanà without a previously developed grounding in awareness of the body 
to driving an ox-cart yoked to an untamed bullock without a nose-rope. This importance of the body contemplations for the 
development of samatha (tranquility) is also reflected at Ps I 301, which points out that mindfulness of breathing, of the 
anatomical parts, and of the bodily decomposition after death are satipaññhàna contemplations particularly suitable for the 
development of concentration: ànàpànaü dvattiüsàkàro, nava sãvathikàti ekàdasa appanàkammaññhànàni honti. 
450 E.g. throughout the entire Majjhima Nikàya only aspects of body contemplation are separately expounded as independent 
discourses (ânàpànasati Sutta, M III 78, Kàyagatàsati Sutta, M III 88). Similarly the satipaññhàna commentaries devote as 
much space to the bodily contemplations, as to the remaining three satipaññhànas: Ps I 247-274 against Ps I 274-301 (each 
27 pages).  
451 M III 94-99: yassa kassaci kàyagatàsati bhàvità bahulãkatà, antogadhà tassa kusalà dhammà ye keci vijjàbhàgiyà … na 

tassa labhati Màro àrammaõaü … cittaü abhininnàmeti abhi¤¤àsacchikiriyàya, tatra tatreva sakkhibhavyataü pàpuõàti sati 

sati-àyatane … aratiratisaho hoti … bhayabheravasaho hoti … khamo hoti sãtassa uõhassa … catunnaü jhànànaü … 

nikàmalàbhã hoti … iddhividhaü … dibbàya sotadhàtuyà … parapuggalànaü cetasà ceto paricca pajànàti … anekavihitaü 

pubbenivàsaü anussarati … dibbena cakkhunà … àsavànaü khayà … ; A I 43: yassa kassaci kàyagatà sati bhàvità 
bahulãkatà antogadhà tassa kusalà dhammà ye keci vijjàbhàgiya; and Dhp 293: yesa¤-ca susamàraddhà, niccaü kàyagatà 
sati … atthaü gacchanti àsavà. 
452 A I 45: amataü na paribhu¤janti ye kàyagatàsatiü na paribhu¤janti. 
453 Th 1035: natthi etàdisaü mittaü, yathà kàyagatà sati (this statement was made by ânanda after the passing away of the 
Buddha). 
454 Th 468: buddho ca me varaü dajjà, so ca labbhetha me varo, gaõhehaü sabbalokassa, niccaü kàyagatàsatiü. 
455 Lin Li-Kouang: L'Aide Mémoire, p 124; and Schmithausen: "Vier Konzentrationen", p 254. The impression that contem-
plation of the body was known in ancient India is also to some extent supported by the introductory part to the Kàyagatàsati 
Sutta, M III 88, where the monks spoke in praise of the Buddha's way of presenting body contemplation in such a manner 
that it will have manifold benefits. If the act of contemplating the body were in itself an innovation, it would most likely have 
merited their explicit praise. 
456 Ps I 247 and Ps-pñ I 348 maintain that other dispensations do not teach body-contemplation as completely (sabbap-
pakàra) as the Buddha.  



Appendix 

 242 

used method for body contemplation. The Buddha himself frequently engaged in mindfulness 
of breathing,457 which he called a ‘noble' and ‘divine' way of practice.458 Even his awakening 
took place based on mindfulness of breathing.459  
 The discourses present mindfulness of breathing in a variety of ways. The Satipaññhàna 
Sutta describes four steps of practice, to which the ânàpànasati Sutta adds twelve steps, there-
by coming to form a scheme of altogether sixteen steps of practice. Elsewhere the discourses 
speak of mindfulness of breathing as a cognition (sa¤¤à), and also as a concentration 
practice.460 These various presentations demonstrate the multifunctional character of the proc-
ess of breathing as a meditation object. The same is also documented in the range of its 
possible benefits, which include both insight and deep concentration.461  
 As a meditation practice, mindfulness of breathing has a peaceful character and leads to 
stability of both posture and mind.462 The mental stability brought about through mindfulness of 
breathing acts as an antidote to distraction and discursive thought.463 Awareness of the breath 
can also become a stabilising factor at the time of death, ensuring that even one's last breath 
will be a mindful one.464  
 According to the Satipaññhàna Sutta, the practice of mindfulness of breathing should be 
undertaken in the following way: 
 
"Here, gone to the forest, or to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut, he sits down; having folded his legs 
crosswise, set his body erect, and established mindfulness in front of him, ever mindful he breathes in, 
mindful he breathes out.  
Breathing in long, he knows: ‘I breathe in long', breathing out long, he knows: ‘I breathe out long.'  
Breathing in short, he knows: ‘I breathe in short', breathing out short, he knows: ‘I breathe out short.' 
He trains thus: ‘I shall breathe in experiencing the whole body', he trains thus: ‘I shall breathe out ex-
periencing the whole body.'  
He trains thus: ‘I shall breathe in calming the bodily formation', he trains thus: ‘I shall breathe out calm-
ing the bodily formation.'"465 
 
 The instructions for mindfulness of breathing include the appropriate external environ-
ment and the suitable physical posture. The three kinds of places recommended for practice 
are a forest, the root of a tree, and an empty hut.466 In the discourses, these three usually indi-
                                                           
457 S V 326: ànàpànasatisamàdhinà Bhagavà vassàvàsam bahulaü vihàsi. 
458 S V 326: ànàpànasatisamàdhi sammàvadamàno vadeyya ariyavihàro iti pi brahmavihàro iti pi. 
459 S V 317: ànàpànasatisamàdhi … aham-pi sudaü … pubbeva sambodhà anabhisambuddho bodhisatto va samàno iminà 

vihàrena bahulaü viharàmi, tassa … vihàrena … anupàdàya ca me àsavehi cittaü vimucci. 
460 As a four-step satipaññhàna in the (Mahà-)Satipaññhàna Suttas at D II 291 and M I 59; in the sixteen-step version in the 
ânàpànasati Sutta at M III 79; as a sa¤¤à e.g. at A V 111; and as ànàpànasatisamàdhi in the ânàpàna Saüyutta (e.g. at S V 
317); cf. Vajira¤àõa: Buddhist Meditation, p 227. 
461 S V 317-319 list overcoming of worldly intentions, of aversion and attraction, four jhànas and immaterial attainments, 
and realisation as possible benefits of mindfulness of breathing.  
462 S V 321: ànàpànasatisamàdhi bhàvito … santo ceva paõãto ca asecanako ca sukho ca vihàro; S V 316: ànàpànasati-
samàdhissa bhavitattà … neva kàyassa i¤jitattaü và hoti phanditattaü và, na cittassa i¤jitattaü và hoti phanditattaü và. 
463 A III 449: cetaso vikkhepassa pahànàya ànàpànasati bhàvetabbà. Ud 37: ànàpànasati bhàvetabbà vitakkupacchedàya. It 
80: ànàpànasatiyà ajjhattaü parimukhaü såpaññhitàya ye bàhirà vitakkàsayà vighàtapakkhikà te na honti. The 
Abhidharmako÷abhàùyam explains that mindfulness of breathing is particularly suitable for countering discursive thought 
because the breath is a bland meditation object, devoid of colour or outer form, and therefore does not in itself stimulate the 
imaginative tendency of the mind (in Pruden, p 917). 
464 M I 426: ànàpànasatiyà, evaü bahulãkatàya ye pi te carimakà assàsapassàsà te pi vidità va nirujjhanti no avidità. 
465 M I 56: ara¤¤agato và rukkhamålagato và su¤¤àgàragato và nisãdati, pallaïkaü àbhujitvà, ujuü kàyaü paõidhàya, 
parimukhaü satiü upaññhapetvà. So sato va assasati, sato va passasati. Dãghaü và assasanto ‘dãghaü assasàmã'-ti pa-

jànàti, dãghaü và passasanto ‘dãghaü passasàmã'-ti pajànàti, rassaü và assasanto ‘rassaü assasàmã'-ti pajànàti, rassaü và 

passasanto ‘rassaü passasàmã'-ti pajànàti, ‘sabbakàyapañisaüvedã assasissàmã'-ti sikkhati, sabbakàyapañisaüvedã 

passasissàmã'-ti sikkhati, ‘passambhayaü kàyasaïkhàraü assasissàmã'-ti sikkhati, ‘passambhayaü kàyasaïkhàraü pas-

sasissàmã'-ti sikkhati. 
466 From these three, the root of a tree is on other occasions especially associated with the practice of meditation. At 
M II 118, the mere sight of secluded trees suitable for meditation reminded a king of the Buddha. At M III 146, the 
root of a tree is used as a measurement for the area which a meditator is able to pervade or suffuse with his or her 
practice: yàvatà ekaü rukkhamålaü mahagattan-ti pharitvà adhimuccitvà viharati … dve và tãõi và rukkhamålàni … 
(referring to the radiation of mettà). The root of a tree as a dwelling place constitutes one of the four basic monastic 
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cate the suitable conditions for the practice of formal meditation,467 representing the 
appropriate degree of seclusion required for the practice of mindfulness of breathing (or other 
meditation practices).468 According to modern meditation teachers, however, mindfulness of 
breathing can be developed in any situation, even while, for example, standing in a queue or 
sitting in a waiting room.469 
 Besides describing the external environment, the Satipaññhàna Sutta also specifies the 
proper sitting posture: the back should be kept straight and the legs crossed.470 In the dis-
courses, this description of the appropriate posture for meditation occurs not only in relation to 
mindfulness of breathing, but also in the context of several other meditation practices.471 Al-
though this does not imply that meditation should be confined to the sitting posture only, never-
theless these occurrences clearly underline the importance of formal sitting for cultivating the 
mind.  
 Once the posture is set up, mindfulness is to be established ‘in front'. The injunction ‘in 
front' (parimukhaü) can be understood literally or figuratively.472 Following the more literal un-
derstanding, ‘in front' indicates the nostril area as the appropriate location for attending to the 
in- and out-breaths. Alternatively, ‘in front' understood in a more figurative way points to a firm 
establishment of sati, to sati being mentally ‘in front' in the sense of meditative composure and 
attentiveness.473  
 Both the Abhidhamma and the commentaries take ‘in front' (parimukhaü) as indicating 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
requisites of a Buddhist monk or nun, (together with begged alms food, cast off cloth for robes, and cow urine as 
medicine) thereby representing contentment with the most minimal necessities of life. Applied in a more general 
sense, this expression can thus be taken to stand for contentment with whatever basic facilities one may be able to 
get for one's practice of meditation. 
467 The forest and the root of a tree as part of the standard expression for introducing formal meditation: vivittaü senàsanaü 
bhajati, ara¤¤aü rukkhamålaü pabbataü kandaraü giriguhaü susànaü vanapatthaü abbhokàsaü palàlapu¤jaü (e.g. at D I 
71). The root of a tree and the empty hut in the Buddha's emphatic exhortation: etàni rukkhamålàni, etàni su¤¤àgàràni, 
jhàyatha mà pamàdattha (e.g. at M I 46). In addition to forming part of the introduction to mindfulness of breathing, these 
terms occur in relation to various other meditation practices: at M I 297 in relation to reflection on emptiness; at M I 323 in 
relation to overcoming the hindrances; at M I 333 in relation to the attainment of cessation; at M I 335 in relation to the 
brahmavihàras (divine abodes); at M I 336 in relation to asubha (ugliness of the body), àhàre pañikkålasa¤¤à (cognition of 
repulsiveness in food), sabbaloke anabhiratasa¤¤à (cognition of disenchantment with the whole world), and 
aniccànupassanà (contemplation of impermanence); and at A V 109 in relation to the aggregates, to the sense-spheres, to 
various bodily illnesses, and to recollection of Nibbàna. 
468 Ps I 247: satipaññhànabhàvanànuråpasenàsanapariggaha. Ps I 248 stresses that it is not easy to develop ànàpànasati in 
the presence of noise and distractions. Similarly Vibh 244 speaks of: ara¤¤aü rukkhamålaü … appasaddaü appanigghosaü 

vijanavàtaü manussaràhaseyyakaü pañisallànasàråpaü. 
469 Gunaratana: Satipaññhàna Sutta, p 10; and Khantipàlo: Practical Advice, p 11. 
470 The expression pallaïkaü àbhujitvà, ‘having folded his legs crosswise', is not further explained in the discourses. 
The commentaries take it as representing the lotus posture (e.g. Sv I 209: årubaddhàsana). Yet, in view of modern 
practical experience it seems reasonable to include any cross-legged sitting posture in which the back is kept 
straight and which can be maintained for a longer time without causing unnecessary pain. 
471 The description of the sitting posture occurs in relation to overcoming the hindrances and developing absorption 
as part of the standard expositions of the gradual path, e.g. at D I 71; in the context of practising the brahmavihàras 
(divine abodes) at D III 49 and A I 183; in relation to contemplation of the five aggregates at M I 421; in the context 
of recollecting realisation or levels of insight gained at A I 184, Ud 46, 60, and 77; in relation to kàyagatàsati at Ud 27 
and 77; and in the context of meditation in general (adhicittamanuyutta) at Ud 43. 
472 This ambiguity arises because mukha can assume a variety of meanings, among them ‘mouth' or ‘face', but also ‘front' or 
‘top', cf. Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 533-4. 
473 Pañis I 176: ‘parã'-ti pariggahaññho, ‘mukhan'-ti niyyànaññho, i.e. parimukhaü sati ‘provides' a ‘way out' (of forgetful-
ness). Fessel: Ein‚bung von Gegenw„rtigkeit, p 79, suggests understanding the term in contrast to the Sanskrit bahir mukha 
(averting one's face), parimukhaü then implying presence of mind directed to the immediate environment. Rhys Davids: 
Dictionary, has: "to surround oneself with watchfulness of mind" (p 672), and "to set one's mindfulness alert" (p 431). The 
corresponding Chinese version for parimukhaü reads: "with thoughts well controlled, not going astray" (in Minh Chau: 
Madhyama âgama, p 99). In fact, in several discourses the expression parimukhaü was used by people, who were apparently 
quite unfamiliar with meditation, in order to describe the Buddha seated in meditation (a brahmin searching for his ox at S I 
170; a woodworker at S I 179, and some brahmin students at S I 180). It is difficult to imagine that these people should have 
been able to know, from merely seeing the Buddha seated, that he was directing awareness to his nostrils. The more probable 
explanation for these instances is that ‘parimukhaü sati' was used by them to just express the visible fact that he was sitting in 
meditative composure. 
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a precise anatomical location.474 In the discourses, however, the specification ‘in front' occurs in 
a variety of different contexts, such as, for example, in relation to overcoming the hindrances or 
to developing the divine abodes (brahmavihàra).475 Although overcoming the hindrances can 
occur with the aid of mindfulness of breathing, this is not necessarily the case. In fact, the stan-
dard instructions for overcoming the hindrances do not mention the breath.476 Similarly, the 
discourses do not relate the development of the divine abodes in any way to awareness of the 
breath.477 Apart from being aware of the breath, however, to direct mindfulness to the nostril 
area makes little sense, whether in relation to overcoming the hindrances or to developing the 
divine abodes. Thus, at least in these contexts, the figurative sense of ‘in front' as a firm estab-
lishment of sati is the more meaningful alternative.  
 Therefore, although to understand ‘in front' as indicating the nostril area makes sense in 
relation to mindfulness of breathing, alternative ways of practice, based on a more figurative 
understanding of the term, cannot be categorically excluded. In fact, several modern teachers 
have developed successful approaches to mindfulness of breathing independent of the nostril 
area. Some, for example, advise their pupils to experience the breath in the chest area, others 
suggest to observe the air-element at the abdomen, while still others recommend directing 
awareness to the act of breathing in itself, without focussing on any specific place.478  
 Having described the appropriate environment and posture, the Satipaññhàna Sutta in-
structs the meditator to breathe in and out mindfully.479 Next, the meditator should become 
aware of the length of each breath as ‘long' or ‘short'. The point here is to be aware of long and 
short breaths, not to consciously control the length of the breath. Nevertheless, the progression 
from knowing longer breaths to knowing shorter breaths reflects the fact that the breath natu-
rally becomes shorter and finer with continued contemplation, due to increasing mental and 
physical tranquility.480 
 The discourse compares this progress to a skilled turner, who attends to his lathe with 

                                                           
474 Vibh 252: ayaü sati upaññhità hoti supaññhità nàsikagge và mukhanimitte và, tena vuccati ‘parimukhaü satiü upañ-
ñhapetvà'-ti; same at Pañis I 171; and Ehara: Vimuttimagga, p 157. Vism 283 further explains that the nose tip is the point of 
observation for meditators with a longer nose, while the upper lip fulfils the same function for those who have a shorter nose: 
ime hi dãghanàsikassa nàsapuñaü ghaññentà pavattanti, rassanàsikassa uttaroññhaü. 
475 D III 49, M I 274, and A IV 437: parimukhaü satiü upaññhapetvà. So … abhijjhàya … byàpàdapadosà … thãnamiddhà 

… uddhaccakukkuccà … vicikiccàya cittaü parisodheti. A I 183: parimukhaü satiü upaññhapetvà, so mettà sahagatena 
cetasà … Other occurrences of parimukhaü satiü upaññhapetvà are in the context of forming the determination of not 
changing one's posture until realisation is gained (at M I 219), of developing a mind set on the welfare of both oneself and 
others (at M II 139), of understanding that the defilements have been eradicated from one's mind (A I 184), or as part of the 
description of a monk well versed in meditation (at A III 320). Parimukhaü appears to be more than simply part of a 
stereotype formula, since in several passages in the Udàna it is missing from otherwise identical descriptions of meditators 
sitting down cross-legged (Ud 21, 42, 43, 46, 60, 71, and 77). 
476 According to the standard expositions (e.g. D III 49, M I 274, M III 3, or S V 105) the counter methods are: asubha-
nimitta (attending to ugliness of the body), mettà (loving kindness), àlokasa¤¤à (cognition of light), cetasa våpasama 
(mental calm), and akathaükathã kusalesu dhammesu (being unperplexed about wholesome states) for each respective hin-
drance. Particularly interesting in this context is M I 421, where Ràhula sat down to establish parimukhaü sati for contem-
plating the aggregates, but was only at a later point given ànàpànasati instructions. Thus it is not very probable that he was 
directing awareness to his nostrils during the earlier taught contemplation of the aggregates, by in some way combining it 
with mindfulness of breathing. 
477 The instructions describe a form of radiation, e.g. at M II 207: ekaü disaü pharitvà viharati, tathà dutiyaü, tathà tatiyaü, 
tathà catutthiü; iti uddhaü adho tiriyaü sabbadhi sabbattatàya sabbàvantaü lokaü … pharitvà viharati, which does not seem 
to be related to mindfulness of breathing. 
478 Dhammadharo: Frames of Reference, p 16, and Maha Boowa: Wisdom, pp 14-16, instruct to fix attention at the nose at 
first, but to shift to the chest or solar plexus area later on. Kamalashila: Meditation, p 168, proposes to counter slackness of 
energy by observing the breath higher up in the body (e.g. nose), while in case of excessive energy one may calm down by 
using a spot lower down (e.g. abdomen). Brahmavamso: Basic Method, p 17, suggests not to locate the breath anywhere 
physically. On the other hand Kassapa: Meditation, p 242, sharply criticises the Mahasi tradition for observing the movement 
of the air element at the abdomen. However, in order to avoid contradiction with the commentarial explanation, the Mahasi 
tradition has always taken care to present their main meditation practice as a contemplation of the air element from among 
the four element meditation, not as a form of ànàpànasati. 
479 According to Chit Tin: Knowing Anicca, p 44, this instruction refers in particular to clearly distinguishing between 
in- and out-breath. 
480 The relation of shorter breaths to having developed some degree of concentration is noted by Dhammadharo: Keeping the 
Breath, p 19; Dhãravaüsa: Dynamic Way, p 46; Goenka: Satipaññhàõa, p 29; and Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 30.  
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full awareness of making a long turn or a short turn.481 The simile of the turner suggests 
increasing degrees of refinement and subtlety in practising mindfulness of breathing.482 Just as 
a turner makes progressively finer and more delicate cuts, when working on the lathe, similarly 
contemplation proceeds from long and comparatively gross breaths to shorter and subtler 
breaths. The Pañisambhidàmagga illustratively compares this progressive refinement of 
mindfulness of breathing to the progressively fainter sound of a gong, after it has been 
struck.483  
 The third and fourth steps introduce a different verb to describe the process of contem-
plation: in place of ‘he knows' (pajànàti), the text now uses the expression ‘he trains' (sikkha-
ti).484 In the ânàpànasati Sutta, this ‘training' covers altogether fourteen steps, in addition to 
the first two steps concerned with ‘knowing'. The use of the word ‘training' points to some 
degree of additional effort on the part of the meditator, due to an increasing degree of difficulty 
involved in these steps.485 In the present context, this seems to entail a shift to a broader kind of 
awareness, including also other phenomena, in addition to the breath itself. In the scheme 
described in the ânàpànasati Sutta (hereafter referred to as ‘the sixteen steps'), awareness pro-
ceeds from the bodily phenomena of breathing to feelings and mental events. In ‘the sixteen 
steps', contemplation is clearly not limited to changes in the process of breathing, but covers 
other related aspects of subjective experience. In this way, mindfulness of breathing becomes a 
skilful tool for self-observation.486 
 The third and fourth steps of mindfulness of breathing, alike in both the ânàpànasati 
Sutta and the Satipaññhàna Sutta, are concerned with experiencing the ‘whole body' 
(sabbakàya) and with calming the ‘bodily formation' (kàyasaïkhàra). In the present context, the 
‘whole body' (sabbakàya) can be taken literally as referring to the whole physical body. Under-
stood in this way, the instruction points to a broadening of awareness, to a shift from the breath 
alone to the effect of the breath on the entire body.487 According to the commentaries, however, 
‘whole body' should be understood more figuratively as referring to the ‘body' of the breath. By 
understanding ‘whole body' as the whole breath-body the instruction then points to full aware-
ness of the beginning, middle, and end stages of each breath.488 This interpretation can claim 
support from the same ânàpànasati Sutta, since here the Buddha identified the breath as a 
‘body' (kàya) among bodies.489 An argument against this interpretation, however, could be that 
the cultivation of full awareness of the length of the breath was the task of the previous two 
steps, knowing ‘long' or ‘short' breath, which already required the meditator to be aware of 
each breath from beginning to end.490 One would therefore expect this next step in the progres-
sion to introduce a distinctly new feature for contemplation, such as, for example, a shift of 
awareness to including the whole anatomical body.  
                                                           
481 D II 291 and M I 56. 
482 Ariyadhamma: ânàpànasati, p 3, moreover explains the turner simile to point to fixity of attention. 
483 Pañis I 185 in commenting on the third step of ànàpànasati. 
484 According to Buddhadàsa: ânàpànasati, p 63, the first two steps are just preliminaries, while the real practice starts with 
this ‘training'. 
485 Vism 274 speaks of ghañati and vàyamati. In fact at S V 326, which documents the Buddha's own practice of mindfulness 
of breathing, all occurrences of sikkhati (he trains) are replaced by pajànàmi (I know). This documents that, unlike the or-
dinary practitioner who has to make an effort in order to proceed through the sixteen steps, the Buddha, with his meditative 
expertise, was able to do the same effortlessly. 
486 Cf. also Kor: Reading the Mind, p 35; van Zeyst: Search of Truth, p 94; and Vimalo: "Contemplation of Breathing", p 
158. Shapiro: "Self-control", p 588, suggests that from a psychological perspective awareness of the breath has the purpose 
of learning to be self conscious. Observation of the breath is indeed an appropriate vehicle for such self-observation, since 
emotional changes of the mind are reflected in the breath, such as when on yawns out of boredom, sighs due to grief, or 
snorts in anger. Moreover, since the process of breathing is a process that may take place involuntarily and also deliberately, 
it stands in a particular conditional position in regard to body and mind, and therefore offers a convenient opportunity for 
contemplating the conditional interrelationship between physical and mental phenomena. Cf. also Govinda: Psychological 
Attitude, pp 27, 110. 
487 Buddhadàsa: Mindfulness with Breathing, p 38; Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 105; Goenka: Satipaññhàõa, p 29; Kor: 
Reading the Mind, p 38; and Solé-Leris: Tranquility & Insight, p 80. 
488 Vism 273: àdimajjhapariyosànaü. 
489 M III 83: kàyesu kàya¤¤ataràhaü … vadàmi yadidaü assàsapassàsà. 
490 Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 42. 
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 The next step of training is the calming of the ‘bodily formation' (kàyasaïkhàra). Else-
where the discourses define the ‘bodily formation' as in-breathing and out-breathing.491 This 
dovetails with the second interpretation mentioned above, according to which ‘whole body' 
refers to the whole length of the breath.492 The Pañisambhidàmagga and the Vimuttimagga indi-
cate that this fourth step of mindfulness of breathing also refers to maintaining a calm and 
stable posture, in the sense of calming any intention to shift or move.493 Thus the instruction to 
calm the bodily formations also implies an increase in general bodily calmness, a way of under-
standing which fits with the first interpretation mentioned above, taking ‘body' to refer to the 
anatomical body. In the end, both interpretations overlap, since a calming of the breath natu-
rally leads to increased bodily tranquility, and vice versa.494  
 The calming of breath and body can then either become the basis for developing aware-
ness of the inner constitution of the body, as in the subsequent satipaññhàna exercises, or else 
lead over to an awareness of feelings and mental processes, as in ‘the sixteen steps'.495 In both 
cases this constitutes a natural progression, where the establishment of a basis in bodily calm-
ness enables awareness to proceed to subtler aspects of contemplation. It is to these subtler 
aspects that I will now turn, by briefly digressing from the Satipaññhàna Sutta and further ex-
amining the scheme of ‘the sixteen steps' described in the ânàpànasati Sutta. 

 VI.3) The ânàpànasati Sutta 
 Subsequent to the first four steps of mindfulness of breathing, the ânàpànasati Sutta's 
contemplation scheme directs awareness to the experience of joy (pãti) and happiness (sukha). 
Since these two are factors of absorption, their occurrence in this part of ‘the sixteen steps' has 
led the Visuddhimagga to the assumption that this progression refers exclusively to absorption 
experience.496 Possibly due to this assumption, even the first four steps of mindfulness of 
breathing in the Satipaññhàna Sutta have at times been identified as being no more than a 

                                                           
491 Kàyasaïkhàra occurring together with vacãsaïkhàra and cittasaïkhàra at M I 301 and S IV 293: assàsapassàsà kàyasaï-
khàro, (cf. ¥àõamoli: Mindfulness of Breathing, p 6 n 1).  
492 The calming of the kàyasaïkhàra (in the sense of in- and out-breathing) then reaches its culmination point with the attain-
ment of the fourth absorption (D III 270 and A V 31): catutthaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati. Evaü kho bhikkhu 
passaddhakàyasaïkhàro hoti, since during this attainment the breath completely ceases (cf. S IV 217: catutthaü jhànaü 
samàpannassa assàsapassàsà niruddhà honti). Cf. also Pa Auk: Mindfulness of Breathing, p 15: "with the attainment of the 
fourth jhàna the breath completely stops. This completes the fourth stage in the development of ànàpànasati, calming the 
breath body." Such complete calming, however, does not form part of the ‘the sixteen steps', since it would be difficult to rec-
oncile with the subsequent progression towards experiencing pãti (joy) and sukha (happiness), mental qualities have to be 
left behind with the attainment of the fourth jhàna. In fact, once the breath has completely ceased (passaddhakàyasaïkhàro 
hoti), it would be impossible to carry out the instruction to ‘breathe in (and out) calming the bodily formations' (cf. M I 56: 
passambhayaü kàyasaïkhàraü assasissàmã'-ti … passasissàmã'-ti sikkhati). 
493 Pañis I 184: yathàråpehi kàyasaïkhàrehi yà kàyassa ànamanà vinamanà sannamanà paõamanà i¤janà phandanà 
calanà kampanà - passambhayaü kàyasaïkhàraü assasissàmã'-ti … passasissàmã'-ti sikkhati; Ehara: Vimuttimagga, p 
161. 
494 According to Vism 274 the calming of body and mind leads in turn to calming of the breathing: yadà panassa kàyo pi 
cittam-pi pariggahità honti, tadà te santà honti våpasantà. Tesu våpasantesu assàsapassàsà sukhumà hutvà pavattanti. Cf. 
also Jayatilleke: "Problems of Translation", p 217, who suggests that breathing may be taken as one concrete instance of 
kàyasaïkhàra as bodily reflexes in general. In fact kàyasaïkhàra occurs at times as bodily action in general (together with the 
respective type of vacãsaïkhàra and manosaïkhàra), a usage which is not restricted to the breath, e.g. at A I 122: 
sabyàpajjhaü kàyasaïkhàraü abhisaïkharoti … abyàpajjhaü; same at A II 231-6; cf. also Schumann: Saïkhàra, p 29. 
495 M III 82. Cf. also Kor: Reading the Mind, p 38. 
496 According to Vism 277, and 287-290, the second and third tetrads are practicable for jhàna-attainers only. (Cf. also 
Ehara: Vimuttimagga, p 161; and Ledi: Mindfulness of Breathing, pp 27 and 29). Vism suggests two alternatives, namely 
either actual development of jhàna, or else insightful contemplation after emerging from jhàna, nevertheless both of these 
would only be practicable for someone able to enter absorption. The net result of this is that for someone unable to attain 
jhàna, a considerable part of the Buddha's exposition on mindfulness of breathing moves beyond reach. Quite possibly due to 
this, additional methods came into being for the less proficient in concentration, such as counting the breath (cf. Vism 278-
283 for detailed instructions). Instructions of this type cannot be found anywhere in the discourses of the Buddha. Though 
counting the breath may be helpful for the neophyte to mindfulness of breathing, it does, however, to some extent constitute a 
change in the mood of this contemplation, since sustained counting can result in dulling the mind (which is the reason 
underlying the proverbial advice to use counting exercises against insomnia) and also tends to stimulate the conceptual 
activity of the mind rather than quietening it. 
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concentration practice.497  
 Here it needs to be noted that, although the breath can undoubtedly be used to develop 
concentration, the instructions throughout ‘the sixteen steps' are invariably based on distinct 
awareness of each in- and out-breath. The central purpose of this distinction, from the 
perspective of insight development, is to cultivate and maintain awareness of the impermanent 
nature of the breath. Whatever bodily or mental phenomena come within the focus of aware-
ness during ‘the sixteen steps' (see diagram 6.2 below), all of them are experienced against the 
background of the ever changing rhythm of in- and out-breaths, which provides a constant re-
minder of impermanence.498 On closer inspection, ‘the sixteen steps' reveal an underlying struc-
tural pattern, which against this continuous background of impermanence proceeds through 
various increasingly subtler aspects of subjective experience, thereby paralleling the structural 
progression in the Satipaññhàna Sutta.499 In contrast, on approaching absorption attainment, ex-
perience becomes more and more unified, so that one is no longer clearly aware of the distinc-
tion between in- and out-breaths, or of other related phenomena.500  
 The occurrence of joy (pãti) and happiness (sukha) as steps five and six in the scheme of 
the ânàpànasati Sutta does not necessarily require the experience of absorption, since both 
can occur apart from such attainment.501 According to a verse in the Dhammapada, for 
example, joy (pãti) can also arise as a result of insight meditation.502 Thus to be aware of the 
breath while experiencing joy or happiness is not necessarily confined to retrospective analysis 
after emergence from an absorption attainment, or to the stages of tranquility meditation 
immediately preceding such attainment. Although these two are prominent cases for such 
contemplation, the viewpoint introduced by ‘the sixteen steps' is geared towards insight. That 
is, ‘the sixteen steps' are not solely a concentration practice, but rather introduce an insight 
perspective on the development of concentration through mindfulness of breathing. 
 
  Survey of ânàpànasati in Sixteen Steps:  
               (Diagram 6.2) 
 
know: ~~~ long breath (dãghaü) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~  

                                                           
497 Kheminda: Path, Fruit, p 5: "the four foundations of mindfulness begin with a serenity (samatha) subject of meditation, 
namely, mindfulness of in-breathing and out-breathing." Soma: "Contemplation", p 360: "the placing of the first tetrad of the 
ânàpànasati Sutta at the very beginning of the two main Satipaññhàna Suttas is clear indication of the necessity of at least 
the first jhàna … the development of insight is impossible to one who has not brought into being … at least the first jhàna." 
Ps I 249, however, only suggests that based on the breath jhàna may be attained, not that mindfulness of breathing in the 
Satipaññhàna Sutta is only a samatha object of meditation. This impression is further supported by the fact that the sati-
paññhàna subcomy Ps-pñ I 349 makes a point of stating that an ‘external' (bahiddhà) development of mindfulness of 
breathing cannot yield absorption attainment. This shows that in the eyes of the commentaries mindfulness of breathing in the 
satipaññhàna context was practicable apart from absorption attainment. 
498 Such use of the breath as a means for developing insight into impermanence has a parallel at A III 306 and A IV 319, 
where a recollection of the inevitability and unpredictability of death is related to the unpredictability of the next breath to be 
taken: bhikkhu evaü maraõassatiü bhàveti: ‘aho vatàhaü tad-antaraü jãveyyaü yad-antaraü assasitvà và passasàmi 
passasitvà và assasàmi. Cf. also S V 319, where the practice of the sixteen steps of mindfulness of breathing leads over to 
realising the impermanent nature of feelings: ànàpànasatisamàdhimhi evaü bahulãkate, sukha¤-ce … dukkha¤-ce … aduk-

khamasukha¤-ce vedanaü vediyati, ‘sà aniccà'-ti pajànàti … 
499 In fact, Th 548 recommends practice of mindfulness of breathing in ‘right order', demonstrating a clear awareness of this 
inherent progressive character: ànàpànasatã yassa, paripuõõà subhàvità, anupubbaü paricità, yathà buddhena desità. A de-
tailed exposition of the sixteen steps as a single integrated practice can be found in Buddhadàsa: Mindfulness with Breathing, 
pp 53-89. Cf. also Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 59; Levine: Gradual Awakening, pp 32-36; Thanissaro: Fire Unbound, p 67; 
and Vimalo: "Contemplation of Breathing", p 158. 
500 The basic difference between mindfulness of breathing as a samatha or as a vipassanà practice depends on what angle is 
taken when observing the breath, since emphasis on just mentally knowing the presence of the breath is capable of leading 
over to deep levels of concentration, while emphasis on various phenomena related to the process of breathing (such as, for 
example, the physical sensations caused by the passage of the in- and out-breaths) does not lead to a unitary type of experi-
ence but stays in the realm of variety and of sensory experience, and thus is more appropriate for the development of insight. 
501 In fact the definition of pãti in this context at Pañis I 187 uses a set of expressions which do not seem to be restricted to 
absorption attainment: yà pãtipàmojjaü àmodanà pamodanà hàso pahàso vitti odagyaü attamanatà cittassa, ayaü pãti. Or 
else at M II 203 the pãti of the first two absorptions is contrasted with yàyaü pãti pa¤ca kàmaguõe pañicca, documenting a 
type of pãti distinctly different from absorption attainment. Cf. also Buddhadàsa: Mindfulness with Breathing, p 51. 
502 Dhp 374: yato yato sammasati khandhànaü udayabbayaü, labhati pãtipàmojjaü. 



Appendix 

 248 

⇓  ~~~ short breath (rassaü) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
train:  ~~~ experience whole body (sabbakàyapañisaüvedã) ~~~~  

⇓  ~~~ calm body formation (passambhayaü kàyasaïkhàraü)   
⇓  ~~~ experience joy (pãtipañisaüvedã) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
⇓  ~~~ experience happiness (sukhapañisaüvedã)~~~~~~~~~~~  
⇓  ~~~ experience mental formation (cittasaïkhàrapañisaüvedã) ~  
⇓  ~~~ calm mental formation (passambhayaü cittasaïkhàraü)~  
⇓  ~~~ experience the mind (cittapañisaüvedã) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
⇓  ~~~ gladden the mind (abhippamodayaü cittaü) ~~~~~~~~~~~  
⇓  ~~~ concentrate the mind (samàdahaü cittaü) ~~~~~~~~~~~  
⇓  ~~~ free the mind (vimocayaü cittaü) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
⇓  ~~~ contemplate impermanence (aniccànupassã) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
⇓  ~~~ contemplate fading away (viràgànupassã)~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
⇓  ~~~ contemplate cessation(nirodhànupassã) ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
⇓  ~~~ contemplate relinquishment (pañinissaggànupassã)~~~~~~~~ 

 
(The use of ~ represents that awareness of breathing ‘in' and ‘out' forms the background to each step)  
 
 A consideration of ‘the sixteen steps' within its context supports this suggestion. The 
introductory section of the discourse shows that the Buddha's rationale for giving this dis-
course was to demonstrate to a group of monks, who were already using the breath as a medi-
tation object (possibly as a concentration exercise), how to develop it as a satipaññhàna.503 The 
Buddha took up the breath as a meditation object in order to demonstrate how sati can natu-
rally lead from mindfulness of breathing to a comprehensive awareness of feelings and mind, 
and hence to a development of all satipaññhànas and to the seven awakening factors.504 This cor-
relation shows that the main purpose of the Buddha's exposition was to broaden the scope of 
mindfulness of breathing from awareness of the bodily phenomenon breath to awareness of 
feelings, mind, and dhammas, and in this way to employ is as a means for the gaining of in-
sight.505 It seems reasonable to conclude that the purpose of ‘the sixteen steps', and by 
implication also of mindfulness of breathing in the first satipaññhàna, is not restricted to the 
development of concentration, but rather covers both insight and tranquility. 
 

 VI.4) Postures and Activities 
 Returning to the satipaññhàna contemplations, the next two exercises described in the 
discourse, awareness of the four postures and clear knowledge in regard to activities, are both 
concerned with directing mindfulness to the body in activity. The instructions for 
contemplating the four postures are: 
 
"When walking, he knows: ‘I am walking'; when standing, he knows: ‘I am standing'; when sitting, he 
knows ‘I am sitting'; when lying down, he knows: ‘I am lying down'; or he knows accordingly however his 
body is disposed."506 
 
 The enumeration of the four postures in the above instruction progresses from the more 
                                                           
503 M III 78. Cf. also S V 315, where the Buddha introduced a monk, who was already practising some form of mindfulness 
of breathing, to ‘the sixteen steps' in order to further his practice. Cf. also Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 197. 
504 M III 83 relates each tetrad from ‘the sixteen steps' to a particular satipaññhàna; while M III 87 provides the relation to 
the awakening factors: evaü bahulãkatà satta sambojjhaïge paripårenti; the same correlations also occur at S V 323-336. S 
V 312 moreover relates mindfulness of breathing to each bojjhaïga singly: idha bhikkhu ànàpànasatisahagataü 
satisambojjhaïgaü … upekkhàsambojjhaïgaü bhàveti. 
505 The insight potential of ‘the sixteen steps' is also documented by Pañis I 95, which points out that each individual step can 
lead to realisation. Pañis I 178-182 illustrates this potential by relating the first step of mindfulness of breathing (long breath) 
to experiencing the rise and fall of feelings, cognitions, and thoughts, to the awakening factors, culminating in experiencing 
Nibbàna. Cf. also ¥àõamoli: Path of Discrimination, p 163. 
506 M I 56: gacchanto và ‘gacchàmã'-ti pajànàti, ñhito và ‘ñhitomhã'-ti pajànàti, nisinno và ‘nisinnomhã'-ti pajànàti, 
sayàno và ‘sayànomhã'-ti pajànàti. Yathà yathà và panassa kàyo paõihito hoti tathà tathà naü pajànàti. 
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active ‘walking' to comparatively more refined and passive postures.507 The formulation in the 
instruction speaks of ‘knowing' each of these postures, probably implying some form of 
‘proprioceptive' awareness.508 In other discourses, these four postures often convey the sense of 
doing something ‘at any time'.509 Applied to the context of satipaññhàna, this usage suggests 
continuity of body-awareness during all activities. In fact, according to the above satipaññhàna 
instruction this contemplation is not limited to the four postures, but includes whatever way 
one's body may be disposed.510 Thus, what this particular contemplation means, practically, is to 
be aware of the body in a general manner, to be ‘with' the body during its natural activities in-
stead of being carried away by various thoughts and ideas, and thereby to be mentally an-
chored in the body. 
 This particular exercise constitutes the satipaññhàna contemplation which most promi-
nently fulfils the role of providing a firm grounding of awareness in the body. Due to this foun-
dational role, it seems reasonable to follow the Chinese versions of satipaññhàna and place it at 
the outset of the body contemplations. For the beginner in satipaññhàna, this simple exercise of 
being aware of the body, in whatever position, helps to build up continuity of sati. By perform-
ing even the least important movement of the body in a conscious and deliberate manner, the 
most mundane activities can be turned into occasions for mental development. Awareness 
trained in this way constitutes an important foundation for more formal meditation practices, 
since the tendency of the mind to distraction has already been successfully subdued.  
 Awareness of the four postures is not only a way to build up mindfulness, but the four 
bodily postures can also become the object of insightful investigation. A verse from the Thera-
gàthà relates the ability to assume any of the four postures to the interaction of the bones and 
tendons in the body responsible for the respective posture.511 This aspect of understanding the 
mechanics behind bodily activities has received much attention by modern meditation teach-
ers.512 The mechanics involved in assuming a bodily posture or performing a movement usually 
escape being noticed, due to one's preoccupation with the outcome of one's action. A practical 
approach for investigating the activity of walking in particular is offered in the commentaries, 
who suggest to break down the process of walking into the successive stages of a single step, 
which can then be correlated with the four elements.513 
 As I mentioned above, the four postures are often used in the discourses as a way of in-
dicating that something should be done ‘at any time'. In this way, they are at times related to 
various predominantly mental events such as fear, unwholesome thoughts, or an overcoming of 
the five hindrances.514 According to these passages, each of the four postures can lead to aware-
ness of the concurrent state of mind. This goes to show that to remove unwholesome mental 
states, for example, is not confined to formal sitting meditation, but is something to be under-
taken in any situation or posture. The fact that meditation does not have to be exclusively asso-
ciated with the sitting posture is also recognised in the Vimuttimagga and the Visuddhimagga, 

                                                           
507 At M I 120, a progression from fast walking to slow walking, to standing, to sitting, and finally to lying down, is each 
time accompanied by the comment: oëàrikaü oëàrikaü iriyàpathaü abhinivajjetvà sukhumaü sukhumaü iriyàpathaü 
kappeyya, documenting a progressive refinement of posture. Cf. also Fessel: Ein‚bung von Gegenw„rtigkeit, p 111. 
508 Proprioception is the ability to sense the position, location, and movement of the body and its parts. 
509 E.g. at A IV 301: yena yeneva gacchasi phàsu yeva gacchasi, yattha yattha ñhassasi … nisãdissasi … seyyaü kappessasi, 

phàsu yeva seyyaü kappessasi.  
510 M I 57: yathà yathà và panassa kàyo paõihito hoti tathà tathà naü pajànàti. 
511 Th 570: aññhisaïghàñaghañito nahàrusuttanibandhano, nekesaü saïgatibhàvà kappeti iriyàpathaü. 
512 Detailed practical instructions can be found in Mahasi: Practical Insight, pp 9-16. Cf. also Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 113; 
and de Silva: Mental Culture, p 13. 
513 Vism 622: predominance of earth + water = placing; predominance of fire + air = lifting. Cf. also Sãlananda: Walking 
Meditation, p 7. 
514 M I 21: caïkamantassa taü bhayabheravaü àgacchati. So kho ahaü neva tàva tiññhàmi na nisãdàmi na nipajjàmi, yàva 
caïkamanto va taü bhayabheravaü pañivinemi … ñhitassa … nisinnassa … nipannassa …; M III 112: caïkamàya cittaü 
namati, so caïkamati … ñhànàya cittaü namati so tiññhati … nisãdati … sàyati: Evaü maü caïkamantaü … sayantaü 

nàbhijjhàdomanassà pàpakà akusalà dhammà anvàssavissanti; A II 13 and It 116: carato … ñhitassa … nisinnassa … 

sayànassa ce pi bhikkhuno uppajjati kàmavitakko và vyàpàdavitakko và vihiüsàvitakko và, ta¤-ce bhikkhu nàdhivàseti 

pajahati vinodeti vyantãkaroti anabhàvaü gameti; A II 14 and It 118: carato ce pi … ñhitassa … nisinnassa … sayànassa ce 

pi … bhikkhuno jàgarassa abhijjhà vigatà hoti vyàpàdo … thãnamiddhaü … uddhaccakukkuccaü … vicikicchà pahãnà hoti. 
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which indicate that, depending on the character disposition of each individual meditator, differ-
ent postures may be emphasized for carrying out the practice of meditation.515  
 Another possibility suggested by the fact that the discourses relate the four postures to 
various states of mind is to observe the interrelation between mental states and the way one 
performs activities like walking, sitting, (etc.). In this way, one can become aware of how a 
particular state of mind expresses itself through the medium of one's bodily posture, or else 
how the condition, position, and motion of the body in turn affects the mind.516 Bodily posture 
and state of mind are intrinsically interrelated, so that clear awareness of the one naturally en-
hances awareness of the other. In this way, contemplation of the four postures can lead to in-
vestigating the body's conditional interrelation with the mind. 
 Another aspect that can be developed from this particular contemplation is to question 
the sense of identity underlying any of the four postures.517 The commentaries give a practical 
shape to this suggestion, since according to them the decisive difference between simple walk-
ing and walking meditation as a satipaññhàna is that a meditator keeps in mind the question: 
‘Who goes? Whose is this going?'518 
 The Visuddhimagga offers an additional aspect on insight development by becoming 
aware of the continuous alternation between the different postures of one's body. This leads to a 
realisation of the suffering inherent in bodily existence, since the main reason why one continu-
ally shifts from one posture to another is to avoid the physical pain that develops when a 
particular posture is maintained for a long time without change.519 Through closer observation 
it will become evident how most of the semi-conscious adjustments made in any posture are a 
constant effort to alleviate the pain inherent in having a body. 
 Of these four postures, the discourses individually relate walking and reclining to the 
development of awareness. Walking meditation often comes up circumstantially in the dis-
courses when a visitor, on approaching a settlement of monks, finds them practising walking 
meditation in the open.520 Several passages report the Buddha and some of his senior disciples 
engaged in walking meditation.521 This goes to show that even accomplished practitioners con-

                                                           
515 According to Ehara: Vimuttimagga, p 61, the standing and walking postures are particularly suitable for ràgacarita 
(lustful natured) personalities, while sitting and reclining are more appropriate for dosacarita (anger natured) personalities. 
Vism 128 adds that whichever posture is effective for developing concentration is the one to be adopted. According to the 
satipaññhàna comy, Ps I 264, clearly knowing in regard to stretching and bending, an aspect of the next body contemplation, 
implies to know the right time for doing so, since the feelings arising from maintaining an uncomfortable posture for too long 
may obstruct the development of the meditation: kàle sami¤jentassa, kàle pasàrentassa pana tà vedanà na uppajjanti, cittaü 
ekaggaü hoti, kammaññhànaü phàtiü gacchati, visesam adhigacchati. Chah: "Notes", p 40, points out that "some people 
think that the longer you can sit, the wiser you must be. I have seen chickens sit on their nests for days on end. Wisdom 
comes from being mindful in all postures." Similarly Vimalaramsi: ânàpànasati, p 47, suggests that "it is far more important 
to observe what is happening in the mind than to sit with uncomfortable or painful sensations … there is no magic in sitting 
on the floor. The magic comes from a clear, calm mind." 
516 Dhammiko: "Pfeilern der Einsicht", p 188. Fryba: Art of Happiness, p 125, even suggests to purposely assume the posture 
of an insecure and anxious person, then to change to expressing self-confidence with one's posture, and in this way to 
experiment with the various postures and their relatedness to different emotions; cf. also van Zeyst: Awareness, p 31: "one 
observes and is aware of how these movements are the expressions of one's mental attitude: aggressive in walking, or maybe 
escaping; defeated in lying down … standing in perplexity or expectation; sitting in satisfaction or in fear … neatness of 
movement in the desire to please … roughness of movement in anger and defeat … lack of movement in doubt and fear … " 
517 Cf. the description at S III 151, of how the worldling's mistaken notion of a self is intricately bound up with his or her per-
forming any of the four postures: assutavà puthujjano råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü ‘etaü mama, eso ham-asmi, eso me attà'-ti sam-
anupassati. So gacchati ce pi ime pa¤cupàdànakkhandhe upagacchati, tiññhati ce pi … nisãdati … nipajjati ce pi ime pa¤c-
upàdànakkhandhe upanipajjati. According to ¥àõapoõika: Heart of Buddhist Meditation, p 64, "mindfulness on postures will 
bring an initial awareness of the impersonal nature of the body." 
518 Ps I 251: ko gacchati, and: kassa gamanaü? Because in this way the notion of an acting self can be overcome: sattåpa-
laddhiü pajahati, attasa¤¤aü ugghàñeti … satipaññhànabhàvanà ca hoti. Ps I 252 adds that this is to be applied to any pos-
ture. 
519 Vism 640: dukkhalakkhaõaü … iriyàpathehi pañicchannattà. Naeb: "Development of Insight", p 143, explains: "It is pain 
forcing … to change position at all times … we change in order to cure the pain … it is like nursing a continuous sickness … 
there is pain in all positions." Similar suggestions can be found in the Mahàpraj¤àpàramità÷àstra (in Lamotte: Traité, p 
1157); and in ¥àõàràma: Seven Contemplations, p 29. 
520 E.g. at D I 89: tena kho pana samayena sambahulà bhikkhå abbhokàse caïkamanti; also at M I 229, 332, M II 119, 158, 
A V 65, and Ud 7. 
521 The Buddha is reported as practising caïkama (walking meditation) at D I 105, D III 39, D III 80, S I 107, 179, S I 212, 
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sidered walking meditation a worthwhile practice. According to the discourses, walking medita-
tion benefits bodily health and digestion, and leads to the development of sustained concen-
tration.522 The commentaries document the insight potential of walking meditation with in-
stances of its use that led to full realisation.523 
 Contrary to the way walking meditation is usually practised nowadays, the standard in-
structions for walking meditation take mental events as their main object of observation. The in-
structions in this context do not mention awareness of one's bodily posture or of the dynamics 
of walking, but rather speak of purifying the mind from obstructive states.524 Since the same ex-
pression is also used for sitting meditation, it simply implies a continuation of the same medi-
tation that has earlier been practised seated, albeit in a different posture.  
 In addition, the discourses also recommend walking meditation in order to counter 
drowsiness. In this particular case, however, the instructions are somewhat different: the medi-
tator is to focus on the walking path, to keep the senses withdrawn, and to prevent the mind 
from getting distracted outwardly.525 
 For cultivating awareness in regard to the reclining posture, meditators should lie down 
mindfully on their right side to take rest during the middle part of the night, keeping in mind 
the time for waking up.526 The instructions for falling asleep mindfully appear to be mainly con-
cerned with waking up at a predetermined time.527 According to other passages, falling asleep 
with awareness improves the quality of one's sleep and prevents bad dreams and nocturnal 
emissions.528  
 By way of conclusion it needs to be underlined that, in spite of these various perspec-
tives on developing insight related to the four postures, what the instructions in the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta itself suggest is simply to be aware of the whole body in general, and of its disposi-
tion in space. 
 Once mindfulness of the four postures has led to a grounding of awareness in the body, 
one may turn to the next contemplation introduced in the Satipaññhàna Sutta: clear knowing 
(sampajàna) in regard to a range of bodily activities.529 The instructions for such ‘clear know-
ing' are: 
 

"When going forward and returning he acts clearly knowing; when looking ahead and looking away he 
acts clearly knowing; when flexing and extending his limbs he acts clearly knowing; when wearing his 
robes and carrying his outer robe and bowl he acts clearly knowing; when eating, drinking, consuming 
food, and tasting he acts clearly knowing; when defecating and urinating he acts clearly knowing; when 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Th 480 and Th 1044. His practice of caïkama is furthermore specified to have taken place during the night (at S I 107), and 
also during the day (at S I 179 and 212). S II 155 reports all the senior disciples engaged in caïkama, each together with a 
company of other monks. 
522 A III 29: pa¤cime caïkame ànisaüsà … addhànakkhamo hoti, padhànakkhamo hoti, appàbàdho hoti, asitaü pãtaü khà-

yitaü sàyitaü sammà pariõàmaü gacchati, caïkamàdhigato samàdhi ciraññhitiko hoti. Improvement of health and digestion 
as benefits of caïkama are also documented at Vin II 119. On the practice of caïkama cf. also Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, 
p 95; Kundalàbhivamsa: Dhamma, pp 75-78; and òhitavaõõo: Mind, pp 120-122. 
523 Ps I 257 relates the story of a monk who realised arahant-ship after twenty years of sustained caïkama. Ps I 258 records 
the same practice and realisation for another monk after sixteen years (seven of which supposedly without lying or sitting 
down at all). 
524 M I 273: caïkamena nisajjàya àvaraõiyehi dhammehi cittaü parisodhessàma; àvaraõa is a synonym for the five hin-
drances (compare e.g. S V 94: pa¤cime àvaraõà nãvaraõà). 
525 A IV 87: pacchàpuresa¤¤ã caïkamaü adhiññheyyàsi antogatehi indriyehi abahigatena mànasena.  
526 M I 273: rattiyà majjhimaü yàmaü dakkhiõena passena sãhaseyyaü kappessàma pàde pàdaü accàdhàya, satà sampajànà 
uññhànasa¤¤aü manasikaritvà. The recommendation to sleep on one's right side (in the ‘lion's posture') could be due to the 
fact that in this way the smooth working of the heart during sleep is less obstructed by the weight of the body than when 
sleeping on one's left side (which can cause unpleasant dreams and nightmares). 
527 ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 158. 
528 Vin I 295 and A III 251: pa¤cime ànisaüsà upaññhitasatissa sampajànassa niddaü okkamayato … sukhaü supati, sukhaü 

pañibujjhati, na pàpakaü supinaü passati, devatà rakkhanti, asuci na muccati.  
529 The foundational function of awareness of the four postures for satisampaja¤¤a is documented at A III 325: bhikkhu sato 
va abhikkamati, sato va pañikkamati, sato va tiññhati, sato va nisãdati, sato va seyyaü kappeti, sato va kammaü adhiññhàti. 

Idaü … anussatiññhànaü evaü bhàvitaü evaü bahulãkataü satisampaja¤¤àya saüvattati. 
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walking, standing, sitting, falling asleep, waking up, talking, and keeping silent, he acts clearly know-
ing."530 
 
 This exercise also forms a distinct step in the gradual path of training, referred to as 
‘mindfulness and clear knowledge' (satisampaja¤¤a).531 In the sequence of the gradual path 
scheme, ‘mindfulness and clear knowledge' in regard to bodily activities occupy a transitional 
place, leading over from a preparatory development to actual sitting meditation.532 To be more 
precise, ‘mindfulness and clear knowledge' complete the preliminary stages concerned with 
ethical conduct, restraint, and contentment, and at the same time form the starting point for the 
formal practice of meditation, when one resorts to a secluded place in order to overcome the 
hindrances, to progress through the levels of absorption, and to gain realisation.533 Thus ‘mind-
fulness and clear knowledge' function as a foundational exercise for more formal meditations, 
such as, in the present context, the remaining contemplations described in the Satipaññhàna 
Sutta.534  
 The combined expression ‘mindfulness and clear knowledge' indicates that, in addition 
to being aware of the activities mentioned, the presence of ‘clearly knowledge' plays an impor-
tant role. Since ‘clearly knowing' on its own, and also in combination with sati, occurs in the 
discourses in a variety of contexts and can assume a broad range of meanings,535 the question 
arises, what the exact implications of ‘clear knowledge' in regard to the various activities men-
tioned could be. Neither the Satipaññhàna Sutta nor the expositions of the gradual path offer 
further information. The commentaries make up for this by presenting a detailed analysis of 

                                                           
530 M I 57: abhikkante pañikkante sampajànakàrã hoti, àlokite vilokite sampajànakàrã hoti, sami¤jite pasàrite sampajàna-
kàrã hoti, saïghàñipattacãvaradhàraõe sampajànakàrã hoti, asite pãte khàyite sàyite sampajànakàrã hoti, uccàrapas-
sàvakamme sampajànakàrã hoti, gate ñhite nisinne sutte jàgarite bhàsite tuõhãbhàve sampajànakàrã hoti. It is notable that 
most of the verb-forms are past participles, giving a nuance of passivity to the activities under observation. According to 
Kalupahana: "Language", p 283, the Buddha used passive forms as a pedagogical device to highlight the characteristic of 
anattà. Another point worth considering is that the postures mentioned in the previous exercise recur in the present context. 
The comy, Ps I 269, explains that the difference between contemplating ‘walking', ‘standing', and ‘sitting' under 
contemplation of the postures and in the present exercise is that here they are of comparatively shorter duration. The point 
that the comy is trying to make could be that clear knowledge is particularly relevant for the moment when one assumes a 
particular posture (in terms of purpose and suitability etc.), whereas postural awareness is more profitably applied to longer 
periods of time. 
531 D I 70: abhikkante pañikkante sampajànakarã hoti … gate ñhite nisinne sutte jàgarite bhàsite tuõhãbhàve sampajàna-

kàrã hoti. Evaü kho … bhikkhu satisampaja¤¤ena samannàgato hoti. 
532 Based on the common characteristics of the gradual path scheme, described in various discourses (e.g. at D I 63-84, M I 
179-184, 271-280, and 354-357), this pattern can be subsumed under five main stages: I. initial conviction and going forth; 
II. foundational training in ethical conduct, contentment, and sense-restraint; III. satisampaja¤¤a (mindfulness and clear 
knowledge in regard to bodily activities); IV. abandonment of the hindrances and development of absorption; V. realisation. 
These five steps represent, to some extent, the five indriyas/balas (faculties/ powers): I. saddhà (confidence), II. viriya 
(energy), III. sati (mindfulness), IV. samàdhi (concentration), V. pa¤¤à (wisdom); cf. Crangle: Contemplative Practices p 
163. However, it needs to be added that the five indriyas/balas are not to be developed only sequentially, but rather should 
be brought into being together. Barnes: "Deliverance", p 237, suggests an alternative scheme of six steps by distinguishing 
between ethical conduct and sense-restraint as two separate stages. 
533 Several discourses (e.g. M I 181, 269, and 346) explicitly mention clearly knowing in regard to activities as a precondition 
for the subsequent formal sitting meditation: iminà ca ariyena satisampaja¤¤ena samannàgato vivittaü senàsanaü bhajati … 

nisãdati pallaïkaü àbhujitvà ujuü kàyaü paõidhàya parimukhaü satiü upaññhapetvà. This foundational role of 
satisampaja¤¤a is also echoed at Ps I 290 and Ps-pñ I 380, which recommend clearly knowing in regard to activities as a 
basis for developing sati as an awakening factor. Cf. also Bronkhorst: "Dharma", p 311, and Bucknell: "Path to Liberation", p 
29, who points out that while ethical conduct, sense-restraint, and satisampaja¤¤a are cumulative practices in that they will 
not be abandoned at any stage of the path, the attainment of a higher jhàna implies abandoning factors belonging to the lower 
jhàna, whereby the rest of the steps becomes substitutive. This shift from a cumulative to a substitutive type of development 
further highlights the transitional role of satisampaja¤¤a as the completion of a preparatory stage leading over to the 
subsequent stage of formal meditation. 
534 The difference in character between satisampaja¤¤a and the later body contemplations has led Schmithausen: "Vier 
Konzentrationen", pp 253-255, to the conclusion that the contemplations of the anatomical parts, of the elements, and of the 
corpse could be later additions, because to him their character is too different from the type of awareness practised during 
contemplation of bodily postures and clearly knowing in regard to bodily activities. However, several discourses (e.g. D II 
94, A V 116, and 119) mention satisampaja¤¤a in regard to bodily activities separately from the four satipaññhànas, 
documenting that both existed independently. This suggests that, if any later addition has taken place at all, then 
satisampaja¤¤a in regard to bodily activities was the one to be added to the satipaññhàna scheme. 
535 Cf. chapter II.3. 
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‘clear knowledge' into four aspects (see diagram 6.3 below). According to them, clear knowl-
edge should be directed to the purpose of an activity and also to its suitability. Moreover one 
should clearly understand how to relate this activity to one's meditation practice (one's ‘pas-
ture') and one should also keep in mind a clear understanding of the true nature of reality.536 A 
closer inspection of the discourses brings to light several passages that support or further 
clarify this commentarial presentation. 
 
       Four Aspects of ‘Clear Knowledge' in the Commentaries: 
                  (Diagram 6.3) 
 

 purpose 
(sàtthakasampaja¤¤a) 

 + 
 suitability 

(sappàyasampaja¤¤a) 
 + 
 ‘pasture' 

(gocarasampaja¤¤a) 
 + 
 non-delusion 

(asammohasampaja¤¤a) 

 
 According to the Mahàsu¤¤ata Sutta, talking can be done ‘clearly knowing' by refrain-
ing from conversing on topics unsuitable for one who has gone forth.537 Here, ‘clearly knowing' 
implies that one discusses topics related to contentment, seclusion, concentration, and wisdom 
(etc.), since in this way speech becomes ‘purposeful' in regard to one's progress on the path. 
This instance parallels the first aspect of clear knowledge mentioned in the commentaries, 
concerned with the purpose of an activity. 
 Several of the activities listed in this part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, such as ‘going for-
ward and returning', ‘looking ahead and looking away', ‘flexing and extending one's limbs', and 
‘wearing one's robes and carrying one's outer robe and bowl', occur as a set together elsewhere 
in the discourses.538 These instances do not explicitly mention clear knowledge, but are instruc-
tions given to monks regarding proper behaviour. What the discourses emphasise in regard to 
these activities, is that they should be performed in a graceful and pleasing way (pàsàdika).539 
Similarly, the Chinese âgamas speak of a monk's ‘dignified and quiet behaviour' when practis-
ing clear knowledge in regard to bodily activities.540 Judging from these passages, this particu-

                                                           
536 At Ps I 253-261. 
537 M III 113: yàyaü kathà hãnà gammà pothujjanikà anariyà anatthasaühità na nibbidàya na viràgàya na nirodhàya na 
upasamàya na abhi¤¤àya na sambodhàya na nibbànàya saüvattati … evaråpiü kathaü na kathessàmãti. Itiha tattha 

sampajàno hoti. But: kathà abhisallekhikà cetovinãvaraõasappàyà … nibbànàya saüvattati, seyyathidaü appicchakathà 

santuññhikathà pavivekakathà asaüsaggakathà … evaråpiü kathaü kathessàmãti. Itiha tattha sampajàno hoti. This parallels 
the explanation given in the satipaññhàna subcomy, Ps-pñ I 364: bàtiüsatiracchànakathaü pahàya … bhàsite 

sampajànakàrã nàma. 
538 At M I 460 and A II 123 a monk is instructed how to properly perform bodily activities: evan-te abhikkamitabbaü, evan-
te pañikkamitabbaü, evan-te àloketabbaü, evan-te viloketabbaü, evan-te sami¤jitabbaü, evan-te pasàretabbaü, evan-te 

saïghàñipattacãvaraü dhàretabbaü. At A IV 169 the whole set occurs again as a reference to ‘proper' behaviour, where a bad 
monk is trying to hide behind proper outer behaviour: idha ekaccassa puggalassa tàdisaü yeva hoti abhikkantaü 
pañikkantaü àlokitaü vilokitaü sami¤jitaü pasàritaü saïghàñipattacãvaradhàraõaü, seyyathàpi a¤¤esaü bhaddakànaü 

bhikkhånaü, yàvassa bhikkhå àpattiü na passanti. 
539 A II 104: pàsàdikaü hoti abhikkantaü pañikkantaü àlokitaü vilokitaü sami¤jitaü pasàritaü saïghàtipattacãvaradhàraõaü; 
A V 201: pàsàdiko hoti abhikkantapañikkante susaüvuto antaraghare pi nisajjàya; Th 591 has the same for the four 
postures: iriyàpathiyaü pasàdaniyaü … etaü samanassa pañiråpaü; similarly Th 927: tato pàsàdikaü àsi, gataü bhuttaü 
nisevitaü … va … iriyàpatho; and Pp 44: idhekaccassa puggalassa pàsàdikaü hoti abhikkantaü pañikkantaü àlokitaü 
vilokitaü sami¤jitaü pasàritaü saïghàñipattacãvaradhàraõaü … idhekaccassa puggalassa na pàsàdikaü hoti abhikkantaü … 

(etc.). Law: Human Types, p 81, translates sampaja¤¤a in this context as "deliberately." 
540 Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 83. 
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lar set of activities stands for a careful and dignified way of behaving, appropriate to one who is 
living the life of a monk or nun. 
 The need to maintain such good standards of conduct has found its expression in the 
numerous training rules for the monastic community, which regulate in great detail the various 
aspects of conduct in daily life.541 The importance given to the externals of conduct in ancient 
India is also documented in the Brahmàyu Sutta, where a close examination of the Buddha's 
conduct in daily life forms part of an attempt to assess his spiritual accomplishment.542 This 
need for a monk or nun to behave in a careful and dignified manner parallels the second aspect 
mentioned in the commentaries, which directs clear knowledge to the suitability of an action. 
 A passage from the Aïguttara Nikàya relates clearly knowing to the activity of looking. 
This passage reports the monk Nanda, who was a particularly lustful character, marshalling his 
full effort in order to avoid the arising of desires and discontent (abhijjhàdomanassa) when 
looking in any direction.543 The terminology used in this instance shows that this form of clearly 
knowing is related to sense-restraint. A similar nuance can be found in the Mahàsu¤¤ata Sutta, 
which relates clearly knowing of the four postures to sense-restraint.544 Both passages mirror 
the third aspect of clear knowledge mentioned in the commentaries, which speaks of ‘pasture'. 
The same expression came up earlier in relation to sati imagery, depicting satipaññhàna as the 
proper ‘pasture' of a monk, while improper ‘pasture' represented sensual distraction.545 This 
suggests that clear knowledge in regard to ‘pasture' refers to sense-restraint. 
 The fourth aspect mentioned in the commentaries, which associates clear knowledge to 
the absence of delusion (asammoha), goes beyond the context of body contemplation. To have 
a clear understanding of the true nature of reality is a task of clearly knowing in general, a qual-
ity that, according to the ‘definition', needs to be developed with all of the satipaññhàna contem-
plations.  
 The commentarial presentation of four aspects inherent in clear knowledge can be seen 
to follow an progressive sequence, with clearly knowing in regard to purpose (one's progress to 
awakening) setting the background for corresponding ‘suitable' conduct, which in turn facili-
tates sense-restraint and one's meditative development, which then enables insight to arise. In 
this way, the satipaññhàna exercise to develop clear knowledge in regard to activities combines 
purposeful and dignified conduct with sense-restraint, in order to build up a foundation for the 
arising of insight. In fact, both proper conduct and sense-restraint overlap to some degree, 
since several aspects of a monk's or a nun's code of conduct are for the purpose of facilitating 
sense-restraint, while on the other hand one's bodily activities will become more graceful and 
dignified if a certain degree of mental equilibrium through the absence of sensual distractions 
has been established. 
 Compared to contemplation of the four postures, clear knowledge in regard to activities 
introduces an additional element, since the former consists only in bare awareness of whatever 
posture or movement occured naturally, while the latter includes purposely adopting a re-
strained and dignified behaviour. 

 VI.5) Anatomical Parts and Elements 
 The next two exercises listed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, contemplating the anatomical 

                                                           
541 These are in particular the seventy-five sekhiya rules, Vin IV 184-206. A convenient exposition can be found in Thanis-
saro: Monastic Code, pp 489-510. The importance of such outward behaviour is also noted by Collins: "Body in Theravàda", 
p 198. 
542 M II 137, giving a detailed report of the Buddha's way of performing various activities such as walking, looking, sitting 
down (etc.). 
543 A IV 167: sace … Nandassa puratthimà … pacchimà … uttarà … dakkhiõà disà àloketabbà hoti, sabbaü cetasà 

samannàharitvà Nando dakkhiõaü disaü àloketi - ‘evaü me dakkhiõaü disaü àlokayato nàbhijjhàdomanassà pàpakà akusalà 

dhammà anvàssavissantã'-ti. Itiha tattha sampajàno hoti … Idaü … Nandassa indriyesu guttadvàratàya hoti. 
544 M III 113: caïkamati … tiññhati … nisãdati … sayati - ‘evaü maü sayantaü nàbhijjhàdomanassà pàpakà akusalà dham-

mà anvàssavissantã'-ti. Itiha tattha sampajàno hoti. 
545 A V 352: bhikkhu cattàro satipaññhàne yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. Evaü … gocarakusalo hoti. S V 149: ko ca bhikkhuno 
agocaro paravisayo? Yadidaü pa¤ca kàmaguõà. 
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constitution of the body and contemplating the body in terms of the four elements, both direct 
mindfulness to an analysis of the body's constitution. The first of these two analytical medita-
tions gives surveys the constitution of one's body by listing various anatomical parts, organs, 
and fluids.546 The passage reads: 
 
"He reviews this same body up from the soles of the feet and down from the top of the hair, enclosed by 
skin, as full of many kinds of impurity thus: ‘in this body there are head-hairs, body-hairs, nails, teeth, 
skin, flesh, sinews, bones, bone-marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, diaphragm, spleen, lungs, bowel, mesen-
tery, contents of the stomach, faeces, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, grease, spittle, snot, oil of 
the joints, and urine.'"547 

 
 In other discourses, the above list of anatomical parts is followed by the expression: ‘and 
whatever other part there may be.'548 This indicates that the satipaññhàna list is not exhaustive 
and the items mentioned are examples of the kinds of bodily parts that can be contemplated. In 
fact, other passages mention several bodily parts or fluids missing from the above list, such as 
the brain, the male organ, or earwax, which demonstrates that the satipaññhàna list does not 
exhaust the ancient Indian knowledge of human anatomy.549  
 The set of anatomical parts given in the Satipaññhàna Sutta follows a natural sequence 
from the solid and outer parts, through the internal organs, to the organic liquids. This se-
quence represents a progressive penetration of awareness. The parts most easily accessible to 
awareness are mentioned first, while the aspects of the body listed further on in the sequence 
require a comparatively deeper degree of awareness and sensitivity. Alternatively, the sequence 
can also be taken to correspond to an exercise in imaginative visualisation, during which one 
strips one's body of each part in turn.550  
 The Visuddhimagga indicates that the progressive practice of this exercise leads from 
giving attention to each individual anatomical part to becoming aware of all of them simultane-
ously.551 This suggests that with the more advanced stages of this contemplation the individual 
parts recede in importance and awareness turns to the composite and unattractive nature of the 
body in its entirety. According to the Sampasàdanãya Sutta, contemplation can also proceed 
from the above set of anatomical parts to awareness of the skeleton only.552 
                                                           
546 Detailed descriptions of each part can be found in Ehara: Vimuttimagga, pp 171-177, and Vism 248-265. The Madhyama 

âgama list of anatomical parts corresponds quite closely to the Pàli version (in Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 90; and 
Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 157), while the Ekottara âgama has only twenty-four parts (Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 
170). According to Hayashima: "Asubha", p 272, the Sanskrit versions of this satipaññhàna contemplation mention 
altogether thirty-six parts; (indeed, a passage from the Ratnamegha, quoted in Bendall: øikùa, p 202, lists thirty-six 
anatomical parts for body contemplation). The fact that in the Satipaññhàna Sutta the anatomical parts listed are thirty-one 
could have some additional significance, since in Buddhist cosmology the realms of existence count up to the same number. 
Thus the descriptions of material existence on the microcosmic and the macrocosmic level were moulded on a similar pattern. 
Some of the anatomical parts listed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta can also be found at Maitrã Upaniùad 1.3: asthi-carma-snàyu-
majjà-màüsa-÷ukra-÷oõita-÷leùmà-÷ru-dåùãkà-viõ-måtra-vàta-pitta-kapha-samghate durgandhe niþsàresmin ÷arãre. 
Although this passage quite probably postdates the Pàli discourses, it nevertheless documents that this type of body 
contemplation was not only the domain of Buddhist practitioners. 
547 M I 57: imam-eva kàyaü uddhaü pàdatalà, adho kesamatthakà, tacapariyantaü påraü nànappakàrassa asucino 
paccavekkhati: ‘Atthi imasmiü kàye kesà lomà nakhà dantà taco maüsaü nahàru aññhã aññhimi¤jà vakkaü hadayaü 

yakanaü kilomakaü pihakaü papphàsaü antaü antaguõaü udariyaü karãsaü pittaü semhaü pubbo lohitaü sedo medo assu 

vasà kheëo siïghàõikà lasikà muttan'-ti. 
548 M I 421 and M III 240: yaü và pana¤¤am-pi ki¤ci ajjhattaü paccattaü. 
549 Sn 199 mentions the brain: athassa susiraü sãsaü, matthaluïgassa påritaü. The brain is in fact added to the satipaññhàna 
list by Pañis I 7, and is also mentioned in the corresponding Chinese version from the Madhyama âgama (in Minh Chau: 
Madhyama âgama, p 90). Vism 240 explains that the brain was not listed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, since it was already 
covered by bone-marrow: matthalungaü aññhimi¤jena sangahetvà. The male organ is mentioned at D I 106 and Sn 1022: 
vatthaguyha. The omission of the male-organ from the satipaññhàna list is not surprising, since the instructions have to be 
practicable for both male and female meditators; van Zeyst: Meditation; Concentration & Contemplation, p 80, however, 
considers that " with Victorian prudence the thought of sex has been eliminated or by-passed." Ear-wax occurs at Sn 197: 
kaõõagåthako. 
550 Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 124. 
551 Vism 265: atthi imasmiü kàye kesà ti imaü kàyaü olokentassa sabbe te dhammà apubbàpariyà va pàkañà honti. 
552 These are the first two of the four dassanasamàpatti presented at D III 104: ‘atthi imasmiü kàye kesà lomà … muttan'-ti 

… Atikkamma ca purisassa chavimaüsalohitaü aññhim paccavekkhati. According to S V 129, such contemplation of the 
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 A progressive pattern similar to the satipaññhàna instructions can be found in the Vijaya 
Sutta of the Sutta Nipàta, where a thorough investigation of the body leads from its outer ana-
tomical parts to its inner organs and liquids.553 In the Vijaya Sutta, this investigation of the body 
concludes with the rhetorical question: ‘How else, except through lack of insight, could one 
exalt oneself or disparage another because of such a body?'554 This conclusion shows that the 
aim of the contemplation described is to reduce one's attachment to the body, a suggestion that 
holds true also for the Satipaññhàna Sutta.  
 The Chinese Ekottara âgama lists a related contemplation as part of its version of body 
contemplation. This exercise is concerned with the bodily orifices, directing awareness to the 
repulsive nature of the excretions discharged by each of them.555 The same exercise occurs 
also in other discourses in the Pàli Nikàyas.556 The main purpose of this exercise, and of con-
templating the anatomical parts, is to drive home the realisation that one's own body and the 
bodies of others are not inherently attractive.557 A related nuance can be found in another dis-
course, which refers to contemplating the anatomical constitution of the body with the heading: 
‘as below, so above, as above, so below.'558 This suggests that a detached observation of the 
various parts of the body leads to the understanding that they are all of equal nature. Once one 
clearly apprehends their true nature, it becomes evident that there is nothing inherently beauti-
ful in any particular aspect of the body (such as, for example, eyes, hair, lips, etc.). A nun in the 
Therãgàthà vividly illustrates this insight, pointing out that, if one were to turn the body inside 
out, even one's own mother would be disgusted and unable to bear the smell of it.559  
 Following the instructions in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, to contemplate the unattractive na-
ture of the body refers in the first instance to one's own body.560 Realising the absence of beauty 
in one's own body thereby serves in particular as a countermeasure for conceit.561 
Subsequently, as indicated in the satipaññhàna refrain, the same contemplation is then to be 
applied ‘externally', to the bodies of others. Such an external application can become a powerful 
antidote for sensual desire.562 The potential of this contemplation as a countermeasure to sen-
suality has led to its inclusion in Buddhist ordination ceremonies, part of which consists in in-
structing a novice monk or nun to contemplate the first five anatomical parts listed in the sati-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
bones has many benefits: aññhikasa¤¤à bhàvità bahulãkatà mahapphalà hoti mahànisaüsà. 
553 Sn 193-201. In fact, this progression also parallels the progression of all body contemplations listed for satipaññhàna, 
since it commences with the four postures and with stretching and bending, and it concludes with the dead body eaten by 
animals. 
554 Sn 206: etàdisena kàyena, yo ma¤¤e uõõametave, paraü và avajàneyya, kim-a¤¤atra adassana? 
555 In Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 170.  
556 Sn 197: athassa navahi sotehi asucã savati sabbadà: akkhimhà akkhigåthako, kaõõamhà kaõõagåthako, siïghàõika ca 
nàsàto, mukhena vamatekadà, pittaü semha¤-ca vamati, kàyamhà sedajallikà. A IV 386: imassa … kàyassa … tassa nava 

vaõamukhàni nava abhedanamukhàni, tato yaü ki¤ci paggharati, asuci yeva paggharati, duggandhaü yeva paggharati, 

jegucchiyaü yeva paggharati, yaü ki¤ci pasavati, asuci … duggandhaü … jegucchiyaü yeva pasavati. Tasmàtiha bhikkhave 

imasmiü kàye nibbindatha. 
557 According to A V 109 contemplation of the anatomical parts is ‘asubhasa¤¤à' (cognition of ugliness), which It 80 
explains: asubhànupassãnaü kàyasmiü viharataü yo subhàya dhàtuyà ràgànusayo so pahãyati. 
558 S V 278: katha¤-ca bhikkhu yathà adho tathà uddhaü, yathà uddhaü tathà adho viharati? Idha … paccavekkhati - ‘atthi 

imasmiü kàye kesà … muttan'-ti. A consideration of this passage needs to take into account the traditional Indian respect for 
higher parts of the body over its lower parts. 
559 Thã 471 (imaü kàyaü): yo naü vinibbhujitvà, abbhantaram-assa bàhiraü kayirà, gandhasssa asahamànà, sakà pi màtà 
jiguccheyya. 
560 Cf. also Vibh 193, which clearly indicates that a contemplation of the anatomical parts has to be developed first on 
oneself, before it can be applied to others: idha bhikkhu ajjhattaü kàyaü uddhaü pàdatalà … muttan-ti … so taü nimittaü 

àsevitvà bhàvetvà bahulãkaritvà svàvatthitaü vavatthàpetvà bahiddhà kàye cittaü upasaüharati. 
561 This is documented at M I 336, where the former Buddha Kakusandha recommended asubhànupassanà (viz. con-
templation of the anatomical parts) to his monks in order to counterbalance possible conceit at the excessive honour and 
veneration they were receiving from householders. 
562 A III 323: ‘kesà lomà … muttan'-ti. Idaü anussatiññhànaü evaü bhàvitaü evaü bahulãkataü kàmaràgassa pahànàya saü-

vattati. A IV 47: asubhasa¤¤àparicitena bhikkhuno cetasà bahulaü viharato methunadhammasamàpattiyà cittaü pañilãyati. 
Bodhi: Noble Eightfold Path, p 92: "the meditation aims at weakening sexual desire by depriving the sexual urge of its 
cognitive underpinning, the perception of the body as sensually alluring." An additional ‘external' application is described at 
Vism 306, where the list of bodily parts is used for counteracting anger, by reflecting whether one is angry with the other per-
son's hair, or skin, or bones (etc.). 
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paññhàna instruction.  
 Despite these benefits, the exercise has possible dangers. Excessive contemplation of 
‘impurity' can go overboard and lead to loathing and repugnance. Loathing one's own body or 
that of others, however, is only an expression of frustrated desire and does not correspond to 
the calming of desire intended by the exercise. The discourses document a rather drastic case 
of excessive and unwise use of this particular meditation practice.563 After the Buddha had in-
structed a group of monks in this practice and retired into solitude, the monks engaged with 
such fervour in contemplating the anatomical constitution of their own bodies that they felt 
thoroughly ashamed and disgusted by it. In the end, a substantial number of them committed 
suicide.564 
 The need for a balanced attitude is exemplified by the simile in this part of the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta, which compares the contemplation of the anatomical parts to examining a bag full 
of grains and beans.565 Just as examining these grains and beans will quite probably not stimu-
late any affective reaction, so too contemplating the anatomical constitution of the body should 
be carried out with a balanced and detached attitude, so that the effect is to cool desire, not to 
stimulate aversion.  
 If sufficient precautions are taken to establish the appropriate attitude, a wise and bal-
anced contemplation of the unattractiveness of the body has the potential of leading to reali-
sation. This is documented in the Therãgàthà, which reports two nuns gaining full awakening by 
contemplating the anatomical constitution of their own bodies.566 
 The whole set of thirty-one anatomical parts listed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta is in several 
discourses categorised under the earth and water elements, in the context of a general ex-
position of the four elements.567 This indicates that the next exercise in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, 
where the body is analysed into its four elementary qualities, constitutes a related type of con-
templation, which further develops the analysis of the body on a more subtle and refined 
level.568 The instructions of this contemplation are: 
 

"He reviews this same body, however it is placed, however disposed, as consisting of elements thus: ‘in 
this body there are the earth element, the water element, the fire element, and the air element.'"569 

 
 The ancient Indian scheme of four elements, mentioned in the above instruction, repre-
sents four basic qualities of matter: solidity, liquidity (or cohesion), temperature, and motion.570 
Since contemplation of the thirty-one anatomical parts has covered mainly the first two of these 
qualities, solidity and liquidity, the four-element analysis entails a more comprehensive ap-
proach, extending awareness to aspects of the body which manifest the qualities of temperature 
and motion.  

                                                           
563 Vin III 68 and S V 320: tena kho pana samayena Bhagavà bhikkhånaü … asubhabhàvanàya vaõõaü bhàsati … te 

bhikkhå … asubhabhàvanànuyogam-anuyuttà viharanti. Te iminà kàyena aññiyamànà haràyamànà jigucchamànà sat-

thahàrakaü pariyesanti. Dasa pi … vãsam-pi … tiüsam-pi bhikkhå ekàhena satthaü àharanti. On this passage comments 
Mills: "Murdered Monks", p 74. 
564 Cf. Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 98; and Mendis: Abhidhamma, p 44. 
565 This ‘double-mouthed' bag (ubhatomukhà mutoëã) is according to Schlingloff: Buddhistisches Yogalehrbuch, p 33 n 10, a 
piece of cloth used for sowing, with an upper opening for placing the grains inside, while the lower opening is used during 
the actual sowing to distribute the grains. This simile might have suggested itself due to the somewhat similar ‘double-
mouthed' nature of the body, with an ‘upper opening' for placing food inside, and a ‘lower opening' as outlet for the feces. 
566 Thã 33: paccavekkhassumaü kàyaü, asuciü påtigandhikaü, evaü viharamànàya, sabbo ràgo samåhato, pariëàho 
samucchinno, sãtibhåtàmhi nibbutà; and Thã 82-86: asubhàya cittaü bhàvehi … tassà me appamattàya, vicinantiyà yoniso, 

yathàbhåtaü ayaü kàyo, diññho santarabàhiro, atha nibbindahaü kàye … upasantamhi nibbutà. 
567 M I 185, M I 421, and M III 240. According to Vism 348, the detailed expositions on the elements in these discourses are 
intended for the more slow witted practitioners, while the comparatively brief instructions in the Satipaññhàna Sutta are for 
those of quick understanding. 
568 According to Vism 351 the four element analysis is a refinement of the previous contemplation.  
569 M I 57: imam-eva kàyaü yathàñhitaü yathàpaõihitaü dhàtuso paccavekkhati: ‘Atthi imasmiü kàye pañhavãdhàtu àpo-
dhàtu tejodhàtu vàyodhàtåti. 
570 Cf. e.g. A III 340, according to which the same tree trunk can be seen as a manifestation of each of the four elements, 
since each of them is but a quality of the same tree.  
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 Contemplation of the body's earthy and watery qualities can be undertaken by observ-
ing the physical sensations of the solid and liquid parts of the body. Awareness of its fiery qual-
ity can be developed through noting variations in bodily temperature, and to some extent also 
by becoming aware of the processes of digestion and ageing. Air, representing the quality of 
motion, can be covered by directing awareness to the different movements that take place with-
in the organism, such as, for example, the motion of gases during digestion.571 The same ele-
mentary qualities can also be combined in a single contemplation, by being aware of these four 
qualities as characteristics of each part or particle of the body.  
 The corresponding simile illustrates the effect of this particular method of contempla-
tion with a butcher who has slaughtered and cut up a cow for sale. According to the commen-
taries, the butcher simile indicates a change of cognition (sa¤¤à), since after the slaughter the 
butcher no longer thinks in terms of ‘a cow', but only in terms of ‘meat'.572 A similar shift of cog-
nition takes place when a meditator dissects the body into its elementary qualities: the body is 
no longer experienced as ‘I' or ‘mine', but simply as a combination of these four qualities.  
 To experience oneself as a combination of material qualities reveals the qualitative iden-
tity of one's own body with the external environment.573 In this way, a healthy degree of detach-
ment develops, counteracting grasping at what is, in the end, merely a combination of material 
qualities. With sustained contemplation a meditator may come to realise that this apparently so 
solid and compact material body, and with it the entire material world, is entirely without any 
essence.574 What is really there are but different degrees of hardness or softness, of wetness or 
dryness, of hotness or coldness and some degree of motion (at least on the subatomic level). 
Contemplation of the four elements has thus the potential of leading to a penetrative realisation 
of the insubstantial and selfless nature of material reality.575 
 The discourses relate the scheme of the four elements not only to the human body, but 
also to material existence in general. The Mahàhatthipadopama Sutta takes up the similarity in 
nature between one's own ‘internal' four elements and their ‘external' counterparts in order to 
bring home the truth of impermanence. The argument is that, since (according to ancient In-
dian cosmology) at some point in time even the whole planet will meet with destruction, what 
permanence could there be in this insignificant accumulation of the same elements, called 
‘body'?576 Appreciating the impermanent nature of all material phenomena in this way serves to 
counteract the search for material pleasure. Relinquishing desire through disenchantment with 
                                                           
571 M I 188, 422 and M III 241: yena ca santappati, cena ca jãrãyati, cena ca parióayhati, cena ca asitapãtakhàyitasàyitaü 
sammà pariõàmaü gacchati … ayaü vuccati … ajjhattikà tejodhàtu … uddhamgamà vàtà adhogamà vàtà kucchisayà vàtà 

koññhasayà vàtà aïgamaïgànusàrino vàtà, assàso passàso … ayaü vuccati … ajjjhattikà vàyodhàtu. Practical instructions 
can be found in Fryba: Art of Happiness, p 123; or in Pa Auk: Light of Wisdom, p 17; cf. also Ehara: Vimuttimagga, pp 197-
205; and Vism 351. In some contexts the four element scheme is extended to cover five or even six elements, e.g. M III 240: 
chayimà dhàtuyo - pañhavãdhàtu, àpodhàtu, tejodhàtu, vàyodhàtu, àkàsadhàtu, vi¤¤àõadhàtu. These six elements form part 
of the satipaññhàna instructions in the Madhyama âgama version, while the version from the Ekottara âgama has the same 
four that also occur in the Satipaññhàna Sutta (cf. Nhat Hanh: Transformation, pp 140, 158, 170). The element ‘space', 
according to M III 242, refers to the empty and hollow aspects of the body. 
572 Ps I 272 and Vism 348: gàvisa¤¤à antaradhàyati, maüsasa¤¤à pavattati … evam-eva … dhàtuso paccavekkhato panassa 

sattasa¤¤à antaradhàyati, dhàtuvaseneva cittaü santiññhati. A ‘skilled' butcher occurs also at M I 364, where it is precisely 
his skill in cutting out a bone so that no flesh is left on the bone for a dog to satisfy its hunger, which forms the central aspect 
of the simile.  
573 E.g. M I 186 gives an extensive application of the four element meditation to both oneself and to the external en-
vironment; cf. also Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 139; and King: Theravàda Meditation, p 39. ¥àõananda: Calm and Insight, p 
10, aptly brings out the effect of this type of contemplation by speaking of conceit as "a misappropriation of public property 
(i.e. earth, water, fire, air)."  
574 Sn 937: samantam-asàro loko.  
575 M I 185 and 421: pañhavãdhàtu … vàyodhàtu … taü netaü mama, nesoham-asmi, na meso attàti - evam-etaü yathà-

bhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya daññhabbaü, which is followed by applying this understanding of anattà to a situation when one is 
being abused or harassed by others. Again A II 164: pañhavãdhàtu … vàyodhàtu … taü netaü mama nesoham-asmi na meso 

attàti … evam-etaü yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya disvà pañhavãdhàtuyà … vàyodhàtuyà nibbindati pa¤¤àya cittaü virajeti 

… ayaü vuccati bhikkhu … sammà mànàbhisamayà antam-akàsi dukkhassa. Vism 640 also relates contemplation of the four 
elements to anattà.  
576 M I 185: tassà hi nàma bàhiràya pañhavãdhàtuyà tàva mahallikàya aniccatà pa¤¤àyissati … kiü panimassa mattañ-

ñhakassa kàyassa … Cf. also Ledi: Manual of Insight, p 72, who suggests to begin insight meditation with this particular 
exercise as a basis, as it will help to rapidly develop understanding of impermanence. 
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material phenomena in this way leads to freedom from the bondage caused by the four ele-
ments.577 
 An additional perspective on the four elements can be found in the Mahàràhulovàda 
Sutta, which uses the four elements as an inspiration for developing the mental qualities of 
loving kindness (mettà) and compassion (karuõà). Just as the earth is free from resentment, 
even when various types of refuse and waste are thrown on it, so too a meditator should develop 
a mind free from resentment.578 Keeping the mind free from resentment in this way, one will be 
able to react with loving kindness and compassion even in adverse circumstances.579  
 These passages show that a contemplation of the four elements can be employed in a 
variety of ways, linking the nature of one's own body to the constitution of the whole material 
environment, or else employing these material characteristics in order to develop wholesome 
mental attitudes.  

 VI.6) Corpse in Decay and Meditation on Death 
 The last meditation practice among the body contemplations involves some degree of 
visualisation, or at least reflection, since meditators have to compare their own body with what 
they would see if they were to go to a charnel ground.580 The instructions for such comparison 
are: 
 
"As though he were to see a corpse thrown aside in a charnel ground - one, two, or three days dead, 
bloated, livid, and oozing matter … being devoured by crows, hawks, vultures, dogs, jackals, or various 
kinds of worms … a skeleton with flesh and blood, held together with sinews … a fleshless skeleton 
smeared with blood, held together with sinews … a skeleton without flesh and blood, held together with 
sinews … disconnected bones scattered in all directions … bones bleached white, the colour of shells … 
bones heaped up, more than a year old … bones rotten and crumbling to dust - he compares this same 
body with it thus: ‘this body too is of the same nature, it will be like that, it is not exempt from that 
fate.'"581 
 
 In ancient India, corpses were often left out in the open in such charnel grounds, where 
they either decayed or were devoured by wild animals.582 The above passage from the Satipañ-
ñhàna Sutta vividly depicts the ensuing decomposition in altogether nine stages.583 According to 

                                                           
577 S II 170: yaü kho pañhavãdhàtuü pañicca uppajjati sukhaü somanassaü, ayaü pañhavãdhàtuyà assàdo, yaü pañhavã-
dhàtu aniccà dukkhà vipariõàmadhammà, ayaü pañhavãdhàtuyà àdãnavo, yo pañhavãdhàtuyà chandaràgavinayo 

chandaràgappahànaü, idaü pañhavãdhàtuyà nissaraõaü. (The same is then repeated for àpodhàtu, tejodhàtu, and vàyo-
dhàtu). 
578 M I 423: pañhavãsamaü hi te bhàvanaü bhàvayato uppannà manàpàmanàpà phassà cittaü na pariyàdàya ñhassanti. 
Seyyathàpi pañhaviyà sucim-pi nikkhipanti, asucim-pi nikkhipanti … na ca tena pañhavã aññiyati và haràyati và jigucchati 

và, evam-eva kho tvaü pañhavãsamaü bhàvanaü bhàvehi … àposamaü … tejosamaü … vàyosamaü … mettaü … bhàvanaü 

bhàvehi … karuõaü …  
579 This is exemplified at A IV 374 by Sàriputta who, being wrongly accused of an offence, reacted by stating that his mind 
was free from resentment, just like the earth does not resent refuse being thrown onto it: seyyathàpi pañhaviyaü sucim-pi 
nikkhipanti asucim-pi … evam-eva kho ahaü pañhavãsamena cetasà viharàmi … averena avyàpajjhena. (Similar statements 
follow in regard to the other three elements). 
580 ¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1191 n 150: "seyyathàpi suggests that this meditation … need not be based upon 
an actual encounter with a corpse … but can be performed as an imaginative exercise." According to Ledi: Treatise on 
Meditation, p 58, this contemplation may similarly be developed based on sick or wounded persons (including oneself), or 
with dead animals as object. Cf. also Thate: Steps along the Path, p 11. 
581 M I 58: seyyathàpi passeyya sarãraü sivathikàya chaóóitaü ekàhamataü và dvãhamataü và tãhamataü và uddhumàtakaü 
vinãlakaü vipubbakajàtaü … kàkehi và khajjamànaü kulalehi và khajjamànaü gijjhehi và khajjhamànaü supàõehi và 

khajjamànaü sigàlehi và khajjamànaü vividhehi và pàõakajàtehi khajjamànaü … aññhikasaïkhalikaü samaüsalohitaü 

nahàrusambandhaü … aññhikasaïkhalikaü nimaüsalohitamakkhitaü nahàrusambandhaü … aññhikasaïkhalikaü 

apagatamaüsalohitaü nahàrusambandhaü … aññhikàni apagatasambandhàni disà vidisà vikkhittàni … aññhikàni setàni 

saïkhavaõõupanibhàni … aññhikàni pu¤jakitàni terovassikàni … aññhikàni påtãni cuõõakajàtàni. So imam-eva kàyaü 

upasaüharati: ‘Ayam pi kho kàyo evaüdhammo evaübhàvã evamanatãto ti. 
582 Rhys Davids: Buddhist India, p 80. 
583 M III 91 and A III 323 subsume the same under four main stages: the bloated body, the body eaten by animals, the 
skeleton, and the bones. The Madhyama âgama version describes a contemplation of the same process in five stages, while 
the Ekottara version gives altogether eight stages, (in Nhat Hanh: Transformation, pp 158 and 170). 
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Tibetan sources, the Buddha himself contemplated decaying corpses in a charnel ground, 
when he was still a bodhisatta.584 
 This exercise highlights two aspects: the repulsive nature of the body, revealed during 
the stages of its decay, and the fact that death is the inescapable destiny of all living beings. The 
former links this exercise to the contemplation of the body's anatomical constitution, serving as 
an additional tool for counteracting sensual desires.585 This suggestion finds support in the 
Mahàdukkhakkhandha Sutta, which employs the same set of terms as a way of contemplating 
the inherent ‘disadvantage' (àdãnava) in material bodies.586 Although one might be drawn to 
dwell on the ‘advantage' (assàda), the beautiful aspects of a body belonging to a young member 
of the opposite sex, yet the ‘disadvantage' becomes only too apparent once that same body has 
succumbed to old age, sickness, and finally to death, when this body, which formerly appeared 
so attractive, proceeds through the stages of decomposition described above. This passage con-
firms that a purpose of contemplating a corpse in decay is to counteract sensual desire.  
 Following the instructions given in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, the vision or memory of the 
decomposing body is applied to one's own body, reflecting that in future one's own body will 
undergo the same process of decay. This kind of contemplation then also constitutes a means 
for counteracting conceit.587 Subsequently, as indicated in the ‘refrain', the same understanding 
can then be applied to the living bodies of others. Here, too, the precaution mentioned above in 
regard to the contemplation of the anatomical constitution applies, namely that the exercise 
should not lead to aversion or depression.588 
 Although the instructions given in the Satipaññhàna Sutta suggest a form of visualisation 
or even imagination, the Theragàthà documents the actual practice of this contemplation in a 
charnel ground. Two case reports each have a monk contemplating a female corpse, however 
with different results. While one monk was able to gain insight, the other was unable to develop 
the contemplation, since the sight of the body provoked sensual desire in him.589 This danger is 
also reflected in the commentaries, which caution against the use of a corpse belonging to the 
opposite sex.590 Even though to contemplate a corpse belonging to the opposite gender may not 
be advisable to a novice meditator, nevertheless, if carried out successfully, one would expect 
such a contemplation to constitute a particularly powerful antidote to sensuality.591 In fact, the 
Theragàthà also documents the case of a monk contemplating a female body while still alive, 
this being a beautiful girl singing and dancing.592 He was able to put this vision to good use, 
since by wisely attending to this visual impact he became an arahant. 
 An alternative insight gained through this meditation practice can be the inevitability of 
death. The stages of decay of a dead body vividly depict the truth that whatever one clings to as 
an embodiment of ‘I' or ‘mine' will endure only for a limited time. Although this seems to be an 
obvious implication of this contemplation, the discourses usually develop recollection of death 
independent of the stages of decay. The approaches for recollecting death particularly recom-
mended by the Buddha relate to eating and breathing: bringing to mind the fact that even the 
next mouthful to be eaten and the next breath to be inhaled are not sure to take place.593 

                                                           
584 Rockhill: Life of the Buddha, p 23. 
585 Compare e.g. Dhp 147: passa … arukàyaü samussitaü, àturaü bahusaïkappaü, yassa natthi dhuvaü ñhiti, which ac-
cording to the comy, Dhp-a III 108, was spoken by the Buddha after he had conducted his disciples to see the rotting corpse 
of the beautiful courtesan Sirimà. As 197 recommends the contemplation of a rotting corpse for those whose character 
disposition is predominantly ràgacarita (lustful natured). 
586 M I 88. 
587 A III 323: seyyathàpi passeyya sarãraü sãvathikàya chaóóitaü … idaü anussatiññhànaü evaü bhàvitaü evaü bahulãkataü 

asmimànasamugghàtàya saüvattati. 
588 Thanissaro: Fire Unbound, p 55. 
589 Th 393-395; and Th 315-316. Another instance of a monk meditating in a cemetery can be found at Th 151-152. 
590 Ps I 254: purisassa màtugàmàsubhaü asappàyaü, màtugàmassa ca purisàsubhaü. Sabhàgaü evaü sappàyaü. 
591 In fact Ledi: Treatise on Meditation, p 59, recommends corpses of the opposite sex for vipassanà-purposes, while corpses 
of the same sex are according to him suitable for the development of samatha. On contemplating a corpse as a samatha 
practice cf. Vism 178-196. 
592 Th 267-270. 
593 A III 306 and A IV 319: bhikkhu evaü maraõassatiü bhàveti - aho vatàhaü tad-antaraü jãveyyaü yad-antaraü ekaü 
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Indeed, the presence or absence of breath spells life or death, so that mindfulness of breathing 
also has the potential to be used for recollecting death. Whatever approach one may decide to 
use, recollection of death helps to stir up effort in order to avoid and eradicate evil, and can 
ultimately culminate in a realising the ‘deathless'.594 
 Recollection of death also serves as a useful preparation for the time when one actually 
has to face death.595 As the concluding exercise among the body contemplations, a regular 
recollection of death can lead to the realisation that death is fearful only to the extent to which 
one identifies with the body.596 With the aid of the body contemplations one can come to realise 
the true nature of the body and thereby overcome all attachment to it. Being free from attach-
ment to the body one will be free from any fear of approaching physical death.597 In the actual 
event, one who is thus free from attachment and fear will simply note mindfully that physical 
death is about to take place. Whatever feelings are felt at this time, contemplation continues 
with the understanding that these are the feelings to be experienced when life comes to an 
end.598 Which, on a sombre tone, leads me on to the next satipaññhàna, the contemplation of 
feelings. 
 

  Chapter VII: Feelings 

 VII.1) Contemplation of Feelings 
 The Pàli term for ‘feeling' is vedanà, derived from the verb vedeti, which means both to 
‘feel' and to ‘know'.599 In its usage in the discourses, vedanà comprises both bodily and mental 
feelings.600 Vedanà does not include ‘emotion' in its range of meaning. Although emotions arise 
dependent on the initial input provided by feeling, they are more complex mental phenomena 
than bare feeling itself.601 
 The first part of the satipaññhàna instructions for contemplating feelings distinguishes 
between three basic kinds of feelings: 
 
"When feeling a pleasant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a pleasant feeling'; when feeling an unpleasant feeling, 
he knows: ‘I feel an unpleasant feeling'; when feeling a neutral feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a neutral feeling.'  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
àlopaü samkhàditvà ajjhoharàmi … yad-antaraü assasitvà và passasàmi passasitvà và assasàmi … ime … bhikkhå appa-

mattà viharanti tikkhaü maraõassatiü bhàventi àsavànaü khayàya. 
594 A III 308 and A IV 320: tena bhikkhunà iti pañisa¤cikkhitabbaü: ‘atthi nu kho me pàpakà akusalà dhammà appahãnà, ye 
ma assu divà kàlaü karontassa antaràyàya? A III 304 and A IV 317: maraõassati bhàvità bahulãkatà … amatogadhà 

amatapariyosànà. 
595 An illustrative description of the death process can be found in Sogyal: Living and Dying, pp 251-253, who correlates the 
final stages of the process of dying with the four elements: Earth - body loses all its strength, cannot get up, feels heavy and 
uncomfortable, cheeks sink, harder to move eyelids, mind drowsy; Water - loss of control of bodily fluids, become 
incontinent, eyes feel dry, lips bloodless, mouth and throat clogged, very thirsty, body trembles, mind irritable and nervous; 
Fire - warmth of the body seeps away from the feet and hands towards the heart, breath is cold, cannot remember or 
recognise family or friends, sound and sight confused; Air - harder to breath, in-breaths become shorter, out-breaths longer, 
eyes roll up, body totally immobile, unaware of outside world, hallucinations and visions, finally one last out-breath …  
596 Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 151; and Kor: Reading the Mind, p 18. A certain degree of de-identification with the body dur-
ing actual contemplation is in fact directly implied in the instructions for the last three contemplations (anatomical parts, 
elements, corpse), where one's own body is referred to as ‘imam-eva kàyaü' (M I 57-58), an expression which seems to 
deliberately be voiced in an impersonal manner. 
597 Cf. e.g. Th 20: maraõe me bhayaü natthi, nikantã natthi jãvite; sandehaü nikkhipissàmi, sampajàno patissato. According 
to A IV 48, such absence of attachment to life is the direct result of having repeatedly recollected death: 
maraõasa¤¤àparicitena bhikkhuno cetasà bahulaü viharato jãvitanikantiyà cittaü na pañilãyati. 
598 M III 245: jãvitapariyantikaü vedanaü vedayamàno: ‘jãvitapariyantikaü vedanaü vedayàmãti pajànàti, ‘kàyassa bhedà 
uddhaü jãvitapariyàdànà idheva sabbavedayitàni anabhinanditàni sãtibhavissantã'-ti pajànàti. 
599 Hamilton: Identity and Experience, p 45; and Rhys Davids: Indian Psychology, p 299. 
600 M I 302: yaü kàyikaü và cetasikaü và sukhaü sàtaü vedayitaü ayaü sukhà vedanà, yaü kàyikaü và cetasikaü và dukkhaü 
asàtaü vedayitaü ayaü dukkhà vedanà, yaü kàyikaü và cetasikaü và neva sàtaü nàsàtaü vedayitaü ayaü adukkhamasukhà 

vedanà; S IV 231: dve vedanà, kàyikà ca cetasikà ca; cf. also Rhys Davids: Indian Psychology, p 300. 
601 Bodhi: Manual of Abhidhamma, p 80; de Silva: Twin Peaks, p 33; Dhãravaüsa: Dynamic Way, p 109; and ¥àõapoõika: 
Contemplation of Feelings, p 7. 
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When feeling a worldly pleasant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a worldly pleasant feeling'; when feeling an un-
worldly pleasant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel an unworldly pleasant feeling'; when feeling a worldly unpleas-
ant feeling, he knows: ‘I feel a worldly unpleasant feeling'; when feeling an unworldly unpleasant feeling, 
he knows: ‘I feel an unworldly unpleasant feeling'; when feeling a worldly neutral feeling, he knows: ‘I feel 
a worldly neutral feeling'; when feeling an unworldly neutral feeling, he knows: ‘I feel an unworldly 
neutral feeling.'"602 
 
 According to the discourses, developing understanding and detachment in regard to 
these three feelings - pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral - has the potential of leading to freedom 
from dukkha.603 Since such understanding can be gained through the practice of satipaññhàna,604 
contemplation of feelings is a meditation practice of considerable potential. This potential is 
based on the simple but ingenious method of directing awareness to the very beginning stages 
of the arising of likes and dislikes, by clearly noting whether the present moment's experience 
is felt as ‘pleasant', or rather as ‘unpleasant', or else as neither of the two. 
 In the above instruction, such mindfulness of these three feelings is followed by direct-
ing awareness to an additional subdivision of feelings into worldly (sàmisa) and unworldly 
(niràmisa).605 According to a passage in the Aïguttara Nikàya, this sixfold classification repre-
sents the range of diversity of feelings.606 Thus with this sixfold scheme, contemplation of feel-
ing comprehensively surveys the whole scale of diversity of the phenomenon ‘feeling' (see 
diagram 7.1 below). 
 
               Three and Six Types of Feeling 
               (Diagram 7.1) 
 

pleasant 

feelings 
 unpleasant 

feelings 
 neutral 

feelings 
⇓                  ⇓  ⇓                    ⇓  ⇓                  ⇓ 

worldly 

pleasant 
 unworldly 

pleasant 
 worldly 

unpleasant 
 unworldly 

unpleasant 
 worldly 

neutral 
 unworldly 

neutral 
 
 The distinction into worldly (sàmisa) and unworldly (niràmisa) feelings points to the dif-
ference between feelings related to the ‘flesh' (àmisa) and feelings related to renunciation.607 
                                                           
602 M I 59: sukhaü vedanaü vediyamàno ‘sukhaü vedanaü vediyàmã'-ti pajànàti; dukkhaü vedanaü vediyamàno ‘dukhaü 
vedanaü vediyàmã'-ti pajànàti; adukkhamasukhaü vedanaü vediyamàno ‘adukkhamasukhaü vedanaü vediyàmã'-ti pajànàti; 

sàmisaü và sukhaü vedanaü vediyamàno ‘sàmisaü sukhaü vedanaü vediyàmã'-ti pajànàti; niràmisaü và sukhaü vedanaü 

vediyamàno ‘niràmisaü sukhaü vedanaü vediyàmã'-ti pajànàti; (followed by applying the same pattern to dukkhà vedanà 
and adukkhamasukhà vedanà). 
603 A V 51: tãsu vedanàsu … sammà nibbindamàno sammà virajjamàno … diññheva dhamme dukkhassantakaro hoti. Cf. 
also S II 99: ‘tãsu vedanàsu pari¤¤àtàsu ariyasàvakassa natthi ki¤ci uttariü karaõãyan'-ti vadàmi. 
604 S V 189: tissannaü vedanànaü pari¤¤àya cattàro satipaññhànà bhàvetabbà. It is remarkable that according to this 
passage all four satipaññhànas are to be developed for the purpose of fully understanding vedanà. 
605 The Chinese version of this contemplation in the Madhyama âgama lists in addition also feelings connected with desire 
(or not), and feelings related to food, while the Ekottara version directs awareness to the fact that the presence of one type of 
feeling excludes the presence of the other two, (in Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 93; and Nhat Hanh: Transformation, pp 
161 and 173). The latter suggestion has its Pàli parallel at D II 66: yasmiü samaye sukhaü vedanaü vedeti, neva tasmiü 
samaye dukkhaü vedanaü vedeti, na adukkhamasukhaü vedanaü vedeti (etc.). Additional categories can also be found at 
Pañis II 233, which includes feelings differentiated according to the six senses under contemplation of feelings. In fact, the 
six-fold classification in the above satipaññhàna instructions can be further expanded not only by bringing in the six senses, 
but also by distinguishing occurrences in past, future, and present times, thereby totalling one-hundred-and-eight types of 
feelings altogether (cf. M I 398). An alternative threefold scheme for contemplation of feelings has been developed by 
Mogok Sayadaw (in Than Daing: Cittànupassanà, p 90) by distinguishing between five-sense-door feelings as "external visi-
tors", mental feelings as "internal visitors", and feelings related to in- and out-breathing as "host visitors". 
606 Vedanànaü vemattatà at A III 412.  
607 Ps I 279 explains: sàmisà sukhà nàma pa¤cakàmaguõàmisanissità … niràmisà … nekkhammasità. Cf. also S IV 235, 
which distinguishes between joy or happiness that is worldly (sensuality), unworldly (absorption), and completely unworldly 
(realisation): pa¤ca kàmaguõe pañicca uppajjati pãti, ayaü vuccati sàmisà pãti … sàmisaü sukhaü … pañhamaü … dutiyaü 

jhànaü … ayaü vuccati niràmisà pãti … khãõàsavassa bhikkhuno ràgà … dosà … mohà cittaü vimuttaü paccavekkhato up-

pajjati pãti, ayaü vuccati niràmisà niràmisatarà pãti. The qualification àmisa is often used in the discourses as ‘materialistic' 
in opposition to ‘dhamma', e.g. monks honouring ‘material' things more than the Dhamma at M I 12: àmisadàyàda, and A I 
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This additional dimension revolves around an ethical evaluation of feeling, an evaluation based 
not on its affective nature, but on the ethical context of its arising. The basic point introduced 
here is to be aware of whether a particular feeling is related to progress or regress on the path.  
 Unlike his ascetic contemporaries, the Buddha did not categorically reject all pleasant 
feelings, nor did he categorically recommend unpleasant experiences for their supposedly puri-
ficatory effect. Instead, he placed emphasis on the mental and ethical consequences of any type 
of feeling. With the help of the above sixfold classification, this ethical dimension becomes ap-
parent, uncovering in particular the relation of feelings to the presence or absence of a latent 
mental tendency (anusaya) towards lust, irritation, or ignorance.608 As the Cåëavedalla Sutta 
points out, pleasant or neutral feelings arising during deep concentration or unpleasant feelings 
arising due to dissatisfaction with one's spiritual imperfection do not stimulate these underlying 
tendencies, unlike their more ‘worldly' counterparts.609 
 The conditional relation between feelings and such mental tendencies is of central im-
portance, since by activating these latent tendencies, feelings can lead to the arising of un-
wholesome mental reactions. The same principle underlies the corresponding section of ‘the 
twelve links' of dependent origination (pañicca samuppàda), where feelings form the condition 
for the arising of craving (taõhà).610  
 This crucially important conditional dependence of craving and mental reactions on feel-
ing explains why feelings have become one of the four satipaññhànas. In addition, the arising of 
pleasant or unpleasant feelings is fairly easy to notice, which makes feelings a convenient object 
of meditation.611 Thus, both the central role of feeling as a conditioning factor for craving, and 
its suitability for an application of awareness, commend it for contemplation. 
 A prominent characteristic of feelings is their ephemeral nature. Sustained contempla-
tion of the impermanent nature of feelings constitutes a powerful tool for developing disen-
chantment with them.612  
 Another, related aspect inviting contemplation is the fact that the affective tone of any 
feeling depends on the type of contact that has caused its arising.613 Once this conditioned na-
ture of feelings is given full attention, detachment arises naturally and one's identification with 
feelings starts to dissolve. The task to undermine identification with feelings is also reflected in 
the commentaries, who point out that to inquire ‘who feels?' is what leads from merely experi-
                                                                                                                                                                                     
73: àmisagarå, cf. also A I 91-94; or a ‘material' gift at It 98: àmisadàna. According to Goenka: Satipaññhàna, p 53, and 
Soni: Only Way, p 6, the same two terms are used in present day India to distinguish between vegetarian and non-vegetarian 
food. Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 71, understands the two terms to represent the distinction between physiological and 
psychological causes for feelings (e.g. a bad feeling because of having gone to bed late the day before would be sàmisa). 
Walshe: Thus Have I Heard, p 591 n 658 and n 659 suggests "carnal" and "spiritual" as renderings. 
608 M I 303: sukhàya vedanàya ràgànusayo … dukkhàya vedanàya pañighànusayo … adukkhamasukhàya vedanàya 
avijjànusayo anuseti, however: na sabbàya sukhàya vedanàya ràgànusayo anuseti, na sabbàya dukkhàya … pañighànu-
sayo … na sabbàya adukkhamasukhàya … avijjànusayo (same at M III 285 and S IV 205). The relation of the three 
types of feeling to their respective latent tendencies has inspired a variation of contemplation of feelings in the 
Ratnacåóa Såtra (quoted in Bendall: øikùa, p 219), where the instructions are that if one experiences a pleasant 
feeling, one should develop compassion towards beings indulging in passion, while in the case of unpleasant feeling 
compassion is to be directed to beings indulging in hatred, and with neutral feeling to beings subject to delusion. 
609 M I 303: vivekajaü pãtisukhaü pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati … na tattha ràgànusayo anuseti … 
anuttaresu vimokkhesu pihaü upaññhàpayato uppajjati pihàppaccayà domanassaü … na tattha pañighànusayo anuseti 
… upekkhàsatipàrisuddhiü catutthaü jhànaü upasampajja viharati … na tattha avijjànusayo anuseti. 
610 D II 58: ‘sabbaso vedanàya asati vedanànirodhà api nu kho taõhà pa¤¤àyethà'-ti? ‘No hetaü, bhante.' ‘Tasmàtiha … 

eseva hetu etaü nidànaü esa samudayo esa paccayo taõhàya, yadidaü vedanà. 
611 According to Ps I 277, vedanà is a clearer object for satipaññhàna than consciousness or contact, because the arising of 
pleasant or unpleasant feelings can easily be noticed. 
612 This is exemplified at A IV 88, where the Buddha elaborated the injunction: sabbe dhammà nàlaü abhinivesàya, ‘nothing 
is worth clinging to', with the help of contemplation of feelings: yaü ki¤ci vedanaü vediyati … aniccànupassã … 

viràgànupassã … nirodhànupassã … pañinissaggànupassã viharati, with the result of leading to realisation: so … viharanto 

… parinibbàyati. A detached attitude towards all feelings due to awareness of their impermanent nature then becomes a 
natural aspect of the arahant's experience of vedanà (M III 244): so sukha¤ce … dukkha¤ce … adukkhamasukha¤ce vedanaü 

vedeti, sà aniccà ti pajànàti, anajjhositàti pajànàti, anabhinanditàti pajànàti. 
613 M III 242: sukhavedanãyaü phassaü pañicca uppajjati sukhà vedanà … tasseva sukhavedanãyassa phassassa nirodhà 

yaü tajjaü vedayitaü sukhavedanãyaü phassaü pañicca uppannà sukhà vedanà sà nirujjhati … dukkhavedanãyaü phassaü 

pañicca uppajjati dukkhà vedanà … adukkhamasukhavedanãyaü phassaü pañicca uppajjati adukkhamasukhà vedanà …  
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encing feeling to contemplating it as a satipaññhàna.614 
 A poetic passage in the Vedanà Saüyutta compares the nature of feelings to winds in 
the sky, coming from different directions. Such winds may be sometimes warm and sometimes 
cold, sometimes wet and sometimes dusty. Similarly, in this body different types of feelings 
arise. Sometimes they are pleasant, sometimes neutral, and sometimes unpleasant.615 Just as it 
would be foolish to contend with the vicissitudes of the weather, similarly one need not contend 
with the vicissitudes of feelings. Contemplating in this way, one becomes able to establish a 
growing degree of inner detachment in regard to feelings. A mindful observer of feelings, by 
the very fact of observation, no longer fully identifies with them and thereby begins to move 
beyond the conditioning and controlling power of the pleasure/pain dichotomy.616  
 In order to provide some additional information about the particular importance and 
relevance of contemplation of feelings, I will now briefly consider the relation of feelings to the 
forming of views (diññhi) and opinions, followed by examining in  more detail the three types of 
feelings presented in the satipaññhàna instructions. 

 VII.2) Feelings and Views (Diññhi) 
 The cultivation of a detached attitude towards feelings is the introductory theme of the 
Brahmajàla Sutta. At the outset of this discourse, the Buddha instructed his monks to be nei-
ther elated by praise nor displeased by blame, since either reaction would only upset their men-
tal composure. Next he comprehensively surveyed the epistemological grounds underlying the 
different views prevalent among ancient Indian philosophers and ascetics. By way of conclusion 
to this survey he pointed out that, due to having fully understood feelings, he had gone beyond 
all these views.617  
 The intriguing feature of the Buddha's approach is that his analysis focussed mainly on 
the psychological underpinnings of views, rather than on their content.618 Due to this approach, 
he was able to trace the arising of views to craving (taõhà), which in turn arises dependent on 
feeling.619 Conversely, by fully understanding the role of feeling as a link between contact and 
craving, the view-forming process itself can be transcended.620 The Pàsàdika Sutta explicitly 

                                                           
614 Ps I 275: ko vediyati?, and kassa vedanà? The comy explains that the purpose of this form of inquiry is to over-
come the notion of a self that feels: sattåpaladdhiü pajahati, attasa¤¤aü ugghàñeti, kammaññhàna¤ceva sati-
paññhànabhàvanà ca hoti. Cf. also DII 68, which points out two prominent identification patterns for feelings: ‘Feeling 
is my self', or ‘My self feels'. These come together with the view ‘My self is without feeling' as three ways of con-
struing a sense of self in regard to feeling. Their removal then leads on to realisation: yato neva vedanaü attànaü … 
no pi appañisaüvedanaü attànaü … no pi ‘attà me vediyati, vedanàdhammo hi me attà' ti samanupassati, so … na 
ki¤ci loke upàdiyati … na paritassati … paccattaü yeva parinibbàyati. On this passage cf. Bodhi: Discourse on Causa-
tion, pp 34-36. The importance of dissociating feeling from any notion of ‘I' or ‘mine' is also stressed by ¥àõapoõika: 
Contemplation of Feeling, p 4. 
615 S IV 218: yathàpi vàtà àkàse, vàyanti vividhà puthå, puratthimà pacchimà càpi, uttarà atha dakkhiõà, sarajà arajà vàpi, 
sãtà uõhà ca ekadà, adhimattà parittà ca, puthå vàyanti màlutà, tathevimasmiü pi kàyasmiü, samuppajjati vedanà, 

sukhadukkhasamuppatti, adukkhamasukhà ca yà. 
616 Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 227. 
617 D I 16: Tathàgato pajànàti - ‘ime diññhiññhànà evaü gahità evaü paràmaññhà evaü gatikà bhavissanti … tato ca uttari-

taraü pajànàti … vedanànaü samudaya¤-ca atthagama¤-ca assàda¤-ca àdãnava¤-ca nissaraõa¤-ca yathàbhåtaü viditvà 

anupàdà vimutto Tathàgato. 
618 In fact, the Brahmajàla Sutta discusses sixty-two ‘grounds' for formulating views (D I 39: dvàsaññhiyà vatthåhi), not 
sixty-two ‘views'. The actual number of views is much less, as e.g. the first four ‘grounds' make up the one ‘view' of 
eternalism, formulated in each instance in exactly the same terms. This suggests that the Buddha's analysis was mainly 
concerned with the epistemological grounds for formulating views, much less with the individual content of any of these 
views. When S IV 287 speaks of sixty-two ‘views' (dvàsaññhi diññhigatàni Brahmajàle bhaõitàni) or Sn 538 of ‘heresies' 
(osaraõàni), then this does not really correspond to the terminology employed in the Brahmajàla Sutta itself. 
619 D I 39: ye te samaõabràhmaõà sassatavàdà … adhiccasamuppannikà … tad-api tesaü … ajànataü apassataü vedayitaü 

taõhàgatànaü paritassitavipphanditam-eva; which Sv-pñ I 180 explains: tathà yasmiü vedayite avãtataõhatàya evaü 
diññhigataü upàdiyanti, taü vedayitaü samudayàdito yathàbhåtaü ajànantànaü apassantànaü. Katz: Human Perfection, p 
150, fittingly speaks of a "psychoanalysis of metaphysical claims." 
620 D I 45: ye pi te samaõabràhmaõà … sabbe te chahi phassàyatanehi phussa phussa pañisaüvedenti, tesaü vedanàpaccayà 

taõhà, tanþàpaccayà upàdànaü … Yato kho … bhikkhu channaü phassàyatanànaü samudaya¤-ca atthagama¤-ca … 

yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, ayaü imehi sabbeheva uttaritaraü pajànàti. 
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presents such transcendence of views as an aim of satipaññhàna contemplation.621 Thus the 
second satipaññhàna, contemplation of feelings, has an intriguing potential to generate pene-
trative insight into the genesis of views and opinions. 
 According to the Buddha's analysis, feelings decisively influence and colour subsequent 
thoughts and reactions.622 In view of this conditioning role of feeling, the supposed supremacy 
of rational thought over feelings and emotions turns out to be an illusion.623 Logic and thought 
often merely serve to rationalise already existing likes and dislikes, which in turn are condi-
tioned by the arising of either pleasant or unpleasant feelings.624 The initial stages of the percep-
tual process, when the first traces of liking and disliking appear, are usually not fully conscious 
and their decisive influence on subsequent evaluations often passes undetected.625  
 Considered from a psychological perspective, feeling provides quick feedback during 
information processing, as a basis for motivation and action.626 In the early history of human 
evolution, such rapid feedback evolved as a mechanism of survival in dangerous situations, 
when a split-second decision between flight or fight had to be made. Such decisions take place 
based on the evaluative influence of the first few moments of perceptual appraisal, during which 
feeling plays a prominent role. Outside of such dangerous situations, however, in the com-
paratively safe average living situation in the modern world, this survival function of feelings 
can sometimes produce rather inadequate and inappropriate reactions.  
 In relation to this situation, contemplation of feeling offers an opportunity to bring their 
evaluative and conditioning functions back into conscious awareness. Clear awareness of the 
conditioning impact of feeling can lead to a restructuring of habitual reaction patterns that have 
become meaningless or even detrimental. In this way, emotions can be ‘de-conditioned' at their 
point of origin.627 Without such de-conditioning, any affective bias, being the outcome of the ini-
tial evaluation triggered by feeling, can find its expression in apparently well reasoned ‘objec-
tive' opinions and views. In contrast, a realistic appraisal of the conditional dependence of views 
and opinions on the initial evaluative input provided by feeling uncovers the affective attach-
ment underlying personal views and opinions. This dependency of views and opinions on the 
first evaluative impact of feeling is a prominent cause for subsequent dogmatic adherence and 
clinging.628 
 The Buddha's analytical approach to views formed a striking contrast to the philosophi-
cal speculations prevalent in ancient India. His way of dealing with views aimed at examining 
their affective underpinnings. For the Buddha, the crucial issue was to uncover the psychologi-
cal attitude underlying the holding of a particular view,629 since he clearly saw that holding a 
particular view is often a manifestation of desire and attachment. 
 An important aspect of ‘right' view, is therefore to have the ‘right' attitude towards one's 
beliefs and views. The crucial question here is whether one has developed attachment and 
clinging to one's own views,630 which often leads to heated arguments and disputation.631 The 

                                                           
621 D III 141: imesa¤-ca … diññhinissayànaü pahànàya samatikkamàya evaü mayà cattàro satipaññhànà desità. 
622 Cf. M I 111: yaü vedeti taü sa¤jànàti, yaü sa¤jànàti taü vitakketi, yaü vitakketi taü papa¤ceti, yaü papa¤ceti tatonidànaü 
purisaü papa¤casa¤¤àsaïkhà samudàcaranti. 
623 Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 35. 
624 Premasiri: Aññhakavagga, p 20 
625 Burns: Buddhist Meditation, p 33. 
626 Brown: "Meditation in Cross-Cultural Perspective", p 271. 
627 De Silva: Emotions and Therapy, p 22; and Dwivedi: "Vipassanà", p 255. 
628 This is a recurrent theme throughout the Aññhakavagga, see especially Sn 781, 785, 824, 878, 892, and 910 on the 
dogmatic grasp engendered through views, and Sn 832, 883, 888-9, 894, and 904 on how this dogmatic grasp then leads to 
depreciating others and to endless quarrelling. Cf. also Premasiri: "Dogmatism", p 655, who aptly relates diññhi to the 
concept of dogmatism. 
629 Cf. also Bodhi: Net of Views, p 9; Burford: "Buddhist Soteriology", p 47; Collins: Selfless Persons, p 119; Gethin: 
"Wrong View", p 222; and Gomez: "Proto-Màdhyamika", p 141. 
630 The standard formulation of right view in the discourses is in fact directly concerned with attachment and clinging, ex-
pressed with the scheme of the four noble truths, cf. e.g. D II 312: yaü kho … dukkhe ¤àõaü, dukkhasamudaye ¤àõaü, 

dukkhanirodhe ¤àõaü, dukkhanirodhagàminiyà pañipadàya ¤àõaü, ayaü vuccati … sammàdiññhi. This scheme of the four 
noble truths is then in turn applied to views at A IV 68: ariyasàvako diññhiü pajànàti, diññhisamudayaü pajànàti, 
diññhinirodhaü pajànàti, diññhinirodhagàminiü pañipadaü pajànàti. Tassa sà diññhi nirujjhati … parimuccati dukkhasmàti 
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more right view can be kept free from attachment and clinging, the better it can unfold its full 
potential as a pragmatic tool for progress on the path.632 That is, right view as such is never to 
be given up, in fact it constitutes the culmination of the path. What is to be given up is any at-
tachment or clinging in regard to it. 
 In the context of actual meditation practice, the presence of right view finds its expres-
sion in a growing degree of detachment and disenchantment with conditioned phenomena, due 
to a deepening realisation of the truth of dukkha, its cause, its cessation, and the way leading to 
its cessation. Such detachment is also reflected in the absence of ‘desires and discontent', 
stipulated in the satipaññhàna ‘definition', and in the instruction to avoid ‘clinging to anything in 
the world', mentioned in the ‘refrain'.633 

 VII.3) Pleasant Feeling and the Importance of Joy 
 The conditioning role of feeling in leading to likes and even eventually to dogmatic at-
tachment has some far reaching implications in the case of pleasant feelings. Yet, this does not 
mean that all pleasant feelings have to be simply avoided. In fact, the realisation that not all 
pleasant feelings are to be shunned was a direct outcome of the Buddha's own quest for awak-
ening.  
 On the eve of his awakening, the Buddha had exhausted the traditionally known ap-
proaches to realisation, without gaining awakening thereby.634 While recollecting his past ex-
periences and considering what approach might constitute an alternative, he remembered a 
time in his early youth, when he had experienced a state of concentration and pleasure corre-
sponding to the first absorption (jhàna).635 Further reflecting on this experience, he came to the 
conclusion that the type of pleasure experienced then was not unwholesome, and therefore was 
not an obstacle to progress.636 The realisation that the pleasure of absorption constitutes a 
wholesome and recommendable type of pleasant feeling marked a decisive turning point in his 
quest. Based on this crucial understanding, the Buddha was soon able to break through to 
awakening, which earlier, in spite of his deep concentration attainments and a variety of ascetic 
practices, he had been unable to achieve.  
 After his awakening, the Buddha declared himself to be one who lived in happiness.637 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
vadàmi. 
631 Absence of disputation comes at M I 500 as a result of understanding the impermanent nature of the three types of feeling: 
evaü vimuttacitto bhikkhu na kenaci saüvadati, na kenaci vivadati, ya¤-ca loke vuttaü tena voharati aparàmasaü. Cf. also M 
I 108, where the Buddha, on being challenged to proclaim his view, answered that his view was such that it led to the 
absence of quarrelling with anyone: na kenaci loke viggayha tiññhati … evaü vàdã kho ahaü evaü akkhàyã. At S III 138 the 
Buddha summed up his non-contentious attitude with: ‘I do not dispute with the world, it is the world that disputes with me', 
nàhaü lokena vivadàmi, loko ca mayà vivadati. 
632 A pragmatic attitude towards one's own view is recommended at M I 323: imaü nu kho ahaü diññhiü àsevanto bhàvento 
bahulãkaronto labhàmi paccattaü samathaü, labhàmi paccattaü nibbutiü; and also at A III 290: yàyaü diññhi ariyà 
nãyànikà nãyàti takkarassa sammàdukkhakkhayàya; both instances specifying that the purpose of one's view should be to 
bring about tranquility and to lead to freedom from dukkha. 
633 M I 56: vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü … anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati. 
634 Neither highly refined degrees of concentration, nor the pursuit of various ascetic practices had been able to lead 
him to full awakening, so that (at M I 246) he questioned himself: Could there be another way to realisation, siyà nu 
kho a¤¤o maggo bodhàya? His unremitting effort to continue his quest even after exhausting all known approaches to 
realisation may underlie M I 219 and also A I 50, both instances presenting his awakening as the outcome of 
undaunted striving. His departure from all hitherto known ways of approaching realisation is indicated by the 
expression ‘things unheard of before', pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu (e.g. at M II 211 and S V 422).  
635 M I 246. On this passage cf. also Horsch: "Meditation", p 107. The discourse does not give his exact age, although 
judging from the context it should have been at some point during his childhood. Mil 289 gives the rather improbable 
suggestion that he was only one month old and attained not only the first, but all four jhànas. On the other hand the Tibetan 
sources (Rockhill: Life of the Buddha, p 23) place this episode on the eve of his going forth, which also seems improbable. 
636 M I 246: kin-nu kho ahaü tassa sukhassa bhàyàmi, yan-taü sukhaü a¤¤atreva kàmehi a¤¤atra akusalehi dhammehi? … 

na kho ahaü tassa sukhassa bhàyàmi (following which he realised awakening). This understanding of the importance of an 
ethical evaluation of mental events is also reflected at M I 114 with the pre-awakening division of thoughts into wholesome 
and unwholesome ones: yan nånàhaü dvidhà katvà dvidhà katvà vitakke vihareyyanti. So kho ahaü yo càyaü kàmavitakko yo 
ca byàpàdavitakko yo ca vihiüsàvitakko imaü ekabhàgam akàsiü, yo càyaü nekkhammavitakko yo ca abyàpàdavitakko yo ca 

avihiüsàvitakko imaü dutiyaü bhàgam akàsiü. 
637 A I 136: sukhaü asayitthaü, ye ca pana loke sukhaü senti, ahaü tesaü a¤¤ataro; cf. also Dhp 200: susukhaü vata jãvàma. 
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This statement clearly shows that, unlike some of his ascetic contemporaries, the Buddha was 
no longer afraid of pleasant feelings. As he pointed out, it was precisely the successful eradi-
cation of all mental unwholesomeness that caused his happiness and delight.638 In a similar 
vein, the verses composed by awakened monks and nuns often extol the happiness of freedom 
gained through the successful practice of the path.639 The presence of delight and non-sensual 
joy among the awakened disciples of the Buddha often found its expression in poetic descrip-
tions of natural beauty.640 The Buddha himself was no exception to this, and in one instance he 
even expressed his appreciation for a slightly sensuous piece of music.641 The early Buddhist 
monks indeed delighted in their way of life, as testified by a visiting king, who described them 
as ‘smiling and cheerful, sincerely joyful and plainly delighting, living at ease and unruffled.'642 
This description forms part of a comparison made by the king between the followers of the Bud-
dha and other ascetics, whose demeanour was comparatively gloomy. To him, the degree of joy 
exhibited by the Buddha's disciples corroborated the appropriateness of the Buddha's teaching. 
These passages document the significant role of non-sensual joy in the life of the early Buddhist 
monastic community.  
 The skilful development of non-sensual joy and happiness was an outcome of the Bud-
dha's own first-hand realisation, which had shown him the need to differentiate between whole-
some and unwholesome types of pleasure.643 The satipaññhàna instructions for contemplating 
feelings reflect this wisdom, by distinguishing between worldly and unworldly types of pleasant 
feelings.  
 The ingenuity of the Buddha's approach was not only his ability to discriminate between 
forms of happiness and pleasure which are to be pursued and those which are to be avoided, 
but also his skilful harnessing of non-sensual pleasure for the progress along the path to re-
alisation. Numerous discourses describe the conditional dependence of wisdom and realisation 
on the development of joy and happiness. These form a causal sequence, which leads from de-
light (pàmojja), joy (pãti), and happiness (sukha) to concentration and realisation. One dis-
course compares the dynamics of this causal sequence to the natural course of rain falling on a 
hilltop, gradually filling the rivulets and rivers, and finally flowing down to the sea.644 Once non-

                                                           
638 D I 196: saïkilesikà ceva dhammà pahãyissanti … pàmujjaü ceva bhavissati pãti ca … sukho ca vihàro. Similarly D II 
215: avijjà viràgà vijjuppàdà uppajjati sukhaü sukhà bhãyo somanassaü. Cf. also Ps I 297, according to which with full 
awakening joy (as an awakening factor) also reaches its perfection: pãtisambojjhaïgassa … arahattamaggena 

bhàvanàpàripårã hotã. 
639 Th 35: sukhaü sukhattho labhate tad-àcaraü … yo ariyam aññhaïgikam … bhàveti maggaü; Th 526: sabbàsave 
byantikato va jhàyati, tato ratiü paramataraü na vindati; Th 545: vimuttisukhena sukhito ramissàmi; Thã 24: ràga¤-ca 
ahaü dosa¤-ca vicchindantã viharàmi … aho sukhanti sukhato jhàyàmi. Or the former criminal Aïgulimàla at Th 888: 
sukhaü sayàmi ñhàyàmi, sukhaü kappemi jãvitaü. 
640 E.g. at M I 212, where the beauty of the moon-light Gosiïga forest became the occasion for several senior disciples to 
extol various qualities of a monk; or the descriptions of natural beauty in the verses of awakened monks at Th 13, 22, 113, 
307-310, 523, 527-528, 601, 1062, 1064, 1065, 1068-1070, and 1136. The fact that the Buddha and his monks did appreciate 
natural beauty is also noted by Gokhale: "Image World", p 106; Kariyawasam: "Delight", p 359; and Nhat Hanh: Transfor-
mation, p 62. 
641 At D II 267, where the Buddha expressed his appreciation of the performance of the gandhabba Pa¤casikha, whose song 
was drawing comparisons between the physical beauty of his beloved and the beauty of the life of arahants (note that the 
Buddha clearly recognised the song to be ‘kàmåpasaühita', connected with sensuality); on this passage comments ¥àõàràma: 
Aspects, pp 119-121. 
642 M II 121: bhikkhå passàmi haññhapahaññhe udaggudagge abhirataråpe pãõitindriye appossukke pannalome paradavut-
te migabhåtena cetasà viharante; cf. also Rahula: Humour, p 52. In fact, according to A V 122, one who delights in the 
Buddha's teaching will experience happiness, whether walking, standing, sitting, or lying down: anabhirati imasmiü dham-
mavinaye dukkhà, abhirati sukhà … abhiratiyà sati idaü sukhaü pàñikaïkhaü - gacchanto pi sukhaü sàtaü adhigacchati, 

ñhito pi … nisinno pi … sayàno pi …  
643 M I 476: mayà … sacchikataü … idhekaccassa evaråpaü sukhaü vedanaü vediyato akusalà dhammà parihàyanti kusalà 

dhammà abhivaóóhantãti, tasmàhaü ‘evaråpaü sukhaü vedanaü upasampajja viharathà'-ti vadàmi; and M I 454: pa¤ca 
kàmaguõe pañicca uppajjati sukhaü somanassaü idaü vuccati kàmasukhaü … anariyasukhaü … na bhàvetabbaü … 

pañhamaü jhànaü … idaü vuccati nekkhammasukhaü … ‘bhàvetabbaü, bahulãkàtabbaü, na bhàyitabbaü etassa sukhassà'-ti 

vadàmi. This understanding is also reflected at Th 742: yà ca dhammagatà rati, taü samàdàya vattetha, sa hi ve uttamà rati; 
and in the expression kalyàõapãti at Sn 969. Cf. also Premasiri: "Concept of Happiness", p 69. 
644 S II 30. Same sequence at Vin I 294, D I 73, 182, 207, 214, 232, 250, D III 241, 279, 288, M I 37, 283, S IV 78, 351-8, S 
V 156, 398, A I 243, A III 21, 285, A V 1-6, 312, 315, 317, 329, and 333; (cf. also Pañis I 85; and Vism 144). The suppor-
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sensual joy and happiness have arisen, their presence will naturally lead to concentration and 
realisation.645 Conversely, without gladdening the mind when it needs to be gladdened, realisa-
tion will not be possible.646  
 The importance of developing non-sensual joy is also reflected in the Araõavibhaïga 
Sutta, where the Buddha encouraged his disciples to find out what really constitutes true hap-
piness and, based on this understanding, to pursue it.647 This passage refers in particular to the 
experience of absorption, which yields a form of happiness that by far surpasses its worldly 
counterparts.648 Alternatively, non-sensual pleasure can also arise in the context of insight 
meditation.649  
 A close examination of the Kandaraka Sutta brings to light a progressive refinement of 
non-sensual happiness taking place during the successive stages of the gradual training.650 The 
first levels of this ascending series are the forms of happiness that arise due to blamelessness 
and to contentment. These in turn lead on to the different levels of joy and happiness gained 
through deep concentration. The culmination point of the series comes with the supreme 
happiness of complete freedom through realisation.  
 The important role of non-sensual joy is also reflected in the Abhidhammic survey of 
mental states. Out of the entire scheme of hundred-and-twenty-one mental states, the majority 
are accompanied by joy, while only three are associated with mentally unpleasant feelings.651 
This documents that the Abhidhamma places great emphasis on the role and importance of 
joy.652 The Abhidhammic scheme of mental states has moreover kept a special place for the 
smile of an arahant.653 Somewhat surprisingly it occurs among a set of so-called ‘rootless' 
(ahetu) and ‘inoperative' (akiriya) states of mind. These mental states are neither ‘rooted' in 
wholesome or unwholesome qualities, nor related to the ‘operation' of karma. Out of this 
particular group of mental states, only one is accompanied by joy (somanassahagatà): the smile 
of the arahant. The unique quality of this smile was apparently sufficient ground for the 
Abhidhamma to allot a special place for it within its scheme.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
tive role of pàmojja for realisation is documented at Dhp 376: tato pàmojjabahulo, dukkhassantaü karissati; and Dhp 381 
and Th 11: pàmojjabahulo bhikkhu … adhigacche padaü santaü, saïkhàråpasamaü sukhaü. According to Ayya Khema: 
Buddhism for the West, p 105, "inner joy is an absolute necessity for successful meditation." Buddhadàsa: Handbook for 
Mankind, p 109, speaks of the need to develop "perpetual spiritual joy". The importance of pãti is also noted by Cousins: 
"Buddhist Jhàna", p 120; Gruber: Vipassanà, p 231; ¥àõapoõika: Simile of the Cloth, p 20 n 9; amd Sekhera: Path to Enlight-
enment, p 104. 
645 A V 2: pamuditassa na cetanàya karaõãyaü ‘pãti me uppajjatå'-ti, dhammatà esà yaü pamuditassa pãti uppajjati … na 

cetanàya karaõãyaü ‘kàyo me passambhatå'-ti … ‘sukhaü vediyàmã'-ti … ‘cittaü me samàdhiyatå'-ti … ‘yathàbhåtaü jànàmi 

passàmã'-ti … ‘nibbindàmi virajjàmã'-ti … ‘vimutti¤àõadassanaü sacchikaromã'-ti. 
646 A III 435: yasmiü samaye cittaü sampahaüsitabbaü tasmiü samaye cittaü na sampahaüseti … abhabbo anuttaraü 

sãtibhavaü sacchikàtuü (Mp III 413 relates this to mental dullness: nirassàdagatakàle samàdhinà sampahaüsitabbaü nàma). 
The importance of developing joy in the context of satipaññhàna practice is also mentioned at S V 156. 
647 M III 230: sukhavinicchayaü ja¤¤à sukhavinicchayaü ¤atvà ajjhattaü sukham anuyu¤jeyya. M III 233 clarifies that this 
injunction refers to jhàna attainment. 
648 M I 398: pa¤ca … kàmaguõà … atthi … etamhà sukhà a¤¤aü sukhaü abhikkantatara¤-ca paõãtatara¤-ca … pañhamaü 

jhànaü …  
649 M III 217: råpànaü … dhammànaü tveva aniccataü viditvà … yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya passato uppajjati so-

manassaü; Th 398 and 1071: pa¤caïgikena turiyena, na rati hoti tàdisã, yathà ekaggacittassa, sammà dhammaü vipassato; 
Th 519: taõhaü pahatvàna, sato va jhàyati, tato ratiü paramataraü na vindati; Dhp 373: amànusã ratã hoti, sammà 
dhammaü vipassato; and Dhp 374: yato yato sammasati, khandhànaü udayabbayaü, labhati pãtipàmojjaü. 
650 M I 346: anavajjasukhaü … abyàsekasukhaü … vivekajaü pãtisukhaü … samàdhijaü pãtisukhaü … upekkhako satimà 

sukhavihàrã … nibbuto sãtibhåto sukhapañisaüvedã; cf. also Th 63: sukhenanvàgataü sukhaü; and Th 220: taü sukhena 
sukhaü laddhaü. Govinda: Psychological Attitude, p 61 suggests: "cessation of suffering is supreme happiness and … every 
step towards that aim is accompanied by ever-increasing joy." Warder: "Relationship", p 57, even goes so far as to compare 
the Buddha's emphasis on the importance of joy with Epicureanism. 
651 Abhidh-s 1-7 presents a scheme consisting of sixty-three somanassasahagatà, three domanassasahagatà and fifty-five 
upekkhàsahagatà mental states; cf. also Govinda: Psychological Attitude, p 63. 
652 A similar emphasis can also be found at Kv 209, which lists a total of twenty-eight types of happiness. Cf. also Vism 143, 
which reports that non-sensual joy may occur at five different levels, and (Vism 132) details eleven factors conducive to its 
development. Various types of happiness are also listed in the Vimuttimagga (cf. Ehara, p 5). 
653 The somanassasahagata hasituppàdacitta mentioned at Abhidh-s 2 among the ahetuka cittas; cf. also Bodhi: Manual of 
Abhidhamma, p 45. The arahant's smile is documented in several discourses for the Buddha and for Moggallàna, e.g. at Vin 
III 105-8, M II 45, 74, S I 24, S II 254-8, and A III 214. 
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 Extrapolating from the above, the entire scheme of the gradual training can be envis-
aged as a progressive refinement of joy. To balance out this picture, however, it needs to be 
added that progress along the path invariably also involves unpleasant experiences. Yet, just as 
the Buddha did not recommend the avoidance of all pleasant feelings, but rather emphasised 
their wise understanding and intelligent use, similarly his position regarding unpleasant feel-
ings and experiences was clearly oriented towards the development of wisdom.  

 VII.4) Unpleasant Feeling 
 In the historical context of ancient India, the wise analysis of feeling proposed by the 
Buddha constituted a middle path between the worldly pursuit of sensual pleasures and ascetic 
practices of penance and self-mortification. A prominent rationale behind the self-mortifications 
prevalent among ascetics at that time was an absolutist conception of karma. Self-inflicted pain, 
so it was believed, enables an immediate experience of the accumulated negative karmic retri-
bution from the past, and thereby accelerates its eradication.654 
 The Buddha disagreed with such mechanistic theories of karma. In fact, an attempt to 
exhaust the retribution of the entire amount of one's past unwholesome deeds is bound to fail, 
because the series of past lives of any individual is without a discoverable beginning.655 Thus 
the amount of karmic retribution to be exhausted is unfathomable. Besides, painful feelings can 
also arise due to a variety of other causes, apart from karmic retribution.656  
 Although karmic retribution cannot be avoided,657 awakening does not come about by 
eradicating the accumulated effects of past deeds, but rather requires the eradication of igno-
rance (avijjà), brought about through the development of wisdom.658 With the complete pene-
tration of ignorance through insight, arahants go beyond the range of most of their accumu-
lated karmic deeds, except for those still due to ripen in this present life time.659 
                                                           
654 E.g. M II 214, cf. also Jayawardhana: "Determinism", p 409. Additional reasons for these practices may have been the 
idea that self-inflicted pain builds up spiritual power (iddhi), which can then be used to attain supernormal powers or attain 
liberation; or the idea that the body is the source of craving and thus, in order to eliminate craving, the body is to be 
mortified. 
655 S II 178 and S III 149: anamataggo saüsàro; and A V 113: purimà koñi na pa¤¤àyati avijjàya ‘ito pubbe avijjà nàhosi.' 
Goldstein: Insight Meditation, p 131, points out: "the idea that enlightenment comes when we clear up our karma … is a mis-
taken view, because we are all trailing an infinite amount of past karma … enlightenment does not happen because we have 
gotten rid of a certain amount of karmic activity. It happens when our mind cuts through delusion." 
656 At S IV 230 the Buddha mentioned feelings originating due to disorders of bile, phlegm, or wind, due to imbalance of the 
bodily humours, due to change of climate, due to careless behaviour, or due to violence (pittasamuññhàna, 
semhasamuññhàna, vàtasamuññhàna, sannipàtika, utupariõàmaja, visamaparihàraja and opakkamika) as alternatives to 
kammavipàka vedanà. These alternative are also enumerated at A II 87, A III 131, and A V 110; cf. also Ledi: Manual of 
Right Views, p 66. In fact, according to A I 173 and 249 karma conceived as sole and absolute cause would imply a form of 
determinism and thereby logically exclude the possibility of successfully living a life devoted to purification. 
657 A V 292, 297, and 299 emphasize the impossibility of completely avoiding karmic retribution: nàhaü sa¤cetanikànaü 
kammànaü katànaü upacitànaü appañisaüviditvà vyantibhàvaü vadàmi, ta¤-ca kho diññheva dhamme upapajaü và apare và 

pariyàye. The same is also stated at Dhp 127: na vijjati so jagatippadeso yathaññhito mu¤ceyya pàpakammà. Cf. also Ud 21, 
which reports a monk seated in meditation, experiencing pain due to former deeds: a¤¤ataro bhikkhu … nisinno hoti, 

pallaïkaü àbhujitvà, ujuü kàyaü paõidhàya, puràõakammavipàkajaü dukkhaü tippaü kharaü kañukaü vedanaü adhivàsento 

sato sampajàno aviha¤¤amàno. However, as A I 249 points out, the intensity of karmic retribution depends to a great extent 
on the present moral and mental condition of the person in question, in the sense that a particularly unwholesome deed may 
lead an immoral person to hell, but will not have the same consequences in the case of an otherwise moral person: ekacco 
puggalo abhàvitakàyo hoti abhàvitasãlo abhàvitacitto abhàvitapa¤¤o … evaråpassa puggalassa appamattakam-pi 

pàpakammaü kataü tam-enaü nirayaü upaneti … ekacco puggalo bhàvitakàyo hoti bhàvitasãlo bhàvitacitto bhàvitapa¤¤o … 

evaråpassa pugglassa tàdisaü yeva appamattakaü pàpakammaü kataü diññhadhammavedanãyaü hoti, nàõupi khàyati, kiü 

bahud-eva? 
658 A IV 382 clearly denies that the holy life under the Buddha is lived for the purpose of altering or eradicating karmic 
results that have not yet ripened: yaü kammaü aparipakkavedanãyaü, taü me kammaü paripakkavedanãyaü hotåti etassa 
atthàya Bhagavati brahmacariyaü vussatãti? - No hidaü àvuso - … yaü kammaü diññhadhammavedanãyaü, taü me kammaü 

samparàyavedaniãyaü hotu … yaü kammaü dukkhavedanãyaü, taü me sukhavedanãyaü hotu … yaü kammaü vedanãyaü, taü 

me kammaü avedanãyaü hotu… - No hidaü àvuso, but rather (A IV 384): yaü khvassa àvuso a¤¤àtaü adiññhaü appattaü 
asacchikataü anabhisametaü, tassa ¤àõàya dassanàya pattiyà sacchikiriyàya abhisamayàya Bhagavati brahmacariyaü 

vussati, clarifying that the purpose is not the eradication of karma, but the development of knowledge and wisdom. To 
attempt to eradicate the results of past karma was a Jain position, which the Buddha criticised at M II 216 and 222.  
659 The simple logic behind this it that the karmic results bound to ripen in future lives will no longer get an opportunity to 
produce results, cf. e.g. Th 81: yaü mayà pakataü pàpaü pubbe a¤¤àsu jàtisu, idheva taü vedanãyaü, vatthu a¤¤aü na vijjati. 
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 The Buddha himself, prior to his own awakening, had also taken for granted that painful 
experiences have purifying effects.660 After abandoning ascetic practices and gaining 
realisation, he knew better. The Cåëadukkhakkhandha Sutta reports the Buddha's attempt to 
convince some of his ascetic contemporaries of the fruitlessness of self-inflicted suffering. The 
discussion ended with the Buddha making the ironic point that, in contrast to the painful results 
of self-mortification, he was able to experience degrees of pleasure vastly superior even to those 
available to the king of the country.661 Clearly, for the Buddha realisation did not depend on 
merely enduring painful feelings.662 In fact, considered from the psychological view point, inten-
tional subjection to self-inflicted pain can be an expression of deflected aggression.663  
 The experience of unpleasant feelings can activate the latent tendency to irritation and 
lead to attempts to repress or avoid such unpleasant feelings. According to the Buddha's pene-
trating analysis, aversion to pain can moreover fuel the tendency to seek sensual gratification, 
since from the unawakened view point the enjoyment of sensual pleasures appears to be the 
only escape from pain.664 This then creates a vicious circle, where with each experience of feel-
ing, pleasant or unpleasant, the bondage to feeling grows. 
 The way out of this vicious circle lies in mindful and sober observation of unpleasant 
feelings. Such non-reactive awareness of pain is a simple but effective method to skilfully han-
dle a painful experience. Simply observing physical pain for what it is, prevents it from produc-
ing mental repercussions. Any mental reaction of fear or resistance to pain will only increase 
the degree of unpleasantness of a painful experience. An accomplished meditator can become 
able to experience solely the physical aspect of an unpleasant feeling, without allowing mental 
reactions to arise.665 Thus meditative skill and insight have an intriguing potential for pre-
venting physical sickness from affecting the mind.666  
 The discourses relate this ability of preventing physical pain from affecting mental com-
posure to the practice of satipaññhàna in particular.667 The Buddha himself provides an example 
for this, since he was able to endure the strong painful feelings caused by a foot injury mind-
fully and clearly knowing (sampajàna), with a mind that remained unperturbed.668 In this way, a 
wise observation of pain through satipaññhàna, leading to an understanding of its conditioned 
and conditioning nature, can transform experiences of pain into occasions for deep insight.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
In the case of the arahant Aïgulimàla, for example, retribution for his former crimes could only take place within the limited 
scope of that same life time (cf. M II 104). 
660 M II 93: mayham pi pubbe va sambodhà … etad-ahosi: Na kho sukhena sukhaü adhigantabbaü, dukkhena kho sukhaü 

adhigantabbaü. 
661 At M I 95, with the conclusion: àyasmà va Gotamo sukhavihàritaro ra¤¤à Màgadhena. 
662 M I 241: ye hi keci samaõà và bràhmaõà và kàyena ceva kàmehi avåpakaññhà viharanti … opakkamikà ce pi te bhonto 

samaõabràhmaõà dukkhà tippà kañukà vedanà vediyanti abhabbà va te ¤àõàya dassanàya anuttaràya sambodhàya, no ce 

pi te … dukkhà … vedanà vediyanti abhabbà … sambodhàya. 
663 Cf. de Silva: Buddhist Psychology, p 71. 
664 S IV 208: assutavà puthujjano dukkhàya vedanàya phuññho samàno socati kilamati paridevati … tassàyeva kho pana 

dukkhàya vedanàya phuññho samàno pañighavà hoti … yo dukkhàya vedanàya pañighànusayo, so anuseti. So dukkhàya 

vedanàya puññho samàno kàmasukhaü abhinandati. Taü kissa hetu? Na hi pajànàti … a¤¤atra kàmasukhà dukkhàya 

vedanàya nissaraõaü.  
665 S IV 208: assutavà puthujjano dukkhàya vedanàya phuññho … dve vedanà vediyati - kàyika¤-ca, cetasika¤-ca … ariya-

sàvako dukkhàya vedanàya phuññho … ekaü vedanaü vediyati - kàyikaü, na cetasikaü. The Buddha then illustrated the 
unawakened worlding's predicament in the case of experiencing pain with being shot at by two darts, since in addition to the 
‘dart' of physical pain, the mental reaction causes additional dukkha, viz. another dart. Cf. also de Silva: "Sense Experience", 
p 19; Kor: Looking Inward, p 6, and Dose of Dhamma, p 18. 
666 S III 1: evaü sikkhitabbaü: àturakàyassa me sato cittaü anàturaü bhavissati. The discourse explains that the point is to 
avoid identification with any of the five aggregates (and thereby with the pain). This suggests a sense of dissociation from the 
experience of pain, as if the affected part of the body did not belong to one. Although one continues to be aware of the pain 
as an objective phenomenon, this act of dissociation or de-identification diminishes or even removes the affective impact of 
the pain on the mind. 
667 S V 302: catåsu satipaññhànesu supatiññhitacittassa viharato uppannà sàrãrikà dukkhà vedanà cittaü na pariyàdàya 
tiññhanti. 
668 S I 27 and 110: Bhagavato vedanà vattanti sàrãrikà dukkhà tibbà kharà kañukà asàtà amanàpà. Tà sudaü Bhagavà sato 
sampajàno adhivàseti aviha¤¤amàno. 



Appendix 

 271 

 VII.5) Neutral Feeling  
 While pleasant and unpleasant feelings can activate the respective latent tendencies to 
lust and irritation, neutral feeling can stimulate the latent tendency to ignorance.669 Ignorance in 
regard to neutral feelings means to be unaware of the arising and disappearance of neutral 
feelings, or to not understand the advantage, disadvantage, and escape in relation to neutral 
feelings.670 As the commentaries point out, awareness of neutral feelings is not an easy task and 
should best be approached by way of inference, by noting the absence of both pleasant and 
unpleasant feelings.671  
 Of further interest in a discussion of neutral feeling is the Abhidhammic analysis of feel-
ing tones arising at the five physical sense doors. The Abhidhamma holds that only the sense of 
touch is accompanied by pain or pleasure, while feelings arising at the other four sense doors 
are invariably neutral.672 This Abhidhammic presentation suggests an intriguing aspect for 
contemplation of feeling, since it invites an inquiry into the degree to which an experience of 
delight or displeasure in regard to sight, sound, smell, or taste is simply the outcome of one's 
own mental evaluation. 
 In addition to this inquiry, a central feature to be contemplated in regard to neutral feel-
ings is their impermanent nature.673 This is of particular importance because, in actual experi-
ence, neutral feeling easily appears to be the most stable of the three types of feeling. Thus, to 
counteract the tendency to regard it as permanent, its impermanent nature needs to be real-
ised. Contemplated in this way, neutral feeling will lead to the arising of wisdom, thereby coun-
teracting the latent tendency to ignorance.  
 The Saëàyatanavibhaïga Sutta points out that the difference between neutral feelings 
associated with ignorance or with wisdom is related to whether such feelings transcend their 
object.674 In the deluded case, neutral feeling is predominantly the result of the bland features of 
the object, where the lack of effect on the observer results in the absence of pleasant or un-
pleasant feelings. Conversely, affective neutrality combined with the presence of wisdom tran-
scends the object, since it results from detachment and equanimity, and not from the pleasant 
or unpleasant features of the object.  
 The same discourse depicts the establishment of such equanimity as a result of a pro-
gressive refinement of feelings. Here, at first the three types of feelings related to a life of re-
nunciation are used to go beyond their more worldly and sensual counterparts.675 In the next 
stage, non-sensual joy related to renunciation is used to face and go beyond difficulties related 
to renunciation. This process of refinement then leads up to equanimous feelings, transcending 
even feelings of non-sensual joy. Equanimity and detachment as a culmination point of practice 

                                                           
669 M I 303: adukkhamasukhàya vedanàya avijjànusayo anuseti. 
670 M III 285: adukkhamasukhàya vedanàya phuññþo samàno tassà vedanàya samudaya¤-ca atthaïgama¤-ca assàda¤-ca 
àdãnava¤-ca nissaraõa¤-ca yathàbhåtaü nappajànàti, tassa avijjànusayo anuseti. 
671 Ps I 277: adukkhamasukhà pana duddãpanà andhakàrà avibhåtà … adukkhamasukhà vedanàti nayato gaõhantassa 
pàkañà hoti. The comy then illustrates this with the example of a hunter seeing tracks on both sides of a rock, there-
by inferring the path an animal has taken. 
672 Dhs 139-45; more explicitly at Abhidh-s 2: upekkhàsahagataü cakkhuvi¤¤àõaü, tathà sotavi¤¤àõaü, ghànavi¤¤àõaü, 
jivhàvi¤¤àõaü but dukkhasahagataü kàyavi¤¤àõaü and sukhasahagataü kàyavi¤¤àõaü; cf. also Rhys Davids: Psychological 
Ethics, p 171 n 2. The discourses offer a somewhat different perspective, since they speak of ‘pleasant' and ‘unpleasant' 
sights, sounds, smells, and tastes, these in turn providing the condition for the arising of corresponding feelings of pleasure or 
displeasure; cf. e.g. S IV 115: cakkhunà råpaü disvà manàpaü … uppajjati sukhà vedanà … råpaü disvà amanàpaü … 

uppajjati dukkhà vedanà … sotena … ghànena … jivhàya; similarly at S IV 119, the objects of the four senses are qualified 
with piya/appiya; at S IV 125 with manorama/amanorama ; and at S IV 126 with iññha/aniññha and kanta/akanta. 
673 It 47: adukkhamasukhà vedanà aniccato daññhabbà. 
674 M III 219: cakkhunà råpaü disvà upekkhà bàlassa måëhassa puthujjanassa anodhijinassa avipàkajinassa anàdãnavadas-
sàvino assutavato puthujjanassa, yà evaråpà upekkhà, råpaü sà nàtivattati; but: råpànaü tveva aniccataü viditvà 
vipariõàmaviràganirodhaü: ‘pubbe ceva råpà etarahi ca sabbe te råpà aniccà dukkhà vipariõàmadhammà' ti evam-etaü 

yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya passato uppajjati upekkhà, yà evaråpà upekkhà råpaü sà ativattati. 
675 M III 220: nekkhammasitàni somanassàni tàni nissàya … gehasitàni somanassàni tàni pajahatha … nekkhammasitàni 

domanassàni tàni nissàya … gehasitàni domanassàni tàni pajahatha … nekkhammasità upekkhà tà nissàya … gehasità 

upekkhà tà pajahatha … nekkhammasitàni somanassàni tàni nissàya … nekkhammasitàni domanassàni tàni pajahatha … 

nekkhammasità upekkhà tà nissàya … nekkhammasitàni somanassàni tàni pajahatha. 
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also occur in the satipaññhàna refrain for contemplation of feeling, which instructs to contem-
plate all kinds of feelings ‘free from dependency' and ‘without clinging'.676 
 

  Chapter VIII: Mind  

 VIII.1) Contemplation of the Mind 
 From awareness of the ethical distinction between worldly and unworldly feelings, the 
Satipaññhàna Sutta proceeds to the ethical quality of the mind. This ethical quality is mentioned 
at the outset of contemplation of the mind, in terms of the presence or absence of lust (ràga), 
anger (dosa), and delusion (moha). The fact that these three items occur at the beginning of 
contemplation of the mind indicates a progressive refinement of awareness,677 leading over 
from awareness of feelings to mental states. The instructions for contemplation of the mind are: 
 
"He knows a lustful mind to be ‘lustful', and a mind without lust to be ‘without lust'; 
he knows an angry mind to be ‘angry', and a mind without anger to be ‘without anger'; 
he knows a deluded mind to be ‘deluded', and an undeluded mind to be ‘undeluded'; 
he knows a contracted mind to be ‘contracted', and a distracted mind to be ‘distracted'; 
he knows a great mind to be ‘great', and a narrow mind to be ‘narrow'; 
he knows a surpassable mind to be ‘surpassable', and an unsurpassable mind to be ‘unsurpassable'; 
he knows a concentrated mind to be ‘concentrated', and an unconcentrated mind to be ‘unconcentrated'; 
he knows a liberated mind to be ‘liberated', and an unliberated mind to be ‘unliberated.'"678 

 
 
 Contemplation of the mind operates with eight different categories.679 In each case, the 
task of sati is to know a particular mental quality or its opposite, so that contemplation of the 
mind actually covers sixteen mental states. The same set of sixteen states appears elsewhere in 
the discourses in relation to telepathic abilities.680 Thus this particular set forms a repre-
sentative list of states of mind, relevant both to personal introspection and to telepathic knowl-
edge of another's mind.  
 
   Eight Categories for Contemplation of the Mind: 
     (Diagram 8.1) 
 
    ‘ordinary' mental states:        ‘higher' mental states: 

    
  lustful (saràga)  

 angry (sadosa) 
 deluded (samoha) 
 distracted (vikkhitta) 

  great (mahaggata) 
 unsurpassable (anuttara) 
 concentrated (samàhita) 
 liberated (vimutta) 

 
 These sixteen mental states (or eight categories) can be subdivided into two sets. The 

                                                           
676 M I 59: anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati. Evam-pi kho … vedanàsu vedanànupassã viharati. 
677 Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 37. 
678 M I 59: saràgaü và cittaü ‘saràgaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, vãtaràgaü và cittaü ‘vãtaràgaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, sadosaü và cit-
taü ‘sadosaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, vãtadosaü và cittaü ‘vãtadosaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, samohaü và cittaü ‘samohaü cittan'-ti 

pajànàti, vãtamohaü và cittaü ‘vãtamohaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, saïkhittaü và cittaü ‘saïkhittaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, vikkhittaü và 

cittaü ‘vikkhittaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, mahaggataü và cittaü ‘mahaggataü cittan'-ti pajànàti, amahaggataü và cittaü 

‘amahaggataü cittan'-ti pajànàti, sa-uttaraü và cittaü ‘sa-uttaraü cittan'-ti pajànàti, anuttaraü và cittaü ‘anuttaraü cittan'-ti 

pajànàti, samàhitaü và cittaü ‘samàhitaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, asamàhitaü và cittaü ‘asamàhitaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, vimuttaü 

và cittaü ‘vimuttaü cittan'-ti pajànàti, avimuttaü và cittaü ‘avimuttaü cittan'-ti pajànàti. 
679 The Chinese version of this contemplation in the Madhyama âgama lists in addition to these eight also the mind ‘with 
blemishes', or ‘without blemishes', while the Ekottara âgama has ‘craving' and ‘mastery of the mind' as additional categories 
(in Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 93; and Nhat Than: Transformation, pp 162 and 174). Pañis II 234 includes the six 
types of consciousness (differentiated according to the six sense-doors) in its list for contemplation of the mind. 
680 Cetopariya¤àõa, e.g. at M I 495. 
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first set contrasts unwholesome and wholesome mental states, while the second set is con-
cerned with the presence or absence of ‘higher' states of mind (see diagram 8.1 below). I will 
turn to these different mental states individually, after an introductory assessment of 
contemplation of the mind in general. 
 Underlying this satipaññhàna is an implicit shift in emphasis from the ordinary way of ex-
periencing mind as an individual entity to considering mental events as mere objects, analysed 
in terms of their qualitative characteristics.681  
 Contemplation of the mind also includes, in accordance with the satipaññhàna refrain, 
awareness of the arising and passing away of the mental states under contemplation, thereby 
revealing the momentary character of all mental events. In addition, sustained contemplation of 
the mind will also expose the degree to which what one takes to be one's own mind is in fact 
influenced by external conditions. In this way realising the impermanent and conditioned 
nature of the mind accords with the general thrust of satipaññhàna towards detachment and 
non-identification.  
 It is noteworthy that contemplation of the mind does not involve active measures to 
oppose unwholesome mental states (such as lust or anger). The task of mindfulness, rather, is 
to stay receptively aware, by clearly recognising the state of mind that underlies a particular 
train of thoughts or reactions. Such uninvolved receptivity is required because of one's instinc-
tive tendency to ignore whatever contradicts or threatens one's sense of importance and 
personal integrity. The habit of employing self deception to maintain one's self esteem has often 
become so ingrained that the first step required for developing accurate self awareness is to 
honestly acknowledge the existence of hidden emotions, covert motives, and lurking 
tendencies in the mind, without immediately suppressing them.682 Maintaining non-reactive 
awareness in this way counters the impulse towards either reaction or suppression, contained 
in unwholesome mental states, and thereby deactivates their emotional and attentional pull.683  
 The Vitakkasaõñhàna Sutta offers an illustrative description of such deactivation: in or-
der to come to grips with the repeated occurrence of unwholesome thoughts, attention turns to 
the nature of these thoughts and to the volitional disposition or driving force responsible for 
them.684 The discourse explains this simple but ingenious method of turning the full light of at-
tention on the mental condition underlying one's thoughts with the help of a simile. Supposedly 
one is walking quite fast, for no particular reason. Becoming fully aware of what one is doing, 
one may walk slower, or even stop walking, or, instead of standing, decide to sit or even lie 
down. This progressive increase in physical comfort and tranquility vividly illustrates how the 
mental agitation and tension of unwholesome thought processes can be gradually reduced and 
overcome through direct observation. Watching an unwholesome state of mind without involve-
ment in this way will deprive it of its fuel, so that it will gradually lose its power.  
 In the same Vitakkasaõñhàna Sutta, however, an alternative approach for dealing with 
unwholesome thoughts speaks of ‘beating down and crushing mind with mind.'685 This appears 
to disagree with the foregoing. Yet, once this instruction is considered within its context, it be-
comes apparent that it comes as a last resort, introduced after all other alternative approaches, 

                                                           
681 Bodhi: Noble Eightfold Path, p 98; and Piatigorski: Buddhist Philosophy, p 41. Rhys Davids: Indian Psychology, p 8, 
draws attention to the novelty of this approach in the history of Indian thought. 
682 Bullen: Technique of Living, p 29. 
683 Newman: Disciplines of Attention, pp 35 and 46. In fact, according to A V 39 the proper approach for overcoming mental 
defilements is wise aboservation: atthi dhammà neva kàyena pahàtabbà no vàcàya, pa¤¤àya disvà disvà pahàtabbà … lobho 

neva kàyena pahàtabbo no vàcàya, pa¤¤àya disvà disvà pahàtabbo … doso … moho … kodho … upanàho … makkho … 

paëàso … macchariyaü … pàpikà issà … pàpikà icchà. A clinical case supporting the ingenuity of this approach is 
documented by Deatherage: "Mindfulness Meditation", p 140, where a twenty-three year old male, hospitalised for extreme 
periodic aggressiveness and alcohol abuse, is cured within eight weeks, by simply being taught to recognise and mentally 
name the emotions he experienced, without even knowing that what he was doing was related to ‘meditation'. Another 
chronic anger case-study involving awareness of mind as cure can be found in Woolfolk: "Self-Control", p 551. 
684 M I 120: pàpakà akusalà vitakkà … tesaü vitakkànaü vitakkasaïkhàrasaõñhànaü manasikàtabbaü. 
685 M I 120: pàpakà akusalà vitakkà … tena bhikkhunà dantehi dantamàdhàya jivhàya tàluü àhacca cetasà cittaü abhi-

niggaõhitabbaü abhinippãëetabbaü abhisantàpetabbaü. Tassa dantehi dantamàdhàya … ye pàpakà akusalà vitakkà … te 

pahãyanti te abbhatthaü gacchanti. 
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including the above discussed deactivation, proved ineffective.686 Thus to ‘beat down and crush 
mind with mind' is an emergency measure when all else has failed. When the situation is about 
to get out of hand, the use of force will at least prevent the obsessive negative thoughts from 
spilling over into unwholesome activity. To ‘beat down and crush mind with mind' is in fact on 
another occasion counted by the Buddha among those fruitless exercises which he had himself 
tried out and then discarded prior to his awakening.687 This goes to show that the use of mere 
force is not meant for mental development in general, but only for cases of emergency.  

 VIII.2) Eight Kinds of Mental States 
 The first three mental states listed in the satipaññhàna instruction are lust (ràga), anger 
(dosa), and delusion (moha), the three main roots of all unwholesome mental events.688 The 
basic principle underlying contemplation of these three unwholesome roots, and also the more 
evolved stages of contemplation of feeling concerned with worldliness and unworldliness, is the 
ability to clearly distinguish between what is wholesome and what is unwholesome. Systematic 
development of this ability nurtures an intuitive ethical sensitivity which constitutes an impor-
tant asset for one's progress on the path and a sure guide to proper conduct in daily life. 
 The Satipaññhàna Sutta presents each of these three ‘roots' together with its respective 
opposite, the absence of lust, aversion, or delusion. This way of presentation is common in 
canonical usage, allowing the negative term to cover not only the opposite notion, but also to 
imply a wider range of meaning.689 Thus ‘non-anger', for example, could be just a state of mind 
free from irritation, but also a mind overflowing with loving kindness.  
 During actual meditation, each of these three unwholesome roots can subjectively mani-
fest in a distinct manner: The fever of lust is comparable to being on fire within, the physical 
tension of anger to being overpowered and controlled by a forceful opponent, and the confusion 
of delusion to being hopelessly entangled in a net.690  
 Several discourses refer to a tranquil state of mind, temporarily unaffected by any hin-
drance or mental defilement, as ‘luminous'.691 This luminous condition of the mind is its natu-
rally undefiled state, since the defiling hindrances are specified as being ‘adventitious'.692 Ac-
cording to a passage in the Aïguttara Nikàya, to come to know this luminous nature of the 
mind is a necessary requirement for mental development (cittabhàvanà).693 Thus, a possible 

                                                           
686 The other approaches, in addition to the above quoted vitakkasaïkhàrasaõñhànaü manasikàtabbaü, are: a¤¤aü nimittaü 
manasikàtabbaü kusalåpasaühitaü … tesaü vitakkànaü àdãnavo upaparikkhitabbo … tesaü vitakkànaü asati-amanasikàro 

àpajjitabbo. A similar case can be found at A IV 87, where after an extensive list of different methods for staying awake and 
countering drowsiness, the final recommendation is to go to sleep mindfully. Clearly in this case the last mentioned method is 
not really helpful for staying awake, but is also just the last resort left when all other measures had no result. 
687 At M I 242. 
688 Taking ràga as a synonym for lobha. A detailed exposition of the three roots can be found in ¥àõapoõika: Good and Evil. 
689 Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 38. 
690 Compare Dhp 251: natthi ràgasamo aggi, natthi dosasamo gaho, natthi mohasamaü jàlaü. Buddhadàsa: Mindfulness 
with Breathing, p 67, suggests to distinguish between mental tendencies such as "pulling in", "pushing away", and "running 
around in circles", in order to recognise the three unwholesome roots. 
691 S V 92: yehi upakkilesehi upakkiliññhaü cittaü na ceva mudu hoti … na ca pabhassaraü pabhaïgu ca, na ca sammà sam-

àdhiyati àsavànaü khayàya; A I 10: pabhassaram idaü cittaü, ta¤-ca kho àgantukehi upakkilesehi upakkiliññhaü; A I 257: 
yato … bhikkhu kàlena kàlaü samàdhinimittaü … paggàhanimittaü … upekkhànimittaü manasi karoti, taü hoti cittaü … 

pabhassara¤-ca … sammà samàdhiyati àsavànaü khayàya; A III 16: yato … cittaü imehi pa¤cahi upakkilesehi vimuttaü hoti, 

taü hoti cittaü … pabhassaraü … sammà samàdhiyati àsavànaü khayàya. These passages clearly relate the luminosity of the 
mind to the development of a concentrated state of mind, free from defilements and ready for realisation. Cf. also D III 223, 
where the development (samàdhi bhàvanà) of cognition of light (àlokasa¤¤à) leads to a mind full of light or radiance 
(sappabhàsa citta); M III 243, where pabhassara is related to a high level of equanimity; and S V 283, where even the 
Buddha's body is said to be pabhassara as a result of concentration. Karunaratne: "Kilesa", p 219, explains: "what is meant 
by lustrous and pure mind (pabhassara) is not a state of mind which is absolutely pure, nor the pure mind which is 
synonymous with emancipation … pure only in the sense, and to the extent, that it is not disturbed or influenced by external 
stimuli." 
692 A I 10: àgantukehi upakkilesehi. That the absence of defilements is a natural condition of the mind is also alluded to in 
the Vatthåpama Sutta, M I 36, where the undefiled state of mind is compared to a clean cloth, free from stains. 
693 A I 10: pabhassaram idaü cittaü, ta¤-ca kho àgantukehi upakkilesehi upakkiliññhaü. Taü assutavà puthujjano yathà-
bhåtaü nappajànàti. Tasmà assutavato puthujjanassa citta bhàvanà natthãti vadàmi, but: pabhassaram idaü cittaü, ta¤-ca 
kho àgantukehi upakkilesehi vippamuttaü. Taü sutavà ariyasàvako yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. Tasmà sutavato ariyasàvakassa 
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way of putting the satipaññhàna instructions regarding the absence of the three root defilements 
into practice is to turn awareness to the mind's luminous condition, temporarily free from any 
defilement.694  
 Taken in a more absolute sense, the mind unaffected by lust, anger, and delusion refers 
to the mind of an arahant.695 This indicates that contemplation of the mind is not only con-
cerned with momentary states of mind, but also with the overall condition of the mind. In this 
way, to contemplate mind unaffected by lust, anger, or delusion, includes also awareness of the 
degree to which these three unwholesome roots are no longer ‘rooted' in one's mental 
continuum.696 
 The two mental states listed next for contemplation, contracted (saïkhitta) and distrac-

ted (vikkhitta), both appear to have negative implications.697 The same two terms occur else-
where, with inward ‘contraction' being the result of sloth and torpor, and external ‘distraction' 
the outcome of pursuing sensual pleasures.698 The commentaries on the Satipaññhàna Sutta in-
deed relate the ‘contracted' state of mind to sloth and torpor, while according to them the ‘dis-
tracted' mental state stands for restlessness.699  
 The ability to balance the mind, by avoiding both ‘contraction' and ‘distraction', is an 
important skill required for the development of deeper levels of concentration or insight. The 
placing of these two mental states at this point in the instructions for contemplation of the mind 
points to the need to cultivate such balance, once one has at least temporarily moved beyond 
the reach of the unwholesome roots and is aiming towards the development of ‘higher' states of 
mind, such as are described in the remaining part of this satipaññhàna. 
 The discourses often use the qualification ‘great' (mahaggata) in the context of 
tranquility meditation, such as when describing the meditative practice of radiating the four 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
citta bhàvanà atthãti vadàmi. The comy Mp I 60 and also As 140 identify the pabhassara citta with the bhavaïga (sub-
conscious life-continuum). Here it could however be objected that the term bhavaïga in the context of the commentarial 
cittavãthi (process of consciousness) theory refers to a subconscious moment that occurs between each conscious moment of 
the mental process. (In fact, sleeping is said to be bhavaïgaü otàreti at Ps-pñ I 364). In contrast, the luminous state of mind at 
A I 10 clearly refers to a conscious experience, since it is to be known (pajànàti). On bhavaïga cf. the excellent exposition in 
Gethin: "Bhavaïga"; also Harvey: "Consciousness Mysticism", pp 94-98; and Sarachchandra: Psychology of Perception, p 
90. The attempt by Wijesekera: "Bhavaïga", p 348, to establish a historically early existence of the term with the help of a 
passage from the Aïguttara Nikàya and several occurrences in the Paññhàna is not convincing, as A II 79 in PTS, Burm. and 
Sinh. ed. invariably reads bhavagga (best of existences, which also fits the context much better) instead of bhavaïga, and 
occurrences in Paññh could also be taken as betraying the comparatively late age of this part of the Abhidhamma; cf. also 
¥àõatiloka: Dictionary, p 246. 
694 In fact both the satipaññhàna instructions and A I 10 employ the same verb, pajànàti, which suggest that a similar type of 
activity is intended in both cases. 
695 This way of understanding is in fact the most frequent usage of vãtaràgà vãtadosà vãtamoha in the discourses, cf. e.g. M I 
5, where the arahants are said to be khayà ràgassa vãtaràgattà … khayà dosassa vãtadosattà … khayà mohassa vãtamohat-

tà, i.e. free from these three through their eradication; M I 65, which refers to realised ascetics as: te vãtaràgà te vãtadosà te 
vãtamohà te vãtataõhà te anupàdànà; M I 236 and S I 220, where the Buddha referred to himself as vãtaràgo vãtadoso 
vãtamoho; or A III 43, 336, and 347: vãtaràgà vãtadosà vãtamoha anàsavà. 
696 Cf. A IV 404 where awareness of their absence is part of the reviewing knowledge of an arahant: ‘vãtaràgaü … 

‘vãtadosaü … ‘vãtamohaü me cittan'-ti cetasà cittaü suparicitaü hoti … evaü sammà vimuttacittassa bhikkhuno. 
697 Alternatively, in order to conform with the pattern in this satipaññhàna of presenting each time a positive mental state to-
gether with its negative counterpart, the saïkhitta (contracted) state of mind could be taken in a positive sense, as a ‘concen-
trated' or ‘attentive' state of mind (cf. Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 665). The corresponding verb saïkhipati does indeed occur 
in this positive sense at Ja I 82: mettacittaü saïkhipitvà, when the Buddha radiated mettà to the pa¤cavaggiya monks, his five 
earlier followers, on their first meeting after his awakening. In fact Goenka: Satipaññhàna, p 57, translates saïkhitta as 
"collected" and "concentrated." 
698 S V 279: viriyaü thãnamiddhasahagataü thãnamiddhasampayuttaü, idaü vuccati ajjhattaü saïkhittaü viriyaü; viriyaü 
bahiddhà pa¤ca kàmaguõe àrabbha anuvikkhittaü anuvissataü, idaü vuccati bahiddhà vikkhittaü viriyaü. The relation of 
these two to ‘internal' and ‘external' occurs again at A IV 32: ‘ajjhattaü me saïkhittaü cittan'-ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti … 

‘bahiddhà me vikkhittaü cittan'-ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti.  
699 Ps I 280: saïkhittan'-ti thãnamiddhànupatitaü … vikkhittan'-ti uddhaccasahagataü. However, in the above quoted 
passage from S V 279 the hindrance restlessness occurs separately, apparently not forming part of ‘vikkhitta' (distracted): 
viriyaü uddhaccasahagataü uddhaccasampayuttaü, idaü vuccati atipaggahitaü viriyaü, which differs from the commentarial 
explanation that ‘distracted' stands for restlessness. The relation of ‘distracted' to the search for sense gratification (as at S V 
279) occurs also at M III 225. The consequences of a ‘distracted' state of mind are described at A V 147: vikkhitta citto 
samàno abhabbo ayonisomanasikàraü pahàtuü kummaggasevanaü pahàtuü cetaso lãnattaü pahàtuü (becoming unable to 
direct one's attention skilfully, to avoid unwholesome ways of behaviour, and to overcome mental inertia). 



Appendix 

 276 

divine abodes (brahmavihàra) in all directions.700 Similarly, in the Anuruddha Sutta ‘great' 
represents the ability to spatially pervade a broad area with one's meditation object, in this case 
as the result of kasiõa meditation.701 These instances support the commentarial explanation of 
this part of the satipaññhana instructions, according to which a ‘great' state of mind (mahaggata) 
is related to the development of absorption.702 
 The same commentaries relate the next mental state mentioned for contemplation of 
the mind, the ‘surpassable' (sa-uttara) state of mind, also to the development of 
concentration.703 ‘Surpassable' then indicates the need to clearly recognise the constituents of a 
particular level of absorption to be overcome in order to proceed to a higher level of 
absorption.704 This finds support in the Sekha Sutta, which refers to the fourth absorption as a 
state of ‘unsurpassable' equanimity and mindfulness.705 On the other hand, in the discourses 
‘unsurpassable' occurs frequently in relation to full awakening.706 Understood in this way, the 
present set of terms also includes the reviewing knowledge after realisation, when one 
investigate to which degree, ‘surpassable' or ‘unsurpassable', the mind has been freed from fet-
ters and mental defilements. 
 The next term in the series, the ‘concentrated' (samàhita) state of mind, is self-explana-
tory. According to the commentaries, this expression includes access concentration and full ab-
sorption.707 Since in the discourses samàdhi refers to concentration in the context of both the 
development of tranquility and of insight, the expression ‘concentrated' mind has a fairly broad 
range of reference. 
 The qualification ‘liberated' (vimutta) frequently occurs in the discourses in relation to 
full awakening.708 Understood in this way, the ‘liberated' mind parallels the ‘unsurpassable 
mind' and the mind which is forever ‘without lust', ‘without anger', and ‘without delusion', all 
these being references to full awakening.709 The commentaries also relate the qualification 
‘liberated' to temporary freedom from defilements during the practice of insight meditation.710 
Elsewhere in the discourses the expression ‘liberated' mind occurs as well in relation to the 
development of concentration, as ‘freedom of the mind' (cetovimutti).711 Thus the ‘liberated' 
mind can be taken to refer to experiences of mental ‘freedom' in relation to both tranquility and 
insight.  
 The central theme underlying the contemplation of these four higher states of mind is 
the ability to monitor the more advanced stages of one's meditative development. In this way, 
                                                           
700 M II 207: sabbadhi sabbatthatàya sabbàvantaü lokaü mettàsahagatena cetasa … mahaggatena … pharitvà viharati. 
701 M III 146: mahaggatà cetovimutti … yàvatà dve và tãõi và rukkhamålàni … yàvatà samuddapariyantaü pañhaviü 

mahaggatan'-ti pharitvà adhimuccitvà viharati. Ps IV 200 explains this to be kasiõa meditation. A kasiõa is a meditation 
device, such as for example a coloured disk, used to develop concentration. 
702 Ps I 280: mahaggatan'-ti råpàråpàvacaraü. 
703 Ps I 280 explains anuttara (unsurpassable) to refer to absorption attainment: anuttaranti råpàråpàvacaraü. Sãlananda: 
Four Foundations, p 94, takes anuttara as a specific reference to the immaterial attainments. 
704 The need to abandon lower absorption attainments is described e.g. at M I 455: pañhamaü jhànaü … ‘analan'-ti vadàmi, 

‘pajahathà'-ti … ‘samatikkamathà'-ti … tassa samatikkamo … dutiyaü jhànaü … (etc.). Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 13, 
renders sa-uttara with the expression: "my mind is capable of reaching a higher state."  
705 M I 357: anuttaraü upekkhàsatipàrisuddhiü. The fourth jhàna as a level of concentration is indeed ‘anuttara', since the 
immaterial attainments take place with the same level of concentration, directed to progressively more refined objects. 
706 E.g. D II 83: anuttaraü sammàsambodhiü abhisambuddho; M I 163: anuttaraü yogakkhemaü nibbànaü; M I 303: 
anuttaresu vimokkhesu; M II 237: anuttaraü santivarapadaü; S I 105: anuttaraü vimuttiü; S I 124: anuttare upadhisaïkhaye 
vimutto; A I 168: anuttaraü brahmacariyogadhaü; A III 435: anuttaraü sãtibhavaü; and Th 415: anuttaraü visuddhiü. 
707 Ps I 280: samàhitati yassa appanàsamàdhi upacàrasamàdhi và atthi. 
708 E.g. M I 141: sammada¤¤à vimuttà; S III 45: cittaü virattaü vimuttaü hoti anupàdàya àsavehi; S III 51: nandiràgakkhayà 
cittaü vimuttaü suvimuttanti vuccati; Ud 24: anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü vimuttaü; and It 33: taõhakkhaye vimuttaü. 
709 E.g. D I 84: vimuttasmiü vimuttam-iti ¤àõaü hoti ‘khãõà jàti … nàparaü itthattàyà'-ti pajànàti. It is notable that this 
standard description of full awakening speaks of pajànàti (he knows), which reminds of the satipaññhàna instructions. At 
times the expression ‘liberated' is combined with ‘unsurpassable' as references to full awakening, cf. e.g. vimuttànuttariyena 
at M I 235, or anuttaraü vimuttiü sacchikarotha at S I 105, or anuttarà vimutti at A IV 106. At D III 270 and A V 31 the 
suvimutta citta is moreover related to freedom from ràga, dosa, and moha.  
710 Ps I 280 explains: vimuttanti tadaïgavikkhambhanavimuttãhi vimuttaü. This suggestion by the comy could claim some 
support from S V 157, which speaks of a calm and undistracted state of mind, fit for satipaññhàna, as asaïkhittaü vimuttaü. 
711 Various types of cetovimutti are listed at M I 296 (adukkhamasukhà, animittà, àki¤ca¤¤à, su¤¤atà, appamàõà). Similarly 
A III 16 refers to the absence of the five hindrances as cittaü imehi pa¤cahi upakkilesehi vimuttaü.  



Appendix 

 277 

within the scope of contemplation of the mind sati can range from recognition of the presence 
of lust or anger to awareness of the most lofty and sublime types of mental experience, each 
time with the same central task to soberly reflect what is taking place. 
 The emphasis given in this satipaññhàna to mindful contemplation of deep levels of con-
centration is a noteworthy feature. Among the Buddha's contemporaries, experiences of ab-
sorption often gave rise to speculative views.712 The Buddha's distinct departure from these 
speculations was his thoroughly analytical treatment of the meditative absorptions, concerned 
with an understanding of their composite and conditioned nature.713 This analytical treatment is 
exemplified in the Aññhakanàgara Sutta, which instructs to regard the experience of absorption 
as being merely a product of the mind, a conditioned and volitionally produced experience. 
Whatever is a product of conditions, is therefore also impermanent and subject to cessation.714 
Such realisation of the impermanent nature of deep levels of concentration forms also part of 
satipaññhàna practice, when the instruction in the ‘refrain' to contemplate the nature of arising 
and passing away (samudaya and vayadhamma) is applied to the higher mental states listed for 
contemplation.715 Undertaken like this, satipaññhàna in regard to higher states of mind becomes 
a practical expression of the Buddha's analytical attitude towards the entire range of mental ex-
perience.  
 

 

  Chapter IX: Hindrances 

 IX.1) Contemplation of Dhammas 

 The next contemplation in the Satipaññhàna Sutta is concerned with a specific set of 
mental states, the five hindrances, which come as the first among the contemplations of ‘dham-
mas'. Before embarking on a closer inspection of this exercise, I will at first examine the impli-
cations of the expression ‘dhammas', in order to provide some background for the exercises 
listed under the fourth satipaññhàna.  
 Most translators render the term dhammas in the present context as ‘mental objects', re-
ferring to whatever becomes an object of the mind, in contradistinction to the objects of the five 
other senses. In regard to satipaññhàna, however, this rendering appears strange. As 
contemplation of the mind has already received a detailed treatment in the third satipaññhàna, 
why then should the ‘objects' of the mind be mentioned as a separate satipaññhàna? Moreover, if 
the term dhammas were to refer to ‘objects of the mind', then the other three satipaññhàna 
should also be included here, since they too can become objects of the mind. On the other 
hand, the fourth satipaññhàna also includes contemplating the six senses together with their 
respective objects, so that in this case to be contemplating ‘dhammas' is not confined to the 
                                                           
712 Of the sixty-two grounds for views presented in the Brahmajàla Sutta (D I 12-39) altogether forty-nine grounds appear to 
be related to concentrative attainments of various types: recollection of past lives [nos 1-3, 5-7, 17]; the divine eye [31-34, 
51-57]; kasiõa meditation [9-11, 19, 23-25, 29-30, 35, 39-41, 43, 47-49]; and jhàna in general [20-22, 27, 36-38, 44-46, 59-
62]; (correlations given with the help of the comy). This ratio (close to 80 %) constitutes an overwhelming testimony for the 
view-generating propensity of deep concentration experiences. The fact that jhànic experiences may easily lead to forming 
wrong views is also noted by Wijebandara: Early Buddhism p 21. 
713 Piatigorski: Buddhist Philosophy, p 44: "in early historical Buddhism some non-Buddhist yogic experiences were re-
alized, analysed and reworked so that they could be used without their previous or actual religious contents." Premasiri: 
"Philosophy of Religion", p 178: "The distinctive feature of Buddhism is that it described these jhàna states purely in 
psychological terms, without bringing in mystical or supernatural explanations for them."  
714 M I 350: ‘pañhamaü jhànaü abhisaïkhataü abhisa¤cetayitaü. Yaü kho pana ki¤ci abhisaïkhataü abhisa¤cetayitaü tad-
aniccaü nirodhadhammanti pajànàti. Similarly, M I 436 analyses jhànic experience with the help of the aggregate scheme, 
followed by the following consideration: te dhammà aniccato dukkhato rogato gaõóato sallato aghato àbàdhato parato 
palokato su¤¤ato anattato samanupassati. So tehi dhammehi cittaü pañivàpeti … 
715 M I 60: samudayadhammànupassã và cittasmiü viharati, vayadhammànupassã và cittasmiü viharati, samudayavaya-
dhammànupassã và cittasmiü viharati. Cf. also S V 305: catunnaü satipaññhànànaü bhàvitattà bahulãkatattà jhàna-
vimokkhasamàdhisamàpattãnaü saïkilesaü vodànaü vuññhànaü yathàbhåtaü pajànàmi. 
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objects of mind as the sixth sense only. In fact, the dhammas listed here, such as the hin-
drances and the aggregates (etc.), do not naturally evoke the classification ‘mental objects'.716  
 What this satipaññhàna actually represents are specific mental factors (such as the five 
hindrances and the seven awakening factors), and analyses of experience into specific catego-
ries (such as the five aggregates, the six sense-spheres, and the four noble truths). These men-
tal factors and categories constitute central aspects of the Buddha's way of teaching.717 These 
classificatory schemes are not in themselves the objects of meditation, but rather constitute 
‘frameworks' or ‘points of reference' to be applied during contemplation. During actual practice 
one is to look at whatever is experienced in terms of these dhammas.718 Thus the dhammas 
mentioned in this satipaññhàna are not ‘mental objects', but rather are applied to whatever be-
comes an object of the mind or of any other sense-door during contemplation. 
 The expression ‘contemplation of dhammas' occurrs also in the ânàpànasati Sutta in 
relation to the last four of the sixteen steps for developing mindfulness of breathing, which are 
concerned with contemplating ‘impermanence', ‘fading away', ‘cessation', and ‘letting go'.719 At 
first sight, the four steps described here appear to be quite different from the mental factors 
and categories listed under contemplation of dhammas in the Satipaññhàna Sutta. The Buddha's 
reason for classifying these final four steps of mindfulness of breathing as contemplation of 
dhammas was that at this more advanced point of practice a meditator will have overcome de-
sires and discontent and become established in equanimity.720 The commentaries indicate that 
this is a reference to the removal of the hindrances.721  
 Although taking desires and discontent as representing the whole set of the five 
hindrances is questionable,722 this explanation provides a link from the final four steps of 
mindfulness of breathing to the sequence of dhammas in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, since these 
begin with the hindrances. According to the commentaries, the hindrances head the contem-
plations of dhammas because their removal serves as a basis for developing the comparatively 
sophisticated contemplations in this satipaññhàna.723 A further parallel between the two dis-

                                                           
716 Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening, p 73. Pañis II 234 simply suggests that whatever is not included in the previous three 
satipaññhànas, is to be understood as dhammas in this context: kathaü dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati? Idhekacco 
ñhapetvà kàyaü ñhapetvà vedanaü ñhapetvà cittaü tad-avasese dhamme … anupassati. Sãlananda: Four Foundations, p 95, 
rejects a translation as ‘mental objects', and suggests to leave dhammas untranslated, a suggestion which I have followed. 
Alternative translations could be: "phenomena" (in Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 44, and in Jayasuriya: Psychology, p 
161); or "patterns of events" (in Harvey: "Psychological Aspects", p 354); "conditions" (in Vajira¤àõa: Buddhist Meditation, 
p 59); or "principles" (in Watanabe: Philosophy, p 16).  
717 ¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1193 n 157 suggests: "In this context dhammà can be understood as comprising 
all phenomena classified by way of the categories of the Dhamma, the Buddha's teaching." Gyori: Satipaññhàna, p 24, in 
regard to dhammànupassanà suggests that "the exercises … in this section are specifically intended to invest the mind with a 
soteriological orientation." 
718 In this context it is noticeable that the instruction for contemplation of dhammas employs the locative case twice, once for 
dhammas and again for the five hindrances, the five aggregates, etc., cf. M I 60: dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati 
pa¤casu nãvaraõesu … pa¤casupàdànakkhandhesu … chasu ajjhattikabàhiresu àyatanesu … sattasu bojjhaïgesu … catusu 

ariyasaccesu. Thus one is to ‘contemplate dhammas in regard to dhammas in regard to the five hindrances, (etc.)', that is, one 
contemplates phenomena ‘in terms of' the categories listed as dhammas. This way of introducing each contemplation differs 
from the other three satipaññhànas. In addition, S V 184 conditionally relates the dhammas contemplated in this 
satipaññhàna to attention, while body is related to nutriment, feelings to contact, and mind to name-and-form: catunnaü … 

satipaññhànànaü samudaya¤-ca atthagama¤-ca … manasikàrasamudayà dhammànaü samudayo, manasikàranirodhà 

dhammànaü atthagamo. This suggests that contemplation of dhammas requires the deliberate act of directing attention to its 
objects, the dhammas, to a stronger degree than the other satipaññhànas. Carrithers: Forest Monks, p 229, explains that "the 
propositions of doctrine are transmuted into immediate perception, here and now." Similarly Gombrich: Buddhism, p 36, 
speaks of learning "to see the world through Buddhist spectacles"; while Gyatso: "Introduction", p 8, suggests: "previously 
learned categories and skills inform present experience without being recollected as such." Cf. also Collins: "Deny the Self", 
p 78. 
719 M III 83: yasmiü samaye aniccànupassã … viràgànupassã … nirodhànupassã … pañinissaggànupassã assasissàmãti … 
passasissàmãti sikkhati, dhammesu dhammànupassã tasmiü samaye viharati. 
720 M III 84: so yaü taü abhijjhàdomanassànaü pahànaü taü pa¤¤àya disvà sàdhukaü ajjhupekkhità hoti. Tasmàtiha 
dhammesu dhammànupassã tasmiü samaye bhikkhu viharati. 
721 Ps IV 142: ettha abhijjhàya kàmacchandanãvaraõaü, domanassavasena byàpàdanãvaraõaü dassitaü. Ida¤hi catukkaü 
vipassanàvaseneva vuttaü, dhammànupassanà ca nãvaraõapabbàdivasena chabbidhà hoti. 
722 Cf. chapter IV.1. 
723 Ps-pñ I 373: yesa¤hi veneyyànaü pahàtabbadhammesu pañhamaü nãvaraõàni vibhàgena vattabbàni, tesaü vasenettha 
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courses is that the sixteen step scheme for mindfulness of breathing leads to the development 
of the awakening factors,724 since the awakening factors also come up under contemplation of 
dhammas in the Satipaññhàna Sutta.  

 
Survey of Contemplation of Dhammas: 

(Diagram 9.1) 
 
 five hindrances 

 ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 
 five aggregates 

 ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 
 six sense-spheres 

 ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 
 seven awakening factors 

 ⇓⇓⇓⇓ 
 four noble truths 
 
 These parallels suggest that a temporal progression towards realisation could form the 
key aspect of contemplation of dhammas in both cases. In the satipaññhàna context, this pro-
gression underlies the sequential order of the mental factors and categories detailed for con-
templation of dhammas (see diagram 9.1 above), where once a sufficient degree of mental sta-
bility has been achieved through overcoming the hindrances, contemplation of dhammas pro-
ceeds to the five aggregates. Such analysis of subjective personality in turn leads on to analys-
ing the relation between subjective personality and the outer world, a relation which takes place 
by way of the six sense-spheres, the next object of contemplation.725 These two ways of exam-
ining subjective experience form a convenient basis for the arising of the awakening factors, 
whose successful establishment constitutes a crucial condition for awakening. Awakening, 
then, corresponds to fully understanding the four noble truths ‘as they really are', the final con-
templation of dhammas.726 
 With the final four steps of mindfulness of breathing, however, the emphasis is mainly 
directed towards the insights gained through contemplation of dhammas. These proceed from 
the direct experience of the impermanent nature of phenomena (aniccànupassã), to giving at-
tention to their ‘fading away' (viràgànupassã) and ‘cessation' (nirodhànupassã). These in turn 
lead to detachment, to ‘letting go' (pañinissaggànupassã), a state of mind fit for awakening.727  
 Contemplation of dhammas in both the Satipaññhàna Sutta and the ânàpànasati Sutta, 
then, points to a temporal progression towards detachment and realisation. Although the break-
through to realisation can take place while practising any of the sixteen steps of mindfulness of 
breathing, the final four steps appear to be specifically designed to lead to this end. Similarly in 
the Satipaññhàna Sutta, although realisation can take place while being engaged in any of the 
contemplations, the final section on contemplating dhammas seems more particularly directed 
to this purpose. 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Bhagavatà pañhamaü nãvaraõesu dhammànupassanà kathità. 
724 At M III 87. Cf. also Pañis I 191, which relates contemplation of impermanence (aniccànupassã) to experiencing the rise 
and fall of the aggregates and sense-spheres, which provides an additional relation to the satipaññhàna context. 
725 Although these two contemplations would not necessarily have to be practised in this order, yet it seems meaningful to 
follow up an inquiry into subjective personality with an investigation of its interrelation with the external world by way of the 
senses. 
726 The above presentation does not imply that the contemplation of dhammas have to necessarily be practised in this order 
and in conjunction, only that they are presented in a progressive order in the Satipaññhàna Sutta. 
727 Cf. M I 251, where the same four-step sequence, in the context of contemplating feelings, directly leads up to 
realisation: yaü ka¤ci vedanaü vedeti … so tàsu vedanàsu aniccànupassã … viràgànupassã … nirodhànupassã … pañi-
nissaggànupassã viharati … na ki¤ci loke upàdiyati, anupàdiyaü na paritassati, aparitassaü paccatta¤-¤eva pari-
nibbàyati. Cf. also Pañis I 194, which explains pañinissaggànupassã to be of two types: pariccàgapañinissaggo ca pak-
khandanapañinissaggo ca, ‘giving up' (the aggregates) and ‘leaping forward' (to realisation). On pañinissagga cf. also 
¥àõàràma: Seven Contemplations pp 85-87; and van Zeyst: "Abandonment", p 3.  
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 In contrast to the previous satipaññhànas, contemplation of dhammas is moreover par-
ticularly concerned with recognising the conditioned nature of the phenomena under observa-
tion. In fact, the main instruction for most of the contemplation of dhammas directly turns to 
conditionality, an aspect which occurred in relation to the previous satipaññhànas only in the ‘re-
frain'.728 This brings to mind the well-known statement that one who sees dependent origination 
sees the Dhamma.729 Such ‘seeing' (passati) of the Dhamma may well come about through ‘con-
templating' (anu-passati) of dhammas, a suggestion which also squares well with the acquisition 
of the ‘method' (¤àya) mentioned in the ‘direct path' passage of the Satipaññhàna Sutta as a goal 
of practice.730 
 Thus ‘contemplation of dhammas' skilfully applies dhammas (classificatory categories) 
as taught in the Dhamma (teaching of the Buddha) during contemplation in order to bring 
about an understanding of the dhamma (principle) of conditionality and to lead to the realisa-
tion of the highest of all dhammas (phenomena) - Nibbàna.731 

 IX.2) The Five Hindrances 
 The first of the contemplations of dhammas is, in a way, a more specific version of 
contemplation of the mind, since it turns awareness to five particular manifestations of the 
earlier mentioned three unwholesome roots: the five hindrances. In contrast to the preceding 
contemplation of the mind, however, contemplation of the hindrances not only covers the pres-
ence or absence of a hindrance, but also the conditions underlying the presence or absence of 
the respective hindrance. In my exploration I will follow the two-stage pattern of this 
instruction, by initially focussing on the particular characteristics of each hindrance, and 
subsequently turning to the conditions for their presence or absence.  
 The satipaññhàna instructions for contemplating the hindrances are: 
 
"If sensual desire is present in him, he knows: ‘there is sensual desire in me'; if sensual desire is not pre-
sent in him, he knows: ‘there is no sensual desire in me'; and he knows how unarisen sensual desire can 
arise, how arisen sensual desire can be removed, and how a future arising of the removed sensual desire 
can be prevented.  
If aversion is present in him, he knows …  
If sloth and torpor are present in him, he knows …  
If restlessness and worry are present in him, he knows …  
If doubt is present in him, he knows: ‘there is doubt in me'; if doubt is not present in him, he knows: 
‘there is no doubt in me'; and he knows how unarisen doubt can arise, how arisen doubt can be removed, 
and how a future arising of the removed doubt can be prevented."732 
 
 The use of the term ‘hindrance' (nãvaraõa) clearly indicates why these mental states 
have been singled out for special attention, namely because they ‘hinder' the proper functioning 
of the mind.733 Under the influence of the hindrances one is unable to understand one's own 
good or that of others, or to gain concentration and insight.734 Learning to withstand the impact 

                                                           
728 In order to illustrate more clearly this characteristic feature of contemplation of dhammas, in this and in future chapters I 
will distinguish between these two stages of contemplation with the help of diagrams. 
729 M I 190: yo pañiccasamuppàdaü passati so dhammaü passati, yo dhammaü passati so pañiccasamuppàdaü passati.  
730 Cf. above chapter V.3. 
731 Nibbàna as the highest of all wholesome dhammas comes up at D III 102: àsavànaü khayà … etad-anuttariyaü … 

kusalesu dhammesu. Cf. also A II 34: yàvatà dhammà saïkhatà và asaïkhatà và, viràgo tesaü aggam-akkhàyati, yad-idaü … 

nibbànaü; and Sn 225: amataü … na tena dhammena samatthi ki¤ci. 
732 M I 60: santaü và ajjhattaü kàmacchandaü ‘atthi me ajjhattaü kàmacchando' ti pajànàti, asantaü và ajjhattaü 
kàmacchandaü ‘natthi me ajjhattaü kàmacchando' ti pajànàti, yathà ca anuppannassa kàmacchandassa uppàdo hoti ta¤-ca 

pajànàti, yathà ca uppannassa kàmacchandassa pahànaü hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà ca pahãnassa kàmacchandassa àyatiü 

anuppàdo hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti; (the same is then repeated for byàpàda, thãnamiddha, uddhaccakukkucca, and vicikicchà). 
733 D I 246: pa¤cime nãvaraõà ariyassa vinaye àvaraõàti pi vuccanti, nãvaraõàti pi vuccanti, onahàti pi vuccanti, 
pariyonahàti pi vuccanti; S V 96: pa¤cime … nãvaraõà cetaso ajjhàråhà pa¤¤àya dubbalãkaraõà; S V 97: pa¤cime 
nãvaraõà andhakaraõà acakkhukaraõà a¤¤àõakaraõà pa¤¤ànirodhikà vighàtapakkhiyà anibbànasaüvattanikà. 
734 A III 63: ime pa¤ca àvaraõe nãvaraõe … attatthaü và ¤assati paratthaü và … ubhayatthaü và … netaü ñhànaü vijjati. S 
V 127: kàmaràgapariyuññhitena cetasà … vicikicchàpariyuññhitena cetasà … ayam-pi kho hetu ayam-paccayo a¤¤àõàya 
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of a hindrance with awareness is therefore an important skill for one's progress on the path. 
Therefore difficulties in counterbalancing a hindrance are a good reason for approaching an ex-
perienced meditator to ask for practical guidance.735 
 These five hindrances actually cover seven distinct mental states.736 This fivefold 
presentation is probably due to the similarities in effect and character between sloth (thãna) and 
torpor (middha), and between restlessness (uddhacca) and worry (kukkucca).737 According to 
the commentaries, this fivefold presentation enables correlating the hindrances with the five 
mental factors needed for absorption attainment (jhàna-aïga).738 The hindrances not only ob-
struct absorption attainment, but also impede the establishment of the awakening factors (boj-
jhaïga).739 This antagonistic relationship between the hindrances and the awakening factors is 
of considerable importance, since the removal of the former and the development of the latter 
are necessary conditions for realisation.740 
 Two sets of similes in the discourses depict the specific character and effect of the five 
hindrances. The first set of similes illustrates the effect of each hindrance with the help of a 
bowl full of water, used as a mirror in order to look at the reflection of one's own face. Accord-
ing to these similes, the effect of sensual desire is similar to water mixed with dye; aversion re-
sembles water heated up to the boil; sloth and torpor are comparable to water overgrown with 
moss; restlessness and worry affect the mind like water stirred by wind; and doubt is similar to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
adassanàya. S V 92: kàmacchando … vicikicchà … ime pa¤ca cittassa upakkilesà cittaü … na ca sammà samàdhiyati 

àsavànaü khayàya. M II 203: pa¤cahi nãvaraõehi … àvaño nivuto ophuto pariyonaddho, so vata uttarimanussadhammà 

alam-ariya¤àõadassanavisesaü ¤assati và dakkhiti và sacchi và karissatãti - netaü ñhànaü vijjati. 
735 A III 317 and 321. 
736 At S V 110 a tenfold presentation is given, by distinguishing between internal kàmacchanda, byàpàda, and vicikicchà, 
and their external counterparts, while the remaining two compounds are separated: yad-api thãnaü tad-api nãvaraõaü, yad-
api middhaü tad-api nãvaraõaü … yad-api uddhaccaü tad-api nãvaraõaü … yad-api kukkuccaü tad-api nãvaraõaü. This 
way of presentation supports the notion of seven actual states of mind. Cf. also Gunaratana: Serenity and Insight, p 32. A 
variation of the usual fivefold presentation can be found at It 8, which has a single hindrance, the avijjànãvaraõa (hindrance 
of ignorance). Another variation occurs at Pañis I 31, 103, and 163, where enumerations of the hindrances omit kukkucca 
(worry) and have avijjà (ignorance) and arati (dissatisfaction) instead. 
737 The similarity between sloth and torpor is noted by Vibh 254, according to which both refer to ‘akalyatà' (inability, 
unreadiness), with the difference that sloth is of a mental type, while torpor refers to the bodily variation: thãna … yà cittassa 
akalyatà … middha … yà kàyassa akalyatà. Vibh-a 369 understands this explanation in the case of torpor to  refer to mental 
factors, the cetasikas, (differentiated from the mind, citta), not to the physical body. Yet, if one considers the counter 
methods listed for torpor at A IV 85 it becomes probable that the term middha does represent physical torpor. The similarity 
of the other two hindrances is documented at Ps-pñ I 375: kukkuccam-pi … uddhaccena samànalakkhaõam-eva. 
738 Vism 141: samàdhi kàmacchandassa pañipakkho, pãti vyàpàdassa, vitakko thãnamiddhassa, sukhaü uddhacca-kukkuc-
cassa, vicàro vicikicchàya. (On this correlation cf. also Buddhadàsa: ânàpànasati, p 112; and Karunaratne: "Jhàna", p 51). 
The point that Vism is trying to make here could be, in the case of the first four correlations, that unification of the mind 
through concentration (samàdhi) is opposed to the mental diversification caused by sensual desire, the mental bliss and 
physical ease caused by the arising of joy (pãti) is incompatible with the mental rigidity and physical tension of aversion, the 
clear grasp of the object through initial mental application (vitakka) counteracts the unclarity and mental fogginess of sloth 
and torpor, and the mental contentment and physical tranquility engendered by happiness (sukha) does not leave scope for 
restlessness or worries to arise (cf. Vism-mhñ I 165). As for the fifth hindrance, if vicikicchà is understood in a more broad 
manner, i.e. implying not only doubt but also a distracted state of mind in general (cf. Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 615, where 
vicikicchati is related to being distracted in thought), then this would find its counterbalance in the mental stability and undis-
tractedness produced by sustained mental application (vicàra). On the other hand, it needs to be pointed out that in the 
discourses a listing of the hindrances and the individual jhàna factors together occurs only at M I 294: Pañhamaü jhànaü 
pa¤caïgavippahãnaü, pa¤caïgasamannàgataü. Idha pañhamaü jhànaü samàpannassa bhikkhuno kàmacchando pahãno 

hoti, byàpàdo … thãnamiddhaü … uddhaccakukkuccaü … vicikicchà pahãnà hoti; vitakko ca vattati vicàro ca pãti ca 

sukha¤-ca cittekaggatà ca. This passage does not directly relate each hindrance to an individual jhàna factor, but merely 
enumerates both, and that in a sequence which does not correspond to the commentarial correlation. This passage is more-
over absent from the Chinese version of this discourse, the Ta-ch‚-hsi-lo-ching, Madhyama âgama No 211 (cf. Minh Chau: 
Madhyama âgama, p 100, and Stuart-Fox: "Jhàna", p 90), which otherwise corresponds exactly to the Pàli version. For a 
discussion of the jhàna factor analysis cf. also Rahula: "Comparative Study", p 192. 
739 This is especially the case for thãnamiddha (sloth and torpor) ./. viriya (energy), uddhaccakukkucca (restlessness and 
worry) ./. passaddhi (tranquility), and vicikicchà (doubt) ./. dhammavicaya (investigation-of-dhammas) , e.g. at S V 104. In 
numerous instances throughout the Bojjhaïga Saüyutta (S V 63-140) the awakening factors and the hindrances are presented 
as diametrically opposed mental states. Cf. also chapter XI.1.  
740 A V 195: ye kho keci lokamhà niyyiüsu và niyyanti và niyyissanti và, sabbe te pa¤ca nãvaraõe pahàya … catusu satipañ-

ñhànesu supatiññhita città satta bojjhaïge yathàbhåtaü bhàvetvà evam-ete lokamhà niyyiüsu và niyyanti và niyyissanti và. D 
II 83, D III 101, and S V 161 stipulate the same conditions for becoming a Buddha. 
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dark and muddy water.741 In all five cases, one is unable to properly see one's own reflection in 
the water. These similes vividly illustrate the individual character of each hindrance: sensual 
desire ‘colours' one's perception, because of aversion one gets ‘heated up', sloth and torpor re-
sult in stagnation, through restlessness and worry one is tossed about, and doubt obscures.742 
 The other set of similes illustrates the absence of the hindrances. According to this set, 
to be free from sensual desire is like being relieved from a debt; to be free from the ‘dis-ease' of 
aversion is similar to recovering from physical illness; to be unobstructed by sloth and torpor is 
akin to being released from prison; to be free from the agitation of restlessness and worry is 
like being liberated from slavery; and to overcome doubt resembles safely crossing a danger-
ous desert.743 Since the first set of similes illustrates the presence of the hindrances (in terms of 
their debilitating effect), while the second set of similes describes the relief of being free from 
them, these two sets correspond to the two alternatives for contemplating the hindrances: 
awareness of their presence or their absence.  
 The vivid illustrations in the water similes can be used to assist rapid detection and rec-
ognition of the hindrances in actual practice. According to the Buddha, if a hindrance is present 
and one does not recognise it, one is ‘mis-meditating'.744 On the other hand, if one does recog-
nise the presence of a hindrance and contemplates it as a satipaññhàna meditation, this in itself 
is already a form of mental purity.745 
 A passage in the Aïguttara Nikàya documents the importance of clearly recognising 
mental defilements for what they are. This discourse reports the monk Anuruddha complaining 
to his friend Sàriputta that, despite concentrative attainments, unshaken energy, and well es-
tablished mindfulness, he was unable to break through to full realisation. In reply, Sàriputta 
pointed out that Anuruddha's boasting of concentration attainments was nothing but a manifes-
tation of conceit, his ‘unshaken energy' was simply restlessness, and his concern about not yet 
having awakened was just worry. Helped by his friend to recognise these hindrances, Anurud-
dha was soon able to overcome them and to achieve realisation.746 
 This procedure of simple recognition constitutes an ingenious way of turning obstacles 
to meditation into meditation objects.747 Practised in this way, bare awareness of a hindrance 
becomes a middle path between suppression and indulgence.748 The discourses beautifully 
illustrate the powerful effect of this simple act of recognition with the tempter Màra, who often 
acts as a personification of the five hindrances: as soon as he is recognised, he has to vanish.749 
 The ingenuity of this approach of bare recognition can be illustrated by considering the 
case of anger from a medical perspective. The arising of anger leads to increase in the release 
of adrenalin, and an increase of adrenalin in turn further stimulates the already existing 

                                                           
741 S V 121 and A III 230. 
742 Cf. also Fryba: Art of Happiness, p 202, who suggests the following correlations: sensual desire - distorts perception and 
fragments awareness, aversion - creates divisions and cramps the mind, sloth and torpor - befog awareness, restlessness and 
worry - consume the mind with no sense of direction, doubt - creates irresolute vacillation. 
743 D I 71 and also M I 275.  
744 M III 14: kàmaràgaü … byàpàdaü … thãnamiddhaü … uddhaccakukkuccaü … vicikicchaü yeva antaraü karitvà jhàyati 

pajjhàyati nijjhàyati apajjhàyati. Evaråpaü kho so Bhagavà jhànaü na vaõõesi. 
745 A I 272: idha bhikkhu santaü và ajjhattaü kàmacchandaü … vicikicchaü … ta¤-ca pajànàti. Idaü vuccati manosoceyyaü. 
746 A I 282: ‘idhàhaü dibbena cakkhunà … sahassaü lokaü olokemi, àraddhaü kho pana me viriyaü asallãnaü, upaññhità 

sati asammuññhà, passaddho kàyo asàraddho, samàhitaü cittaü ekaggaü. Atha ca pana me na anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü 

vimuccatãti.' ‘Yam kho te evaü hoti ‘ahaü dibbena cakkhunà …' idan-te mànasmiü, yam-pi te evaü hoti - ‘àraddhaü kho 

pana me viriyaü …' idan-te uddhaccasmiü, yam-pi te evaü hoti - ‘na anupàdàya …' idan-te kukkuccasmiü. Sàdhu vatàyasmà 

Anuruddho ime … dhamme pahàya … amanasikaritvà amatàya dhàtuyà cittaü upasaüharatu. Based on this clarification 
soon: a¤¤ataro ca panàyasmà Anuruddho arahataü ahosi. 
747 Gunaratana: Serenity and Insight, p 44; and ¥àõapoõika: Power of Mindfulness, 21. 
748 This position of satipaññhàna as a middle path between sense indulgence and self-mortification is documented at A I 295: 
tisso imà pañipadà … kàmesu pàtavyataü àpajjati, ayaü vuccati àgàëhà pañipadà … kàyassa àtàpanaparitàpanànuyogam 

anuyutta viharati, ayaü vuccati nijjhàmà pañipadà … kàye … dhammesu dhammànupassã viharati àtàpã sampajàno satimà 

vineyya loke abhijjhà domanassaü, ayaü vuccati majjhimà pañipadà. 
749 Several of these episodes can be found in the Màra and Bhikkhuõã Saüyuttas, S I 103-135; cf. also the injunction at Sn 
967 to recognise mental defilements as manifestations of Màra, the ‘dark one'. Goldstein: Insight Meditation, p 85, 
illustratively speaks of "wagging the finger at Màra." Cf. also Marasinghe: Gods, p 197. 
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anger.750 In this way, each augments the other. The presence of non-reactive sati puts a brake 
on this vicious cycle.751 By simply remaining receptively aware of a state of anger, neither the 
physical reaction nor the mental proliferation is given scope. If, on the other hand, one 
abandons the balanced state of awareness and resents or condemns the arisen anger, the act of 
condemnation becomes just another manifestation of aversion.752 The vicious cycle of anger 
continues, albeit with a different object.753 
 Once the hindrances are at least temporarily removed,754 the alternative aspect of con-
templating the hindrances becomes relevant: awareness of their absence. In several expositions 
of the gradual path, the absence of the hindrances forms the starting point for a causal se-
quence that leads via joy, happiness, and mental calmness (pàmojja, pãti, passaddhi, sukha) to 
concentration and absorption attainment.755 The instruction in this context is ‘to contemplate 
the disappearance of the five hindrances within oneself.' This suggests a positive act of 
recognising and even rejoicing in the absence of the hindrances, which then paves the way for 
deep concentration. Such a conscious act of recognising and rejoicing in the absence of the 
hindrances is vividly illustrated in the second set of similes mentioned above, which compare 
this state of mental freedom to freedom from debt, disease, imprisonment, slavery, and danger. 

 IX.3) Conditions for Presence and Absence of the Hindrances 
 After the first stage of recognising the presence or the absence of a hindrance, the sec-
ond stage of the same contemplation follows: awareness of the conditions that have led to the 
arising of a hindrance, that assist in removing an arisen hindrance, and that prevent future 
arising (see diagram 9.2 below). The task of sati in this particular context follows a progressive 
pattern, proceeding from diagnosis, via cure, to prevention. 
 
   Two Stages in the Contemplation of the Five Hindrances: 
              (Diagram 9.2) 
 

stage 1:          knowing the presence or absence of: 
      sensual desire (kàmacchanda) 
      aversion (byàpàda) 
      sloth + torpor (thãnamiddha) 
      restlessness + worry (uddhaccakukkucca) 
      doubt (vicikicchà) 

 

 ⇓ 
if arising 

⇓ 

 ⇓ 
if present 

⇓ 

           ⇓ 
    if removed 
          ⇓ 

stage 2: knowing the con-
ditions that lead 
to arising 

 knowing the con-
ditions that lead 
to removal 

 knowing the condi-
tions that prevent fu-
ture arising 

                                                           
750 De Silva: Mental Culture, p 25. 
751 A study with the help of Rorschach testing corroborates this, where Brown: "Stages of Mindfulness", p 189, comes to the 
conclusion that advanced meditators are not without the experience of conflict, but are remarkably non-defensive in 
experiencing such conflicts. This observation points to their ability to maintain non-reactive and equanimous awareness.  
752 Goldstein: Experience of Insight, p 57: "Often there is a tendency to condemn the hindrances when they arise. The 
condemning mind is itself the factor of aversion." 
753 In fact S V 110 distinguished between internal (ajjjhatta) and external (bahiddhà) manifestations of aversion, docu-
menting that aversion directed towards others and towards oneself are both included under the hindrance byàpàda. Cf. also 
Spk III 170, which speaks of attano and paresaü uppanna pañigho. 
754 Complete eradication of all the five hindrances takes place only with the attainment of full awakening, cf. S V 327: 
bhikkhå arahanto … tesaü pa¤ca nãvaraõà pahãnà ucchinnamålà tàlàvatthukatà anabhàvakatà àyatiü anuppàdadhammà. 
In fact, when commenting on this part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, Ps I 282 correlates the ‘future non-arising' of each 
hindrance with corresponding levels of realisation, in most cases these being non-return or arahant-ship. 
755 E.g. at D I 73: pa¤ca nãvaraõe pahãõe attani samanupassato pàmojjaü jàyati, pamuditassa pãti jàyati, pãtimanassa kàyo 
passambhati, passaddhakàyo sukhaü vedeti, sukhino cittaü samàdhiyati. So vivicceva kàmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi … 

pañhamajjhànaü … catutthajjhànaü upasampajja viharati. The use of the verb samanupassati indicates that a form of 
contemplation (anupassanà) is intended here. 
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 By turning a hindrance into an object of meditation, the mere presence of awareness 
can often lead to dispelling the hindrance in question. Should bare awareness not suffice, more 
specific antidotes are required. In this case, sati has the task of supervising the measures un-
dertaken for removing the hindrance, by providing a clear picture of the actual situation, with-
out however getting involved itself and thereby losing its detached observational vantage point.  
 Clearly recognising the conditions for the arising of a particular hindrance not only 
forms the basis for its removal, but also leads to an appreciation of the general patterns of its 
arising. Such appreciation lays bare the levels of conditioning and misperceptions that cause 
the arising of a hindrance, and thereby contributes to preventing its future recurrence.  
 Sustained observation will uncover the fact that frequently thinking or dwelling on a par-
ticular issue produces a corresponding mental inclination, a tendency to get caught up in ever 
more thoughts and associations along the same lines.756 In the case of sensual desire (kàmac-
chanda), for example, it will become evident that its arising is not only due to outer objects, but 
also because of an inclination towards sensuality embedded within one's own mind.757 This sen-
sual tendency influences the way one perceives outer objects and thereby leads to the full-
blown arising of desire, culminating in attempts to satisfy this desire.758 
 The particular dynamic of sensual desire is such that, every time a sensual desire is 
gratified, the act of gratification fuels ever stronger subsequent manifestations of the same de-
sire.759 With detached observation it will become apparent that gratification of sensual desires is 
based on a misconception, on searching for pleasure in the wrong place.760 According to the 
Buddha, the way to inner peace and composure is indeed inexorably related to gaining inde-
pendence from this vortex of desire and gratification.761  
 A passage in the Aïguttara Nikàya offers an intriguing psychological analysis of the un-
derlying causes for sensual desire. According to this discourse, the search for satisfaction 
through a partner of the other gender is based on being identified with the characteristics and 
ways of behaviour of one's own gender in the first place. That is, to search for union externally 
simply means that one is unable to go beyond the limitations of one's own gender role.762 This 
goes to show that the affective investment inherent in identifying with one's gender role and 
behaviour forms an important link in the build-up of sensual desire. In contrast arahants, who 
have eradicated even the subtlest traces of identification, are unable to engage in sexual inter-
course.763 
 Just as the arising of sensual desire can be analysed in terms of its psychological under-
pinnings, so too the absence of sensual desire depends on an intelligent management of the 
same psychological mechanisms. Once one has at least temporarily escaped from the vicious 
circle of continuous demands for satisfaction, it becomes possible to develop some form of 
counterbalance in one's perceptual appraisal.764 If excessive dwelling on aspects of external 

                                                           
756 M I 115: ya¤-¤ad-eva … bahulam-anuvitakketi anuvicàreti, tathà tathà nati hoti cetaso. 
757 S I 22: na te kàmà yàni citràni loke, saïkapparàgo purisassa kàmo. 
758 This conditioned sequence is described at S II 151: kàmadhàtuü pañicca uppajjati kàmasa¤¤à, kàmasa¤¤aü pañicca 
uppajjati kàmasaïkappo … kàmacchando … kàmapariëàho … kàmapariyesanà. 
759 M I 508: yathà yathà sattà … kàme pañisevanti tathà tathà tesaü tesaü sattànaü kàmataõhà ceva pavaóóhati, kàma-

pariëàhena ca parióayhanti. 
760 M I 507: sattà kàmesu avãtaràgà kàmataõhàhi khajjamànà kàmapariëàhena parióayhamànà upahatindriyà dukkhasam-
phasseseva kàmesu sukham-iti viparãtasa¤¤aü paccalatthuü. 
761 M I 508: ye hi keci samaõà và bràhmaõà và vigatapipàsà ajjhattaü våpasantacittà vihaüsu và viharanti và viharissanti 
và sabbe te … kàmataõhaü pahàya … viharanti. 
762 A IV 57: itthi ajjhattaü itthindriyaü manasikaroti itthikuttaü itthàkappaü itthividhaü itthicchandaü itthissaraü it-
thàlaükàraü; sà tattha rajjati tatràbhiramati, sà tattha rattà tatràbhiratà bahiddhà purisindriyaü manasikaroti … 

purisàlaükàraü; sà tattha rajjati tatràbhiramati, sa tattha rattà tatràbhiratà bahiddhà saüyogaü àkaïkhati … evaü itthi 

itthattaü nàtivattati. Puriso ajjhattaü purisindriyaü manasikaroti … (etc.); on this passage comments de Silva: 
"Cetovimutti", p 126. 
763 D III 133: abhabbo khãõàsavo bhikkhu … methunaü dhammaü patisevituü (this passage refers to the arahant, however 
the eradication of sensual desire already takes place at the level of non-return).  
764 Th 1224-1225 elaborates that a distorted cognition of sensuality can be counterbalanced by avoiding sensually alluring 
objects, by directing attention to the ugly aspects of the body, by mindfulness of the body (in general), and by developing 
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beauty has led to frequent states of lust, contemplation directed towards the less appealing as-
pects of the body will lead to a progressive decrease of such mental states.  
 Typical examples for such counterbalancing can be found among the satipaññhàna medi-
tation practices, in particular the contemplations of the anatomical constitution of the body and 
of a decaying corpse. In addition to these, restraint of the senses, moderation with food, wake-
fulness, and awareness of the impermanent nature of all mental events are helpful measures in 
order to prevent the arising of sensual desire.765  
 Similar approaches are appropriate for the other hindrances, in each case entailing the 
establishment of some form of counterbalance to the conditions that tend to stimulate the aris-
ing of the respective hindrance. In the case of aversion (byàpàda), often the irritating or repul-
sive feature of phenomena has received undue attention. A direct antidote to such one-sided 
perception is to intentionally ignore the negative qualities of whoever is causing one's irritation, 
and to pay attention instead to whatever positive qualities can be found in him or her.766 By no 
longer paying attention to the matter, or by reflecting on the inevitability of karmic retribution, 
it will become possible to establish equanimity.767 
 A major remedy for a tendency to anger and aversion is the development of loving kind-
ness (mettà).768 According to the discourses, to develop loving kindness not only helps to estab-
lish harmonious relations towards other human beings, but also towards non-human beings.769 
In the present context, the concept of ‘non-human beings' can also be understood in a psycho-
logical way, as representing subjective psychological disorders.770 The development of loving 
kindness indeed counteracts pathological feelings of alienation and low self esteem, and 
thereby provides an important foundation for successful insight meditation. 
 Loving kindness not only provides the proper preparatory ground for the practice of in-
sight meditation, but it can also directly contribute to realisation.771 According to the Buddha, 
the distinct character of loving kindness meditation as taught by him lies in combining it with 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
disenchantment: sa¤¤àya vipariyesà cittaü te parióayhati, nimittaü parivajjehi subhaü ràgåpasaühitaü, asubhàya cittaü 
bhàvehi, ekaggaü susamàhitaü, sati kàyagatà tyatthu, nibbidàbahulo bhava. 
765 A IV 166: tibbaràgo ti Nandaü sammà vadamàno vadeyya. Kim-a¤¤atra … indriyesu guttadvàro, bhojane matta¤¤å, 

jàgariyaü anuyutto, satisampaja¤¤ena samannàgato, yehi Nando sakkoti paripuõõaü parisuddhaü brahmacariyaü carituü? 
The implications of satisampaja¤¤a in this context are explained at A IV 168: vidità vedanà … sa¤¤à … vitakkà uppajjanti, 

vidità upaññhahanti, vidità abbhatthaü gacchanti. Moreover at S IV 110 monks are encouraged to look on women as if they 
were their own mother, sister, or daughter: màtumattãsu màtucittaü … bhaginãmattãsu bhaginãcittaü … dhãtumattãsu 

dhãtucittaü upaññhapethà. The same discourse (at S IV 112) documents the importance of sense-restraint in particular, since 
from the various methods mentioned for countering sensual desire, sense-restraint turned out to be the acceptable explanation 
why even young monks are able to live in celibacy. 
766 A III 186.  
767 These come at A III 185 as part of altogether five antidotes: developing mettà, compassion, equanimity, not paying 
attention, and reflecting on karma: yasmiü puggale àghàto jàyetha, mettà … karuõà … upekkhà tasmiü puggale bhàvetabbà 

… asati amanasikàro tasmiü puggale àpajjitabbo … kammasakatà tasmiü puggale adhiññhàtabbà. 
768 M I 424: mettaü … bhàvanaü bhàvayato yo byàpàdo so pahãyissati. According to Fenner: "Cognitive Theories", p 226, 
the brahmavihàras (divine abodes) are based on accurate cognitions and thus counter errant cognitions leading to 
unwholesome mental states. Inspiring descriptions of mettà and karuõà (compassion) can be found in ¥àõapoõika: Four Sub-
lime States, pp 9-12. 
769 Cf. S II 264: yassa kassaci bhikkhuno mettà cetovimutti bhavità bahulãkatà so duppadhaüsiyo hoti amanussehi.  
770 In fact at S II 265, non-human beings are apparently set on creating psychological disorders, which can be prevented by 
developing mettà: yassa kassaci bhikkhuno mettà cetovimutti bhàvità bahulãkatà … tassa ce amanusso cittaü khipitabbam 

ma¤¤eyya, atha kho svedha amanusso kilamathassa vighàtassa bhàgã assa. Katz: Human Perfection, p 161, suggests: "one 
possible interpretation of ‘non-human beings' could be those psychological functions which endanger spiritual growth."  
771 M I 352 describes in detail how to combine mettà with insight: on emergence from an absorption developed through 
mettà, one develops insight into the impermanent and conditioned nature of this attainment: ayam-pi kho mettàcetovimutti 
abhisaïkhatà abhisa¤cetayità … tad-aniccaü nirodhadhammaü. M I 38 and A I 196 describe the transition from mettà to 
insight: mettàsahagatena cetasà … sabbàvantaü lokaü … viharati. So evaü pajànàti: ‘atthi idaü, atthi hãnaü, atthi paõãtaü, 

atthi imassa sa¤¤àgatassa uttariü nissaraõan'-ti. Tassa evaü jànato evaü passato kàmàsavà pi cittaü vimuccati bhavàsavà pi 

… avijjàsavà pi. Cf. also A IV 150 and It 21: yo ca mettaü bhàvayati, appamàõaü patissato, tanu saüyojanà honti, passato 
upadhikkhayaü. According to Aronson: Love and Sympathy, p 51: "the meditation on love is the soil within which concen-
tration and, or insight are cultivated." Meier: Satipaññhàna, p 213, suggests that both vipassanà and mettà meditation have a 
similar aim, namely to weaken the sense of ‘I', so that their different approaches (vipassanà by way of analytical dissection, 
mettà by way of expansion) can be considered as complementary. (Though it needs to be kept in mind that mettà on its own 
will not be able to completely remove all attachment to a sense of ‘I'). 
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the awakening factors, since in this way loving kindness is directly harnessed to the progress to 
realisation.772 Several discourses relate the practice of loving kindness in particular to the pro-
gress from stream-entry to non-return.773 Clearly, the advantages of developing loving kindness 
are not confined to its function as an antidote to anger and irritation.  
 Returning to the remaining hindrances, an antidote to sloth (thãna) and torpor (middha) 
is to develop ‘clarity of cognition' (àlokasa¤¤à).774 In the discourses and the Vibhaïga, ‘clarity of 
cognition' seems to refer to the development of mental clarity.775 The commentaries take the ex-
pression more literally and suggest the use of real light, either from an external source, or else 
light as an internal mental image.776  
 Such ‘clarity of cognition' takes place with the aid of mindfulness and clearly knowing 
(sampajàna), which brings into play two essential qualities of satipaññhàna as a remedy against 
sloth and torpor. This points back to the fact that satipaññhàna itself can at times suffice for 
countering a hindrance. The same is also the case in regard to sensual desires, where the con-
templation of the anatomical parts or a corpse can act as possible antidotes. Nevertheless, it 
needs to be kept in mind that the emphasis in the Satipaññhàna Sutta is not on actively opposing 
a hindrance, but on clearly recognising a hindrance together with the conditions related to its 
presence or absence. More active measures are the domain of the previous factor in the noble 
eightfold path, right effort. 
 The arising of sloth and torpor can be caused by discontent, boredom, laziness, drowsi-
ness due to overeating, and by a depressed state of mind.777 An effective antidote for these can 
then be found in a sustained application of energy.778 The Aïguttara Nikàya dedicates an entire 
                                                           
772 At S V 119 the Buddha pointed out that this combination formed the distinguishing feature between the Buddhist 
approach and the way mettà was practiced by contemporary ascetics: bhikkhu mettàsahagataü satisambojjhaïgaü bhàveti … 

upekkhàsambojjhaïgaü bhàveti vivekanissitaü viràganissitaü nirodhanissitaü vossaggapariõàmiü. When considering the 
Buddha's way of teaching mettà meditation it may also be of relevance to point out that what he originally taught was an 
unspecified pervasion of all directions with a feeling of mettà, cf. e.g. M II 207: mettàsahagatena cetasà ekaü disaü pharitvà 
viharati, tathà dutiyaü, tathà tatiyaü, tathà catutthiü; iti uddham-adho tiriyaü sabbadhi sabbattatàya sabbàvantaü lokaü 

mettàsahagatena cetasà vipulena mahaggatena appamàõena averena abyàpajjhena pharitvà viharati. Cf. also D I 251, M II 
207, and S IV 322, where the spatially pervasive character of radiating mettà becomes all the more evident, when it is 
compared to a vigorous trumpeter making himself heard in all four directions. Although such pervasion often stands for 
absorption, this is not invariably the case, since at M I 129 this pervasion is undertaken when being verbally insulted or even 
physically maltreated, a situation hardly conducive to entering absorption. Or else at M II 195 a brahmin on his deathbed, 
suffering from agonising headaches, severe stomach cramps, and high fever, soon after being instructed to practise the mettà 
pervasion passed away and was reborn in the Brahma world, a circumstance which suggests that he must have been able to 
put the instructions to good use, even though his physical condition would have made it impossible for him to develop ab-
sorption. It is only with the commentaries, possibly because they associated the pervasion exclusively with absorption (Vism 
308), that to practise mettà becomes an exercise in conceptual imagination, directed towards oneself, a friend, a neutral 
person, and an enemy in turn (cf. Vism 296). This way of practice is not found anywhere in the discourses. 
773 S V 131: mettà bhàvità bahulãkatà dvinnam phalànaü a¤¤ataraü phalaü pàñikaïkhaü diññheva dhamme a¤¤à, sati và 
upàdisese anàgàmità; and A V 300: mettà cetovimutti anàgàmitàya saüvattati (the same is in both instances repeated for the 
other three brahmavihàras). Similarly Sn 143 describes the practice of mettà based on: yan-taü santaü padaü abhisamecca, 
with the result (Sn 152): na hi jàtu gabbhaseyyaü punar-eti. This suggests that the practice of mettà can lead one who has 
experienced the santaü padaü, i.e. one who is a stream-enterer, to transcending rebirth in a womb, i.e. to non-return. In fact 
the comy, Pj II 193, explains: santaü padan'-ti … nibbànassetaü adhivacanaü. Moreover at Dhp 368 (mettàvihàrã yo 
bhikkhu … adhigacche padaü santaü, saïkhàråpasamaü sukhaü) mettà is again related to santaü padaü (state of peace), the 
connotation of which is further clarified by saïkhàråpasama (calming of formations). However Jayawickrama: "Sutta 
Nipàta", vol 2, p 98, argues against taking santaü padaü to refer to a realisation of Nibbàna. The Sanskrit fragments from the 
Turfan discoveries also mention the realisation of non-return as one of the advantages of developing mettà (in Schlingloff: 
Buddhistisches Yogalehrbuch, p 133). The reason why mettà is linked to the progress from stream-entry to non-return could 
be related to the two fetters to be removed at this stage: sensual desire and aversion. Mettà, especially if developed up to 
absorption level, can act as an antidote for both, since the intense mental happiness experienced during deep concentration 
counteracts the search for pleasure through the external senses, while mettà by its very nature counters aversion. 
774 E.g. D I 71: àlokasa¤¤ã sato sampajàno. 
775 A IV 86: àlokasa¤¤aü … iti vivañena cetasà apariyonaddhena sappabhàsaü cittaü bhàveyyàsi. Vibh 254: ayaü sa¤¤à 
àlokà hoti vivañà parisuddhà pariyodàtà, tena vuccati àlokasa¤¤ãti, which Vibh-a 369 explains: rattim-pi divà-pi diñ-
ñhàlokasa¤jànana-samatthàya vigatanãvaraõàya parisuddhàya sa¤¤àya samannàgato. 
776 Ps I 284: rattiü candàlokadãpàloka-ukkàloke, divà suriyàlokaü manasikarontassàpi; and Ps-pñ I 375: divà gahita-
nimittaü såriyàlokaü rattiyaü manasikarontassà pãti evam-ettha attho veditabbo. 
777 S V 64: arati tandi vijambhità bhattasammado cetaso ca lãnattaü … ayam-àhàro … thãnamiddhassa uppàdàya, (same at 
S V 103 and A I 3). 
778 S V 105: àrambhadhàtu nikkamadhàtu parakkamadhàtu ayam-anàhàro … thãnamiddhassa uppàdàya. 
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discourse to the hindrance torpor, offering a variety of remedies. Initially, presumably while still 
maintaining the formal meditation posture, one can attempt to counter torpor by changing one's 
meditation subject, or else by reflecting on or reciting passages from the Buddha's teachings. 
Should this not work, one can pull one's ears, massage the body, get up, sprinkle one's eyes 
with water and look up at the sky. If torpor still persists, walking meditation should be prac-
tised.779 
 In the opposite case, when restlessness (uddhacca) and worry (kukkucca) have arisen, 
factors leading to an increase of mental calmness and stability should be developed. Here, 
mindfulness of breathing stands out as a particularly effective method for calming the thinking 
activity of the mind.780 In addition, any of the other subjects of tranquility meditation are appro-
priate in this situation, together with improving the general degree of mental calmness and 
composure during one's activities.781  
 According to the discourses, restlessness and worry can sometimes arise because of 
excessive energetic striving.782 Here a less pushy attitude towards one's practice can help to 
remedy the situation. In relation to restlessness in particular, it is moreover advisable to avoid 
any provocative talk, since such talk easily leads to prolonged discussions and thereby causes 
the arising of restlessness.783 The arising of worry is often related guilt, such as when one has 
done an unwholesome deed and feels regret about it.784 Thus maintaining an impeccable level 
of ethical conduct goes a long way in preventing the arising of this hindrance. The discourses 
also relate a monk's experience of ‘worry' to lack of clarity concerning the Dhamma, which was 
then countered by an instruction or explanation given by the Buddha.785  
 Coming to the last of the five hindrances, here a clear distinction between what is 
wholesome or skilful and what is unwholesome or unskilful serves to counter the obstruction 
caused by doubt (vicikicchà).786 This obstruction is of considerable importance, since without 
clearly knowing what is wholesome and what is unwholesome, one will be unable to overcome 
lust, anger, and delusion.787 Not only in relation to the development of insight, but also in the 
context of tranquility meditation the hindrance of doubt plays a relevant role. This can be 
inferred from the Upakkilesa Sutta, a discourse concerned mainly with the development of con-
centration, where doubt heads a list of mental obstructions to the attainment of absorption.788  

                                                           
779 A IV 85: yathà sa¤¤issa te viharato taü middhaü okkamati, taü sa¤¤aü (mà) manasàkàsi … yathàsutaü yathàpariyattaü 

dhammaü cetasà anuvitakkeyyàsi … vitthàrena sajjhàyaü kareyyàsi … ubho kaõõasotàni àvi¤jeyyàsi pàõinà gattàni 

anumajjeyyàsi … uññhàyàsanà udakena akkhãni anumajjitvà disà anuvilokeyyàsi … àlokasa¤¤aü manasikareyyàsi … 

caïkamaü adhiññheyyàsi.  
780 A III 449: cetaso vikkhepassa pahànàya ànàpànasati bhàvetabba; A IV 353, 358, and Ud 37: ànàpànasati bhàvetabbà 
vitakkupacchedàya; It 80: ànàpànasatiyà ajjhattaü parimukhaü såpaññþitàya ye bàhirà vitakkàsayà vighàtapakkhikà te na 
honti. 
781 A III 449: uddhaccassa pahànàya samatho bhàvetabbo; D I 71: uddhacca kukkuccaü pahàya anuddhato viharati, ajjhat-
taü våpasanta citto; S V 105: cetaso våpasamo, thattha yonisomanasikàra … ayaü anàhàra … uddhaccakukkuccassa 

uppàdàya. 
782 A I 256: sace adhicittam-anuyutto bhikkhu ekantaü paggàhanimittaü yeva manasikareyya, ñhànaü taü cittaü ud-
dhaccàya saüvatteyya; A III 375: accàraddhaviriyaü uddhaccàya saüvattati. 
783 A IV 87: viggàhikàya kathàya sati kathàbàhullaü pàñikaïkhaü, kathàbàhulle sati uddhaccaü. 
784 Cf. e.g. Vin III 19, where the bhikkhu Sudinna experienced kukkucca due to having engaged in sexual intercourse. 
785 Typical instances can be found when the Buddha, on visiting a sick monk, asked: kacci te bhikkhu na ki¤ci kukkuccaü na 
koci vippañisàro? (e.g. at S IV 46). This question is in the first instance related to ‘guilt', but once the sick monk in question 
clarified that he had nothing to reproach himself: na kho maü, bhante, attà sãlato upavadati, the same question was repeated 
and lead on to some clarification or specific instruction concerning the Dhamma. Another nuance of kukkucca can be found 
at A I 282 (quoted above in footnote 70), where it stands for excessive ‘worrying' about realisation. Cf. furthermore A II 157, 
which speaks of dhammuddhacca, thereby relating also ‘restlessness' to the Dhamma. 
786 D III 49: akathaükathã kusalesu dhammesu, vicikicchàya cittaü parisodheti. Such doubt can occur ‘internally', in relation 
to oneself, or else ‘externally', in relation to others, cf. S V 110: yad-api ajjhattaü dhammesu vicikicchà … yad-api bahiddhà 

dhammesu vicikicchà tad-api … vicikicchànãvaraõan'-ti. 
787 A V 147: vicikiccho samàno abhabbo ràgaü pahàtuü dosaü pahàtuü mohaü pahàtuü. The point made here is that fully 
overcoming doubt through stream-entry is the necessary condition for being able to completely eradicate lust, aversion, and 
delusion through the higher stages of awakening. Such full overcoming of doubt is documented at D II 283, where, due to a 
detailed exposition on wholesomeness and unwholesomeness from different perspectives, Sakka was able to fully overcome 
vicikiccha and realise stream-entry: ya¤-ca pana me vicikicchàkathaïkathàsallaü ta¤-ca Bhagavatà abbåëhaü. 
788 M III 158, where vicikicchà (doubt) heads a particular set of upakkilesas (defilements) not encountered as such elsewhere 
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 The clear distinction between wholesomeness and unwholesomeness, needed for 
overcoming doubt, can be developed with the help of the awakening factor investigation-of-
dhammas (dhammavicaya).789 This indicates that from a Buddhist perspective the task of 
overcoming doubt is not a question of belief or faith. Rather, a process of investigation leads to 
clarity and understanding, whereby doubt is dispelled.  
 Overcoming these five hindrances is a matter of crucial importance for all types of medi-
tative practices. For this purpose, the commentaries list a whole set of factors helpful for over-
coming or inhibiting each hindrances, a survey of which can be found in diagram 9.3 below. 
With increasing meditative proficiency it becomes possible to dispell any hindrance as soon as 
it is recognised, as quickly as a drop of water evaporates when it falls onto a hot frying pan.790 
The centrally important factor for removing a hindrance, whether slowly or quickly, is sati, 
since without awareness of the presence or arising of a hindrance, little can be done in terms of 
prevention or removal. It is this task of mindful recognition which is the central theme of 
contemplation of the hindrances. 
 

 
Commentarial Survey of Factors for Overcoming or Inhibiting the Hindrances:791 

(Diagram 9.3) 
 

sensual desire: aversion: sloth + 
torpor: 

restlessness + 
worry: 

doubt: 

 
general acquaintance 
and formal meditation 
on the body's ugliness  
 
guarding the senses 
 
moderation with food 
 
good friends and suit-
able conversation 

 
general acquaintance 
and formal meditation 
on loving kindness 
 
reflecting on the karmi-
cal consequences of 
one's deeds  
 
repeated wise consid-
eration 
 
good friends and suit-
able conversation 

 
lessening food intake 
 
changing meditation 
postures 
 
mental clarity/ cog-
nition of light 
 
staying outdoors  
 
good friends and suit-
able conversation 

 
good knowledge of the 
discourses 
 
clarification of above 
through questioning 
 
being well versed in 
ethical conduct 
 
visiting experienced 
elders 
 
good friends and suit-
able conversation 

 
good knowledge of 
the discourses 
 
clarification of above 
through questioning 
 
being well versed in 
ethical conduct 
 
strong commitment 
 
good friends and suit-
able conversation 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
in the discourses, which are specifically related to the development of concentration. It is particularly noticeable that the 
hindrances sensual desire and aversion are not mentioned, probably thereby implying that these have already been overcome 
at the stage of practice in question. The upakkilesas listed are vicikicchà, amanasikàra (inattention), thãnamiddha (sloth and 
torpor), chambhitatta (consternation), uppila (elation), duññhulla (unease), accàraddhaviriya (excessive energy), 
atilãnaviriya (deficient energy), abhijappà (longing), nànattasa¤¤à (cognition of diversity), and atinijjhàyitatta råpanaü 
(excessive meditation on forms). Their successful removal then leads on to absorption: savitakka savicàra samàdhi, avitakka 
vicàramatta samàdhi (etc.). 
789 This is suggested by the fact that the nutriment for dhammavicaya is presented in exactly the same terms as the ‘anti'-
nutriment for vicikicchà, cf. S V 104: kusalàkusalà dhammà sàvajjànavajjà dhammà hãnapaõãtà dhammà kaõhasukkasap-
pañibhàgà dhammà, tattha yonisomanasikàra bahulikàro ayaü àhàro anuppannassa và dhammavicayasambojjhaïgassa up-

pàdàya; S V 106: kusalàkusalà dhammà sàvajjànavajjà dhammà hãnapaõãtà dhammà kaõhasukkasappañibhàgà dhammà, 
tattha yonisomanasikàra bahulikàro ayaü anàhàro anuppannàya và vicikicchàya uppàdàya. 
790 This simile occurs at M I 453 in relation to dispelling attachment; at M III 300 in relation to dispelling likes and dislikes 
arisen in the mind; and at S IV 190 in relation to dispelling unwholesome thoughts and memories. 
791 Kàmacchanda - asubhanimittassa uggaho, asubhabhàvanànuyogo, indriyesu guttadvàratà, bhojane matta¤¤utà, kal-
yàõamittatà, sappàyakathà. Byàpàda - mettànimittassa uggaho, mettàbhàvanànuyogo, kammassakatàpaccavekkhaõà, 
pañisaïkhànabahulatà, kalyàõamittatà, sappàyakathà. Thãnamiddha - atibhojane nimittaggàho, iriyàpathasamparivat-
tanatà, àlokasa¤¤àmanasikàro, abbhokàse vàso, kalyàõamittatà, sappàyakathà. Uddhaccakukkucca - bahussutatà, pari-
pucchakatà, vinaye pakata¤¤utà, vuddhasevità, kalyàõamittatà, sappàyakathà. Vicikicchà - bahussutatà, paripuccha-
katà, vinaye pakata¤¤utà, adhimokkhabahulatà, kalyàõamittatà, sappàyakathà; (taken from Ps I 281-286). 
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  Chapter X: Aggregates 

 X.1) The Five Aggregates 
 Having overcoming the hindrances with the help of the previous contemplation of 
dhammas, one can turn to examine the basic components that make up subjective experience 
and personality. Such an analytical investigation of subjective personality is the topic of the con-
templation of the five aggregates. The instruction for this contemplation are: 
 
"He knows: ‘such is material form, such its arising, such its passing away; such is feeling, such its arising, 
such its passing away; such is cognition, such its arising, such its passing away; such are volitions, such 
their arising, such their passing away; such is consciousness, such its arising, such its passing away.'"792 
 
 Underlying the above instruction is a two stage progress in contemplation: clear recog-
nition of the nature of each aggregate, followed by awareness of its arising and passing away 
(see diagram 10.1 below). In my discussion I will at first attempted to clarify the range of each 
aggregate, followed by examining the Buddha's teaching of anattà within its historical context, 
in order to investigate the way in which the scheme of the five aggregates can be applied to an 
analysis of subjective experience. After that, I will examine the second stage of practice, con-
cerned with the impermanent and conditioned nature of the aggregates. 
 
  Two Stages in the Contemplation of the Five Aggregates:  
     (Diagram 10.1) 
 
                                       stage 1: analysis into: 

  material form (råpa) 
  feeling (vedanà) 
  cognition (sa¤¤à) 
  volitions (saïkhàrà) 
  consciousness (vi¤¤àõa) 

 ⇓ 
                                       stage 2: knowing the impermanent na-

ture of each aggregate 
 
 To clearly recognise and understand the five aggregates is of considerable importance, 
since according to the discourses, without fully understanding them and developing detach-
ment towards them, freedom from dukkha is impossible.793 Conversely, detachment and dispas-
sion towards these five aspects of subjective personality directly leads to realisation.794 The dis-
courses and also the verses composed by awakened monks and nuns record numerous cases 
where a penetrative understanding of the true nature of the five aggregates culminated in full 
awakening.795 These instances bring to light the eminent potential of this particular satipaññhàna 
contemplation. 
 These five aggregates are often qualified in the discourses as the ‘five aggregates of 

                                                           
792 M I 61: ‘iti råpaü, iti råpassa samudayo, iti råpassa atthagamo; iti vedanà, iti vedanàya samudayo, iti vedanàya attha-
gamo; iti sa¤¤à, iti sa¤¤àya samudayo, iti sa¤¤àya atthagamo; iti saïkhàrà, iti saïkhàrànaü samudayo, iti saïkhàrànaü 

atthagamo; iti vi¤¤àõaü, iti vi¤¤àõassa samudayo, iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo ti. 
793 S III 27: råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü anabhijànaü aparijànaü aviràjayaü appajahaü abhabbo dukkhakkhayàya. 
794 A V 52: pa¤casu upàdànakkhandhesu … sammà nibbindamàno sammà virajjamàno sammà vimuccamàno sammà pari-

yantadassàvã sammatthàbhisamecca diññheva dhamme dukkhassantakaro hoti. Cf. also S III 19-25, where several 
discourses relate an understanding of the aggregates to full realisation 
795 At M III 20, a detailed exposition on the aggregates led sixty monks to full realisation. At S III 68, the Buddha's first five 
disciples, the pa¤cavaggiyà bhikkhus, became arahants after an exposition of anattà, again by way of the five aggregates. Cf. 
also Th 87: khandhà diññhà yathàbhåtaü … natthi dàni punabbhavo; Th 90 and 440: pa¤ca khandhà pari¤¤àtà … natthi 

dàni punabbhavo; Th 120: pa¤ca khandhà pari¤¤àtà … patto me àsavakkhayo; Th 161: khandhà mayà pari¤¤àtà … patto 

me àsavakkhayo; and Th 369: pa¤ca khandhe pari¤¤àya … parinibbissatyanàsavo. 
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clinging' (pa¤cupàdànakkhandha).796 In this context ‘aggregate' (khandha) is an umbrella term 
for all possible instances of each category, whether past, present, or future, internal or external, 
gross or subtle, inferior or superior, near or far.797 The qualification ‘clinging' (upàdàna) refers 
to desire and attachment in regard to these aggregates.798 Such desire and attachment in 
relation to the aggregates is the root cause for the arising of dukkha.799  
 The sequence of these five aggregates leads from the gross physical body to increasing-
ly subtler mental aspects.800 The first of these aggregates, material form (råpa), stands for bod-
ily matter, usually defined in the discourses by way of the four elementary qualities of matter.801 
A discourse in the Khandha Saüyutta explains that material form (råpa) refers to whatever is 
affected (ruppati) by external conditions such as cold and heat, hunger and thirst, mosquitoes 
and snakes, emphasizing the subjective experience of ‘råpa' as a central aspect of this aggre-
gate.802  
 Next in the sequence of the aggregates come feeling (vedanà) and cognition (sa¤¤à), 
which represent the affective and the cognitive aspects of experience.803 In the context of the 
process of perception, cognition (sa¤¤à) is closely related to the arising of feeling, both depend-
ing on stimulation through the six senses by way of contact (phassa).804 The standard presenta-

                                                           
796 E.g. at D II 305. To speak of ‘five aggregates' seems to have been easily intelligible in ancient India, since the five ag-
gregates occur in the Buddha's first discourse, at S V 421, apparently without any need for further elaboration or explanation. 
Similarly, at M I 228, the five aggregates form part of a description of the Buddha's teaching to the disputer Saccaka (who 
presumably was unfamiliar with Buddhism, but appears to have readily understood what was being said). This suggests that 
the five aggregates scheme may have already been in existence at the time of Gotama Buddha. In fact, the five aggregates are 
mentioned in the description of the awakening of the ancient Buddha Vipassã, at D II 35. Stcherbatsky: Central Conception, 
p 71, mentions parallels to the khandhas in the Bràhmaõas and Upaniùads; and according to Warder: "Relationship", p 49 n 
2, the khandhas were a known concept among the Jains and possibly also among the âjãvikas. 
797 M III 16: yaü ki¤ci råpaü - atãtànàgatapaccuppannaü ajjhattaü và bahiddhà và, oëàrikaü và sukhumaü và, hãnaü và 
paõãtaü và, yaü dåre santike và, ayaü råpakkhandho … ettàvatà khandhànaü khandhàdhivacanaü hoti. On the term 
khandha cf. also Boisvert: Aggregates, p 16; Karunaratne: "Khandha", p 194; and ¥àõamoli: Minor Readings, p 329. Rhys 
Davids: "Skandha", p 410, suggests that the reason why it should be five aggregates in particular could be related to the fact 
that the number five represents a comprehensive unit in ancient Indian thought, something which in turn is derived from the 
number of fingers on the human hand. The range of applicability of the five aggregate scheme is documented at M I 435, 
which applies the five aggregate structure to the experience of jhàna: pañhamaü jhànaü … so yad-eva tattha hoti råpagataü 

vedanàgataü sa¤¤àgataü saïkhàragataü vi¤¤àõagataü te dhamme aniccato dukkhato … anattato samanupassati. Cf. also M 
I 190, which analyses the sense spheres with the help of the five aggregates scheme. Khanti: ânàpàna, p 49, applies the five 
aggregates to ànàpànasati, by distinguishing between breath, sensation of breathing, noting in/out-breath, effort to breathe, 
and knowing the breath. 
798 M I 300 and M III 16: na kho taü yeva upàdànaü te pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà, nà pi a¤¤atra pa¤cah'upàdànakkhandhehi 
upàdànaü. Yo kho pa¤casupàdànakkhandhesu chandaràgo taü tattha upàdànaü; S III 47 explains ‘sàsavaü upàdàniyaü' to 
be the crucial difference between khandha and upàdànakkhandha; again at S III 167: råpaü … vi¤¤àõam upàdàniyo 

dhammo, yo tattha chandaràgo taü tattha upàdànaü; cf. also Ayya Khema: No-Self, p 8; and Bodhi: "Aggregates", p 92. 
799 As an abridged statement of the first noble truth, e.g. at D II 305: saïkhittena pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà dukkhà. Also S III 7: 
råpe … vedanàya … sa¤¤àya … saïkhàresu … vi¤¤àõe avigataràgassa avigatachandassa … tassa … uppajjanti 

sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupàyàsà; and S III 31: yo råpaü … vedanaü … sa¤¤aü… saïkhàre … vi¤¤àõaü abhinandati, 

dukkhaü so abhinandati. Cf. also Gethin: "Five Khandhas", p 41. 
800 Stcherbatsky: Central Conception, p 23. Cf. also Boisvert: Aggregates, p 149, who attempts a correlation between the or-
der of the aggregates and their conditional interrelation according to the twelve links of pañicca samuppàda. 
801 M III 17: cattàro mahàbhåtà hetu … råpakkhandhassa pa¤¤àpanàya. Often such definitions in the discourses also speak 
of the råpa ‘derived' from the four elements (e.g. at M I 53: catunna¤-ca mahàbhåtànaü upàdàya råpaü). Judging from M I 
421, this expression may simply refer to those bodily parts or processes which are predominantly ‘derived' (upàdiõõa) from 
the respective element, such as the harder bodily parts like hairs and bones in the case of the element earth, the liquid bodily 
parts like blood and urine in the case of the element water, the process of digestion in the case of the element fire, and the 
breath in the case of the element air. According to the Abhidhamma and the commentaries, however, ‘derived' råpa refers to 
twenty-four types of secondary matter in addition to the four elements, (cf. Vism 444-452, a detailed survey of these can be 
found in Bodhi: Manual of Abhidhamma, pp 235-242; and Karunadasa: Analysis of Matter, pp 31-116). According to Kor: 
Reading the Mind, p 6, from the view-point of practical meditation an understanding of the four elements as exemplifying 
basic characteristics of matter suffices for the development of insight. Cf. also ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 102, who warns 
against analysis carried out for its own sake. 
802 S III 86: ruppatãti tasmà ‘råpan'-ti vuccati … sãtena pi ruppati, uõhena pi … jighacchàya pi … pipàsàya pi … óaüsa-

makasavàtàtapasiriüsapasamphassena pi ruppati. Strictly speaking, ruppati and råpa are not etymologically related, yet this 
passage offers an illustrative explanation of the term. Sarachchandra: Psychology of Perception, p 103, comments: "råpa is 
not interpreted as mere matter, but as organic sensations" (i.e. as a subjective factor). 
803 De Silva: Buddhist Psychology, p 17; and Karunaratne: Buddhism, p 96. 
804 Cf. M I 111: phassapaccayà vedanà, yaü vedeti taü sa¤jànàti. M I 293 clarifies that feeling and cognition occur as a 
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tions in the discourses relate feeling to the sense-organ, but cognition to the respective sense-
object.805 This documents that feelings are predominantly related to the subjective repercus-
sions of an experience, while cognitions are more concerned with the features of the respective 
external object.  
 To speak of a ‘cognition' of an object refers to the act of identifying raw sensory data 
with the help of concepts or labels, such as when one sees a coloured object and ‘re-cognises' it 
as yellow, red, or white (etc.).806 Cognition to some extent involves the faculty of memory, 
which furnishes the conceptual labels used for re-cognition.807 
 The fourth aggregate are the volitions (saïkhàra), representing the conative aspect of 
the mind.808 These volitions or intentions correspond to the reactive or purposive aspect of the 
mind, that which reacts to things or their potentiality.809 The aggregate of volitions and 
intentions interrelates with each of the aggregates and has a conditioning effect upon each.810 In 
the subsequent development of Buddhist philosophy, the meaning of this term expanded until 
it came to include a wide diversity of mental factors.811 
 The fifth aggregate is consciousness (vi¤¤àõa). Although at times the discourses use 
‘consciousness' to represent mind in a general way,812 in the context of the aggregate classifica-
tion it refers to ‘being conscious' of something by way of the six senses.813 This act of being con-
scious is most prominently responsible for providing a sense of subjective cohesiveness, for the 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
conjoined pair: yà vedanà yà ca sa¤¤à … ime dhammà saüsatthà no visaüsatthà. On ‘contact' cf. also M III 17: phassa hetu 
… paccayo vedanàkkhandhassa … sa¤¤àkkhandhassa … pa¤¤àpanàya. 
805 D II 309: cakkhusamphassajà vedanà (eye-contact feeling) but råpasa¤¤à (cognition of form), the same goes for the other 
senses. Cf. Hamilton: Identity and Experience, p 15.  
806 S III 87: sa¤jànàtãti tasmà ‘sa¤¤à' ti vuccati … nãlam-pi sa¤jànàti pãtakam-pi … lohitakam-pi … odàtam-pi. Cf. also 
Boisvert: Aggregates, p 89; Hamilton: Identity and Experience, pp 54, 57-59; Harvey: Selfless Mind, p 141 (whose sug-
gestion to trsl. sa¤¤à with "cognition" I have followed); Premasiri: "Varieties of Cognition", pp 53-55; and Rhys Davids: 
Psychological Ethics, p 6 n 4.  
807 Cf. D I 93, where sa¤jànàti is used in the sense of ‘giving a name'; or M III 234 where sa¤¤à occurs for the various terms 
used to refer to a bowl. On the relation of sa¤¤à to memory comments ¥àõapoõika: Abhidhamma Studies, p 71. 
808 M I 389: sabyàpajjhaü kàyasaïkhàraü … vacãsaïkhàraü … manosaïkhàraü abhisaïkharoti; S III 60 and 63: råpasa¤-
cetanà, saddasa¤cetanà, gandhasa¤cetanà, rasasa¤cetanà, phoññhabbasa¤cetanà, dhammasa¤cetanà, ime vuccanti saï-

khàrà. Cf. also de Silva: Freudian Psychology, p 16; Schumann: Saïkhàra, p 90. 
809 ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 70, aptly brings out the nature of saïkhàra by providing the following example for the five 
aggregates: a solid (råpa) - pleasant (vedanà) - shady tree (sa¤¤à) - ‘for lying under' (saïkhàra) - visible to me (vi¤¤àõa). 
810 S III 87: saïkhatam-abhisaïkharontãti tasmà ‘saïkhàrà'-ti vuccanti … råpaü råpattàya saïkhatam-abhisaïkharonti, 

vedanaü vedanattàya … sa¤¤aü sa¤¤attàya … saïkhàre saïkhàrattàya … vi¤¤àõaü vi¤¤àõatthàya; cf. also Vibh 7. Bodhi: 
Connected Discourses, p 1071 n 112, comments: "This passage shows the active role of … volition in constructing ex-
perienced reality. Not only does volition influence the objective content of the experience, but it also shapes the psy-
chophysical organism within which it has arisen and, via its role as kamma, shapes the future configurations of the five 
aggregates to be produced by kamma." 
811 Cf. the long list of mental factors given as saïkhàra in Dhs (e.g. 17-18) each time a state of mind is presented; same at 
Vism 462-472. Cf. also Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 45; Karunaratne: Buddhism, p 118; McGovern: Manual, p 87; Rhys 
Davids: Indian Psychology, p 324; and Stcherbatsky: Central Conception, p 20. 
812 A typical instance is the expression savi¤¤àõake kàye, e.g. at S III 80, where vi¤¤àõa stands for all four mental aggregates. 
Cf. also D I 21 and S II 94: yaü ca kho etaü vuccati cittaü iti pi, mano iti pi, vi¤¤àõaü iti pi. Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 
769 n 154, aptly clarifies the implications of these three terms in the discourses: "vi¤¤àõa signifies the particularizing 
awareness through a sense faculty as well as the underlying stream of consciousness which sustains personal continuity 
through a single life and threads together successive lives. Mano serves as the third door of action (along with body and 
speech) and as the sixth internal sense base … Citta signifies mind as the centre of personal experience, as the subject of 
thought, volition, and emotion." A detailed survey of differences in the usage of these three terms in the discourses can be 
found in Johansson: "Citta, Mano, Vi¤¤àõa", p 208. 
813 M I 292: sukhanti pi vijànàti, dukkhanti pi … adukkhamasukhanti pi … tasmà vi¤¤àõanti vuccati; while earlier vedanà 
was explained: sukham-pi vedeti, dukkham pi-vedeti, adukkhamasukham-pi vedeti, i.e. vedanà feels a feeling, while vi¤¤àõa 
is conscious ‘of' a feeling. At S III 87 vi¤¤àõa is defined in terms of being conscious of taste: vijànàtãti tasmà ‘vi¤¤àõanti 
vuccati … ambilam-pi vijànàti … tittakam-pi … kañukam-pi … madhuram-pi … khàrikam-pi … akhàrikam-pi … loõakam-pi 

… aloõakam-pi; cf. also Hamilton: Identity and Experience, pp 54 and 92; Harvey: Selfless Mind, p 154; Premasiri: 
"Varieties of Cognition", p 57; Wayman: "Buddhist Terms", p 331; and Wijesekera: Vedic Studies, pp 87, 104, and 111. 
Concerning the difference between sa¤¤à and vi¤¤àõa, ¥àõamoli: Minor Readings, p 338 explains: "A hint of what is 
referred to may perhaps be got from the prefixes … the previx vi- might be taken dissociatively as the division and 
distribution of bare (vi-)¤¤àõa over the six bases, while the prefix saü- might be taken associatively as the perception of 
synthesis of the objective fields into ‘things' and ‘percepts' in each of the six pairs of bases." Cf. also Gruber: Vipassanà, p 
192, who suggests that the prefix saü of sa¤¤à could be taken to refer to the gathering ‘together' of sense experiences under a 
conceptual label. 
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feeling or notion of a substantial ‘I' behind experience.814 Consciousness depends on the various 
features of experience supplied by name-and-form (nàmaråpa), just as name-and-form in turn 
depend on consciousness as their point of reference.815 This conditional inter-relationship cre-
ates the world of experience, with consciousness being aware of phenomena that are being 
modified and presented to it by way of name-and-form.816  
 To provide a practical illustration of the five aggregates: during the present act of read-
ing, for example, ‘consciousness' is aware of each word through the physical sense door of the 
eye. ‘Cognition' recognises the meanings of each word, while ‘feelings' are responsible for the 
affective mood, for whether one feels positive, negative, or neutral about this particular piece of 
information. Due to ‘volition' one quickly reads on, or stops to consider the present passage in 
more depth, or even turns to a footnote. 
 The discourses describe the characteristic features of these five aggregates with a set of 
similes, which compare material form to the insubstantial nature of a lump of foam carried away 
by a river; feelings to the impermanent bubbles that form on the surface of water during rain; 
cognition to the illusory nature of a mirage; volitions to the essence-less nature of a plantain tree 
(since it has no heartwood); and consciousness to the deceptive performance of a magician.817  
 This set of similes points to central aspects that need to be understood in regard to each 
aggregate. In the case of the body, contemplating its unattractive and insubstantial nature cor-
rects mistaken notions of substantiality and beauty. Concerning feelings, awareness of their im-
permanent nature counteracts the tendency to search for pleasure through feelings. In regard 
to cognition, awareness of its deluding activity uncovers the tendency to project one's own value 
judgements onto external phenomena as if these were qualities of the outside objects. With 
volitions, insight into their selfless nature corrects the mistaken notion that willpower is the 
expression of a substantial self. Regarding consciousness, understanding its deceptive per-
formance counterbalances the sense of cohesiveness and substantiality it tends to give to what 
in reality is a patchwork of impermanent and conditioned phenomena. 
 Due to the influence of ignorance, these five aggregates are experienced as embodi-
ments of the notion ‘I am'. From the unawakened point of view, the body is where ‘I am', feel-
ings are how ‘I am', cognitions are what ‘I am' (perceiving), volitions are why ‘I am' (acting), 
and consciousness is whereby ‘I am' (experiencing). In this way, each aggregate offers its own 
contribution to enacting the reassuring illusion that ‘I am'.  
 By laying bare these five facets of the notion ‘I am', the early Buddhist analysis of per-
sonality into aggregates singles out the component parts of the misleading assumption that an 
independent and unchanging agent inheres in existence, thereby enabling the arising of insight 
into the ultimately selfless (anattà) nature of all aspects of experience.818  
 In order to properly assess the implications of the aggregate scheme, I will now briefly 
examine the teaching of anattà against the background of the philosophical positions in 
existence at that time. 

 X.2) The Historical Context of the Teaching on Anattà 
 At the time of the Buddha, a variety of differing views about the nature of the self were 

                                                           
814 Cf. the wrong view at M I 258 that the same consciousness feels, experiences karmical retribution, and fares on in the 
round of rebirths: yvàyaü … vedeyyo tatra tatra kalyàõapàpakànaü kammànaü vipàkaü pañisaüvedeti … idaü vi¤¤àõaü 

sandhàvati saüsarati, ana¤¤aü. 
815 The importance of this conditional interrelation is highlighted at D II 34 and S II 105, where Buddha Vipassã and Buddha 
Gotama respectively (both still at the bodhisatta stage at this point), on investigating pañicca samuppàda up to this 
reciprocal relationship between consciousness and name-and-form, concluded: adhigato kho myàyaü vipassanà maggo 
bodhàya, ‘I have found the path of insight leading to awakening.' 
816 D II 56: vi¤¤àõapaccayà nàmaråpaü … nàmaråpapaccayà vi¤¤àõaü, (nàma is defined at M I 53 as vedanà, sa¤¤à, 
cetanà, phasso, manasikàro, feeling, cognition, volition, contact, attention). 
817 S III 142: pheõapiõóåpamaü råpaü, vedanà bubbuëåpamà, marãcikåpamà sa¤¤à, saïkhàrà kadalåpamà, màyåpama¤-ca 
vi¤¤àõaü; with further explanations in Vism 479. On these similes cf also Mahasi: Not Self, pp 68-79. 
818 On the relevance of the five aggregates as a philosophical refutation of self notions cf. Kalupahana: Causality, p 116; 
Tiññhila: Analysis, p XXII; and Wijesekera: Vedic Studies, p 262. 
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in existence. The âjãvika teachings, for example, proposed a soul having a particular colour and 
a considerable size as the true self.819 The Jains posited a finite soul, similarly possessed of size 
and weight.820 According to them, the soul survived physical death, and in its pure state it 
possessed infinite knowledge.821 The Upaniùads proposed an eternal self (àtman), unaffected by 
the vicissitudes of change. Upaniùadic conceptions about such an eternal self ranged from a 
physical self the size of a thumb abiding in the heart area and leaving the body during sleep, to 
an unobservable and unknowable self, immaterial, free from death and sorrow, beyond any 
worldly distinction between subject and object.822 In the Upaniùadic analysis of subjective ex-
perience, this eternal self, autonomous, permanent, and blissful, was taken to be the agent 
behind all the senses and activities.823 
 The materialist schools, on the other hand, rejected all immaterial conceptions of a self 
or soul. In order to account for causality, they proposed a theory based on the inherent nature 
(svabhàva) of material phenomena.824 According to them, a human individual was just an 
automaton functioning according to the dictates of matter.825 From their perspective, human 
effort was of no avail, and there was no such thing as ethical responsibility.  
 In this context, the Buddha's position cuts a middle path between the belief in an eternal 
soul and the denial of anything beyond mere matter. By affirming karmic retribution and 
ethical responsibility, the Buddha clearly opposed the nihilistic teachings of the materialists.826 
At the same time, he was able to explain the operation of karmic retribution over several lives 
with the help of dependent origination (pañicca samuppàda), without bringing in a substantial 
unchanging essence.827 In fact, the five aggregates, which together account for subjective ex-
perience, on closer investigation turn out to be impermanent and not amenable to complete per-
sonal control. Therefore a permanent and self-sufficient self cannot be found within or apart 
from the five aggregates.828 In this way, the Buddha's teaching of anattà denied a permanent 
and inherently independent self, and at the same time affirmed empirical continuity and ethical 
responsibility. 

 X.3) Empirical Self and the Aggregate Theory 
 The Buddha's penetrating analysis of self does not only provide a philosophical refuta-
tion of the soul-theories, but has intriguing aspects of psychological relevance. ‘Self', as an inde-
pendent and permanent entity, is related to notions of mastery and control.829 Such notions of 
mastery, permanency, and also of inherent satisfaction to some degree parallel the concepts of 

                                                           
819 According to Basham: âjãvikas, p 270, the âjãvika soul had the colour of a pàlai fruit (blue) and its size reached the 
height of five hundred yojanas (one yojana = approx. seven miles). Could this refer to the sky? 
820 Malalasekera: "Anattà", p 569. 
821 Pande: Origins of Buddhism, p 356. 
822 Malalasekera: "Anattà", p 567. 
823 Collins: Selfless Persons, p 80, and Jayatilleke: Theory of Knowledge, p 297. 
824 Kalupahana: Buddhist Philosophy, p 13. 
825 Cf. the statements of Ajita Kesakambalã, D I 55: natthi sukatadukkatànaü kammànaü phalaü vipàko and Pakudha 
Kaccàyana, D I 56: natthi hantà và ghàtetà và … yo pi tiõhena satthena sãsaü chindati, na koci ki¤ci jãvità voropeti; cf. also 
Jayatilleke: Theory of Knowledge, p 444; and Kalupahana: Causality, pp 25-32. 
826 The importance of considering the anattà teaching in the light of the karma theory is highlighted by Sasaki: Buddhist 
Thought, pp 32-35. 
827 Karunaratne: Causality, p 72: "the teaching of anattà is an … adaptation of the central truth of causality."  
828 That it is the very absence of permanence that disqualifies phenomena from being considered as ‘self' becomes evident at 
M III 282: ‘cakkhuü attàti yo vadeyya, taü na upapajjati, cakkhussa uppàdo pi vayo pi pa¤¤àyati, yassa kho pana uppàdo pi 
vayo pi pa¤¤àyati, ‘attà me uppajjati ca veti cà'-ti iccassa evam-àgataü hoti, tasmà taü na upapajjati, ‘cakkhuü attàti yo 

vadeyya; iti cakkhuü anattà … råpà … cakkhuvi¤¤àõaü … cakkhusamphasso … vedanà … (quote corrected according to 
¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1355 n 1330). At S III 66, it is the lack of control over the five aggregates and their 
impermanence which disqualify them from being ‘I' or ‘mine': råpa¤-ca … vedanà … sa¤¤à … saïkhàrà … vi¤¤àõaü attà 

abhavissa nayidaü vi¤¤àõaü àbàdhàya saüvatteyya, labbhetha ca vi¤¤àõe ‘evam-me vi¤¤àõaü hotu evam-me vi¤¤àõaü mà 

ahosã'-ti … råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü niccaü và aniccaü và'-ti? … yam panàniccaü dukkhaü vipariõàmadhammaü, kallaü nu taü 

samanupassituü - ‘etam mama, eso'ham-asmi, eso me attà' ti? Cf. also M I 231. 
829 Vism 640: avasavattanàkàro anattalakkhaõaü. Ñàõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 70: "attà, ‘self', is fundamentally a notion 
of mastery over things." 
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‘narcissism' and the ‘ideal ego' in modern psychology.830  
 These concepts do not refer to articulate philosophical beliefs or ideas, but to uncon-
scious assumptions implicit in one's way of perceiving and reacting to experience.831 Such as-
sumptions are based on an inflated sense of self-importance, on a self that continuously de-
mands to be gratified and protected against external threats to its omnipotence. Contemplating 
anattà helps to expose these assumptions as mere projections.  
 The anattà strategy can uncover a broad range of manifestations of a sense of self. Ac-
cording to the standard instructions for contemplating anattà, the five aggregates should be 
considered as devoid of ‘mine', ‘I am', and ‘my self'.832 This analytical approach not only covers 
the last mentioned view of a self, but also the mode of craving and attachment underlying the 
attribution of ‘mine' to phenomena, and the sense of ‘I am' as a manifestation of conceit and 
grasping.833 A clear understanding of the range of each aggregate forms the necessary basis for 
this investigation,834 an understanding which can be gained through satipaññhàna 
contemplation. In this way, contemplation of the five aggregates commends itself in order to 
uncover patterns of identification and attachment to a sense of self.  
 A practical approach for this is to keep on inquiring into the notion ‘I am' or ‘mine', lurk-
ing behind experience and activity.835 Once this notion of an agent or owner behind experience 
has been clearly recognised, the above non-identification strategy can be implemented, by 
considering each aggregate as ‘not mine, not I, not my self'.836  
 In this way, contemplation of the five aggregates as a practical application of the anattà 
strategy can uncover the representational aspects of oneself, those aspects responsible for the 
formation of a self image.837 Practically applied in this way, contemplation of anattà can uncover 
the various types of self images responsible for identifying with and clinging to one's social po-
sition, professional occupation, or personal possessions. Moreover, anattà can be employed to 
reveal erroneous superimpositions on experience, particularly the sense of an autonomous and 
independent subject reaching out to acquire or reject discrete substantial objects.838 
 According to the Buddha's penetrative analysis, patterns of identification and attach-
ment to a sense of self can take twenty different forms altogether, by taking any of the five ag-
gregates to be self, self to be in possession of the aggregate, the aggregate to be inside self, or 
self to be inside the aggregate.839 The teaching on anattà aims at completely removing all these 
identifications with, and the corresponding attachments to, a sense of self. Such removal pro-
ceeds in stages: with the realisation of stream-entry the belief in the existence of a permanent 
self (sakkàyadiññhi) is eradicated, while only with full awakening even the subtlest traces of at-
tachment to oneself are forever removed. 
 The teaching of anattà, however, is not directed against what are merely the functional 
                                                           
830 Epstein: "Deconstruction of the Self", p 65, "Forms of Emptiness", p 66; and Hanly: "Ego Ideal", p 254. On Buddhist 
against Western notions of ‘self' cf. also West: "Meditation", pp 200-204. 
831 In fact, according to Ps I 251 even animals are under the influence of ‘attasa¤¤à', which would certainly not be a phi-
losophical belief. 
832 S III 68: netaü mama, nesoham-asmi, na me so attà ti, to be applied to all possible instances of the five aggregates. 
833 Cf. e.g. Spk II 98: etaü mamàti taõhàgàho … esoham-asmãti mànagàho … eso me attà ti diññhigàho. According to S III 
105, the self-image ‘I am' is due to the existence of some form of grasping: upàdàya asmã'-ti hoti no anupàdàya.  
834 S IV 197: bhikkhu råpaü samanesati yàvatà råpassa gati, vedanaü … sa¤¤aü … saïkhàre … vi¤¤àõaü … yam-pissa taü 

hoti ahanti và mamanti và asmãti và tam-pi tassa na hoti.  
835 A simple device to start this type of practice could be to question oneself: ‘who?' or ‘whose?' in regard to any activity or 
experience. This is in fact suggested by the satipaññhàna comy at Ps I 251 and 274; cf. also Khantipàlo: Calm and Insight, p 
71.  
836 E.g. M III 18: yaü ki¤ci råpaü … vedanà … sa¤¤à … saïkhàrà … vi¤¤àõaü: netaü mama, nesoham-asmi, na meso attà'-ti 

… evaü passato … ahaükàra mamaükàra mànànusayà no hontãti. Cf. also the de-identification strategy recommended at M I 
140: yaü na tumhàkaü taü pajahatha, taü vo pahãnaü dãgharattaü hitàya sukhàya bhavissati. Ki¤-ca na tumhàkaü? Råpaü 
… vedanà … sa¤¤à … saïkhàrà … vi¤¤àõaü. 
837 Engler: "Vicissitudes of the Self", p 33; and Epstein: "Psychodynamics of Meditation", p 30. Intriguing in this context is 
also the suggestion by Wayman: "Nàma Råpa", p 622, that àtman may refer to ‘embodiment' in certain Vedic contexts, which 
further supports relating it to the ‘representational self'. 
838 Hamilton: "Dependent Nature", p 281. 
839 M III 17: råpaü attato samanupassati, råpavantaü và attànaü, attani và råpaü, råpasmiü và attànaü, vedanaü … sa¤¤aü 

… saïkhàre … vi¤¤àõaü … 
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aspects of personal existence, but only aims at the sense of ‘I am' in relation to it.840 Otherwise 
an arahant would simply be unable to function in any way. This, of course, is not the case, as 
the Buddha and his arahant disciples were still able to function coherently.841 In fact, they were 
able to do so with more competence than before their awakening, since they had completely 
overcome and eradicated all the mental defilements that can obstruct proper mental function-
ing.  
 A well-known simile of relevance in this context is that of a chariot, which does not exist 
as a substantial thing apart from, or in addition to, its various parts.842 Just as the term ‘chariot' 
is simply a convention, so too the superimposition of ‘I'-dentifications on experience are nothing 
but conventions.843 On the other hand, to reject the existence of an independent, substantial 
‘chariot' does not entail that it is impossible to ride in the conditioned and impermanent func-
tional assemblage of parts to which the concept ‘chariot' refers. In a similar way, to deny the 
existence of a ‘self' does not imply a denial of the conditioned and impermanent interaction of 
the five aggregates. 
 Another instance documenting the need to distinguish between emptiness and nothing-
ness, in the sense of annihilation, occurs in a discourse from the Abyàkatasaüyutta. Here the 
Buddha, on being directly questioned concerning the existence of a self (attà), refused to give 
either an affirmative or a negative answer.844 According to his own explanation later on, if he 
would have simply denied the existence of a self, it might have been misunderstood as a form 
of annihilationism, a position he was always careful to avoid.845 
 In fact, although the scheme of the five aggregates opposes the self notion and therefore 
appears essentially negative in character, it also has the positive function of defining the 
composites of subjective empirical existence.846 As a description of empirical personality, the 
five aggregates then point to those central aspects of personal experience that need to be 
understood in order to progress towards realisation.847  
 A breakdown into all five aggregates may not be a matter of absolute necessity, since 
some passages document less detailed analytical approaches to insight. According to the Mahà-
sakuludàyi Sutta, for example, the simple distinction between body and consciousness consti-
tuted a sufficient degree of analysis for several disciples of the Buddha to gain realisation.848 
Yet, most discourses operate with the more usual analysis of the mental side of experience into 
four aggregates. This more detailed analysis may be due to the fact that it is considerably more 
difficult to realise the impersonal nature of the mind than of the body.849  
 Compared to the previous satipaññhàna contemplations of similar phenomena (such as 

                                                           
840 Harvey: Selfless Mind, p 17, illustrates this difference by distinguishing between ‘Self' (permanent, substantial, etc.) and 
‘self' (empirical and changing). ¥àõananda: Calm and Insight, p 10, aptly sums up: "Accept yourself - and reject your self."  
841 De Silva: Nibbàna, p 4. 
842 Cf. S I 135: yathà hi aïgasambhàrà, hoti saddo ratho iti, evaü khandhesu santesu, hoti satto ti sammuti. This same simile 
forms part of the introductory dialogue at Mil 25. A modern version can be found in Claxton: "Meditation", p 27. Cf. also 
¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 46. 
843 ‘I' and ‘mine' are then used as simply conventions by an arahant, cf. S I 14: khãõàsavo … ahaü vadàmãti pi so vadeyya, 

mamaü vadantãti pi so vadeyya, loke sama¤¤aü kusalo viditvà vohàramattena so vohareyyàti. 
844 S IV 400: ‘kiü nu kho, bho Gotama, atthattà ti? Evaü vutte Bhagavà tuõhã ahosi. ‘Kiü pana, bho Gotama, natthattà ti? 
Dutiyam-pi kho Bhagavà tuõhã ahosi. 
845 S IV 400: ‘natthattà' ti puññho samàno ‘natthattà' ti byàkareyyaü, ye te samaõabràhmaõà ucchedavàdà tesam-etaü sad-
dhiü abhavissa. 
846 M I 299: pa¤ca … upàdànakkhandhà sakkàyo vutto Bhagavatà; cf. also Hamilton: "Anattà", p 54; and Kalupahana: Bud-
dhist Philosophy, pp 70-72. 
847 Hamilton: Identity and Experience, p XXIV. 
848 M II 17: ‘ayaü kho me kàyo råpã càtumahàbhåtiko … ida¤-ca pana me vi¤¤àõaü ettha sitaü ettha pañibaddhanti. Tatra 

ca pana me sàvakà bahå abhi¤¤àvosànapàramippattà viharanti. In this passage vi¤¤àõa acts as a representative of mind in 
its entirety. Cf. also M I 260, which comprehensively refers to the entire set of the five aggregates as something that has 
‘come to be', bhåtam-idaü, in conditional dependence on nutriment, a way of developing deep insight leading to freedom 
from doubt and purified view which does not seem to require analysing them separately. Ps II 307 explains that bhåtam-idaü 
refers to the entire set of the five aggregates, khandhapa¤cakaü. 
849 S II 94: assutavà puthujjano imasmiü càtumahàbhåtikasmiü kàyasmiü nibbindeyya pi virajjeyya pi … dissati … kàyassa 

àcayo pi apacayo pi àdànam-pi nikkhepanam-pi … cittaü … tatràssutavà puthujjano nàlaü nibbindituü nàlaü virajjituü … 

dãgharattaü hetaü … ajjhositaü mamàyitaü paràmaññhaü - ‘etaü mama, esoham-asmi, eso me attà' ti. 
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body, feelings, and mind), contemplation of the aggregates stands out for its additional empha-
sis on exposing identification-patterns. Once these patterns of identification are seen for what 
they really are, the natural result will be disenchantment and detachment in regard to these five 
aspects of subjective experience.850 A key aspect for understanding the true nature of the aggre-
gates, and thereby of oneself, is awareness of their impermanent and conditioned nature. 

 X.4) Arising and Passing Away of the Aggregates 
 The instruction for the contemplation of the five aggregates in the Satipaññhàna Sutta 
requires a clear recognition of the aggregates, followed by contemplating their arising (sam-
udaya) and their passing away (atthagama). This second stage of practice reveals the imperma-
nent nature of the aggregates, and to some extent thereby also points to their conditioned 
nature. 851  
 In the discourses, contemplation of the impermanent nature of the aggregates, and 
thereby of oneself, stands out as a particularly prominent cause for gaining realisation.852 Quite 
probably due to its powerful awakening potential, the Buddha spoke of this particular contem-
plation as his ‘lion's roar'.853 The reason underlying the eminent position of contemplating the 
impermanent nature of the aggregates is that it directly counters all conceit and ‘I'- or ‘mine'-
making.854 The direct experience of the fact that every aspect of oneself is subject to change un-
dermines the basis on which conceit and ‘I'- or ‘mine'-making take their stand. Conversely, to 
the extent to which one is no longer under the influence of ‘I' or ‘mine' notions in regard to the 
five aggregates, any change or alteration of the aggregates will not lead to sorrow, lamentation, 
pain, grief, and despair.855 As the Buddha emphatically advised: let go of the aggregates, since 
none of them is truly your own.856  
 In practical terms, contemplating the arising and passing away of each aggregate can be 
undertaken by noting change taking place in every aspect of one's personal experience, be 
these, for example, the cycle of breaths or the blood circulation in the body, the change of feel-
ings from pleasant to unpleasant, the variety of cognitions and volitional reactions arising in the 
mind, or the changing nature of consciousness, arising at this or that sense door. This way of 
practice then leads on to contemplating the arising and passing away of all five aggregates to-
gether, when one surveys the five aggregate-components of any experience in a comprehensive 
way and at the same time witnesses the impermanent nature of this experience. 
 Contemplating the arising and passing away of the five aggregates also highlights their 
conditioned nature. The interrelatedness of the two aspects of impermanence and conditionality 
in the contemplation of the arising and passing away of the five aggregates is practically de-

                                                           
850 This disenchantment is vividly described at M I 511: dãgharattaü vata bho ahaü iminà cittena nikato va¤cito paladdho, 
ahaü hi råpaü yeva … vedanaü … sa¤¤aü … saïkhàre … vi¤¤àõaü yeva upàdiyamàno upàdiyiü. 
851 Cf. e.g. S II 28 where ‘iti råpaü … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo' ti is immediately followed by an exposition of dependent 
origination. 
852 At D II 35 former Buddha Vipassã realised full awakening by contemplating the impermanence of the five aggregates: 
Vipassã bodhisatto … vihàsi: ‘iti råpaü … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo' ti.' Tassa pa¤casupàdànakkhandhesu uday-

abbayànupassino viharato na cirasseva anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü vimucci. The same contemplation and result by a nun is 
documented at Thã 96: yathàbhåtam apekkhantã, khandhànaü udayabbayaü, vimuttacittà uññhàsiü. Cf. also D III 223 and A 
II 45: ‘iti råpaü … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo', ayaü … samàdhibhàvanà bhàvità bahulãkatà àsavànaü khayàya saüvattati. S 
II 29: iti råpaü … vi¤¤àõassa atthaïgamo, evaü jànato evam-passato àsavànaü khayo hoti. S II 253: yaü ki¤ci råpam … 

vi¤¤àõaü … netaü mama … evam-etaü yathàbhåtaü sammappa¤¤àya disvà anupàdà vimutto hoti. A IV 153: pa¤casu … 

upàdànakkhandhesu udayabbayànupassã viharati: ‘iti råpaü … vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo' ti. Ayaü … hetu … 

àdibrahmacariyikàya pa¤¤àya … pañilàbhàya. Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 56, concludes: "the practice of watching rise 
and fall with regard to the five aggregates of grasping seems to be particularly associated with the gaining of the insight that 
leads … directly to awakening." 
853 S III 84. 
854 M I 486: iti råpaü … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo … sabba-ahaükàramamaükàra-mànànusayànaü khayà … anupàdà 

vimutto. M III 115: pa¤casupàdànakkhandhesu udayabbayànupassino viharato yo … asmimàno so pahãyati. S III 157: iti 
råpaü … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo … sabbaü asmimànaü samåhanati. 
855 S III 4: ‘ahaü råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü, mama råpaü … vi¤¤àõan'-ti na pariyuññhaññhàyã hoti … tassa råpavipariõàma¤-

¤athàbhàvà … vi¤¤àõavipariõàma¤¤athàbhàvà nuppajjanti sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupàyàsà. 
856 S III 33: råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü na tumhàkaü, taü pajahatha, taü vo pahãnaü hitàya sukhàya bhavissati. 
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picted in a discourse from the Khandhasaüyutta, where realisation of the impermanent nature 
of the five aggregates takes place based on understanding their conditioned nature. Since the 
conditions for the arising of each aggregate are impermanent, this passages points out, how 
could the conditionally arisen aggregate be permanent?857 
 Another discourse in the Khandha Saüyutta relates the arising and passing away of the 
material aggregate to nutriment, while feelings, cognitions, and volitions depend on contact, 
and consciousness on name-and-form.858 Dependent on nutriment, contact and name-and-form, 
these five aggregates in turn constitute the condition for the arising of pleasant and unpleasant 
experiences. The same discourse points out that against the all too apparent ‘advantage' (as-
sàda) of experiencing pleasure through any of the aggregates stands the ‘disadvantage' 
(àdãnava) of their impermanent and thereby unsatisfactory nature. Thus, the only way out (nis-
saraõa) is to abandon desire and attachment towards these five aggregates.859  
 A related viewpoint on ‘arising' (samudaya) is provided in yet another discourse from 
the same Khandhasaüyutta, which points out that delight provides the condition for the future 
arising of the aggregates, while the absence of delight leads to their cessation.860 This passage 
links the conditioned and conditioning nature of the aggregates to a comprehension of depend-
ent origination, a comprehension which in the Mahàhatthipadopama Sutta leads on to an un-
derstanding of the four noble truths.861  
 From a practical perspective, to contemplate the conditioned and conditioning nature of 
the five aggregates can be undertaken by becoming aware of how any bodily or mental experi-
ence depends on, and is affected by, a set of conditions. Since these conditions are not amena-
ble to full personal control, one evidently does not have power over the very foundation of one's 
own subjective experience.862 ‘I' and ‘mine' turn out to be utterly dependent on what is ‘other', a 
predicament which reveals the characteristic of anattà. 
 The one centrally important condition, however, which can be brought under personal 
control through systematic training of the mind, is identification with the five aggregates. This 
crucial conditioning factor of identification is the central focus of this satipaññhàna contempla-
tion, and its complete removal constitutes the successful completion of the practice. 
 According to the discourses, detachment from these constituent parts of one's personal-
ity through contemplating the conditioned and impermanent nature of the aggregates is of such 
significance that direct knowledge of the arising and passing away of the five aggregates is a 
sufficient qualification for becoming a stream-enterer.863 Not only that, but contemplation of the 
five aggregates is well capable of leading to all stages of awakening, and is still practised even 
by arahants.864 These instances vividly demonstrate the central importance of this contempla-

                                                           
857 S III 23: yo pi hetu, yo pi paccayo råpassa … vi¤¤àõassa uppàdàya, so pi anicco. Aniccasambhåtaü råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü 

kuto niccaü bhavissati? 
858 S III 62: àhàrasamudayà råpasamudayo, àhàranirodhà råpanirodho … phassasamudayà vedanàsamudayo … phassa-

samudayà sa¤¤àsamudayo … phassasamudayà saïkhàrasamudayo … nàmaråpasamudayà vi¤¤àõasamudayo … (same at S 
III 59). 
859 S III 62: yaü råpaü pañicca uppajjati sukhaü somanassaü … ayaü råpassa assàdo. Yaü råpaü aniccaü dukkhaü vi-

pariõàmadhammaü - ayaü råpassa àdãnavo. Yo råpasmiü chandaràgavinayo chandaràgappahànaü - idaü råpassa 

nissaraõaü … (same repeated for the other aggregates). 
860 S III 14: ko ca råpassa … vi¤¤àõassa samudayo? Idha abhinandati, abhivadati ajjhosàya tiññhati … yà … nandi tad-

upàdànaü.Tassupàdànapaccayà bhavo, bhavapaccayà jàti … evam-etassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti. … 

Ko ca råpassa … vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo? Idha nàbhinandati …  
861 M I 191: ‘yo pañiccasamuppàdaü passati so dhammaü passati, yo dhammaü passati so pañiccasamuppàdaü passatã'-ti. 
Pañiccasamuppannà kho panime yadidaü pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà. Yo imesu pa¤casupàdànakkhandhesu chando àlayo 

anunayo ajjhosànaü so dukkhasamudayo. Yo imesu pa¤casupàdànakkhandhesu chandaràgavinayo chandaràgapahànaü so 

dukkhanirodho. Cf. also S IV 188, which relates contemplation of the arising and passing away of the aggregates to 
understanding the arising and passing away of dukkha: ‘iti råpaü, iti råpassa samudayo … iti vi¤¤àõassa atthagamo' ti, evaü 

bhikkhu sabbesaü yeva dukkhadhammànaü samudaya¤-ca atthagama¤-ca yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. 
862 S III 66: yasmà ca kho … råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü anattà, tasmà … na ca labbhati: ‘evaü me råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü hotu, evaü me 

råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü mà ahosã'-ti. 
863 S III 160 and 193: yato … imesaü pa¤cannaü upàdànakkhandhànaü samudaya¤-ca atthagama¤-ca assàda¤-ca àdã-

nava¤-ca nissaraõa¤-ca yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, ayaü vuccati … sotàpanno … sambodhiparàyano. 
864 S III 167: vijjati yaü sãlavà bhikkhu ime pa¤cupàdànakkhandhe aniccato, dukkhato … anattato yoniso manasikaronto 

sotàpattiphalaü sacchikareyya … sakadàgàmiphalaü sacchikareyya … anàgàmiphalaü sacchikareyya … arahattaü 
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tion, which progressively exposes and undermines self identifications and attachments and 
thereby becomes a particularly powerful manifestation of the direct path to liberation. 
 

  Chapter XI: Sense-spheres 

 XI.1) The Sense-spheres and the Fetters 
 In addition to analysing subjective personality with the help of the aggregate scheme, an 
alternative or complementary approach is to turn to the relationship between the subject and 
the outer world.865 This is the topic of the contemplation of the sense-spheres, which directs 
awareness to the six ‘internal' and ‘external' spheres of perception (ajjhattikabàhira àyatana), 
together with their respective fetters. The instructions are: 
 

"He knows the eye, he knows forms, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and he also 
knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future arising of 
the removed fetter can be prevented.  
He knows the ear, he knows sounds, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and …  
He knows the nose, he knows odours, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and …  
He knows the tongue, he knows flavours, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and …  
He knows the body, he knows tangibles, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and …  
He knows the mind, he knows mind-objects, and he knows the fetter that arises dependent on both, and 
he also knows how an unarisen fetter can arise, how an arisen fetter can be removed, and how a future 
arising of the removed fetter can be prevented."866 
 
 Each of the above spheres of perception includes both the sense organ and the sense 
object. Besides the five physical senses (eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body) with their respective 
objects (sight, sound, smell, flavour, and touch) the mind (mano) ranges as the sixth sense to-
gether with its mental objects (dhamma). As the discourses point out, to develop understanding 
and detachment in regard to these six internal and external spheres of perception is of central 
importance for the progress towards awakening.867 
 The sixth sense, mind (mano), in the present context represents the activity of thought 
(ma¤¤ati).868 While each of the five physical senses constitutes an independent organ, in that 
they do not share each other's respective field of activity, all of them relate to the mind as the 
sixth sense.869 Thus all perceptual processes rely to some extent on the interpretative role of the 
mind.870 This shows that the early Buddhist scheme of six sense-spheres does not set pure 
sense perception against the conceptual activity of the mind, but considers both as interrelated 
processes, which together bring forth the subjective experience of the world.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
sacchikareyya. This is then followed by: arahatà … ime dhammà bhàvità bahulãkatà diññhadhammasukhavihàràya 

saüvattanti satisampaja¤¤àya ca. 
865 In fact at M III 279 and S IV 106, contemplation of the sense-spheres is directly related to the aggregate scheme: yaü idaü 
cakkhusamphassapaccayà uppajjati vedanàgataü sa¤¤àgataü saïkhàragataü vi¤¤àõagataü, tam-pi niccaü và aniccaü và' ti? 

… sotaü … mano … Evaü passaü sutavà ariyasàvako cakkhusmiü nibbindati … yam-pidaü cakkhusamphassapaccayà 

uppajjati vedanàgataü sa¤¤àgataü saïkhàragataü vi¤¤àõagataü, tasmim-pi nibbindati. Sotasmiü … manasmiü … Cf. also S 
IV 68. On the contemplations of the aggregates and the senses as complementary approaches cf. Bodhi: Connected 
Discourses, p 1122; and Gethin: "Five Khandhas", p 50. 
866 M I 61: cakkhu¤-ca pajànàti, råpe ca pajànàti, ya¤-ca tad-ubhayaü pañicca uppajjati saüyojanaü ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà 
ca anuppannassa saüyojanassa uppàdo hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà ca uppannassa saüyojanassa pahànaü hoti ta¤-ca pa-
jànàti, yathà ca pahãnassa saüyojanassa àyatim anuppàdo hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti. (The same is then repeated for the other 
sense-spheres: sota¤-ca pajànàti, saddhe ca … ghàna¤-ca pajànàti, gandhe ca …  jivha¤-ca pajànàti, rase ca … kàya¤-ca 

pajànàti, phoññhabbe ca … mana¤-ca pajànàti, dhamme ca … ). 
867 S IV 89: cakkhuü … manaü anabhijànaü aparijànaü aviràjayaü appajahaü abhabbbo dukkhakkhayàya, … råpe … 

dhamme … ; A V 52: chasu ajjhattikesu àyatanesu … sammà nibbindamàno sammà virajjamàno sammà vimuccamàno 

sammà pariyantadassàvã sammatthàbhisamecca diññheva dhamme dukkhassantakaro hoti. 
868 Cf. Johansson: "Citta, Mano, Vi¤¤àõa", pp 183-187; and Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 520. 
869 M I 295 and S V 218: pa¤cimàni indriyàni nànàvisayàni nànàgocaràni, na a¤¤ama¤¤assa gocaravisayaü paccanu-
bhonti, seyyathãdaü cakkhundriyaü, sotindriyaü, ghànindriyaü, jivhindriyaü, kàyindriyaü. Imesaü pa¤cannaü indriyànaü … 

mano pañisaraõaü, mano ca nesaü gocaravisayaü paccanubhoti. 
870 Tilakaratne: Nirvana and Ineffability, p 49. 
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 It is particularly revealing that early Buddhism regards the mind as just another sense-
door. Thought, reasoning, memory, and reflection are treated in the same manner as the sense 
data of any other sense door. That is, the thinking activity of the mind shares the impersonal 
status of outer phenomena perceived through the five senses.  
 Insight into this impersonal nature of ‘one's own' thoughts can be gained even with the 
first few attempts at meditation, when one discovers how difficult it is to avoid getting lost in all 
kinds of reflections, daydreams, memories, and fantasies, despite being determined to focus on 
a particular object of meditation. Just as it is impossible to only see, hear, smell, taste, and touch 
what is wished for, so too, with an untrained mind, it is not possible to only have thoughts when 
and how one would want them to be. Precisely due to this predicament, a central purpose of 
meditative training is to remedy this situation, by gradually taming the thinking activity of the 
mind and bring it more under conscious control.871 
 The above passage from the Satipaññhàna Sutta lists both the sense organs and sense 
objects for contemplation. On the face of it, the instruction to ‘know' (pajànàti) eye and forms, 
ear and sounds (etc.), seems rather flat. Yet, on further consideration this instruction may re-
veal some deeper implications. 
 Often these six senses and their objects occur in descriptions of the conditioned arising 
of consciousness (vi¤¤àõa).872 An intriguing aspect of this conditional situation is the role 
which subjective influence plays in the perceptual process. Experience, represented by the six 
types of consciousness, is the outcome of two determinant influences: the ‘objective' aspect on 
the one hand, that is, the in-coming sensory impressions; and the ‘subjective' on the other hand, 
namely, the way in which these sense impressions are received and cognised.873 Supposedly ob-
jective perceptual appraisal is in reality conditioned by the subject as much as by the object.874 
One's experience of the world is the product of an interaction between the ‘subjective' influence 
exercised by how one perceives the world, and the ‘objective' influence exercised by the vari-
ous phenomena of the external world. 
 Understood in this way, the satipaññhàna instruction to ‘known' each sense could have 
some deeper implications, in the sense of pointing to the need to recognise the subjective bias 
inherent in each perceptual process. The influence of this subjective bias has a decisive effect 
on the first stages of perception and can lead to the arising of a fetter (saüjoyana). Such subse-
quent reactions are often based on qualities and attributes assumed to belong to the perceived 
object. In actual fact, these qualities and attributes are often projected onto the object by the 
perceiver.  
 Satipaññhana contemplation of the six sense-spheres can lead to a clear recognition of 
this influence of personal biases and tendencies on the process of perception. Contemplating in 
this way will uncover the root cause for the arising of unwholesome mental states and reac-
tions. This reactive aspect forms in fact part of the above instructions, where the task of sati is 
to observe the fetter that can arise in dependence on sense and object. 
 Although a fetter arises in dependence on sense and object, the binding force of such a 
fetter should not be attributed to the senses or objects per se. The discourses illustrate this with 
the example of two bulls, bound together by a yoke. Just as the bondage is not caused by any of 
the bulls, but by the yoke, so too the fetter should not be imputed to its inner and outer 

                                                           
871 This has found its expression in various passages such as M I 122: bhikkhu vasã vitakkapariyàyapathesu yaü vitakkaü 
àkaïkhissati taü vitakkaü vitakkessati; M I 214: bhikkhu cittaü vasaü vatteti, no ca bhikkhu cittassa vasena vattati; or Dhp 
326: idaü pure cittaü acàri càrikaü, yenicchakaü yatthakàmaü yathàsukhaü, tad ajjahaü niggahessàmi yoniso, 
hatthippabhinnaü viya aïkusaggaho. 
872 E.g. at M I 111: cakkhu¤-ca pañicca råpe ca uppajjati cakkhuvi¤¤àõaü … mana¤-ca pañicca dhamme ca uppajjati mano-

vi¤¤àõaü. 
873 ¥àõamoli: Thinker's Note Book, p 159, aptly expresses this: "ajjhattikàyatana = the organization of experience … 
bahiddhàyatana = the experience as organized"; van Zeyst: "âyatana", p 470, explains: "the inner sphere … consti-
tutes the subjective element which is the capacity of reaction, and the outer sphere constitutes the objective element 
which produces the impact."  
874 Cf. e.g. Bodhi: Discourse on Causation, p 16; de Silva: Buddhist Psychology, p 21; Guenther: Philosophy, p 16; 
and Naranjo: Psychology of Meditation, p 189.  
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conditions (for example eye and forms), but to the binding force of desire.875  
 In the discourses, a considerable degree of variation in the usage of the term ‘fetter' can 
be found, which suggests that to speak of ‘fetters' does not always necessarily refer to a fixed 
set, but may sometimes include whatever falls under the same principle, in the sense of fetter-
ing and causing bondage.876 The most common presentation of fetter in the discourses lists alto-
gether ten types: belief in a substantial and permanent self, doubt, dogmatic clinging to particu-
lar rules and observances, sensual desire, aversion, craving for fine-material existence, craving 
for immaterial existence, conceit, restlessness, and ignorance.877  
 The eradication of these ten fetters takes place with the different stages of realisation:878 
due to the personal experience of Nibbàna at stream-entry, belief in a permanent self becomes 
impossible. Since this experience comes as the successful outcome of following the right path, 
doubt about what is wholesome and skillful for progress on this path, together with dogmatic 
clinging to particular rules and observances, are also left behind. With continued practice, the 
next two fetters of sensual desire and aversion are diminished at once-return and then fully 
overcome with the realisation of non-return. With full awakening, the last remnants of restless-
ness and of attachment in the form of craving for deep states of concentration (and correspond-
ing forms of existence) are extinguished, together with any traces of the notion ‘I am' as a mani-
festation of conceit, and therewith all ignorance is overcome as well.  
 Since all these ten fetters may not necessarily manifest in the context of actual satipañ-
ñhàna practice, and since the term fetter can have a certain breadth of meaning in the dis-
courses, during contemplation of the sense-spheres awareness can be directed in particular to 
the fettering force of desire and aversion in regard to whatever is perceived. 
 The pattern of a fetter's arising proceeds from what has been perceived, via various 
thoughts and considerations, to the manifestation of desire and thereby to bondage.879 A 
mindful observation of the conditions that lead to the arising of a fetter constitutes the second 
stage of contemplation of the sense-spheres (see diagram 11.1 below). The task of awareness in 
this case, paralleling the previous contemplation of the hindrances, is non-reactive observation. 
Such non-reactive observation aims at individual instances of perception causing desire and 
bondage, and also at discovering the general patterns of one's mental inclinations, in order to 
be able to prevent the future arising of a fetter. 
 

                                                           
875 S IV 163, 164, and 283: na cakkhu råpànaü saüyojanaü, na råpà cakkhussa saüyojanaü, ya¤-ca tattha tad-ubhayaü 
pañicca uppajjati chandaràgo taü tattha saüyojanaü … na mano dhammànaü saüyojanaü … Cf. also S IV 89: cakkhuü … 

mano saüyojaniyo dhammo, yo tattha chandaràgo, taü tattha saüyojanaü; and S IV 108: santi cakkhuvi¤¤eyyà råpà … 

manovi¤¤eyyà dhammà … ime vuccanti saüyojaniyà dhammà. Yo tattha chandaràgo, taü tattha saüyojanaü. 
876 M I 361 has eight saüyojanas in relation to pàõàtipàta (killing), adinnàdàna (stealing), musàvàda (false speech), 
pisuõàvàcà (malicious speech), giddhilobha (rapacious greed), nindàrosa (spiteful scolding), kodhupàyàsa (angry despair), 
atimàna (arrogance); D III 254, A IV 7, and 8 list seven: anunaya (complaisance), pañigha (irritation), diññhi (views), 
vicikicchà (doubt), màna (conceit), bhavaràga (craving for existence), and avijjà (ignorance); M I 483 has a gihisaüyojana 
(householdership fetter); It 8 also has a single fetter, the taõhàsaüyojana (fetter of craving). 
877 S V 61: pa¤cimàni orambhàgiyàni saüyojanàni … sakkàyadiññhi, vicikicchà, sãlabbataparàmàso, kàmacchando, byà-

pàdo … Pa¤cimàni uddham-bhàgiyàni saüyojanàni … råparàgo, aråparàgo, màno, uddhaccaü, avijjà. Ps I 287 lists: kàma-
ràga, pañigha, màna, diññhi, vicikicchà, sãlabbataparàmàsa, bhavaràga, issà, macchariya, avijjà for the satipaññhàna 
context. Concerning sãlabbataparàmàsa, Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 727 n 5, explains that sãlabbata can refer to such 
rules and practices as e.g. the ascetic practice of behaving like a dog (cf. the kukkurasãla, kukkuravata at M I 387). Some 
ascetics adopted such practices in the hope of gaining purification or rebirth in heaven (cf. M I 102: iminàhaü sãlena và 
vatena và … devo và bhavissàmi). Cf. also Ud 71, where sãlabbata replaces the more usual ‘self-mortification' as one of the 
two extremes to be avoided. However, at Dhp 271 the Buddha spoke to his own monks about the need to go beyond sãlab-
bata in order to reach realisation; thus this verse indicates that sãlabbata can also become a problem for Buddhist monks. Cf. 
also A I 225, according to which sãlabbata can be either wholesome or unwholesome, which suggests that the fettering 
aspect is to be found in paràmàsa (dogmatic clinging). The absence of such dogmatic clinging is indeed explicitly mentioned 
as one of the qualities of a streamenterer (e.g. D II 94, S II 70, A II 57): ariyakantehi sãlehi samannàgato … aparàmaññhehi, 
i.e. the streamenterer is endowed with pure moral conduct, but without dogmatically clinging to it (Vism 222 explains 
aparàmaññha in this context to refer to clinging by way of craving and views). 
878 E.g. at D I 156, or at Thã 165. 
879 A I 264: atãte … anàgate … paccuppanne chandaràgaññhànãye dhamme àrabbha cetasà anuvitakketi anuvicàreti, tassa 

… chando jàyati, chandajàto tehi dhammehi sa¤¤utto hoti; etàhaü saüyojanaü vadàmi, yo cetaso saràgo. 
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  Two Stages in the Contemplation of the Six Sense-Spheres: 
     (Diagram 11.1) 
 
          stage 1:                            analysis into:  

    eye + visible forms (cakkhu + råpà)    →    fetter 
    ear + sounds (sota + saddà)    →    fetter 
    nose + odours (ghàna + gandhà)    →    fetter 
    tongue + flavours (jivhà + rasà)    →    fetter 
    body + tangible objects (kàya + phoññabbhà)    →    fetter 
    mind + mental objects (mano + dhammà)    →    fetter 

 

 ⇓ 
if fetter  
arises 
⇓ 

  ⇓ 
if fetter  

is present 
⇓ 

 ⇓ 
if fetter  

is removed 
⇓ 

stage 2: knowing the con-
ditions that lead 
to arising 

  knowing the con-
ditions that lead 
to removal 

 knowing the condi-
tions that prevent 
future arising 

 
 As with the contemplation of the hindrances, the second stage of contemplation (con-
cerned with the arising and removal of a fetter) follows a progressive pattern from diagnosis via 
cure to prevention. In contrast to the contemplation of the hindrances, however, this section of 
satipaññhàna places a stronger emphasis on the perceptual process. This constitutes an addi-
tional degree of refinement, since here attention is directed to the beginning stages of the per-
ceptual process, which, if unattended to, can lead to the arising of unwholesome mental reper-
cussions. 
 To fill in some background to this aspect of satipaññhàna, I will now briefly survey the 
Buddha's analysis of the perceptual process, with particular attention to the latent tendencies 
(anusaya) and influxes (àsava), and also to restraint at the sense-doors. This will provide the 
necessary basis for evaluating the early Buddhist approach to cognitive training, and for 
examining the Buddha's pithy instruction to the ascetic Bàhiya, which lead to the latter's im-
mediate full awakening. 

 XI.2) The Perceptual Process 
 The conditionality of the perceptual process is a central aspect of the Buddha's analysis 
of experience. According to the Madhupiõóika Sutta, the conditioned sequence of the average 
perceptual process leads from contact (phassa) via feeling (vedanà) to cognition (sa¤¤à) and 
thought (vitakka), which in turn can stimulate conceptual proliferation (papa¤ca).880 Such con-
ceptual proliferations tend to give rise to further concoctions of proliferations and cognitions 
(papa¤casa¤¤àsaïkhà), which lead from the originally perceived sense data to all kinds of as-
sociations concerning past, present, and future.  
 The Pàli verb forms employed in the Madhupiõóika Sutta indicate that the last stage of 
this perceptual process is an event of which one is the passive experiencer.881 Once the condi-
tioned sequence of the perceptual process has reached the stage of conceptual proliferation, 
one becomes, as it were, a victim of one's own associations and thoughts. The thought process 
proliferates, weaving a net built out of thoughts, projections, and associations, of which the 
‘thinker' has become almost a helpless prey. 
 The crucial stage in this sequence, where the subjective bias can set in and distort the 
perceptual process, occurs with the initial affective appraisal of feeling (vedanà) and the subse-
quent stage of cognition (sa¤¤à). Initial distortions of the sense data arising at this stage will re-
                                                           
880 M I 111: cakkhu¤-ca pañicca råpe ca uppajjati cakkhuvi¤¤àõaü, tiõõaü saïgati phasso, phassapaccayà vedanà, yaü 
vedeti taü sa¤jànàti, yaü sa¤jànàti taü vitakketi, yaü vitakketi taü papa¤ceti, yaü papa¤ceti tatonidànaü purisaü 

papa¤casa¤¤àsaïkhà samudàcaranti atãtànàgatapaccuppannesu cakkhuvi¤¤eyyesu råpesu; (same repeated for the other 
senses). 
881 Cf. ¥àõananda: Concept and Reality, p 5. 
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ceive further reinforcement by thinking and by conceptual proliferation.882 Once the stage of 
conceptual proliferation is reached, the course is set. The proliferations are projected back onto 
the sense data, and the mind continues proliferating in the same direction. The stages of cogni-
tion and initial conceptual reaction are therefore decisive aspects of this conditioned sequence.  
 The perceptual sequence described in the Madhupiõóika Sutta occurs in an elucidation 
of a short statement made by the Buddha, where he had related his teaching to the dispelling of 
various latent (anuseti) types of cognitions (sa¤¤à), and to overcoming the latent tendencies 
(anusaya) which can come into operation during the process of perception.883  
 The discourses mention various types of latent tendencies. A commonly occurring set of 
seven includes sensual desire, irritation, views, doubt, conceit, craving for existence, and igno-
rance.884 The central characteristic of a latent tendency is that of unconscious activation. As the 
verb anuseti, to ‘lie along with', suggests, a latent tendency lies dormant in the mind, but can 
become activated during the process of perception. In their dormant stage, the underlying ten-
dencies are already present in newborn babies.885 
 Practically applied, to contemplate the nature of these underlying tendencies can be un-
dertaken by directing awareness to the untrained mind's ‘tendency' to react to sensory experi-
ence with either lust or irritation; to its ‘tendency' to respond to more theoretical information by 
either forming views and opinions or else by feeling confused and doubtful; and by contemplat-
ing how the sense of ‘I' underlying subjective experience ‘tends' to manifest as conceit and 
moreover ‘tends' to clamour for eternal continuation (viz. craving for existence). Contemplating 
in this way will reveal the surprising degree to which the perceptions of an unawakened mind in 
some way or other ‘tend' towards ignorance. 
 A term of similar importance in relation to the process of perception is influx (àsava).886 
These influxes (àsava) can ‘flow' (àsavati) into and thereby ‘influence' the perceptual proc-
ess.887 As with the underlying tendencies, this influence operates without conscious intention. 
The arising of the influxes is due to unwise attention (ayoniso manasikàra) and to ignorance 
(avijjà).888 To counteract and prevent the arising of the influxes is the central aim of the monas-
tic training rules laid down by the Buddha,889 and their destruction (àsavakkhaya) constitutes 
full awakening.890  
 The discourses often mention three types of influxes: the influx of sensual desire, of de-

                                                           
882 Sn 874 emphasises the dependence of papa¤ca (proliferation) on sa¤¤à in particular: sa¤¤ànidànà hi papa¤casaïkhà. 
883 M I 108: yathà ca pana kàmehi visaüyuttaü viharantaü taü bràhmaõaü akathaükathiü chinnakukkuccaü bhavàbhave 
vãtataõhaü sa¤¤à nànusenti - evaüvàdã kho ahaü; which the Buddha then explained to imply that yatonidànaü … purisaü 

papa¤casa¤¤àsaïkhà samudàcaranti, ettha ce natthi abhinanditabbaü … esevanto ràgànusayànaü esevanto 

pañighànusayànaü esevanto diññhànusayànaü esevanto vicikicchànusayànaü esevanto mànànusayànaü esevanto 

bhavaràgànusayànaü esevanto avijjànusayànaü. Cf. also M III 285, which relates a part of the same conditioned perceptual 
sequence to the activation of the latent tendencies: cakkhu¤-ca pañicca råpe ca uppajjati cakkhuvi¤¤àõam tiõõaü saïgati 
phasso, phassapaccayà uppajjati vedayitaü sukhaü và dukkhaü và adukkhamasukhaü và. So sukhàya vedanàya phuññho 

samàno abhinandati abhivadati ajjhosàya tiññhati, tassa ràgànusayo anuseti. Dukkhàya vedanàya … pañighànusayo 

anuseti. Adukkhamasukhàya vedanàya … avijjànusayo anuseti. 
884 A IV 9: kàmaràgànusayo, pañighànusayo, diññhànusayo, vicikicchànusayo, mànànusayo, bhavaràgànusayo, avijjànu-
sayo, ime satta anusayà. Alternative anusayas are at S III 135: adhiññhànàbhinivesànusaya, at S IV 205: ràgànusaya, and at 
Dhp 338: taõhànusaya. According to ¥àõaponika: Sutta Nipàta, p 238, anusaya includes both the actually arisen mental 
defilement and the corresponding mental disposition, this being the result of long-time habits. 
885 M I 432: daharassa kumàrassa mandassa uttànasayyakassa… anuseti tvevassa sakkàyadiññhànusayo … vivikicchànu-

sayo … sãlabbataparàmàsànusayo … kàmaràgànusayo … byàpàdànusayo … ; cf. also M II 24. 
886 âsava also means ‘outflow', as when a sore suppurates (A I 124: duññhàruko … ghaññito bhiyyosomattàya àsavaü deti), 
or ‘fermentation', as when liquor is brewed from flowers etc. (Sv III 944: pupphàsava, phalàsava, madhvàsava, guëàsava). 
887 M I 9: cakkhundriyasaüvaraü asaüvutassa … manindriyasaüvaraü asaüvutassa viharato uppajjeyyuü àsavà vighàta-

pariëàhà. 
888 M I 7: ayoniso manasikaroto anuppannà ceva àsavà uppajjanti, uppannà ca àsavà pavaóóhanti; yoniso ca manasikaroto 
anuppannà ceva àsavà na uppajjanti, uppannà ca àsavà pahãyanti. A III 414: avijjà àsavànaü nidànasambhavo. 
889 E.g. at Vin III 20; cf. also M I 445. M I 7-11 mentions moreover seven methods to counter the influxes: ‘seeing' (das-
sana), in the sense of not getting entangled in wrong views; ‘restraining' (saüvara) the senses; ‘using' (pañisevana) requisites 
properly; ‘enduring' (adhivàsana) heat, cold, hunger, pain, etc.; ‘avoiding' (parivajjana) dangerous animals and unsuitable 
intimacy with the other gender; ‘removing' (vinodana) unwholesome intentions and thoughts; and ‘developing' (bhàvanà) the 
factors of awakening. 
890 E.g. at M I 171. 
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sire for existence, and of ignorance.891 Sensual desire and desire for existence come up also in 
the second noble truth as main factors for the arising of dukkha,892 while ignorance forms the 
starting point of ‘the twelve links', depicting the ‘dependent origination' of dukkha. This indi-
cates that the scheme of the influxes is intrinsically related to the causes for the arising of duk-
kha.893 That is, desire for sensual enjoyment, desire for becoming this or that, and the deluding 
force of ignorance are those ‘influences' which are the main springs for the genesis of dukkha. 
 The whole purpose of practising the path taught by the Buddha is to destroy the in-
fluxes (àsava), to uproot the latent tendencies (anusaya), and to abandon the fetters (saüyo-
jana).894 These three terms refer to the same basic problem from slightly different perspectives, 
namely to the arising of craving (taõhà) and related forms of unwholesomeness in relation to 
any of the six sense-spheres.895 That is, the influxes represent root-causes for the arising of 
dukkha that may ‘flow into' perceptual appraisal, the underlying tendencies are those un-
wholesome inclinations in the unawakened mind that ‘tend' to get triggered off during the per-
ceptual process, and the fetters arising at any sense-door are responsible for ‘binding' beings to 
continued transmigration in saüsàra. 
 A method to avoid the operation of the influxes, underlying tendencies, and fetters, and 
thereby the arising of unwholesome mental states and reactions at any sense-door, is the prac-
tice of sense-restraint (indriya saüvara). The method of sense-restraint is mainly based on es-
tablishing sati, whose presence exerts a restraining influence on the reactions and prolifera-
tions that otherwise tend to occur during the perceptual process.896 As the discourses point out, 
sense-restraint causes the arising of joy and happiness, which in turn form the basis for con-
centration and insight.897 Indeed, to live with full awareness in the present moment, free from 
sensual distraction, can cause an exquisite sense of delight. 
 Such cultivation of mindfulness at the sense-doors does not imply that one is simply to 
avoid sense impressions. As the Buddha pointed out in the Indriyabhàvanà Sutta, if simply 
avoiding to see and to hear were in itself conducive to realisation, blind and deaf people would 
be accomplished practitioners.898 Instead, the instruction for sense-restraint enjoins not to dwell 
on the sign (nimitta) or secondary characteristics (anuvya¤jana) of sense objects, in order to 
avoid the ‘flowing in' of detrimental influences.899 In the present context, ‘sign' (nimitta) refers 

                                                           
891 M I 55: tayo àsavà: kàmàsavo, bhavàsavo, avijjàsavo. In addition to these three influxes, the influx of views is mentioned 
in a few instances (e.g. at D II 81: kàmàsavà, bhavàsavà, diññhàsavà, avijjàsavà); however according to ¥àõatiloka: 
Dictionary, p 27, and Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 115, the set of three àsavas is probably the more original version. On the 
àsavas cf. also Johansson: Dynamic Psychology, p 178; and Premasiri: "Emotion", p 58. 
892 E.g. at S V 421: dukkhasamudayam ariyasaccaü … kàmataõhà, bhavataõhà, vibhavataõhà. 
893 The same also underlies the fact that descriptions of the actual event of full awakening often apply the scheme of the four 
noble truths to dukkha and then again to the influxes, cf. e.g. D I 84. 
894 S V 28: saüyojanappahànatthaü … anusayasamugghàñanatthaü … àsavànaü khayatthaü … Bhagavati brahmacariyaü 

vussati. 
895 The all-pervasive range of craving is illustrated in the detailed exposition of the second noble truth in the Mahàsatipañ-

ñþàna Sutta, D II 308, where the various stages of the perceptual process, from the six senses, their respective objects and 
types of consciousness, via contact, to feeling, cognition, volition, initial, and sustained mental application are all listed as 
possible instances for the arising of craving. This analysis of sense experience occurs again at S II 109, and also at Vibh 101 
(in the suttanta exposition of the four noble truths). 
896 Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 1127, explains: "to restrain the senses … involves stopping at the bare sensum, without 
plastering it over with layers of meaning whose origins are purely subjective." Karunaratne: "Indriya Saüvara", p 568, relates 
restraint of the senses in particular to the vedanà stage of the perceptual process. 
897 S IV 78: cakkhundriyaü saüvutassa … manindriyaü saüvutassa viharato cittaü na byàsi¤cati manovi¤¤eyyesu dhammesu. 

Tassa abyàsittacittassa pàmojjaü jàyati, pamuditassa pãti jàyati, pãtimanassa kàyo passambhati, passaddhakàyo sukhaü 

viharati, sukhino cittaü samàdhiyati, samàhite citte dhammà pàtubhavanti. The same also underlies the expression abyà-
sekasukha at M I 346, the ‘pure' happiness resulting from sense-restraint. 
898 At M III 298 a Brahmin proposed: cakkhunà råpaü na passati, sotena saddaü na suõàti, evaü … indriyabhàvanaü, to 
which the Buddha answered: evaü sante andho bhàvitindriyo bhavissati, badhiro bhàvitindriyo bhavissati, instead: ariyassa 
vinaye anuttarà indriyabhàvanà … cakkhunà råpaü disvà uppajjati manàpaü … amanàpaü … so evaü pajànàti … ta¤-ca … 

pañicca samuppannaü … etaü paõãtaü yadidaü upekkhà. Cf. also Tilakaratne: Nirvana and Ineffability, p 72. 
899 M I 273: indriyesu guttadvàrà bhavissàma, cakkhunà råpaü disvà na nimittaggàhã nànubya¤janaggàhã. Yatvàdhi-
karaõam enaü … asaüvutaü viharantaü abhijjhàdomanassà pàpakà akusalà dhammà anvàssaveyyuü, tassa saüvaràya 

pañipajjissàma. The verb anvàssavati, to flow into, is derived from anu + à + savati (Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 50) and is 
reminiscent of àsava. 
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to the distinguishing feature by which one recognises or remembers something.900 In regard to 
the process of perception this ‘sign' (nimitta) is related to the first evaluation of the raw sense 
data, due to which the object appears to be, for example, ‘beautiful' (subhanimitta) or ‘irritating' 
(pañighanimitta), which then usually leads to subsequent evaluations and mental reactions.901  
 The instruction to bring restraint to bear on the secondary characteristics (anuvya¤-
jana) could correspond to further associations in the perceptual process, which elaborate ‘in de-
tail' the initial biased cognition (sa¤¤à).902 The tendency to biased and affective reactions is 
rooted in the stage of sign making, when the first barely conscious evaluations that may under-
lie cognition (sa¤¤à) can arise. In the context of the Satipaññhàna Sutta's injunction to contem-
plate the causes related to the arising of a fetter, this stage of sign making is especially relevant. 
It is this stage therefore, and the possibilities of influencing it, to which I will now turn in more 
detail. 

 XI.3) Cognitive Training 
 According to the discourses, a penetrative understanding of the nature of cognition 
(sa¤¤à) is a prominent cause for realisation.903 Cognitions under the influence of sensuality or 
aversion lead to cognitive distortions and thereby cause the arising of unwholesome thoughts 
and intentions.904 Distorted or biased cognitions include significant misapprehensions of reality 
that affect the fundamental structure of ordinary experience, such as when one wrongly per-
ceives permanence, satisfaction, substantiality, and beauty in what in fact is the opposite.905 
Such unrealistic elements inherent in cognition are due to a process of habitual projection of 
one's own mistaken notions onto cognised sense data, a process of projection of which one is 
usually not aware. These habitual projections underlying the perceptual process are responsible 
for unrealistic expectations and thereby for frustration and conflict.906  
 As a countermeasure to these unrealistic cognitive appraisals, the discourses recom-
mend cultivating beneficial cognitions. Such beneficial cognitions direct awareness to the im-
permanence or unsatisfactoriness of all aspects of experience. Others are concerned with more 
specific issues, such as the unattractive features of the body or of food.907 Regarding the nature 
of these cognitions, an important point to be kept in mind is that to ‘cognise' something as beau-
tiful or as impermanent does not refer to a process of reflection or consideration, but only to 

                                                           
900 E.g. nimitta as the outer aspect of being a householder at M I 360: te hi te gahapati … nimittà yathà taü gahapatissàti; or 
at Vin III 15 and M II 62 where a slave woman recognised the former son of the house, now a monk, returning after a long 
absence: ‘nimittaü aggahesi'. In other passages nimitta has a more causal function (cf. e.g. S V 213, A I 82, A II 9, A IV 83; 
and Th 1100). On nimitta cf. also Harvey: Signless Meditations", pp 31-33; and chapter XII, footnote 21. 
901 A I 3: subhanimittaü ayoniso manasikaroto … kàmacchando uppajjati … pañighanimittaü ayoniso manasikaroto … vyà-

pàdo uppajjati. M I 298: ràgo … nimittakaraõo, doso nimittakaraõo, moho nimittakaraõo. The mental bondage that arises 
due to delighting in the nimitta is depicted at M III 225: nimittànusàrã vi¤¤àõaü hoti … nimittassàdagathitaü … 

nimittassàdavinibandhaü … nimittassàdasaüyojanasaüyuttaü.  
902 As 400 however seems to take the term as referring to the details of the perceived object. On the other hand, in similar 
passages in the discourses nimitta may be followed by various types of thoughts, which could correspond to ‘association', 
e.g. M I 119: yaü nimittaü àgamma yaü nimittaü manasikaroto uppajjanti pàpakà akusalà vitakkà. Rhys Davids: Dictionary, 
p 43, translates anuvya¤jana with "accompanying attribute", "supplementary or additional sign or mark." The corresponding 
Chinese version (Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 82) speaks of not grasping the general appearance and not ‘taking delight 
in it'. On anuvya¤jana as ‘association' cf. Vimalo: "Awakening", p 54.  
903 A II 167: idhekacce sattà imà hànabhàgiyà sa¤¤à ti yathàbhåtaü pajànanti, imà ñhitibhàgiyà sa¤¤à … imà visesabhàgiyà 

sa¤¤à … imà nibbedhabhàgiyà sa¤¤à … ayaü hetu ayaü paccayo yenam idhekacce sattà diññheva dhamme parinibbàyanti. 
Cf. also Sn 779: sa¤¤aü pari¤¤à vitareyya oghaü; and Sn 847: sa¤¤àvirattassa na santi ganthà.  
904 M I 507: kàmesu sukham iti viparãtasa¤¤aü; M II 27: kàmasa¤¤à, byàpàdasa¤¤à, vihiüsàsa¤¤à - ito samuññhànà aku-
salasaïkappà. 
905 A II 52: anicce niccanti sa¤¤àvipallàso … dukkhe sukhanti … anattani attàti … asubhe subhanti (PTS ed. has adukkhe 
dukkhanti, an entertaining printing error). Cf. also Pañis II 80; and Bodhi: Root of Existence, p 4. 
906 Fromm: "Psychoanalysis", p 127: "man in the state of repressedness … does not see what exists, but he puts his thought 
image into things, and sees them in the light of his thought images and fantasies, rather than in their reality. It is the thought 
image … that creates his passions, his anxieties." Johansson: Dynamic Psychology, p 96: "things are seen through the lenses 
of our desires, prejudices and resentments and are transformed accordingly." 
907 E.g. A III 79: asubhasa¤¤à, maraõasa¤¤à, àdãnavasa¤¤à, àhàre pañikkålasa¤¤à, sabbaloke anabhiratasa¤¤à; or A V 
109: aniccasa¤¤à, anattasa¤¤à … pahànasa¤¤à, viràgasa¤¤à, nirodhasa¤¤à … sabbasaïkhàresu aniccàsa¤¤à; cf. also D III 
251, 253, 289; A III 83-85; A IV 24, 46, 387; and A V 105-107. 
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being aware of a particular feature of an object, to experience it from a particular point of view. 
In the case of ordinary cognitive appraisal, this point of view or act of selection is usually not at 
all conscious. To cognise someone or something as beautiful often takes place as the combined 
outcome of past conditioning and one's present mental inclinations. These tend to determine 
which aspect of an object becomes prominent during cognition. Thought only subsequently en-
ters into the scene, already influenced by the kind of cognition that has led to its arising.908 
 The crucial point, from a meditative perspective, is that cognitions are amenable to a 
process of training.909 The ability to train cognitions is related to the fact that cognitions are the 
outcome of mental habits. By way of cognitive training, one can establish new and different hab-
its and thereby deliberately alter one's cognitions. The basic procedure for such cognitive 
training is related to the same habit-forming mechanism, namely to becoming accustomed to, 
and familiar with, a certain way of viewing experience.910 By directing awareness again and 
again to the true characteristics of conditioned existence, these will become more and more 
familiar, will imprint themselves onto one's way of viewing experience, and will thereby lead to 
the arising of similar ways of cognising on future occasions. 
 The method of training cognition can be conveniently exemplified with a set of terms oc-
curring in the Girimànanda Sutta, where reflection (pañisa¤cikkhati) and contemplation (anu-
passanà) are mentioned alongside cognition (sa¤¤à).911 Although this is not spelled out in the 
discourse, this passage lists those activities that are related to training cognition: reflection as 
the basis and the sustained practice of contemplation (anupassanà). These, skilfully combined, 
can gradually transform the way the world is cognised.  
 To give a practical example: if, based on an intellectual appreciation of impermanence, 
one regularly contemplates the arising and passing away of phenomena, the result will be the 
arising of aniccasa¤¤à, of cognitions apprehending phenomena from the viewpoint of imper-
manence. With continued practice, awareness of impermanence will become increasingly spon-
taneous and will thereby also develop an increasing influence on one's daily experiences, 
outside of actual contemplation. In this way, sustained contemplation can lead to a gradual 
change in the operational mechanics of cognition, and thereby in one's outlook on the world. 
 According to the discourses, such cognitive training can lead to a stage where one is 
able to cognise phenomena at will as agreeable (appañikkåla) or as disagreeable (pañikkåla). 
The culmination point is reached when one transcends such evaluations completely and be-
comes established in perceptual equanimity.912 The discourses go so far as to state that such 
mastery over one's cognitions is superior even to supernatural powers such as walking on water 

                                                           
908 M II 27: akusalasaïkappà … sa¤¤àsamuññhànà, and (M II 28): kusalasaïkappà … sa¤¤àsamuññhànà. In fact, according 
to D I 185, sa¤¤à temporally precedes ¤àõa (knowledge): sa¤¤à pañhamaü uppajjati, pacchà ¤àõaü, sa¤¤uppàdà ca pana 
¤àõuppàdo hoti, a temporal precedence which can lead to a considerable degree of influence exercised by cognition on what 
is being ‘known'; cf. also ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 110. 
909 D I 180: sahetå sappaccayà purisassa sa¤¤à uppajjanti pi nirujjhanti pi, sikkhà ekà sa¤¤à uppajjanti, sikkhà ekà sa¤¤à 
nirujjhanti (this occurs in the context of jhàna attainment); cf. also Premasiri: Aññhakavagga, p 12. Claxton: "Meditation", p 
25, points out that "the Buddhist position, because it asserts that perception is changeable by psychological practices such as 
meditation, assumes a ‘constructivist' view." 
910 A long list of such cognitive trainings is given at A V 107, which are always introduced by the participle ‘paricita' (ac-
customed, acquainted, familiar with): aniccasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca no cittaü bhavissati … anattasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … 

asubhasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … àdãnavasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … lokassa sama¤-ca visama¤-ca ¤atvà taü sa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … 

lokassa sambhava¤-ca vibhava¤-ca ¤atvà taü sa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … lokassa samudaya¤-ca aññhaïgama¤-ca ¤atvà taü sa¤-

¤àparicita¤-ca … pahànasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … viràgasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca … nirodhasa¤¤àparicita¤-ca no cittaü bhavissati. 
Cf. also Pañis I 32: niccasa¤¤aü pajahato aniccànupassanàvasena … sukhasa¤¤aü pajahato dukkhànupassanàvasena … 

attasa¤¤aü pajahato anattanupassanàvasena. 
911 A V 109: bhikkhu … pañisa¤cikkhati: ‘råpaü aniccaü … vi¤¤àõaü aniccanti. Iti imesu pa¤casu upàdànakkhandhesu 

aniccànupassã viharati. Ayaü vuccati aniccasa¤¤à, or (A V 109): bhikkhu … pañisa¤cikkhati: ‘cakkhuü anattà … dhammà 

anattà' ti. Iti imesu chasu ajjhattikabàhiresu àyatanesu anattànupassã viharati. Ayaü vuccati anattàsa¤¤à. 
912 M III 301: sace àkaïkhati -‘pañikkåle appañikkålasa¤¤ã vihareyyanti, appañikkålasa¤¤ã tattha viharati … ‘appañikkåle 

pañikkålasa¤¤ã vihareyyanti… pañikkåla¤-ca appañikkåla¤-ca tad-ubhayaü abhinivajjetvà upekkhako vihareyyaü sato 

sampajàno' ti. A III 169 explains that the purpose of this cognitive training is to counter the arising of lust or anger: mà me 
rajanãyesu dhammesu ràgo udapàdãti, idaü … atthavasaü pañicca appañikkåle pañikkålasa¤¤ã vihareyya. … mà me 

dosanãyesu dhammesu doso udapàdãti, idaü … atthavasaü pañicca pañikkåle appañikkålasa¤¤ã vihareyya. 



Appendix 

 306 

or flying in the air.913  
 The basis for developing such intriguing kinds of mastery is satipaññhàna contempla-
tion.914 The presence of sati directly counteracts automatic and unconscious ways of reacting, 
which are so typical of habits. By directing sati to the early stages of the perceptual process, 
one can train cognition and thereby reshape habitual patterns. Of central importance in this 
context is the receptive quality of mindfulness, which gives full attention to the cognised data. 
Of equal significance is also sati's non-judgemental quality, which avoids immediate reactions.  
 In this way, receptive sati applied to the early stages of the perceptual process can make 
habitual reactions conscious and thereby enable an assessment of the extent to which one is 
reacting automatically and without conscious deliberation. This also reveals the selective and 
filtering mechanisms of perception, highlighting the extent to which subjective experience mir-
rors one's hitherto unconscious presumptions. In this manner, through satipaññhàna contempla-
tion it becomes possible to access and redress a root cause for the arising of unwholesome 
cognitions, and thereby for the activation of influxes (àsava), underlying tendencies (anusaya), 
and fetters (saüyojana), by de-automatising or de-conditioning habits and subconscious evalua-
tions. 
 A practical application of this skill is the topic in the next and final section of my explora-
tion of the contemplation of the sense-spheres.  

 XI.4) The Instruction to Bàhiya 
 ‘Bàhiya of the bark-garment' was a non-Buddhist ascetic who once approached the Bud-
dha for instructions, while the latter was collecting alms food. Still out on the roads of the city, 
the Buddha gave him a short instruction concerned with cognitive training, with the result that 
Bàhiya immediately gained full awakening.915 The Buddha's cryptic instruction was: 
 

"When in the seen will be only what is seen, in the heard only what is heard, in the sensed only what is 
sensed, in the known only what is known, then you will not be ‘by that'; when you are not ‘by that', then 
you will not be ‘therein'; when you are not ‘therein', then you will be neither ‘here', nor ‘there', nor ‘in 
between'. This is the end of dukkha."916 
 

 This instruction directs bare awareness to whatever is seen, heard, sensed, or cognised. 
Maintaining bare awareness in this way prevents the mind from evaluating and proliferating the 
raw data of sense-perception. This corresponds to an interception of the first stages in the se-
quence of the perceptual process, through mindful attention. Here, bare awareness simply reg-
isters whatever arises at a sense-door, without giving rise to biased forms of cognition and to 
unwholesome thoughts and associations.917 In terms of sense-restraint, the stage of making a 

                                                           
913 D III 113. 
914 Cf. S V 295, where an exposition of satipaññhàna is then followed by a description of the ability to influence cognition 
(pañikkåle appañikkålasa¤¤ã). Scientific corroboration of perceptual changes due to meditation can be found in Brown: 
"Differences in Visual Sensitivity", p 727. Cf. also Brown: "Model for the Levels", p 248; Deikman: "Experimental 
Meditation", p 204; and Santucci: "Psychological Observations", p 72. 
915 Ud 8; for this he was noted among the Buddha's disciples as pre-eminent in quick understanding (A I 24: khippàbhi¤¤à). 
S IV 63 and S V 165 report the realisation of a monk by the same name, Bàhiya, based however in one case on 
contemplating the six senses as impermanent, unsatisfactory, and not self, and in the other case on satipaññhàna. According 
to Malalasekera: Dictionary, vol II, p 281-283, these latter two are different from the Bàhiya of the Udàna episode. Another 
Bàhiya who causes dissension among the monks is mentioned at A II 239. At S IV 73 the monk Màluïkyaputta receives the 
‘Bàhiya' instruction, where it again becomes the cause for full awakening, although in this case after a period of practice in 
seclusion.  
916 Ud 8: yato kho te diññhe diññhamattaü bhavissati, sute sutamattaü bhavissati, mute mutamattaü bhavissati, vi¤¤àte 
vi¤¤àtamattaü bhavissati, tato tvaü na tena; yato tvaü na tena, tato tvaü na tattha; yato tvaü na tattha, tato tvaü nevidha na 

huraü na ubhayamantarena. Esevanto dukkhassa; (misprints in the PTS ed. corrected in agreement with the Burm. and Sinh. 
ed., and with the same instruction in the PTS ed. of S IV 73, cf. also Masefield: Udàna, p 16 n 70). The Bàhiya case also 
comes up in the satipaññhàna subcomy Ps-pñ I 357, in the context of kàyasampaja¤¤a. 
917 This seems to be the implication of several passages in the Sutta Nipàta which employ the same terms (diññha, suta, 
muta), cf. Sn 793 and 914: sa sabbadhammesu visenibhåto, yaü ki¤ci diññhaü va sutaü mutaü và; Sn 798: tasmà hi diññhaü 
va sutaü mutaü và … na nissayeyya; Sn 802: tassãdha diññhe va sute mute và, pakappità natthi aõå pi sa¤¤à; Sn 812: evaü 
muni nopalippati yad-idaü diññhasutaü mutesu và. Mahasi: Màlukyaputta, p 42, explains: "when one concentrates only on 
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‘sign' (nimitta) is thereby brought into conscious awareness.918 Establishing bare awareness at 
this stage of the perceptual process prevents the latent tendencies (anusaya), influxes (àsava), 
and fetters (saüyojana) from arising. 
 The activities of seeing, hearing, sensing, and knowing, mentioned in the Bàhiya in-
struction, occur also in the Målapariyàya Sutta. This discourse contrasts the arahant's direct 
comprehension of phenomena with the ordinary way of perception through misconceiving the 
cognised data in various ways.919 The Chabbisodhana Sutta relates the elaborations absent from 
what is seen, heard, sensed, and known by an arahant to freedom from attraction and rejec-
tion.920 Other passages discuss the same set of activities with an additional emphasis on avoid-
ing any form of identification.921 This injunction is particularly pertinent, since according to the 
Alagaddåpama Sutta the activities of seeing, hearing, sensing, and knowing can lead to wrongly 
developing a sense of self.922 Truth be told, passages in the Upaniùads indeed take these ac-
tivities as evidence for the perceiving activity of a self.923 
 According to the Bàhiya instruction, by maintaining bare sati at all sense doors one will 
not be ‘by that', which points to not being carried away by the conditioned sequence of the per-
ceptual process, thereby not modifying experience through subjective biases and evaluative 
cognitions.924 Not being carried away, one is not ‘therein' by way of subjective participation and 
identification.925 Such absence of being ‘therein' draws attention to a key aspect of the 
instruction to Bàhiya, to the realisation of anattà as the absence of a perceiving self. Neither 
being ‘by that' nor ‘therein' constitutes a comparatively advance stage of satipaññhàna practice, 
when the meditator has become able to continuously maintain such bare awareness at all 
sense-doors, thereby not being ‘by that' by remaining free from ‘clinging to anything in the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the act of seeing without thinking over what one has seen, visual perception will last only for an instant … in that case 
defilements will have no time to assert themselves." According to Namto: Wayfaring, p 15: "it is possible to focus on the 
split-second between hearing a sound and recognizing it in the conventional manner." Practical experiences that reflect the 
above injunctions are described in Shattock: Mindfulness, p 68; and Walsh: "Meditative Experiences", p 267. 
918 Compare the detailed treatment given by Màluïkyaputta after receiving the ‘Bàhiya' instructions at S IV 73, where he 
points out how lack of mindfulness (sati muññhà) leads to giving attention to the sign of affection (piyanimitta) and thereby 
to an infatuated state of mind (sàrattacitto): råpaü disvà … saddaü sutvà … gandhaü ghatvà … rasaü bhotvà … phassaü 

phussa … dhammaü ¤atvà … sati muññhà, piyanimittaü manasikaroto, sàrattacitto vedeti, ta¤-ca ajjhosàya tiññhati, tassa 

vaóóhanti vedanà, anekà råpa-(… dhamma)-sambhavà, abhijjhà ca vihesà ca, cittam-assåpaha¤¤ati; evam-àcinato duk-

khaü, àrà nibbànaü vuccati; (same again in part at Th 98-99 and in full at Th 794-817). 
919 M I 1: assutavà puthujjano … diññhaü diññhato sa¤jànàti, diññhaü diññhato sa¤¤atvà diññhaü ma¤¤ati, diññhasmiü 

ma¤¤ati, diññhato ma¤¤ati, diññhaü me ti ma¤¤ati, diññhaü abhinandati (the same is then repeated for suta … muta … vi¤-

¤àta). On the other hand: bhikkhu arahaü … diññhaü diññhato abhijànàti. Diññhaü diññhato abhi¤¤àya diññhaü na 

ma¤¤ati … tam kissa hetu: khayà ràgassa vãtaràgattà … khayà dosassa vãtadosattà … khayà mohassa vãtamohattà. The 
Buddha's ability to see through and fully understand whatever is seen, heard, sensed, or cognised is documented at A II 23: 
yaü … diññhaü sutaü mutaü vi¤¤àtaü pattaü pariyesitaü anuvicaritaü manasà sabbaü taü Tathàgatena abhisambuddhaü; 
and at A II 25: iti kho Tathàgato daññhà daññhabbaü diññhaü na ma¤¤ati adiññhaü na ma¤¤ati daññhabbaü na ma¤¤ati 
daññhàraü na ma¤¤ati, sutvà … mutvà … vi¤¤atvà … 
920 M III 30: diññhe … sute … mute … vi¤¤àte … anupàyo anapàyo anissito appañibaddho vippamutto visaüyutto vimari-

yàdikatena cetasà viharàmi. 
921 M I 136: yam-pidaü diññhaü sutaü mutaü vi¤¤àtaü … tam-pi: netaü mama nesoham-asmi, na me so attà' ti … 

samanupassati … so evaü samanupassanto … na paritassati. Cf. also M III 261: evaü sikkhitabbaü: Yam pidaü diññhaü 
sutaü mutaü vi¤¤àtaü … tam-pi na upàdiyissàmi na ca me tan-nissitaü vi¤¤àõaü bhavissati. 
922 M I 135: assutavà puthujjano … yam-pidaü diññhaü sutaü mutaü vi¤¤àtaü … etaü mama, esoham-asmi, eso me attà' ti 

samanupassati. Cf. also Bhattacharya: "Diññhaü", p 10. 
923 Bçhadàraõyaka Upaniùad 2.4.5: àtmà va are draùñavyaþ ÷rotavyo mantavyo nididhyàsitavyah: maitreyi àtmano và are 
dar÷anena ÷ravaõena matyà vij¤ànenedaü sarvaü viditam (the self should be seen, heard of, thought about, and meditated 
upon, by the seeing, hearing, sensing and cognising of the self everything is known); Bçhadàraõyaka Upaniùad 4.5.6: 
àtmani khalvare dçùñe, ÷rute, mate, vij¤àte, idaü sarvaü viditaü (once the self is seen, heard, sensed, and cognised, 
everything is known). 
924 ‘By that' (tena) in the sense of ‘thereby', compare e.g. Dhp 258: Na tena paõóito hoti yàvatà bahu bhàsati. According to 
Ireland: "Bàhiya", p 160 n 3, tena and tattha "are the key words in this text." 
925 ‘Therein', tattha, is a locative adverb, which can also be translated by ‘there', ‘in that place', or ‘to this place' (Rhys 
Davids: Dictionary, p 295). Vimalo: "Awareness", p 27, renders this passage (tena + tattha): "then you will not be influenced 
by that, if you are not influenced by it, you are not bound to it." For ‘subjective participation' in the sense of affective 
involvement cf. Sn 1086: idha diññhasutamutavi¤¤àtesu piyaråpesu … chandaràgavinodanaü nibbànapadam accutaü. 
Bodhi: Root of Existence, p 13, commenting on the Bàhiya instruction, explains: "what is to be eliminated from cognition is 
precisely the false imputations of subjectivity that distort the incoming data and issue in erroneous judgements and beliefs." 
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world', nor being ‘therein' by continuing to ‘abide independently', as stipulated in the 
satipaññhàna ‘refrain'. 
 According to the final part of the Bàhiya instruction, by maintaining awareness in the 
above manner one will not be established ‘here' or ‘there' or ‘in between'. A way of understand-
ing ‘here' and ‘there' is to take them as representing the subject (senses) and the respective ob-
jects, with ‘in between' standing for the conditioned arising of consciousness.926 According to a 
discourse from the Aïguttara Nikàya, it is the ‘seamstress' craving (taõhà) which ties con-
sciousness (‘the middle') to the senses and their objects (the two opposite ends).927 Applying 
this imagery to the Bàhiya instruction, in the absence of the seamstress craving these three 
conditions for perceptual contact do not get sufficiently ‘tied' together, so to say, for further pro-
liferations. Such absence of unnecessary proliferation is characteristic of the cognitions of ara-
hants, who are no longer influenced by subjective biases and who cognise phenomena without 
self reference. Free from craving and proliferations, they are not identified with either ‘here' 
(senses), or ‘there' (objects), or ‘in between' (consciousness), resulting in freedom from any 
type of becoming, whether it be ‘here', or ‘there', or ‘in between'. 
 
 

Chapter XII: Awakening Factors  

 XII.1) The Awakening Factors 
 Contemplation of the awakening factors proceeds in a way similar to the contemplation 
of the hindrances: first awareness turns to the presence or absence of the respective mental 
quality, followed by investigating the conditions for its presence or absence (see diagram 12.1 
below). However, while in the case of the hindrances contemplation is concerned with the con-
ditions for their future non-arising, with the awakening factors the task is to know how to de-
velop and firmly establish these beneficial mental qualities. The instructions for contemplating 
the awakening factors are: 
 

"If the mindfulness awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the mindfulness awakening 
factor in me'; if the mindfulness awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no mindful-
ness awakening factor in me'; and he also knows how the unarisen mindfulness awakening factor can 
arise, and how the arisen mindfulness awakening factor can be perfected by development. 
If the investigation-of-dhammas awakening factor is present in him, he knows … 
If the energy awakening factor is present in him, he knows: … 
If the joy awakening factor is present in him, he knows … 
If the tranquility awakening factor is present in him, he knows … 
If the concentration awakening factor is present in him, he knows … 
If the equanimity awakening factor is present in him, he knows: ‘there is the equanimity awakening factor 
in me'; if the equanimity awakening factor is not present in him, he knows: ‘there is no equanimity awak-
ening factor in me'; and he also knows how the unarisen equanimity awakening factor can arise, and how 
the arisen equanimity awakening factor can be perfected by development."928 

                                                           
926 Following ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 435. The comy Ud-a 92 however relates these expressions to spheres of rebirth, 
pointing out that on this interpretation, however, 'in between' should not be taken to refer to an intermediate existence 
(antaràbhava). In fact, the Pàli commentarial tradition holds that the moment of rearising follows immediately on the 
moment of passing away. A close examination of the discourses, on the other hand, reveals several instances which suggest 
that from their perspective such a state in between existences did exist, where the being to be reborn (M I 265 and M II 157: 
gandhabba), propelled on by craving (S IV 399: yasmiü samaye ima¤-ca kàyaü nikkhipati satto ca a¤¤ataraü kàyaü 
anupapanno hoti, tam-ahaü taõhåpàdànaü vadàmi), seeks a new existence (M I 48 and Sn 147: sambhavesi), or else can 
attain full awakening in that intermediate state (e.g. D III 237, S V 70, 201, 204, 237, 285, 314, 378, A I 233, A II 134, A IV 
14, 71, 146, 380, and A V 120: antaràparinibbàyi). Cf. also Bodhi: Connected Discourses, p 1902 n 65. 
927 Cf. A III 400: cha ajjhattikàni àyatanàni eko anto, cha bàhiràni àyatanàni dutiyo anto, vi¤¤àõaü majjhe, taõhà sibbanã, 
commenting on Sn 1042: so ubhanta-m-abhi¤¤àya, majjhe mantà na lippati … so idha sibbanim-accagà. Cf. also Dhp 385: 
yassa pàram-apàraü và, pàràpàraü na vijjati, vãtaddaraü visa¤¤uttaü, a passage which may possibly be interpreted in a 
similar way. The seamstress (craving) occurs again at Th 663: ye ca dukkhe sukhasmi¤-ca majjhe sibbanim-accagå. Cf. also 
¥àõananda: Seeing Through, p 19. 
928 M I 61: santaü và ajjhattaü satisambojjhaïgaü ‘atthi me ajjhattaü satisambojjhaïgo' ti pajànàti, asantaü và ajjhattaü 



Appendix 

 309 

 
 This particular set of mental factors provides the conditions conducive to awakening, 
which is why they are termed ‘awakening factors'.929 Just as a river inclines and flows towards 
the ocean, likewise the awakening factors incline towards Nibbàna.930 
 Like the contemplation of the hindrances, the instructions for contemplating the awak-
ening factors do not mention any active endeavour to set up or maintain a particular awakening 
factor, apart from the task of setting up awareness. However, just as the mere presence of sati 
can counter a hindrance, similarly the presence of sati can promote the arising of the other 
awakening factors. According to the ânàpànasati Sutta, the seven awakening factors form a 
conditionally related sequence, with sati as its initial cause and foundation.931 This suggests that 
the development of the awakening factors is a natural outcome of practising satipaññhàna.932 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
satisambojjhaïgaü ‘natthi me ajjhattaü satisambojjhaïgo' ti pajànàti, yathà ca anuppannassa satisambojjhaïgassa uppàdo 

hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti, yathà ca uppannassa satisambojjhaïgassa bhàvanàya pàripårã hoti ta¤-ca pajànàti. (The same is then 
applied to the remaining factors, the dhammavicayasambojjhaïga, viriyasambojjhaïga, pãtisambojjhaïga, passaddhisamboj-
jhaïga, samàdhisambojjhaïga, and the upekkhàsambojjjhaïga). 
929 S V 72: bodhàya saüvattantãti tasmà bojjhaïgàti vuccanti (also at S V 83; and Pañis II 115). Cf. also D III 97: satannaü 
bodhipakkhiyànaü dhammànaü bhàvanam-anvàya diññheva dhamme parinibbàyati; Dhp 89: yesaü sambodhi-aïgesu sammà 
cittaü subhàvitaü … te loke parinibbutà; and Thã 21: ime satta bojjhaïgà maggà nibbànapattiyà. According to Norman: 
Philological Approach, p 29, bodhi is better rendered by ‘awakening' than by ‘enlightenment', a suggestion which I have 
followed. 
930 S V 134: bhikkhu satta bojjhaïge bhàvento bahulãkaronto nibbànaninno hoti nibbànapoõo nibbànapabbhàro. 
931 M III 85 and S V 68: yasmiü samaye bhikkhuno upaññhità sati hoti asammuññhà, satisambojjhaïgo tasmiü samaye bhik-
khuno … bhàveti … So tathàsato viharanto taü dhammaü pa¤¤àya pavicinati pavicarati parivãmaüsaü àpajjati … 

dhammavicayasambojjhaïgo … bhàveti … tassa taü dhammaü pa¤¤àya pavicinato … àraddhaü hoti viriyaü asallãnaü … 

viriyasambojjhaïgo … bhàveti … àraddhaviriyassa uppajjati pãti niràmisà … pãtisambojjhaïgo … bhàveti … pãtimanassa 

kàyo pi passambhati, cittam-pi passambhati … passaddhisambojjhaïgo … bhàveti … passaddhakàyassa sukhino cittaü 

samàdhiyati … samàdhisambojjhaïgo … bhàveti … so tathàsamàhitaü cittaü sàdhukaü ajjhupekkhità hoti … upekkhàsam-

bojjhaïgo tasmiü samaye bhàveti. 
932 S V 73: cattàro satipaññhànà bhàvità bahulãkatà satta bojjhaïge paripårenti; A V 116: cattàro satipaññhànà paripårà 
satta bojjhaïge paripårenti.  
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                Two Stages in the Contemplation of the Seven Awakening Factors: 
             (Diagram 12.1) 
 
                      stage 1:                  knowing the presence or absence of: 

  mindfulness (sati) 
  investigation-of-dhammas (dhammavicaya) 
  energy (viriya) 
  joy (pãti) 
  tranquility (passaddhi) 
  concentration (samàdhi) 
  equanimity (upekkhà) 

 

⇓ 
if absent 

⇓ 

                               ⇓ 
                      if present 
                               ⇓ 

                      stage 2: knowing the conditions 
that lead to arising 

 knowing the conditions that lead to 
further development and perfection 

 
 Sati, besides providing the foundation for the other factors, is moreover the one awak-
ening factor whose development is beneficial at any time and on all occasions.933 The remaining 
six factors can be split into two groups of three: investigation-of-dhammas (dhammavicaya), en-
ergy (viriya), and joy (pãti) are particularly appropriate when the mind is sluggish and deficient 
in energy, while tranquility (passaddhi), concentration (samàdhi), and equanimity (upekkhà) 
are recommended for those occasions when the mind is excited and over-energetic.934  
 In the conditional sequence of the awakening factors, ‘investigation-of-dhammas' (dham-
mavicaya) develops out of well-established mindfulness. Such ‘investigation' seems to combine 
two aspects: on the one hand an enquiry into the nature of experience (by taking ‘dhammas' to 
stand for ‘phenomena'), and on the other a correlation of this experience with the teachings of 
the Buddha (the ‘Dhamma').935 This twofold character also underlies ‘investigation' (vicaya), 
derived from the verb vicinati, whose range of meaning includes both ‘investigation' and 
‘discrimination'.936 Thus ‘investigation-of-dhammas' can be understood as an ‘investigation' of 
subjective experience based on the ‘discrimination' gained through familiarity with the Dham-
ma. Such discrimination refers in particular to the ability to clearly distinguish between what is 
wholesome or skilful for progress on the path, and what is unwholesome or unskilful.937 This di-
rectly contrasts ‘investigation-of-dhammas' with the hindrance doubt (vicikicchà), which arises 
due to lack of clarity about what is wholesome and what unwholesome.938  
                                                           
933 S V 115: satiü ca khvàhaü sabbatthikaü vadàmi. This importance of sati is illustratively compared by the commentators 
to the need for salt when preparing food, Ps I 292: loõadhåpanaü viya sabbabya¤janesu … tenàha sati ca pana sabbatthikà 

vuttà Bhagavatà. The central importance of sati is also brought out at Ps I 243: na hi sativirahitassa anupassanà nàma atthi; 
and Ps-pñ I 363: na hi kadàci satirahità ¤àõappavatti atthi, according to which sati forms the essential condition for ‘con-
templation' and ‘knowledge'. 
934 S V 112: yasmiü samaye lãnaü cittaü hoti … kàlo tasmiü samaye dhammavicayasambojjhaïgassa … viriyasamboj-

jhaïgassa … pãtisambojjhaïgassa bhàvanàya … yasmiü … samaye uddhataü cittaü hoti … kàlo tasmiü samaye passad-

dhisambojjhaïgassa … samàdhisambojjhaïgassa … upekkhàsambojjhaïgassa bhàvanàya. 
935 At S V 68, ‘investigation-of-dhammas' refers to further reflection on earlier heard explanations by elder monks: bhik-
khånam dhammaü sutvà … taü dhammaü pa¤¤àya pavicinati pavicarati parivãmaüsaü àpajjati dhammavicayasambojjhaïgo 

… àraddho hoti. In contrast at S V 111, ‘investigation-of-dhammas' stands for investigating internal and external 
phenomena: yad-api ajjhattaü dhammesu pa¤¤àya pavicinati … yad-api bahiddhà dhammesu pa¤¤àya pavicinati pavicarati 

parivãmaüsam-àpajjati tad-api dhammavicayasambojjhaïgo. 
936 Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 616. 
937 S V 66: kusalàkusalà dhammà, sàvajjànavajjà dhammà, hãnapaõãtà dhammà, kaõhasukkasappatibhàgà dhammà … 

ayam-àhàro … dhammavicayasambojjhaïgassa uppàdàya. On dhammavicaya cf. also Jootla: Investigation, pp 43-48; and 
Ledi: Requisites of Enlightenment, p 105, who assembles the five higher stages of purification, the three contemplations, and 
the ten insight knowledges under this particular awakening factor. According to Mil 83, dhammavicaya is a mental quality of 
crucial importance for realisation: Ekena bojjhaïgena bujjhati: dhammavicayasambojjhaïgena … dhammavicayasamboj-

jhaïgena vinà chahi bojjhaïgehi na bujjhati. 
938 Cf. S V 104, which describes the àhàra (nutriment) for dhammavicayasambojjhaïga in exactly the same terms which S V 
106 uses for the anàhàra for vicikicchà, namely yonisomanasikàra in regard to ‘kusalàkusalà dhammà, sàvajjànavajjà 
dhammà, hãnapaõãtà dhammà, kaõhasukkasappatibhàgà dhammà', (in short at D III 49: akathaükathã kusalesu dham-



Appendix 

 311 

 The development of ‘investigation-of-dhammas' in turn arouses the awakening factor of 
energy (viriya).939 The arising of ‘energy' is related to putting forth effort.940 The discourses fur-
ther qualify such energy with the attribute ‘unshaken'.941 This qualification draws attention to 
the need for effort or energy to be applied with continuity, a specification which parallels the 
quality of being diligent (àtàpã) mentioned in the ‘definition' part of the Satipaññhàna Sutta. Ac-
cording to the discourses, energy can manifest either mentally or physically.942 As an awaken-
ing factor, energy stands in direct opposition to the hindrance sloth and torpor 
(thãnamiddha).943 
 In the sequence of the awakening factors, energy in turn leads to the arising of joy 
(pãti). Joy as an awakening factor is clearly a non-sensual type of joy, such as the joy that can be 
experienced during absorption attainment.944 The progression of the awakening factors then 
leads from joy (pãti), via tranquility (passaddhi), to concentration (samàdhi). This echoes a 
causal sequence often described elsewhere in the discourses, which similarly proceeds from 
joy, tranquility, and happiness to concentration, and then culminates with the arising of wisdom 
and realisation.945  
 As an awakening factor, tranquility (passaddhi) is related to physical and mental calm-
ness and thereby comes as a direct antidote to the hindrance restlessness and worry (uddhacca-
kukkucca).946 As part of the causal sequence leading to concentration, the awakening factor 
tranquility leads to a happy state of mind, which in turn facilitates concentration.947 Concentra-
tion, then, arises due to the development of tranquility and due to lack of distraction.948 Accord-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
mesu). The correlation between these two is further supported by the fact that such clarity is in both cases concerned with 
‘internal' as well as ‘external' dhammas (S V 110 and 111). 
939 According to Debes: "Satipaññhàna", p 292, the effect of investigation-of-dhammas, by finding out the validity and rele-
vance of the Buddha's teachings to experienced reality, is to awaken energy ("Tatkraft"). 
940 S V 66: àrambhadhàtu nikkamadhàtu parakkamadhàtu … ayam-àhàro … viriyasambojjhaïgassa uppàdàya. 
941 S V 68: viriyaü ‘asallãnaü.' 
942 S V 111: yad-api kàyikaü viriyaü … yad-api cetasikaü viriyaü tad-api viriyasambojjhaïgo. Spk III 169 mentions the 
practice of walking meditation as an example for physical viriya. 
943 S V 104: àrambhadhàtu nikkamadhàtu parakkamadhàtu … ayam-àhàro … viriyasambojjhaïgassa; S V 105: àrambha-
dhàtu nikkamadhàtu parakkamadhàtu … ayam-anàhàro thãnamiddhassa. 
944 S V 68 speaks of ‘pãti niràmisa'. Such non-sensual joy can be experienced during the first or second jhàna, cf. S V 111: 
yad-api savitakka savicàra pãti … yad-api avitakka avicàra pãti tad-api pãtisambojjhaïgo. However, pãti in this context is 
not confined to jhànic pãti, since non-sensual pãti can also be the result of insight meditation, cf. e.g. Dhp 374: yato yato 
sammasati khandhànaü udayabbayaü, labhati pãtipàmojjaü. 
945 This sequence leads from pãti via passaddhi, sukha and samàdhi to yathàbhåta¤àõadassana, nibbidà, viràga, and 
vimutti; cf. e.g. S II 32; cf. also chapter VII, footnote 46. 
946 S V 104: kàyapassaddhi cittapassaddhi … ayam-àhàro … passaddhisambojjhaïgassa. For the contrast between pas-
saddhi and uddhaccakukkucca cf. S V 106: cetaso våpasamo … ayam-anàhàro … uddhaccakukkuccassa (although the 
terminology is not exactly the same: cittapassaddhi - cetaso våpasamo). Another noteworthy point is that the discourses 
analyse both the awakening factor tranquility and the hindrance sloth and torpor into a bodily and a mental aspect, 
documenting that both have a physical and a psychological component. 
947 S V 69: passaddhakàyassa sukhaü hoti, sukhino cittaü samàdhiyati. 
948 S V 105: samathanimittaü avyagganimittaü … ayam-àhàro … samàdhisambojjhaïgassa uppàdàya. Vism 134 explains: 
samathanimittanti ca samathassevetam-adhivacanaü, avikkhepaññhena ca tasseva avyagganimittaü. The ‘samathanimitta' is 
also mentioned at D III 213 and S V 66. The term ‘nimitta' occurs also on various other instances, often in apparent relation 
to the development of concentration. Frequently a ‘samàdhinimitta' can be found in the discourses (D III 226, 242, 279, M I 
249, 301, M III 112, A I 115, 256, A II 17, A III 23, 321). Though at M I 301 this samàdhinimitta is related to the four sati-
paññhànas, in other instances it seems to imply the practice of samatha meditation, e.g. M I 249 and M III 112 speak of: 
samàdhinimittaü ajjhattaü eva cittaü saõñhapetabbaü sannisàdetabbaü ekodikàtabbaü samàdahàtabbaü. In some instances 
one also finds a ‘cittanimitta' (e.g. at S V 151 and A III 423), which Th 85 relates to non-sensual happiness: cittanimittassa 
kovido … jhàyaü nipako patissato adhigaccheyya sukhaü niràmisaü, an instance remniscent of the experience of non-sensual 
happiness during absorption. A IV 419 directly relates nimitta to absorption: pañhamaü jhànaü upasampajja viharituü, so 
taü nimittaü àsevati bhàveti bahulãkaroti. Another relevant passage is at M III 157, where the Buddha spoke of nimittaü 
pañivijjhitabbaü (in relation to obhàsa¤ceva sa¤jànàmi dassana¤-ca råpànaü) which could be rendered: you should ‘pene-
trate' or ‘acquire' that nimitta. In fact, the set of defilements to be overcome in this discourse form a unique set, which as such 
does not occur elsewhere and is clearly related to samatha meditation (cf. chapter IX footnote 73). Ps IV 207 however, pos-
sibly having in mind A IV 302, identifies dassana¤-ca råpànaü with dibbacakkhu (divine eye). This reading by the comy 
does not make much sense, since the above passage clearly deals with a level of practice prior even to the first jhàna, while 
the attainment of dibbacakkhu would necessitate attainment of the fourth jhàna. Shwe: Controversy, p 387, explains: 
"anything entering into a causal relation, by which its effect is signified, marked or characterised, is a nimitta. An object, 
image or concept which, on being meditated upon, induces samàdhi (jhàna) is a nimitta." On the term nimitta in a different 
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ing to the discourses, concentration with and without initial mental application (vitakka) can 
serve as an awakening factor.949 
 The culmination point of the development of the awakening factors comes with the es-
tablishment of equanimity (upekkhà), a balanced state of mind resulting from concentration.950 
Such refined mental balance and equipoise corresponds to a level of well developed satipañ-
ñhàna, when the meditator is capable to ‘dwell independently, without clinging to anything in 
the world', as stipulated in the ‘refrain'.951  
 Practically applied, the whole set of the seven awakening factors can be understood to 
describe the progress of satipaññhàna practice to such a level of deep equanimity: Based on well 
established mindfulness, one investigates the nature of subjective reality (viz. investigation of 
dhammas). Once sustained investigation gains momentum (viz. energy), with growing insight 
the object of contemplation becomes clearer and the meditator feels inspired (viz. joy) to con-
tinue with the practice. If at this point the danger of succumbing to elation and agitation can be 
avoided, continued contemplation leads over to a state of tranquility, when the mind effortlessly 
stays with its meditation object without succumbing to distraction (viz. concentration). With 
maturing insight, this process then culminates in a state of firm equanimity and detachment.  
 It is at this point, when the inspired momentum of mindful investigation takes place 
against a background of tranquil composure that the mental equipoise needed for the break-
through to realisation comes about. At this level of practice, a deep sense of completely letting 
go prevails.952 Such equanimity and mental balance, the consummation of the other six awaken-
ing factors, constitutes also the climax point in the commentarial scheme of the insight knowl-
edges, in which ‘equanimity in regard to all conditioned phenomena' (saïkhàrupekkhà¤àõa) 
marks the culmination of the series and the suitable mental condition for the event of realisa-
tion. 
 The profitable effect of the awakening factors stands in direct opposition to the detri-
mental repercussions of the hindrances, a contrast frequently mentioned in the discourses.953 
Both these sets form aspects of satipaññhàna contemplation and are of central importance for 
cultivating the mental conditions conducive to realisation.954 According to the Buddha, these 
two aspects from among the contemplations of dhammas, a removal of the hindrances and an 
establishment of the awakening factors, are the necessary conditions not only for realisation, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
context cf. also chapter XI, footnote 36.  
949 S V 111: yad-api savitakko savicàro samàdhi … yad-api avitakko avicàro samàdhi tad-api samàdhisambojjhaïgo. As 
Vism 126 points out, the jhàna factors already begin to arise during access-concentration, although they become fully stable 
only with the attainment of the first jhàna. Thus savitakka savicàra samàdhi may also include levels of concentration 
bordering on absorption, during which the presence of vitakka and vicàra is responsible for further deepening concentration 
and thereby leading on to the attainment of the first jhàna. Understood in this way, also levels of concentration close to 
absorption, corresponding to the commentarial notion of ‘access concentration', could be put into service as 
samàdhisambojjhaïga. 
950 S V 69: tathà samàhitaü cittaü sàdhukaü ajjhupekkhità hoti. Aronson: "Equanimity", p 2, explains that upekkhà is formed 
from "upa meaning ‘toward' and a derivative of the verb ikkh meaning ‘to see'", and thus conveys a "notion of over-looking a 
situation from a distance." Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 160, points out that "upekkhà … is both the balance of the skilful 
mind and the force which maintains that balance." 
951 M I 56: anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati. 
952 Such ‘letting go' as a central purpose of the bojjhaïgas becomes apparent in a set of attributes frequently associated with 
them, which stipulate that in order to actualise the awakening potential of the bojjhaïgas they need to be based on ‘seclusion', 
on ‘fading away', and on ‘cessation', since in this way they will culminate in ‘relinquishment' (cf. e.g. M III 88: viveka-
nissitaü viràganissitaü nirodhanissitaü vossaggapariõàmiü, because evaü bhàvità satta bojjhaïgà evaü bahulãkatà 
vijjàvimuttiü paripårenti). The same awakening dynamics can also be related to the noble eightfold path (S I 88, S IV 367 
and S V 1-62); and to the five indriyas (S IV 365, S V 239 and 241); or the five balas (S IV 366, S V 249 and 251); cf. also 
Gethin: Path to Awakening, pp 162-168. 
953 The discourses express this contrast by calling the awakening factors anãvaraõà, ‘non-hindrances', e.g. at S V 93. Cf. also 
chapter IX, footnote 24. In the Chinese Madhyama âgama, contemplation of the awakening factors immediately follows 
contemplation of the hindrances in the sequence of the dhamma-contemplations, which illustrates how the removal of the 
latter naturally leads over to a development of the former; cf. Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 94; and Nhat Hanh: 
Transformation, p 163 
954 S V 128: satisambojjhaïgaü … upekkhàsambojjhaïgaü … ayam-pi hetu ayaü paccayo ¤àõàya dassanàya, while: kàma-
ràgapariyuññhitena cetasà … vicikicchàpariyuññhitena cetasà … ayam-pi hetu ayaü paccayo a¤¤àõàya adassanàya. 
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but also for developing mundane types of knowledge.955 
 The same central importance of these two sets of mental qualities is also reflected in the 
fact that all Chinese and Sanskrit versions of contemplation of dhammas do include the hin-
drances and the awakening factors. In contrast, none of these versions mentions the contem-
plation of the five aggregates, and several versions also omit the contemplation of the sense-
spheres and of the four noble truths.956 Thus, what remains as the unanimously accepted core 
of contemplation of dhammas in all different versions are the five hindrances and the seven 
awakening factors, a finding which underlines their importance.957 This finding has a parallel in 
the Vibhaïga, which also lists only these two meditation practices for contemplation of 
dhammas.958 To overcome the hindrances, to practice satipaññhàna, and to establish the 
awakening factors are indeed, according to the Pàli discourses, the key aspects and the 
distinctive feature common to the awakenings of all Buddhas, past, present, and future.959 
 The development of the awakening factors can be combined with a broad range of medi-
tation exercises, including, for example, contemplation of a decaying corpse, the divine abodes, 
mindfulness of breathing, or contemplation of the three characteristics.960 This indicates that to 
contemplate the awakening factors does not mean that one has to relinquish one's primary ob-
ject of meditation. Rather, it means that one is aware of these seven mental qualities as facets of 
the progress to insight, that one consciously develops and balances them so that the contem-
plation of one's primary object can issue in awakening. 
 There is a sense of mental mastery in this ability to overlook the progress of insight dur-
ing satipaññhàna practice and to oversee the harmonious interaction of the awakening factors. 
The discourses illustrate this sense of mental mastery with the ability to choose whatever 
garment is suitable to the occasion from a full wardrobe.961 A survey of the supportive factors 
listed in the commentaries for such mental mastery can be found in diagram 12.2.  
 As indicated by the discourses, a revelation of the awakening factors takes place only 
when a ‘Perfected One' (Tathàgata) and his teaching have arisen.962 Hence, in the eyes of the 
early Buddhists, the development of the awakening factors was a specifically Buddhist teach-
ing. That other contemporary ascetics were also instructing their disciples to develop the awak-
ening factors was, according to the commentaries, a case of mere plagiarism.963 
 

Commentarial Survey of Supportive Conditions for Developing the Awakening Factors:964 

                                                           
955 According to S V 121 they constitute the reason why at times what has been well learned may be forgotten, while at other 
times matters not studied intensively may still be well remembered. 
956 According to Schmithausen: "Vier Konzentrationen", p 248, the four noble truths occur only in the øàriputràbhidharma, 
i.e. they are missing in four out of the five existing versions. The six sense-spheres occur in the Madhyama version, but not 
in the version from the Ekottara (Nhat Than: Transformation, p 176), which has only the awakening factors and, based on 
removal of the hindrances (mentioned at the outset of the discourse), the development of the four jhànas. 
957 Warder: Indian Buddhism, p 86.  
958 Vibh 199. ¥àõatiloka: Guide, p 39, seems to take this ‘omission' on the side of the Vibhaïga as a matter of intentional 
selection. Cf. also Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening, p 74. 
959 D II 83 (same at D III 101 and S V 161): ye te ahesuü atãtaü addhànaü arahanto sammàsambuddhà, sabbe te 
bhagavanto pa¤ca nãvaraõe pahàya … catusu satipaññhànesu supatiññhita città satta bojjhaïge yathàbhåtaü bhàvetvà 

anuttaraü sammàsambodhiü abhisambujjhiüsu. Ye pi te bhavissanti anàgataü addhànaü … Bhagavà pi etarahi …  
960 At S V 129-133 the bojjhaïgas are related to the following meditation subjects: aññhikasa¤¤à … puëavakasa¤¤à … 

vinãlakasa¤¤à … vicchiddakasa¤¤à … uddhumàtakasa¤¤à … mettà … karuõà … mudità … upekkhà … ànàpànasati … 

asubhasa¤¤à … maraõasa¤¤à … àhàre pañikkålasa¤¤à … sabbaloke anabhiratisa¤¤à … aniccasa¤¤à … anicce 

dukkhasa¤¤à … dukkhe anattasa¤¤à … pahànasa¤¤à … viràgasa¤¤à … nirodhasa¤¤à. 
961 S V 71; it is interesting to note that the monk possessing this ability was Sàriputta, who is characterised elsewhere in the 
discourses for his wisdom (e.g. S I 191, and A I 23) and his ability in mental analysis (M III 25). At M I 215 he used the 
same simile to illustrate mental mastery. 
962 S V 77: satta bojjhaïgà … uppajjanti nà¤¤atra sugatavinaya. Again S V 99: Tathàgatassa pàtubhàvà … sattannaü boj-

jhaïgaratanànaü pàtubhàvo hoti. 
963 S V 108 and 112; Spk III 168; cf. also Gethin: Path to Awakening, pp 177-180; and Woodword: Kindred Sayings, vol 
V p 91 n 1. 
964 Sati: satisampaja¤¤aü, muññhassatipuggalaparivajjanatà, upaññhitasatipuggala-sevanatà, tad-adhimuttatà. Dhammavi-
caya: paripucchakatà, vatthuvisadakiriyà, indriyasamattapañipàdanà, duppa¤¤apuggalaparivajjanà, pa¤¤avanta-

gapuggalasevanà, gambhãra¤àõacariyapaccavekkhaõà, tad-adhimuttatà. Viriya: apàyabhayapaccavekkhaõatà, ànisaüsa-
dassàvità, gamanavãthipaccavekkhaõatà, piõóapàtàpacàyanatà, dàyajjamahattapaccavekkhaõatà, satthumahattapac-
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(Diagram 12.2) 
 

mindfulness: 
(sati) 

mindfulness + clear knowledge (satisampaja¤¤a), avoiding unmindful and associating with mind-
ful people, and inclining the mind accordingly (i.e. towards the development of sati) 

investigation: 
(dhammavicaya) 

theoretical inquiry, bodily cleanliness, balance of the five faculties (indriya), avoiding unwise and 
associating with wise people, reflecting on the deeper aspects of the Dhamma, and inclining the 
mind accordingly 

energy: 
(viriya) 

reflecting on the fearfulness of the planes of misery, seeing the benefits of effort, on the path to 
be practised, on honouring the offerings one has received, reflecting on the inspiring qualities of 
the tradition that one is following, of one's teacher, of one's status as a follower of the Buddha, 
and of fellow companions in the holy life, moreover avoiding lazy and associating with energetic 
people, and inclining the mind accordingly 

joy: 
(pãti) 

recollecting the Buddha, the Dhamma, the Saïgha, one’s virtue, one's acts of generosity, heav-
enly beings, and the peace of realisation, moreover avoiding rough and associating with refined 
people, reflecting on inspiring discourses, and inclining the mind accordingly 

tranquility: 
(passaddhi) 

good food, agreeable weather, comfortable posture, balanced behaviour, avoiding restless and as-
sociating with calm people, and inclining the mind accordingly 

concentration: 
(samàdhi) 

bodily cleanliness, balancing the five faculties (indriya), skill in taking up the sign of concentra-
tion (nimitta), skill in inciting, restraining, gladdening, and not interfering with the mind at the 
right time, avoiding distracted and associating with concentrated people, reflecting on the attain-
ment of absorption, and inclining the mind accordingly 

equanimity: 
(upekkhà) 

detachment towards people and things, avoiding prejudiced and associating with impartial people, 
and inclining the mind accordingly 

 
 The relation of the awakening factors to the ‘Perfected One', together with their qualifi-
cation as treasures on another occasion, reminds one of the universal monarch (cakkavatti 
ràja), who is similarly in the possession of seven precious treasures.965 Just as the realisation of 
universal sovereignty depends on those seven precious possessions and is heralded by the 
arising of the wheel-treasure (cakkaratana), so too the realisation of awakening depends on 
seven mental treasures, the awakening factors, and is heralded by the arising of sati. 
 The beneficial effect of the awakening factors is not confined to mental conditions, since 
several discourses report that their recollection sufficed for curing some arahants, including 
the Buddha himself, of physical illness.966 Associations of cure and illness also underlie the for-
mulation of the next and final meditation practice in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, the contemplation 
of the four noble truths. 
 
 

  Chapter XIII: Noble Truths  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
cavekkhaõatà, jàtimahattapaccavekkhaõatà, sabrahmacàrimahattapaccavekkhaõatà, kusãtapuggalaparivajjanatà, 

àraddhaviriyapuggalasevanatà, tad-adhimuttatà. Pãti: buddhànussati, dhamma-saïgha-sãla-càga-devatànussati, upasam-
ànussati, låkhapuggalaparivajjanatà, siniddhapuggalasevanatà, pasàdanãya suttanta paccavekkhaõatà, tad-adhimuttatà. 
Passaddhi: paõãtabhojanasevanatà, utusukhasevanatà, iriyàpathasukhasevanatà, majjhattapayogatà, sàraddha-

kàyapuggalaparivajjanatà, passaddhakàyapuggalasevanatà, tad-adhimuttatà. Samàdhi: vatthuvisadakiriyatà, 

indriyasamattapañipàdanatà, nimittakusalatà, samaye cittassa paggaõhanatà, samaye cittassa niggaõhanatà, samaye sam-

pahaüsanatà, samaye ajjhupekkhaõatà, asamàhitapuggalaparivajjanatà, samàhitapuggalasevanatà, jhànavimokkhapac-

cavekkhaõatà, tad-adhimuttatà. Upekkhà: sattamajjhattatà, saïkhàramajjhattatà, sattasaïkhàrakelàyanapuggalaparivaj-
janatà, sattasaïkhàramajjhattapuggalasevanatà, tad-adhimuttatà; (taken from Ps I 290-299). 
965 S V 99 presents both the ‘bojjhaïga-ratana' (awakening factors as treasures) of a Tathàgata and the seven precious 
possessions of a cakkavatti ruler: cakkaratana, hatthiratana, assaratana, maõiratana, itthiratana, gahapatiratana, 
pariõàyakaratana, (these are a wheel, an elephant, a horse, a jewel, a woman, a steward, and a counsellor, each endowed 
with magical qualities), which Spk III 154 then correlates individually. 
966 S V 79-81, where Kassapa, Moggallàna, and the Buddha were each cured from illness by a recitation of the bojjhaïgas. 
The effect of thus recalling and probably at the same time also re-establishing the constellation of mental factors that had lead 
each of them to full awakening was apparently powerful enough to effect an abating of their physical disease. On the curative 
effect of the bojjhaïgas comment. also Dhammananda: Meditation, p 134; and Piyadassi: Satta Bojjhaïgà, pp 2-4. The 
Chinese âgamas have only preserved the instance involving the Buddha, not the other two, cf. Akanuma: Catalogue, p 242.  
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 XIII.1) The Four Noble Truths  
 The instructions for the final exercise among the satipaññhàna contemplations are: 
 

"He knows as it really is: ‘this is dukkha', he knows as it really is: ‘this is the arising of dukkha', he knows 
as it really is: ‘this is the cessation of dukkha', he knows as it really is: ‘this is the way leading to the 
cessation of dukkha.'"967 
 
 According to more detailed expositions found in other discourses, the first of the four 
noble truths relates dukkha to physical events such as disease and death, and to the mental 
displeasure which arises from being unable to satisfy desires and wishes. As the same first 
noble truth points out, all these forms of dukkha can in the final count be traced to the basic 
fivefold clinging at existence by way of the aggregates.968 
 Although the Buddha placed much emphasis on dukkha, this does not mean that his 
analysis of reality was only concerned with the negative aspects of existence. In fact, an under-
standing of dukkha and its arising leads on to the third and the fourth noble truths, which are 
concerned with the positive values of freedom from dukkha and the practical path leading to 
that freedom. As the Buddha himself expressly stated, a realisation of the four noble truths will 
be accompanied by happiness, and the noble eightfold path is a path productive of joy.969 This 
goes to show that understanding dukkha is not necessarily a matter of frustration and despair. 
 Dukkha is often translated as ‘suffering'. Suffering, however, represents only one aspect 
of dukkha, a term whose range of implications is difficult to capture with a single English 
word.970 Dukkha can be derived from the Sanskrit kha, one meaning of which is the ‘axle-hole of 
a wheel', and the antithetic prefix duþ (=dus), which stands for ‘difficulty' or ‘badness'.971 The 
entire term then evokes the image of a wheel-axle being off-centre with respect to its axle-hole. 
Based on this image, dukkha points to ‘disharmony' or ‘friction'. Alternatively dukkha can be re-
lated to the Sanskrit stha, ‘standing' or ‘abiding', combined with the same antithetic prefix 
duþ.972 Dukkha in the sense of ‘standing badly' then conveys nuances of ‘uneasiness' or of being 
‘uncomfortable'.973 In order to catch the various nuances of ‘dukkha', a possible way of 
translating it is ‘unsatisfactoriness', though it might be best to leave the term untranslated.  
 The need for a careful translation of the term can be demonstrated with a passage from 
the Nidànasaüyutta, where the Buddha stated that whatever is felt is included within dukkha.974 
To understand dukkha here as an affective quality and to take it as implying that all feelings are 
‘suffering' conflicts with the Buddha's analysis of feelings into three mutually exclusive types, 
which are, in addition to unpleasant feeling, pleasant and neutral feelings.975 On another occa-

                                                           
967 M I 62: ‘idaü dukkhan'-ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, ‘ayaü dukkhasamudayo' ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, ‘ayaü dukkhanirodho' 
ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, ‘ayaü dukkhanirodhagàminã pañipadà' ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. 
968 S V 421: jàti pi dukkhà jarà … vyàdhi … maraõam … appiyehi sampayogo … piyehi vippayogo … yam-picchaü na la-

bhati … saïkhittena pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà pi dukkhà. Gethin: Path to Awakening, p 18, comments: "understanding the first 
noble truth involves not so much the revelation that dukkha exists, as the realisation of what dukkha is." Hamilton: Identity 
and Experience, p 206, points out that "the first noble truth … can most accurately be understood if it is borne in mind that 
this is a truth statement, not a value judgement." 
969 S V 441: na kho panàham saha dukkhena saha domanassena catunnam-ariyasaccànam-abhisamayaü vadàmi, api càhaü 
saha sukhena saha somanassena catunnam-ariyasaccànam- abhisamayaü vadàmi; M I 118: pãtigamanãyo' ti … ariyassetaü 

aññhaïgikassa maggassa adhivacanaü. 
970 Cf. Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 324; and Wijesekera: Vedic Studies, p 75. 
971 Monier-Williams: Dictionary, pp 334 (kha) and 483 (duþkha); cf. also Smith: Religions of Man, p 109. The correspond-
ing Pàli terms are the prefix du (difficulty, badness), and akkha (axle of a wheel), cf. Rhys Davids: Dictionary, pp 2 and 324. 
Vism 494 gives another rather imaginative explanation of the term, by relating kha to àkàsa (space), which is then supposed 
to represent the absence of permanence, beauty, happiness, and self. 
972 Monier-Williams: Dictionary, p 1262.  
973 Cf. also ¥àõamoli: Path of Purification, p 823 n 8, who suggests "uneasiness" as a preferable rendering for dukkha when 
this is used as a characteristic of the whole of experience. 
974 S II 53: yaü ki¤ci vedayitaü taü dukkhasmiü. 
975 D II 66: yasmiü samaye sukhaü vedanaü vedeti, neva tasmiü samaye dukkhaü vedanaü vedeti, na adukkhamasukhaü 
vedanaü vedeti, sukhaü yeva tasmiü samaye vedanaü vedeti. Other passages, in fact, document that according to the Buddha 
certain kinds of experiences and corresponding realms of existence are ‘ekantasukha', pure pleasure or happiness, e.g. at M I 
76: ekantasukhà vedanà vediyamànaü; or at M II 37: atthi ekantasukho loko, atthi àkàravatã pañipadà ekantasukhassa 
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sion, the Buddha explained his earlier statement that ‘whatever is felt is included within dukkha' 
to refer to the impermanent nature of all conditioned phenomena.976 The changing nature of 
feelings, however, need not necessarily be experienced as ‘suffering', since in the case of a pain-
ful experience, for example, change may be experienced as pleasant.977 Thus all feelings are not 
‘suffering', nor is their impermanence ‘suffering', but all feelings are ‘unsatisfactory', since they 
cannot provide lasting satisfaction. 
 Dukkha as a qualification of all conditioned phenomena is not necessarily experienced 
as ‘suffering', since to suffer depends on someone being sufficiently attached to suffer. This is 
in fact the implication of the second noble truth, which points out that in order for the 
unsatisfactory nature of phenomena in the world to lead to actual suffering, the necessary 
requirement is the presence of craving (taõhà).978 As the third noble truth indicates, once all 
traces of attachment and craving have been eradicated by the arahant, such suffering is also 
eradicated.979 Thus actual ‘suffering', unlike ‘unsatisfactoriness', is not a quality inherent in the 
phenomena of the world, but only inherent in the way how the unawakened mind experiences 
them. This much is indeed the underlying theme of the whole set of the four noble truths, 
namely that the suffering caused by attachment and craving can be overcome by awakening. 
That is, for an arahant the unsatisfactory nature of all conditioned phenomena is no longer 
capable of causing any mental suffering. 
 The fourth noble truth then treats the conditions for such overcoming in detail, by de-
picting the practical way (magga, pañipadà) to be undertaken. This noble eightfold path covers 
the central activities and qualities to be cultivated in order to bring about the transformation 
from ignorant ‘worldling' (puthujjana) to arahant.980 Since in this context right mindfulness 
(sammàsati) is juxtaposed with other factors such as view, speech, and action, the noble 
eightfold path sets the necessary framework for a development of satipaññhàna.981 
 The four noble truths express the essence of the Buddha's awakening and form a cen-
tral theme in what is recorded as his first formal discourse.982 Since these four truths accord 
with reality, they are further qualified as ‘noble', as the four ‘noble' truths.983 The underlying 
fourfold structure parallels a fourfold method of diagnosis and prescription used in ancient 
Indian medicine (see diagram 12.3 below).984 Similar nuances occur in several discourses, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
lokassa sacchikiriyàya. Cf. also Nanayakkara "Impermanence", p 538. 
976 S IV 216: yaü ki¤ci vedayitaü, taü dukkhasminti, taü kho panetaü mayà saïkhàrànaü yeva aniccataü sandhàya bhàsitaü. 
M III 208 discusses the same statement. Cf. also ¥àõamoli: Middle Length Discourses, p 1340 n 1227; and ¥àõavãra: 
Clearing the Path, p 477. 
977 M I 303: dukkhà vedanà … vipariõàma sukhà. 
978 E.g. at S V 421: dukkhasamudayam-ariyasaccaü. Yàyaü taõhà ponobhavikà nandã-ràgasahagatà tatra tatràbhinandinã, 
seyyathãdaü, kàmataõhà, bhavataõhà, vibhavataõhà. Cf. also Gruber: Vipassanà, pp 94 and 194; and Nanayakkara: 
"Dukkha", p 699. 
979 S V 421: dukkhanirodham-ariyasaccaü. Yo tassà yeva taõhàya asesaviràganirodho càgo pañinissaggo mutti anàlayo. 
980 In addition to the eightfold enumeration of the path-factors, occasionally a fivefold presentation can be found, applicable 
to the context of meditation and presupposing the previous fulfilment of right speech, action and livelihood, cf. M III 289, 
Vibh 238-240, and the discussion at Kv 600; ¥àõatiloka: Guide, p 32. A tenfold enumeration also occurs (e.g. at D II 217 and 
M III 76), which adds qualities of the arahant: sammà¤àõa and sammàvimutti (right knowledge and liberation). 
981 Satipaññhàna as the path factor of right mindfulness is in particular closely interrelated with sammàdiññhi (right view), 
since on the one hand right mindfulness is required to establish right view, cf. M III 72: so sato micchàdiññhiü pajahati, sato 
sammàdiññhiü upasampajja viharati, (this sati is further on defined as sammàsati), while on the other hand, right view 
serves as a basis for all other path factors, cf. D II 217: sammàdiññhissa sammàsaïkappo pahoti … sammàsati pahoti … 

sammàsamàdhi pahoti, and M I 71: sammàdiññhi … pubbaïgamà. According to Vibh 242, sammàdiññhi is the root (hetu) of 
the other seven path-factors. The need for right view as a foundation for progress on the path is also emphasised by Bodhi: 
Right View, p 3; and Story: "Buddhist Meditation", p 167. 
982 S V 423: yato ca kho me … imesu catusu ariyasaccesu … yathàbhåtaü ¤àõadassanaü suvisuddhaü ahosi, athàhaü … 

‘anuttaraü sammàsambodhiü abhisambuddho' ti pacca¤¤àsiü. 
983 Cf. S V 435: cattàri ariyasaccàni tathàni avitathàni ana¤¤athàni, tasmà ‘ariyasaccànã'-ti vuccanti. Another discourse at 
S V 435 offers the alternative explanation that they are so called since their author is the ‘Noble One': sadevake loke … 

Tathàgato ariyo, tasmà ‘ariyasaccànã'-ti vuccanti. This discourse, unlike the preceding one, is missing from the Chinese 
âgamas, cf. Akanuma: Catalogue, p 263. According to Norman: "Truths", p 389 the attribute ariya may not have been part of 
the historically earliest formulations of the four (noble) truths. 
984 De la Vallee Poussin: "Vyàdhisåtra", p 580; de Silva: Freudian Psychology, p 166; and Pande: Origins of Buddhism, p 
398. According to Wezler: "Quadruple Division", pp 312-324, there is no evidence for this scheme to have predated the 
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which compare the Buddha to a doctor and his teaching to medicine.985 This presentation 
underlines the pragmatic orientation of the four noble truths as a practical investigation of 
reality.986 
 
   The Scheme of the Four Noble Truths: 
          (Diagram 13.1)  
 

disease: dukkha 

virus: craving 

health: Nibbàna 

cure: path 

 
 Each of the four noble truths makes its own demand on the practitioner: dukkha has to 
be ‘understood', its origination has to be ‘abandoned', its cessation has to be ‘realised', and the 
practical path to this realisation has to be ‘developed'.987 In particular: the five aggregates are to 
be understood, ignorance and craving for existence are to be abandoned, knowledge and free-
dom are to be realised, and tranquility (samatha) and insight (vipassanà) are to be 
developed.988  
 Just as the footprints of all animals can fit within the footprint of an elephant, so too, 
whatever wholesome states there are, all of them are embraced by the four noble truths.989 On 
the other hand, to believe that one can realise awakening without having understood the four 
noble truths is like trying to construct the upper floors of a house without having first con-
structed its lower floors and foundation.990 Taken together, these statements underscore the 
central importance of the four noble truths.  
 For the purpose of contemplation (anupassanà), the Dvayatànupassanà Sutta proposes 
to focus either on dukkha and its arising, or on its cessation and the path leading to its cessa-
tion.991 This then corresponds to the two stage sequence found throughout the contemplations 
of dhammas, where in each case the recognition of the presence or absence of a particular phe-
nomenon includes also directing mindfulness to the causes related to presence or absence (see 
diagram 12.4 below).  
 Practically applied to a mundane level, contemplation of the four noble truths can, for 
example, be directed to patterns of clinging (upàdàna) at existence occurring in everyday life, 
such as when one's expectations get frustrated, when one's position is threatened, or when 
things do not go the way one wants (yam-picchaü na labhati). The task here is to acknowledge 
the underlying pattern of craving (taõhà) that has led to the build-up of clinging and 
expectations, and also its resultant manifestation in some form of dukkha. This understanding 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Buddha's formulation of the four noble truths, so that it is also possible that it was adopted from his teaching by the medical 
sciences. Parallels to the four noble truths occur also in the Yoga Såtra by Pata¤jali, II 15-26, a detailed discussion of which 
can be found in Wezler: "Quadruple Division", pp 301-307. 
985 M II 260 and A IV 340: ‘bhisakko' ti … Tathàgatassetaü adhivacanaü; A III 238 explains: seyyathà pi bho puriso 
àbàdhiko dukkhito bàëhagilàno, tassa kusalo bhisakko ñhànaso àbàdhaü nãhareyya, evam-eva … yato yato tassa bhoto 
Gotamassa dhammaü suõàti … tato tato sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupàyàsà abbhatthaü gacchanti; again at It 101: 
aham-asmi … anuttaro bhisakko sallakatto; ‘sallakatto' occurs also at Sn 560 and 562; while Th 1111 has: mahàbhisak-
ko. Cf. also Ehara: Vimuttimagga, p 275; and Vism 512. 
986 Buswell: "Introduction", p 3, speaks of early Buddhism's "spiritual pragmatism according to which the truth of a religious 
proposition consists in its practical utility." 
987 S V 436: dukkhaü ariyasaccaü pari¤¤eyyaü … dukkhasamudayaü ariyasaccaü pahàtabbaü … dukkhanirodhaü 

ariyasaccaü sacchikàtabbaü … dukkhanirodhagàminã pañipadà ariyasaccaü bhàvetabbaü. 
988 S V 52 and A II 247: pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà … ime dhammà abhi¤¤à pari¤¤eyyà … avijjà ca bhavataõhà ca, ime dham-

mà abhi¤¤à pahàtabbà … vijjà ca vimutti ca, ime dhammà abhi¤¤à sacchikàtabbà … samatho ca vipassanà ca, ime dhammà 

abhi¤¤à bhàvetabbà. Cf. also S III 159 and 191: råpam … vi¤¤àõam, ime vuccanti pari¤¤eyyà dhammà … ràgakkhayo 

dosakkhayo mohakkhayo … vuccati pari¤¤à. 
989 M I 184: ye keci kusalà dhammà sabbe te catusu ariyasaccesu saïgahaü gacchanti. 
990 S V 452. 
991 Sn (prose previous to verse 724): ‘idaü dukkhaü, ayaü dukkhasamudayo' ti ayam ekànupassanà; ‘ayaü dukkhanirodho, 
ayaü dukkhanirodhagàminã pañipadà' ti, ayaü dutiyànupassanà. 
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in turn forms the necessary basis for letting go of craving (taõhàya pañinissagga). With such 
letting go, clinging and dukkha can as well, at least momentarily, be overcome. Practised in this 
way, one will become increasingly able to ‘fare evenly amidst the uneven'.992 
 

   Two Stages in the Contemplation of the Four Noble Truths: 
       (Diagram 13.2) 
 

              stage 1:  knowing: 
dukkha 

 knowing: 
cessation of dukkha 

 

⇓ ⇓ 
              stage 2: knowing the condition that 

leads to the arising of dukkha:  
craving 

 knowing the conditions that lead 
to the overcoming of dukkha: 

noble eightfold path 

 
 The four noble truths, listed as the final meditation practice in this satipaññhàna, do not 
only constitute the conclusion of this series of contemplations, but can also be interrelated with 
each of the other contemplations of dhammas.993 The commentaries go further by relating each 
of the meditation practices described throughout the entire Satipaññhàna Sutta to the scheme of 
the four noble truths.994 In fact, the successful completion of any satipaññhàna contemplation is 
to realise Nibbàna, which corresponds to knowing the third noble truth ‘as it really is'.995 Yet, a 
full understanding of the third noble truth implies a penetration of all four, since each one is but 
a different facet of the same central realisation.996 Thus the four noble truths form indeed the 
culmination of any successful implementation of satipaññhàna as the direct path to Nibbàna. 
 

  Chapter XIV: Realisation 
 
 In the present chapter I turn to the concluding passage of the Satipaññhàna Sutta, which 
gives a ‘prediction' of realisation within a variable time period. The passage reads: 
 

"If anyone should develop these four satipaññhànas in such a way for seven years … six years … five years 
… four years … three years … two years … one year … seven months … six months … five months … 
four months … three months … two months … one month … half a month … seven days, one of two 
fruits could be expected for him: either final knowledge here and now, or, if there is a trace of clinging 
left, non-return.  
So it was with reference to this that it was said: Monks, this is the direct path for the purification of be-
ings, for the surmounting of sorrow and lamentation, for the disappearance of dukkha and discontent, for 
acquiring the true method, for the realisation of Nibbàna, namely, the four satipaññhànas."997 
                                                           
992 S I 4 and 7: caranti visamasamaü, an expression illustrating the inner balance and flexibility of the arahants. 
993 S IV 86 applies the scheme of the four noble truths to an understanding of the six sense-spheres: cakkhu¤-ca pañicca råpe 
ca uppajjati cakkhuvi¤¤àõaü, tiõõaü saïgati phasso, phassapaccayà vedanà, vedanàpaccayà taõhà, ayaü dukkhassa 

samudayo … tassà yeva taõhàya asesaviràganirodhà … ayaü dukkhassa atthagamo, (cf. also S V 426); while M I 191 and S 
V 425 do the same in regard to the aggregates. In the Satipaññhàna Sutta itself, the contemplations of the hindrances and of 
the awakening factors reveal an underlying pattern paralleling the diagnostic scheme of the four noble truths, since each 
observation turns to the presence of the respective mental quality, its absence, and the causes for presence or absence. 
994 The four noble truth scheme is applied at Ps I 250 to mindfulness of breathing, at Ps I 252 to the four postures, at Ps I 270 
to activities, at Ps I 271 to the anatomical parts, at Ps I 272 to the four elements, at Ps I 279 to feelings, at Ps I 280 to mind, 
at Ps I 286 to the hindrances, at Ps I 287 to the aggregates, at Ps I 289 to the sense-spheres, and at Ps I 300 to the awakening 
factors. 
995 Vibh 116: nirodha saccaü asaïkhataü. Cf. also S V 442, according to which a distinctive quality of a stream-enterer is: yo 
‘idaü dukkhan'-ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, ‘ayaü dukkhasamudayo' ti … ‘ayaü dukkhanirodho' ti … ‘ayaü dukkhanirodha-

gàminã pañipadà' ti yathàbhåtaü pajànàti.  
996 S V 437: yo dukkhaü passati dukkhasamudayam-pi so passati, dukkhanirodham-pi passati, dukkhanirodhagàminiü 
pañipadam-pi passati. Cf. also Kv 218; Vism 690-692; Bodhi: Noble Eightfold Path, p 126; and Cousins: Nibbàna and 
Abhidhamma, p103. In fact, according to Sn 884 there is only one truth, ekaü hi saccaü na dutiyaü atthi, so that the scheme 
of four truths does not imply four separate truths. 
997 M I 62: yo hi koci ime cattàro satipaññhàne evaü bhàveyya satta vassàni … cha vassàni … pa¤ca vassàni … cattàri vas-

sàni … tãõi vassàni … dve vassàni … ekaü vassaü … satta màsàni … cha màsàni … pa¤ca màsàni … cattàri màsàni … tãõi 



Appendix 

 319 

 
 I will at first examine this prediction and in particular discuss whether the progress to-
wards realisation is ‘gradual' or ‘sudden'. In addition, I will try to provide some ideas, perspec-
tives, and suggestions on the above mentioned goal of satipaññhàna, the ‘realisation of Nibbàna'. 

 XIV.1) Gradual and Sudden  
 The prediction regarding the potential fruits of satipaññhàna mentions two realisations, 
non-return and arahant-ship, the higher two of the four stages of awakening. The fact that only 
the two higher stages of realisation are mentioned underlines the thoroughness of satipaññhàna 
as the ‘direct path' to Nibbàna, drawing attention to its potential of leading ‘at least' to the eradi-
cation of the five lower fetters (saüyojana), and therewith to complete freedom from sensual 
desire and aversion.998 
 The other noteworthy feature of this prediction is the way in which the time can vary for 
satipaññhàna practice to bear fruit.999 Apparently, even someone of inferior ability can gain free-
dom from desire and aversion within a maximum of seven years, while someone of superior 
ability may do the same within only seven days.1000 However, in evaluating this prediction it 
needs to be kept in mind that the number ‘seven' may have only a symbolic character in this 
context, simply indicating a complete period or cycle of time.1001  
 The prediction of realisation in the Chinese Madhyama âgama allows for even quicker 
awakening than the Pàli discourses, since here realisation can occur in the evening even if 
practice has only started that same morning.1002 The possibility of such instant realisation 
through satipaññhàna, within the interval of just one day or night, is also documented in the Pàli 
commentaries,1003 while in the discourses the same is stated in relation to the five ‘factors of 
striving' (pa¤ca padhàniyaïga).1004 
 The varying time periods for the practice of satipaññhàna to bear fruit suggest that the 
decisive breakthrough to realisation can happen at any time, provided the practice of satipañ-
ñhàna is undertaken in accordance with the instructions given in the Satipaññhàna Sutta. That 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
màsàni … dve màsàni … ekaü màsaü … aóóhamàsaü … sattàhaü … tassa dvinnaü phalànaü a¤¤ataraü phalaü pàñikaïkhaü 

- diññheva dhamme a¤¤à, sati và upàdisese anàgàmità. Ekàyano ayaü, bhikkhave, maggo sattànaü visuddhiyà 

sokapariddavànaü samatikkamàya dukkhadomanassànaü atthagamàya ¤àyassa adhigamàya nibbànassa sacchikiriyàya 

yadidaü cattàro satipaññhànàti. Iti yan-taü vuttaü idam-etaü pañicca vuttaü. The same prediction concerning the higher two 
stages of awakening occurs again for satipaññhàna at S V 181, and for ànàpànasati at S V 314, but also in a variety of other 
contexts, e.g. at S V 129-133, 236, A III 82, 143, A V 108, Sn 724-765, and It 39-41. 
998 The freedom from sensual desire and aversion envisaged in the prediction echoes to some extent the ‘definition' part of the 
discourse, which relates the practice of satipaññhàna to freedom from desires and discontent, M I 56: vineyya loke 
abhijjhàdomanassaü. Horner: "Four Ways", p 792, however understands the expression ‘sati và upàdisese' ('if there is a trace 
of clinging left') to represent sa-upàdisesa in contrast to anupàdisesa Nibbàna (the arahant's awakening against his or her 
passing away); cf. also Masefield: "Controversy", p 221. 
999 The same occurs again in a different context at D III 55, where the Buddha stated that within such a variable time period 
he could guide a disciple to realisation. This instance could be a reference to satipaññhàna, since the Buddha did not further 
specify in what he would instruct the disciple. 
1000 On this passage comment Knight: Mindfulness, p 3; and Solé-Leris: Tranquility & Insight, p 103. 
1001 According to Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 673, the number seven is invested with a "peculiar magic nimbus" in Pàli, 
which mitigates against taking the above prediction too literally. An example of such symbolic use of the number seven can 
be found at A IV 89, where the Buddha related a past life of his in which, as a fruit of ‘seven' years of mettà practice, he was 
not reborn in this world for ‘seven' aeons, for ‘seven' times he became a Mahà Brahmà, for many times ‘seven' he became a 
universal monarch, possessed of the ‘seven' treasures. Furthermore, in the above prediction at the end of the Satipaññhàna 
Sutta it is noticeable that, when counting down, ‘one year' is not followed by ‘eleven months', as should be expected, but by 
‘seven months', documenting that the sequence does not follow mathematical logic. According to Dumont: "Conception of 
Kingship", p 73: "the number seven … indicates a totality" (in ancient India). 
1002 Minh Chau: Madhyama âgama, p 94; and Nhat Than: Transformation, p 166. 
1003 Ps I 302: tikkhapa¤¤aü pana sandhàya, ‘pàto anusiññho sàyaü visesaü adhigamissati, sàyaü anusiññho pàto visesaü 
adhigamissatã'-ti vuttaü. 
1004 M II 96, however with the specification: Tathàgataü vinàyakaü labhamàno, i.e. the Buddha himself were to train the 
practitioner, a specification which is not stipulated in the Satipaññhàna Sutta. This suggests that for realisation within a 
single days time the personal presence of the Buddha as the teacher is required. The five factors of striving mentioned in this 
discourse are: confidence, physical health, honesty, energy, and wisdom regarding the arising and disappearance of 
phenomena (this last could be taken to represent the wisdom gained through satipaññhàna practice, especially in regard to 
contemplating the nature of arising and of passing away, stipulated in the satipaññhàna ‘refrain'). 
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is, once sati is well established (supatiññhita), every moment is pregnant with potential awaken-
ing. This brings up the question, to what extent the progress to realisation follows a ‘gradual' 
pattern, as against an unexpected ‘sudden' breakthrough to awakening.1005  
 According to the discourses, it is impossible to exactly measure the quantity of defile-
ments eradicated during a day of practice, just as a carpenter cannot measure the extent to 
which the handle of his adze has worn out during a day of use. Yet, just as a carpenter after re-
peated use will realise that the handle has worn out, so will a meditator, after repeated practice, 
realise that the defilements are growing weaker and being eradicated.1006 This perspective of 
the progress towards realisation depicts awakening as something achieved by a gradual, 
though not precisely measurable, evolution of practice.  
 The gradual nature of the progress towards realisation is a recurring theme in the dis-
courses.1007 A passage in the Aïguttara Nikàya, for example, illustrates the gradual character of 
the process of purification with the gradual refining of gold, where at first gross and middling 
impurities are removed, followed in turn by removing finer impurities.1008 Similarly in the realm 
of mental culture one at first removes the gross types of impurities, and only then is able to pro-
ceed to subtler levels.  
 According to the discourses, one's progress in the practice of the Dhamma gradually 
deepens, comparable to the gradual deepening of the ocean.1009 Another simile compares the 
practice of the threefold training in ethical conduct (sãla), concentration (samàdhi), and wisdom 
(pa¤¤à) to a farmer, who has to plant and water his crop in due time. Neither the farmer, nor a 
practitioner of the threefold training have the magical power to say: let my effort ripen now and 
bear fruit. Yet, their constant effort will bring about the desired results.1010 This simile indicates 
that the progress to awakening follows a natural dynamic, comparable to the growth of plants in 
nature.  
 Another illustration of the progress towards realisation is the simile of a hen sitting on 
her eggs. Just as the hen's sustained sitting on her eggs will in due course lead to the hatching 
of the chicks, so too a practitioner's sustained practice will in due course lead to realisation.1011 
The chicks' hatching and ‘suddenly' breaking out of their shells depends on a ‘gradual' process 
of inner development due to the hen sitting on the eggs. In a similar way, the ‘sudden' break-
through to Nibbàna depends on a ‘gradual' process of inner development and mental cultiva-
tion. Just as the hen cannot directly make the chicks break their shells, similarly the break-
through to Nibbàna cannot be directly made to happen. Both will occur in their own time, if the 
necessary conditions are in place.  
 These passages clearly indicate that the progress to awakening follows a gradual pat-
tern. On the other hand, however, several of the stream-entry realisations reported in the dis-
courses take place in a rather ‘sudden' manner, usually while listening to a discourse given by 
the Buddha. On considering these instances it seems almost as if to hear a discourse were suf-
ficient for awakening, without much need to gradually develop concentration and engage in in-
sight meditation.1012 Here, however, it needs to be taken into consideration that if someone had 

                                                           
1005 On ‘sudden' and ‘gradual' cf. also Gethin: Path to Awakening, pp 132, 246; and Nanayakkara: "Insight", p 581. Pensa: 
"Meditational States", p 335, relates this distinction to the difference between peak- and plateau-experiences. 
1006 S III 154 and A IV 127: bhàvanaü anuyuttassa bhikkhuno viharato ki¤càpi na evaü ¤àõaü hoti - ‘ettakaü me ajja 
àsavànaü khãõaü, ettakaü hiyyo, ettakaü pare' ti, atha khvàssa khãõekhãõanteva ¤àõaü hoti. 
1007 M I 479: nàhaü àdikeneva a¤¤àràdhanaü vadàmi, api ca anupubbasikkhà anupubbakiriyà anupubbapañipadà a¤-
¤àràdhanà hoti. M III 2: sakkà imasmiü dhammavinaye anupubbasikkhà anupubbakiriyà anupubbapañipadà pa¤¤àpetuü. A 
I 162: anupubbena nibbànaü adhigacchanti paõóità. Cf. also Strenski: "Gradual Enlightenment", pp 4 and 8.  
1008 At A I 254. Cf. also Dhp 239: anupubbena medhàvã, thokaü thokaü khaõe khaõe, kammàro rajatasseva, niddhame ma-
lam-attano. 
1009 Vin II 238, A IV 200, 207 and Ud 54: seyyathà pi mahàsamuddo anupubbaninno … evam-eva imasmiü dhammavinaye 

anupubbasikkhà anupubbakiriyà anupubbapañipadà, na àyatakeneva a¤¤àpañivedho. 
1010 A I 240: taü bhikkhuno natthi sà iddhi và ànubhàvo và, ajjeva me anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü vimuccatu sve và utta-
rassevàti. Atha kho hoti so samayo yaü tassa bhikkhuno adhisãlami sikkhato adhicittam-pi sikkhato adhipa¤¤am-pi sikkhato 

anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü vimuccati. 
1011 M I 104, M I 357, S III 154, and A IV 125. 
1012 In fact Dhammavuddho: Liberation, p 10, suggests translating sotàpanna as "ear-entry", being realised by the 
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realised stream-entry while meditating alone and in seclusion, this did not occasion a discourse 
and therefore was not recorded later.1013 But when someone realised stream-entry while 
listening to the Buddha, by the very nature of its circumstance it necessarily became part of the 
later reported discourse. Thus it is to be expected that only the latter type of stream-entry 
realisations are recorded in the discourses. The same discourses do indeed document the 
potential of insight meditation to lead to the realisation of stream-entry, which would be a 
meaningless statement if stream-entry were to depend solely on listening to a discourse.1014 
Besides, if simply listening to a discourse were sufficient for realisation, the Buddha would not 
have given so many injunctions to meditate.1015 
 A rather condensed version of the gradual path can be found in one instance where a 
layman, who was slightly drunk, was nevertheless able to gain stream-entry. On meeting the 
Buddha for the first time, this man sobered up and, after receiving a gradual discourse, he then 
and there realised stream-entry.1016 In this particular case, the impact of personally meeting the 
Buddha was apparently so powerful that the breakthrough to stream-entry could take place, 
despite that fact that just a few moments earlier he had been inebriated. This layman is not the 
only such case, since the discourses also report the attainment of stream-entry at the time of 
death by another layman, who during his lifetime had been unable to abstain from alcohol.1017 A 
closer consideration of this discourse suggests that this layman was probably someone who 
had earlier already progressed so far on the path that stream-entry had to take place (at the 
latest) at death, despite the fact that in the meantime his ethical foundation had deteriorated.1018 
 Rather ‘sudden' experiences of awakening can even lead all the way through to arahant-
ship. A case in point is the ascetic Bàhiya, whose full awakening came within minutes of his 
first meeting with the Buddha, right after receiving a short but penetrative instruction.1019 
Bàhiya is certainly a prototype of ‘sudden' awakening. On considering the background to his 
awakening it becomes apparent that Bàhiya's gradual development took place outside of the 
Buddhist scheme of training. At the time of his encounter with the Buddha, Bàhiya already pos-
sessed a high degree of spiritual maturity, so that the brief instructions he received were 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
sàvakas (listeners) on hearing a discourse. Similarly Masefield: Divine Revelation, p 134, presumes that "sota in the 
term sotàpanna might mean ‘hearing' rather than ‘stream'." However, on considering the discourses one finds that 
although listening to the Dhamma is mentioned at S V 347 as one of the factors of stream-entry (saddhamma-
savanaü sotàpattiyaïgaü), the same discourse then clearly defines sota and the sotàpanna, S V 347: ariyo aññhaïgiko 
maggo soto, and S V 348: ariyena aññhaïgikena maggena samannàgato, ayaü vuccati sotàpanno. (In addition it could 
be pointed out that the correct Pàli term for receiving the Dhamma by hearing is sotànugata, not sotàpanna, cf. A II 
185). The ‘stream' image comes up also at S V 38, where the noble eightfold path is compared to the Gaïges river, 
due to the fact that it leads towards Nibbàna.  
1013 Only realisation of arahant-ship was deemed worthwhile for a public pronouncement (a¤¤à vyàkaroti). 
1014 S III 167: vijjati yaü sãlavà bhikkhu ime pa¤cupàdànakkhandhe aniccato, dukkhato … anattato yoniso manasi karonto 

sotàpattiphalaü sacchikareyya. A I 44: kàyagatàsati, ayaü … ekadhammo bhàvito bahulãkato sotàpattiphalasacchikiriyàya 

saüvattati. A III 442-443: sabbasaïkhàre aniccato … dukkhato … anattato samanupassanto … sotàpattiphalaü … 

sacchikarissati. Cf. also D III 241 and A III 21, where listening to the Dhamma constitutes one out of five occasions for 
awakening (vimuttàyatana), the others being: teaching the Dhamma, reciting the Dhamma, reflecting on the Dhamma, and, 
last not least, meditation. 
1015 Cf. e.g. the Buddha's exhortation to meditate: jhàyatha mà pamàdattha! (e.g. at M I 46, 118, M II 266, M III 302, S IV 
133, 359, 361, 368, 373, S V 157, A III 87, 88, A IV 139, and 392); or the frequent description of a meditator going off into 
seclusion for intensive practice and retreat: vivittaü senàsanaü bhajati … (e.g. at D I 71, 207, D II 242, D III 49, M I 181, 
269, 274, 346, 440, M II 162, 226, M III 3, 35, 115, 135, A II 210, A III 92, 100, A IV 436, and A V 207). 
1016 A IV 213: yadàhaü … Bhagavantaü pañhamaü dårato va addasaü, saha dassaneneva me Bhagavato cittaü pasãdi 

suràmado ca pahãyi … tassa me Bhagavà anupubbikathaü kathesi … vinãvaraõacittaü … tasmiü yeva àsane virajaü vãta-

malaü dhammacakkhuü udapàdi. 
1017 Cf. S V 375, which reports the outraged reaction of the laity on hearing that the Buddha had declared Sarakàni to have 
passed away as a stream-enterer: ettha dàni ko na sotàpanno bhavissati! … Sarakàni sakko sikkhàdubbalyam-àpàdi, 

majjapànaü apàyi. 
1018 According to the Buddha, Sarakàni completed the training at the time of his death S V 380: Sarakàni … maraõakàle 

sikkhàya paripårakàrã ahosi, which suggests that Sarakàni attained stream-entry at that time. Since S V 379 has the same set 
of terms that are used in the definitions of the dhammànusàrã and the saddhànusàrã at M I 479, it seems highly probable 
that he had been a dhammànusàrã or a saddhànusàrã and thus was bound to realise stream-entry latest at death (cf. S III 225: 
saddhànusàrã … dhammànusàrã … abhabbo ca tàva kàlaü kàtuü yàva na sotàpattiphalaü sacchikaroti). 
1019 Ud 8; cf. above chapter XI.4. 
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sufficient to trigger a complete breakthrough.1020 
 Most of the instances mentioned so far reveal the powerful influence of the Buddha's 
personal presence, which provided a potent catalyst for realisation. On further perusing the dis-
courses, additional examples of at times remarkably ‘sudden' realisations can be found. In an all 
out attempt to reach realisation, ânanda finally gained full awakening precisely at the moment 
when he had given up striving and was about to lie down to rest.1021 Elsewhere a nun, and on 
another occasion a monk, both on the verge of committing suicide, were ‘saved', so to say, by 
awakening.1022 And the commentaries recount the story of an acrobat, who gained realisation 
while balancing on the top of his pole.1023 All these instances demonstrate the sudden and un-
predictable nature of the event of awakening. They document that, although a gradual progress 
towards realisation is the rule, the time period required for such gradual preparation to bear 
fruit varies greatly according to the individual. This is also a central implication of the different 
time periods listed in the prediction of realisation at the close of the Satipaññhàna Sutta. 
 Thus early Buddhism proposes a gradual development as the necessary preparation for 
an eventual sudden breakthrough to realisation. Viewing the path in this way, as a combination 
of these two aspects, reconciles the apparent contradiction between the frequently recurring 
emphasis on the need for a particular type of conduct and for the development of knowledge, 
while at the same time the realisation of Nibbàna is not simply the result of conduct or knowl-
edge.1024 
 Not only is it impossible to predict the precise moment when realisation will take place, 
but, from the viewpoint of actual practice, even the gradual progress towards realisation does 
not necessarily unfold in a uniform way. Rather, most practitioners experience a cyclic succes-
sion of progression and regression, oscillating within a fairly broad spectrum.1025 Yet, if these re-
curring cycles are considered within a broader time-perspective, they reveal a slow but consis-
tent gradual evolution, which has thus an ever increasing potential to culminate in a sudden 
realisation of Nibbàna.  
 To the implications of realising Nibbàna I will now turn in more detail. 

 XIV.2) Nibbàna and its Ethical Implications 
 Nibbàna, translated literally, refers to the going out of a lamp or a fire. The image of an 
extinguished lamp occurs indeed several times in the discourses as a description of the experi-
ence of Nibbàna.1026 The corresponding verb nibbàyati means to ‘be extinguished' or to ‘become 
cool'. Such extinction is probably best understood in a passive sense, where the fires of lust, 
aversion and delusion become cool through lack of fuel.1027 The metaphor of an extinguished 
                                                           
1020 Bàhiya must have developed a high degree of inner purification by whatever type of practice he was following, as, 
according to the Udàna account, he (mistakenly) deemed himself to be already fully awakened. The sincerity of his aspiration 
becomes evident from the fact that, once a doubt about his presumed realisation had arisen, he immediately undertook the 
journey across half the Indian subcontinent to meet the Buddha. His sense of urgency was so strong that he even went to 
search for the Buddha in the town where the latter had gone to collect alms, unable to await his return to the monastery. (The 
comy Ud-a 79 gives a rather incredible account of Bàhiya, presenting him as a shipwrecked hypocrite, wearing bark in order 
to make an easy living, while his long journey across half of India was according to Ud-a 86 a feat of supernormal power). 
1021 Vin II 285: ânando … bahudeva rattiü kàyagatàya satiyà vãtinàmetvà rattiyà paccåsasamayaü ‘nipajjissàmã'-ti kàyaü 

àvajjesi. Appatta¤-ca sãsaü bibbohanaü, bhåmito ca pàdà muttà. Etasmiü antare anupàdàya àsavehi cittaü vimucci. 
1022 Thã 80-81 and Th 408-409. 
1023 Dhp-a IV 63. 
1024 At A II 163 Sàriputta was asked: vijjàyantakaro hoti? … caraõenantakaro hoti? … vijjàcaraõenantakaro hoti? … a¤-

¤atra vijjàcaraõenantakaro hoti? He however negated each alternative, explaining: vijjàya … caraõena … vijjàcaraõena 

antakaro abhavissa savupàdàno va samàõo antakaro abhavissa, a¤¤atra vijjàcaraõena antakaro abhavissa, puthujjano 

antakaro abhavissa; puthujjano hi a¤¤atra vijjàcaraõena caraõavipanno yathàbhåtaü na jànàti na passati; 

caraõàsampanno yathàbhåtaü jànàti passati, yathàbhåtaü jànaü passaü antakaro hoti. This passage is commented on by 
Jayatilleke: "Avijjà", p 456. Cf. also Sn 839: na diññhiyà na sutiyà na ¤àõena, sãlabbatenàpi na suddhim-àha, adiññhiyà 
assutiyà a¤àõà, asãlatà abbatà no pi tena; ete ca nissajja anuggahàya. 
1025 Debes: "Satipaññhàna", pp 204 and 208; Kornfield: "Insight Meditation", p 53. 
1026 D II 157, S I 159, A I 236, A IV 3, 4, and Th 906: pajjotasseva nibbànaü, vimokkho hoti cetaso; Thã 116 has the slightly 
different formulation: padãpasseva nibbànaü vimokkho ahu cetaso, when Pañàcàrà's experience of Nibbàna actually 
coincided with the ‘nibbàna' of her lamp. 
1027 Cf. M III 245 and S V 319: seyyathàpi tela¤-ca pañicca vaññi¤-ca pañicca telappadãpo jhàyati, tasseva telassa ca vañ-
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fire in its ancient Indian context has nuances of calmness, independence, and release.1028  
 Judging from the evidence in the discourses, contemporary ascetics and philosophers 
used the term Nibbàna with predominantly positive connotations. The Brahmajàla Sutta, for ex-
ample, lists five positions advocating Nibbàna ‘here and now', which were five different concep-
tions of happiness: the pleasures of worldly sensuality and of the four levels of absorption.1029 
Another discourse reports a wanderer taking ‘Nibbàna' to refer to health and mental well be-
ing.1030 Similar positive connotations underlie the standard definition in the Pàli discourses of 
Nibbàna as freedom from the unwholesome mental roots of lust, anger, and delusion.1031  
 This definition highlights in particular the ethical implications of realising Nibbàna. 
These ethical implications require further examination, since at times the realisation of Nibbàna 
has been taken to imply the transcendence of ethical values.1032 Such transcendence seems, at 
first sight, to be advocated in the Samaõamaõóikà Sutta, since this discourse associates awak-
ening with the complete cessation of wholesome ethical conduct.1033 Similarly, other passages 
speak in praise of going beyond ‘good' and ‘evil'.1034  
 Taking the passage from the Samaõamaõóikà Sutta first, a close examination of the dis-
course reveals that this particular statement does not refer to the abandoning of ethical con-
duct, but only to the fact that arahants no longer identify with their ethical behaviour.1035 
Regarding the other passages, which speak of ‘going beyond good and evil', here one needs to 
clearly distinguish between the Pàli terms translated as ‘good', which can be either kusala or 
pu¤¤a. Although the two terms cannot be completely separated from each other in canonical 
usage, they often carry quite distinct meanings.1036 While pu¤¤a mostly denotes deeds of 
positive merit, kusala covers any type of wholesomeness, including the realisation of 
Nibbàna.1037 
 What arahants have ‘gone beyond' is the accumulation of karma. Thereby they have 
transcended the generation of ‘good' (pu¤¤a) and of its opposite ‘evil' (pàpa). But the same can-
not be said of wholesomeness (kusala). In fact, by eradicating all unwholesome (akusala) men-
tal states, arahants become the highest embodiment of wholesomeness (kusala). So much is 
this the case that, as indicated in the Samaõamaõóikà Sutta, they are spontaneously virtuous 
and do not even identify with their virtue.  
 Nibbàna, at least as understood by the Buddha, has quite definite ethical implica-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
ñiyà ca pariyàdànà a¤¤assa ca anupàhàrà anàhàro nibbàyati. Collins: Nirvana, p 191, and Rhys Davids: Dictionary, p 362, 
point out that Nibbàna refers to the extinction of a fire through lack of fuel, not through active blowing out. 
1028 Thanissaro: Fire Unbound, p 41. For parallels in the Upaniùads employing the imagery of extinguished fire cf. Schrader: 
"Nirvàna", p 167. 
1029 D I 36: pa¤cahi kàmaguõehi samappito … ettàvatà … paramadiññhadhammanibbànaü patto hoti (the same statement is 
then repeated for each of the four jhànas). The Buddha's definition of ‘diññha dhamma nibbàna' can be found at A V 64. 
1030 M I 509: idan-taü nibbànaü: ahaü hi … etarahi arogo sukhã, na maü ki¤ci àbàdhati. In the eyes of the Buddha this was 
clearly a mistaken view of Nibbàna. 
1031 At S IV 251, 261, and 371: yo kho ràgakkhayo dosakkhayo mohakkhayo - idaü vuccati nibbànanti; S V 8 has the same 
definition for ‘amataü'; cf. as well S I 39 and Sn 1109: taõhàya vippahànena nibbànaü iti vuccati. This parallels a somewhat 
imaginative way of deriving the term Nibbàna found in the commentaries, which proceeds by taking Nibbàna to be 
composed of ni (absence) and vàna (as a metaphorical expression of craving), the entire compound then representing 
‘absence of craving'; (e.g. at Vism 293, also in Vajira¤àõa: Nibbàna p 20). 
1032 This is maintained by van Zeyst: "Absolute", p 143. 
1033 M II 27: cetovimuttiü pa¤¤àvimuttiü yathàbhåtaü pajànàti, yatthassa te kusalasãlà aparisesà nirujjhanti. 
1034 E.g. Dhp 39: pu¤¤apàpapahãnassa; Dhp 267: yodha pu¤¤a¤-ca pàpa¤-ca bàhetvà; Dhp 412: yodha pu¤¤a¤-ca pàpa¤-
ca, ubho saïgaü upaccagà; Sn 547: evaü pu¤¤e ca pàpe ca, ubhaye tvaü na lippasi; Sn 790: pu¤¤e ca pàpe ca anupalitto; Sn 
900: sãlabbataü vàpi pahàya sabbaü, kamma¤-ca sàvajjanavajjam-etaü, ‘suddhã, asuddhã'-ti apatthayàno virato care 
santim-anuggahàya. 
1035 M II 27: kusalasãlà kuhiü aparisesà nirujjhanti? … Idha bhikkhu sãlavà hoti, no ca sãlamayo. ¥ànamoli: Middle Length 
Discourses, p 1283 n 775, comments: "this passage shows the arahant, who maintains virtuous conduct but no longer 
identifies with his virtue." Wijesekera: Vedic Studies, p 35 n 83, explains: "master morality, but not allow morality to get the 
better of him." Cf. also M I 319, where the Buddha pointed out that, although he was possessed of a high level of virtue, 
nevertheless he did not identify with it: ye vodàtà … dhammà, saüvijjanti te Tathàgatassa, etapattoham-asmi, etagocaro, no 

ca tena tammayo. 
1036 According to Carter: "Beyond Good and Evil", p 48, some degree of overlap exists between kusala and pu¤¤a in the 
context of the threefold volition, but a clear distinction between both terms can be drawn in regard to a person's qualities. 
1037 Premasiri: "Principal Ethical Terms", p 69. Cf. also Collins: Nirvana, p 154; and Nanayakkara: "Kusala", p 258. 
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tions.1038 Arahants are simply unable to commit an immoral act, since with their full realisation 
of Nibbàna, all unwholesome mental states have been extinguished.1039 The presence of any un-
wholesome thought, speech, or deed, would therefore directly contradict the claim to being an 
arahant. 
 In the Vãmaüsaka Sutta, the Buddha applied this principle even to himself, openly in-
viting prospective disciples to examine his claim to full awakening by thoroughly investigating 
and observing his behaviour and deeds.1040 Only if no trace of unwholesomeness was found, he 
explained, would it be reasonable for them to place their confidence in him as a teacher. Even a 
Buddha should exemplify his teachings by his deeds, as indeed he did. That which the Buddha 
taught was in complete conformity with his behaviour.1041 This was so to such an extent that 
even after his full awakening the Buddha still engaged in those activities of restraint and careful 
consideration that had brought about purification in the first place.1042 If the Buddha made 
himself measurable by common standards of ethical purity, there is little scope to find a moral 
double standard. 
 Even if awakening takes place ‘only' at the level of stream-entry, the experience of Nib-
bàna still has clear ethical consequences. A major consequence of realising stream-entry is that 
stream-enterers become unable to commit a breach of ethical conduct serious enough to lead to 
a lower rebirth.1043 Although they have not yet reached the level of ethical perfection of the 
Buddha or an arahant, still the first realisation of Nibbàna has already caused an irreversible 
ethical change.  
 In order to provide additional perspectives on Nibbàna, I will now briefly consider some 
canonical descriptions of Nibbàna. 

 XIV.3) The Early Buddhist Conception of Nibbàna 

 The early Buddhist conception of Nibbàna was not easily understood by contemporary 
ascetics and philosophers. The Buddha's consistent refusal to go along with any of the four 
standard propositions about the survival or the annihilation of an arahant after death was rather 
bewildering to his contemporaries.1044 According to the Buddha, to entertain these different 
propositions was as futile as to speculate about the direction in which a fire had gone, once it 
had gone out.1045 

                                                           
1038 In fact, at D III 102 the realisation of Nibbàna is said to the highest among wholesome phenomena: àsavànaü khayà 
anàsavaü cetovimuttiü pa¤¤àvimuttiü diññheva dhamme sayaü abhi¤¤à sacchikatvà upasampajja viharati, etad-ànuttariyaü 

bhante kusalesu dhammesu; cf. Premasiri: "Principal Ethical Terms", p 68. 
1039 According to (e.g.) D III 133, 235, M I 523, and A IV 370 the ethical perfection of arahants is such that they are 
incapable of deliberately depriving a living being of life, of stealing, of engaging in sexual intercourse, of lying, and of 
enjoying sensual pleasures by storing things up as is done by laity: abhabbo khãõàsavo bhikkhu sa¤cicca pànaü jãvità 
voropetuü … adinnaü theyyasaïkhàtaü àdàtuü … methunaü dhammaü patisevituü … sampajànamusà bhàsituü … 

sannidhikàrakaü kàme paribhu¤jituü seyyathà pi pubbe agàriyabhåto. Cf. also de Silva: Nibbàna, p 7. 
1040 M I 318: vãmaüsakena bhikkhunà … Tathàgato samannesitabbo … ye saïkiliññhà … dhammà, saüvijjanti và te 

Tathàgatassa no và ti? Cf. also Premasiri: "Epistemology", p 100. 
1041 D II 224, D III 135, A II 24, and It 122: yathàvàdã kho pana so Bhagavà tathàkàrã, yathàkàrã tathàvàdã. The same 
comes up in a different way at A IV 82, where the Buddha clarified that for him there was no need to conceal any of his 
actions: natthi Tathàgatassa kàyaduccaritaü … vacãduccaritaü … manoduccaritaü, yaü Tathàgato rakkheyya ‘mà me idaü 

paro a¤¤àsã-ti. Cf. also D III 217: parisuddhakàya … vacã … manosamàcàro Tathàgato; and M II 115: sabbàkusala-
dhammapahãno Tathàgato kusaladhammasamannàgato. 
1042 M I 464: ye àsavà … pahãnà te Tathàgatassa, tasmà Tathàgato saïkhàyekaü pañisevati … adhivàseti … parivajjeti … 

vinodeti. (On correlating these with M I 11 or A III 390 the use of vinodeti seems however strange, as one would expect the 
Buddha not to be experiencing unwholesome thoughts any longer, so that a need to remove them should not arise in the first 
place). 
1043 M III 64 lists the following as impossibilities for a stream-enterer: killing one's mother, one's father, an arahant, wound-
ing a Buddha, and causing a schism in the monastic community. The inability to commit such serious breaches of ethical 
conduct comes as one of the four limbs of stream-entry, a topic of frequent occurrence in the discourses, e.g. S V 343: 
ariyakantehi sãlehi sammannàgato. In addition, according to M I 324 and Sn 232, stream-enterers are also unable to hide 
their wrongdoings. 
1044 M I 486: upapajjatãti na upeti … na upapajjatãti na upeti… upapajjati ca na ca upapajjatãti na upeti … neva upa-

pajjati na na upapajjatãti na upeti … etthàhaü, bho Gotama, a¤¤àõam-àpàdiü, ettha sammoham-àpàdiü, yà pi me esà bhoto 

Gotamassa purimena kathàsallàpena ahu pasàdamattà sà pi me etarahi antarahità. 
1045 M I 487. 
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 The Buddha found the existing ways of describing a state of realisation or awakening 
inapplicable to his realisation.1046 His understanding of Nibbàna constituted a new pathway of 
thought, a radical departure from the existing conceptions of the time. He was well aware of 
this himself, since after his awakening he immediately reflected upon the difficulty of conveying 
to others what he had experienced.1047  
 Despite these difficulties, the Buddha did try to explain the nature of Nibbàna on several 
occasions. In the Udàna, for instance, he spoke of Nibbàna as something beyond this world or 
another world, beyond coming, going, or staying, beyond the four elements representing mate-
rial reality, and also beyond all immaterial realms. This ‘sphere' (àyatana), he pointed out, ob-
jectless and without any support, constitutes ‘the end of suffering.'1048 This description shows 
that Nibbàna refers to a dimension completely different from what constitutes ordinary ex-
perience of the world, and also different from meditative absorption experiences.1049  
 A related nuance comes up in a rather poetic passage, which compares the peculiar 
character of the ‘unstationed' consciousness of an arahant to a ray of sun passing through the 
window of a room without opposite walls: the ray does not alight anywhere.1050 Other discourses 
also speak of a ‘non-manifestative' consciousness, which they characterise in terms of the ab-
sence of whatever constitutes normal worldly experience.1051 
 Another passage describes Nibbàna with the help of a set of past participles as not-born 
(a-jàta), not-become (a-bhåta), not-made (a-kata), and not-conditioned (a-saïkhata).1052 This 
particular passage again emphasises that Nibbàna is completely ‘other', so to say, in that it is 
not born or made, not produced or conditioned. It is due to this ‘otherness' that Nibbàna con-
stitutes freedom from birth (jàti), becoming (bhava), karma (kamma), and formations (saï-
khàra).1053 Birth (jàti) in a way symbolises existence in time, while Nibbàna, not being subject 
to birth or death, is time-less or beyond time.1054  
 These few passages show that Nibbàna is markedly different from any other sphere, 
state, or realm. In order to further clarify the distinctive character of the Buddha's conception of 

                                                           
1046 At M I 329, the Nibbànic realisation forms part of what almost amounts to a contest, in which the Buddha proved that his 
realisation (vi¤¤àõaü anidassanaü) was beyond the ken of Brahmà, demonstrating metaphorically that it went beyond the 
hitherto known and valued types of realisation (on this passage cf. Jayatilleke: "Nirvàna", p 115). 
1047 S I 136: idam-pi kho ñhànaü duddasaü yadidaü sabbasaïkhàrasamatho sabbupadhipañinissaggo taõhakkhayo viràgo 
nirodho nibbànaü; (also at M I 167). On the difficulty to describe Nibbàna with ordinary language cf. also Burns: Nirvàna, p 
20; and Story: "Nibbàna", p 42. 
1048 Ud 80: atthi tad-àyatanaü, yattha neva pañhavã na àpo na tejo na vàyo na àkàsàna¤càyatanaü na vi¤¤àõana¤-
càyatanaü na àki¤ca¤¤àyatanaü na nevasa¤¤ànàsa¤¤àyatanaü nàyaü loko na paraloko no ubho candimasåriyà, tatra 

pàham neva àgatiü vadàmi na gatiü na ñhitiü na cutiü na upapattiü, appatiññhaü appavattaü, anàrammaõaü eva taü, 

esevanto dukkhassa. In this context ‘sphere' (àyatana) could be taken to refer to a ‘sphere' of experience, since on other 
occasions the same set of terms form part of a description of a meditative experience, cf. A V 7, 319, 353, 355, 356, and 358: 
‘siyà … tathàråpo samàdhipañilàbho, yathà neva pañhaviyaü pañhavisa¤¤nã assa, na … àposa¤¤ã … na… tejosa¤¤ã … 

na… vàyosa¤¤ã … na… àkàsàna¤càyatanasa¤¤ã … na … vi¤¤àõa¤càyatanasa¤¤ã … na … àki¤ca¤¤àyatanasa¤¤ã … na … 

nevasa¤¤ànàsa¤¤àyatanasa¤¤ã … na … idhalokasa¤¤ã … na … paralokasa¤¤ã assa, sa¤¤ã ca pana assà'-ti?' ‘Siyà … bhik-

khu evaüsa¤¤ã hoti - ‘etaü santaü, etaü paõãtaü, yad-idaü sabbasaïkhàrasamatho sabbåpadhipañinissaggo taõhakkhayo 

viràgo nirodho nibbànanti.' Mp V 2 explains this experience to be the arahant's fruition-attainment.  
1049 In fact the discourses assign Nibbàna to a category apart not only from the sensual sphere, but even from both the fine 
material and the immaterial spheres, e.g. at It 45: tisso dhàtuyo … råpadhàtu aråpadhàtu nirodhadhàtu. 
1050 S II 103, where due to the complete absence of craving for any of the four nutriments, consciousness is unstationed (ap-
patiññhita), this in turn resulting in freedom from future becoming. 
1051 D I 223: vi¤¤àõaü anidassanaü, anantaü sabbato pahaü, ettha àpo ca pañhavã, tejo vàyo na gàdhati, ettha dãgha¤-ca 
rassa¤-ca, anuü thålaü subhàsubhaü, ettha nàma¤-ca råpa¤-ca, asesaü uparujjhati. On this passage cf. also Harvey: 
"Consciousness Mysticism", p 88; Ñàõananda: Concept and Reality, p 66; and ¥àõamoli: Thinker's Note Book, p 178. 
1052 Ud 80 and It 37: atthi ajàtaü abhåtaü akataü asaïkhataü, no ce taü abhavissa ajàtaü abhåtaü akataü asaïkhataü, 
nayidha jàtassa bhåtassa katassa saïkhatassa nissaraõaü pa¤¤àyetha; It 37 then continues: tassa nissaraõaü santaü, 
atakkàvacaraü dhuvaü, ajàtaü asamuppannaü, asokaü virajaü padaü, nirodho dukkhadhammànaü, saïkhàråpasamo sukho. 
On this passage cf. Kalupahana: Buddhist Philosophy, p 92; and Norman: "Mistaken Ideas", p 220. 
1053 D III 275 and It 61: yaü kho pana ki¤ci bhåtaü saïkhataü pañiccasamuppannaü nirodho tassa nissaraõaü. On this pas-
sage cf. Premasiri: "Social Relevance", p 49. 
1054 Cf. e.g. M I 162 where one's wife, children, and material possessions are defined as jàtidhamma (phenomena subject to 
birth), followed by classifying Nibbàna as ajàta (unborn, i.e. not subject to birth). On possible implications of the term jàti 
cf. also Buddhadàsa: Heart-Wood, p 26; Govinda: Psychological Attitude, p 50; Harvey: "Consciousness Mysticism", p 90; 
and Karunadasa: "Nibbànic Experience", p 11. 
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Nibbàna, it needs to be set off against the realisation of all-embracing unity (as envisaged by the 
‘non-dual' religious traditions), and also against annihilationism.  

 XIV.4) Nibbàna: neither All-Embracing Unity nor Annihilation  
 While early Buddhism does not deny the distinction between subject and object, it also 
does not treat this distinction as being of particular importance. Both are insubstantial, the sub-
ject being nothing other than a complex of interactions with the world (object), while the ex-
pression ‘world' refers basically to what is being perceived by the subject.1055  
 Unity, in terms of subjective experience, entails a merging of the subject with the object. 
Experiences of this kind are often the outcome of deep levels of concentration. On the other 
hand, Nibbàna is the cessation of both subject and object, not some kind of merger with a 
higher reality.1056 Such cessation constitutes an ‘escape' from the entire field of cognition.1057 Al-
though Nibbàna partakes of non-duality in so far as it has no ‘counterpart',1058 its implications 
nevertheless go far beyond the type of teachings which are related to experiences of oneness or 
unity.1059 
 Experiences of oneness were actually not unknown to the early Buddhist community, 
but even in their most refined forms, the immaterial attainments, they were not considered to 
be the final goal.1060 Just as the Buddha himself did not feel satisfied with the immaterial attain-
ments he had experienced based on the indications received from his first teachers,1061 simi-
larly he admonished his disciples to go beyond and transcend such ‘transcendental' experi-
ences.1062 Some of his disciples had achieved various non-dual experiences, while others had 
                                                           
1055 Tilakaratne: Nirvana and Ineffability, p 74. 
1056 E.g. S IV 98: ye àyatane veditabbe yattha cakkhu ca nirujjhati, råpasa¤¤à ca virajjati, ye àyatane veditabbe … yattha 

mano ca nirujjhati, dhammasa¤¤à ca virajjati, ye àyatane veditabbe, this being ‘saëàyatananirodha' (S IV 100), identified 
by the comy with Nibbàna (Spk II 391: saëàyatananirodho vuccati nibbànaü … nibbànasmi¤-hi cakkhu-àdãni ceva ni-

rujjhanti råpasa¤¤àdayo ca nirujjhanti). Another reference of relevance could be the standard description of stream-entry, 
e.g. at S V 423: virajaü vãtamalaü dhammacakkhuü udapàdi - yaü ki¤ci samudayadhammaü sabbaü taü nirodhadhammanti; 
an expression which may well be describing the subjective experience of Nibbàna, where all conditionally arisen phenomena 
cease. Similarly the declaration of realisation at M III 265 and S IV 58 points to a cessation experience: cakkhusmiü cakkhu-
vi¤¤àõe cakkhuvi¤¤àõavi¤¤àtabbesu dhammesu nirodhaü disvà nirodhaü abhi¤¤àya … sotasmiü … ghànasmiü … jivhàya … 

kàyasmiü … manasmiü. Cf. also Vism 681: sotàpattimaggakkhaõe … bahiddhà ca sabbanimittehi vuññhàti … 

sakadàgàmimaggakkhaõe … (etc.). Realisation as a cessation experience is also reflected in the writings of modern 
meditation teachers and scholars, cf. e.g. Brown: "Stages of Mindfulness", p 205; Goenka: "Buddha's Path", p 113, and Sati-
paññhàna, p 34; Goleman: Meditative Experience, p 31; Griffith: "Concentration or Insight", p 610; Kornfield: Buddhist 
Masters, p 291; Mahasi: Wheel of Dhamma, p 286; and ¥àõàràma: Seven Contemplations, p 80. Cf. also footnote 30 above. 
1057 M I 38: atthi imassa sa¤¤àgatassa uttariü nissaraõaü; this ‘escape from the whole field of cognition' is identified by the 
comy with Nibbàna (Ps I 176: uttari nissaraõaü nibbànaü atthi). Similarly Thã 6 refers to Nibbàna as sa¤¤àvåpasama. 
1058 Cf. M I 304: nibbànassa kiü pañibhàgo?, (what is the counterpart to Nibbàna?), a question which, according to the 
arahant nun Dhammadinnà, cannot be answered. Ps II 369 explains: nibbànaü … appañibhàgaü. 
1059 This much can be deduced from a statement made by the Buddha that, with the direct experience of Nibbàna, all views 
and standpoints related to an experience of unity are left behind and transcended, M II 229-233: ekattasa¤¤ã attà ca loko ca 
… saïkhàrànaü nirodho … viditvà tassa nissaraõadassàvã Tathàgato tad-upàtivatto. Cf. also S II 77, where the Buddha 
clearly rejected the view ‘all is one', sabbam-ekattaü, as one of the extremes to be avoided. Furthermore, according to A IV 
40 and 401, in different Brahma realms either unitary or diversified experiences prevail, so that a categorical statement like 
‘all is one' would not accord with the early Buddhist description of cosmic reality: santi sattà nànattakàyà ekattasa¤¤ino, 
seyyathà pi devà brahmakàyikà pañhamàbhinibbattà … santi sattà ekattakàyà nànattasa¤¤ino, seyyathà pi devà àbhassarà 

… santi sattà ekattakàyà ekattasa¤¤ino, seyyathà pi devà subhakiõhà. Cf. also Ling: "Nibbàna", p 167. 
1060 The immaterial attainments are explicitly identified with ‘unity' at M III 220: upekkhà àkàsàna¤càyatananissità, atthi 
vi¤¤àõa¤càyatananissità, atthi àki¤ca¤¤àyatananissità, atthi nevasa¤¤ànàsa¤¤àyatananissità - ayaü upekkhà ekattà 

ekattasità. In fact the whole series begins with nànattasa¤¤ànaü amanasikàra (not giving attention to diversified cognitions) 
as a basis for developing the sphere of infinite space (e.g. at A IV 306), which clearly documents the unitary character of 
these experiences. Similarly at M III 106, the four immaterial attainments are qualified as ‘ekatta' (unity), each of them 
forming part of a gradual ‘descent' into emptiness. The culmination point of this gradual descent (paramànuttarà 
su¤¤atàvakkaü) is reached with the destruction of the influxes (M III 108), at which point the qualification ekatta is no 
longer used. This passage clearly illustrates that full awakening goes beyond even the most refined experiences of oneness. 
This discourse also indicates that there may be various types of ‘emptiness' experiences, but that it is the complete destruction 
of the influxes alone which qualifies whether (or not) an experience of emptiness does indeed constitute full awakening. 
1061 Cf. M I 165, where the Buddha remarked about the realisations of âlàra Kàlàma and Udaka Ràmaputta: nàyaü dhammo 
nibbidàya … na nibbànàya saüvattati. 
1062 E.g. M I 455-456, where the Buddha commented on each of the meditative absorptions in turn: analanti vadàmi, paja-
hathàti vadàmi, samatikkamathàti vadàmi. 
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realised full awakening without experiencing any of the immaterial attainments.1063 The latter 
were the living proof that such attainments, far from being identifiable with Nibbàna, are not 
even a necessary requisite for its realisation.  
 The early Buddhist concept of Nibbàna needs not only to be distinguished from views 
based on experiences of unity, but it also has to be differentiated from the theories of annihila-
tion that were held among the deterministic and materialistic schools of ancient India. On sev-
eral occasions the Buddha was in fact wrongly accused of being a annihilationist. His rather hu-
morous reply to such allegations was that he could rightly be called so, if this meant the annihi-
lation of unwholesome mental states.1064 
 A consideration of the discourses shows that Nibbàna is described in both positive and 
negative terms. Negative expressions occur frequently in a practical context, indicative of the 
work still to be done.1065 On the other hand, the discourses refer to Nibbàna with a variety of 
positive epithets, calling it a state of peace, of purity, and of freedom, sublime and auspicious, 
wonderful and marvellous, an island, a shelter, and a refuge.1066 The happiness of freedom 
contingent upon having realised Nibbàna constitutes the highest possible form of happiness.1067 
Described as the source of supreme happiness, as a state of freedom, sublime and auspicious, 
Nibbàna seems to have little in common with mere annihilation. 
 According to the Buddha's penetrating analysis, the attempt to annihilate self still re-
volves around a sense of selfhood, since it is motivated by disgust with self. Thus annihilation-
ism is still in bondage to a sense of self, comparable to a dog moving in circles around a post to 
which it is bound.1068 Such craving for non-existence (vibhavataõhà) forms indeed an obstacle 
to the realisation of Nibbàna.1069 As the Dhàtuvibhaïga Sutta explains, to think in terms of: ‘I 
shall not be' is a form of conceiving as much as the thought: ‘I shall be.' Both are to be left 
behind in order to proceed to awakening.1070 
 To maintain that an arahant will be annihilated at death is a misunderstanding, since 
such a proposition argues the annihilation of something that cannot be found in a substantial 
sense even while still alive.1071 Therefore any statement concerning the existence or 

                                                           
1063 These were the pa¤¤àvimutta arahants, defined at M I 477 as: ye te santà vimokkhà … te na kàyena phassitvà viharati, 

pa¤¤àya cassa disvà àsavà parikkhãõà honti. 
1064 Vin III 2, A IV 174 and 183: atthi pariyàyo yena maü pariyàyena sammà vadamàno vadeyya - ‘ucchedavàdo samaõo 
Gotamo' ti. Ahaü hi ucchedaü vadàmi ràgassa dosassa mohassa, anekavihitànaü pàpakànaü akusalànaü dhammànaü uc-

chedaü vadàmi. Cf. also Vin I 234, Vin III 3, M I 140 and A V 190, where the Buddha is called a nihilist (‘venayiko'). 
1065 Bodhi: "Nibbàna", p 171; Ñàõapoõika: Anattà, p 25; and Sobti: Nibbàna, p 134. 
1066 Compare S IV 368-373, which gives a long list of such epithets, among these: santa, suddhi, mutti, paõãta, siva, ac-
chariya, abbhuta, dãpa, leõa, saraõa. Another similar but shorter list occurs at A IV 453. 
1067 E.g. at M I 508, Dhp 203, and Dhp 204: nibbànaü paramaü sukhaü; Thã 476: nibbànasukhà paraü natthi. These ex-
pressions refer to the arahant's experience of vimuttisukha, cf. e.g. M II 104, S I 196, Ud 1, 10, and 32. The superiority of 
this happiness over all other types of happiness is stated at Ud 11: yaü ca kàmasukhaü loke, yaü cidaü diviyaü sukhaü; 
taõhakkhayasukhassete, kalaü nagghanti soëasiü. However, it needs to be pointed out that Nibbàna itself is not a felt type of 
happiness, since with Nibbàna all feelings cease. Cf. A IV 414, where Sàriputta stated: sukham-idaü nibbànaü. When 
questioned how there could possibly be happiness in the absence of any feeling, he explained that for him it was exactly the 
absence of feeling which constituted the happiness: etad-eva khvettha sukhaü, yad-ettha natthi vedayitaü. Cf. also M I 400, 
where the Buddha explained that he considered even the cessation of feelings and perceptions to constitute happiness, since 
he did not limit ‘happiness' to happy feelings only: na … Bhagavà sukhaü yeva vedanaü sandhàya sukhasmiü pa¤¤àpeti, api 

ca yattha yattha sukhaü upalabbhati yahiü yahiü taü taü Tathàgato sukhasmiü pa¤¤àpeti. Johansson: Psychology of Nir-
vana, p 25, points out that Nibbàna is "'a source of happiness' and not ‘a state of happiness'." 
1068 M II 232: ye … samaõabràhmaõà sato sattassa ucchedaü vinàsaü vibhavaü pa¤¤àpenti, te sakkàyabhayà sakkàyapari-
jegucchà sakkàya¤-¤eva anuparidhàvanti anuparivattanti. … saïkhàrànaü nirodho … viditvà tassa nissaraõadassàvã 

Tathàgato tad-upàtivatto. 
1069 Since it is one of the forms of craving included in the second noble truth, e.g. S V 421: dukkhasamudayam-ariyasaccaü 
… seyyathãdaü, kàmataõhà, bhavataõhà, vibhavataõhà. 
1070 M III 246: ‘bhavissanti ma¤¤itam etaü; ‘na bhavissanti ma¤¤itam etaü … sabbama¤¤itànaü … samatikkamà muni santo' 

ti vuccati. 
1071 At S IV 383, the destiny of an arahant after death had posed a dilemma to the monk Anuràdha, which he had attempted 
to solve by stating that it could be described in a way other than the four standard propositions used in ancient India for such 
discussions. After dismissing this (according to Indian logic impossible) fifth alternative, the Buddha led Anuràdha to the 
conclusion that, even while still alive an arahant cannot be identified with any of the five aggregates, or with anything 
outside of them: taü kiü ma¤¤asi, Anuràdha, råpaü vedanà sa¤¤à saïkhàrà vi¤¤àõaü Tathàgato ti samanupassasãti? … ayaü 

so aråpã avedano asa¤¤ã asaïkhàro avi¤¤àõo Tathàgato ti samanupassasãti? … ettha te diññheva dhamme saccato thetato 
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annihilation of an arahant after death turns out to be meaningless.1072 What Nibbàna does 
imply, is that the ignorant belief in a substantial self is annihilated, an ‘annihilation' which 
already takes place with stream-entry. With full awakening, then, even the subtlest traces of 
grasping at a sense of self are forever ‘annihilated', which is but a negative way of expressing 
the freedom gained through realisation.  
 With the grasping at self completely gone, the arahanst go beyond any form of reckon-
ing whatsoever. While the unawakened worldlings can still be reckoned due to the existence of 
various tendencies, identifications, biases, and proclivities,1073 all of which revolve around the 
basic grasping at a self, the arahants, free from bias and limitation, cannot be either reckoned 
or grasped at or defined. They are free like birds, which leave no tracks in the sky.1074 
 

 Chapter XV: Conclusion 
 The Buddha once said that he would be able to answer questions about satipaññhàna 
without repeating himself or exhausting his answers, even if the inquiry were to continue for a 
hundred years.1075 This statement illustrates that satipaññhàna is an inexhaustible topic for 
discussion. Compared to the Buddha's understanding and expository skill, the present essay 
can at best be only a humble attempt to offer a starting point for further discussion and explora-
tion of satipaññhàna. Nevertheless, the time has now come to summarise some of the points dis-
cussed so far. In addition to reviewing some key aspects of satipaññhàna, I will also place sati-
paññhàna within a wider context, by turning to its importance and relevance in the context of the 
general path scheme of early Buddhism.  

 XV.1) Key Aspects of Satipaññhàna  
 The ‘direct path' to Nibbàna, described in the Satipaññhàna Sutta, presents a compre-
hensive set of contemplations that progressively lay bare ever subtler aspects of subjective ex-
perience. The mental qualities required for this direct path of satipaññhàna are, according to the 
‘definition' part of the discourse, a balanced and sustained application of effort (àtàpã), clear 
knowing (sampajàna), and a balanced state of mind, free from desires (abhijjhà) and discontent 
(domanassa). These three qualities revolve like the three spokes of a wheel around the central 
mental quality of sati, the hub of this wheel.  
 As a mental quality, sati represents the deliberate cultivation and a qualitative improve-
ment of the receptive kind of awareness that characterises the initial stages of the perceptual 
process. Important qualities of sati are bare and equanimous receptivity, combined with an 
alert, broad, and open state of mind. A central task of sati is to de-automatise habitual reactions 
and perceptual evaluations. Sati thereby leads to a progressive restructuring of perceptual ap-
praisal, and culminates in an undistorted vision of reality ‘as it is'. The element of non-reactive 
watchful receptivity in sati forms the foundation for satipaññhàna as an ingenious middle path 
approach, which neither represses the contents of experience, nor compulsively reacts to them. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Tathàgate anupalabbhiyamàne. The same reasoning can be found also at S III 112, where Sàriputta rebuked the monk 
Yamaka for presuming that an arahant will be annihilated at death: khãõàsavo bhikkhu kàyassa bhedà ucchijjati vinassati na 
hoti param-maraõà.. 
1072 Cf. also Sn 1074: accã yathà vàta vegena khitto atthaü paleti na upeti saïkhaü, evaü munã nàmakàyà vimutto atthaü 
paleti na upeti saïkhaü. The only acceptable declaration to be made about arahants at death is that they ‘enter the Nibbàna 
element without remainder' (D II 109 and D III 135): anupàdisesàya nibbànadhàtuyà parinibbàyati; further explained at It 
38: bhikkhu arahaü hoti khãnàsavo … tassa idheva sabbavedayitàni anabhinanditàni sãtibhavissanti, ayaü vuccati 

anupàdisesà nibbànadhàtu; cf. also Vism 509. 
1073 S III 36: yaü anuseti taü anumãyati, yaü anumãyati tena saïkhaü gacchati. 
1074 Dhp 93 and Th 92: su¤¤ato animitto ca, vimokkho yassa gocaro, àkàse va sakuntànaü, padaü tassa durannayaü. 
1075 M I 82: idha me assu cattàro sàvakà vassasatàyukà … te maü catunnaü satipaññhànànaü upàdàyupàdàya pa¤haü puc-

cheyyuü, puññho puññho càhaü tesaü byàkareyyaü, byàkata¤-ca me byàkatato dhàreyyuü, na ca maü dutiyakaü uttari 

paripuccheyyuü. Ps II 52 has each of the four questioners specialise on one satipaññhàna: sace hi eko bhikkhu 
kàyànupassanaü pucchati, a¤¤o vedanànupassanaü, a¤¤o cittànupassanaü, a¤¤o dhammànupassanaü. Iminà puññhaü ahaü 

pucchissàmãti eko ekaü na oloketi. 
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 This mental quality of sati has a broad variety of possible applications. Within the con-
text of satipaññhàna, sati can range from the coarsest situations, such as defecation and urina-
tion, all the way up to the most sublime and exalted situation, when sati is present as a mental 
factor during the realisation of Nibbàna. A similar breadth of applications can be found in the 
context of tranquility meditation, where the tasks of sati range from recognising the presence of 
a hindrance, to emerging with awareness from the highest meditative absorption. 
 Based on the central aspects and qualities of satipaññhàna described in the ‘definition' 
and in the ‘refrain', the main thrust of satipaññhàna can be summed up as:  
 

KEEP CALMLY KNOWING CHANGE 
 
 Here the injunction ‘keep' intends to represent both continuity and comprehensivity in 
satipaññhàna contemplation. Continuity of awareness underlies the quality ‘diligent' (àtàpã), 
mentioned in the ‘definition'. The element of comprehensivity comes up in the ‘refrain', which 
instructs to contemplate both internally (ajjhatta) and externally (bahiddhà), that is, to compre-
hensively contemplate both oneself and others. 
 The qualification ‘calmly' stands for the need to undertake satipaññhàna equanimously, 
free from desires and discontent (vineyya loke abhijjhàdomanassaü), and also free from any 
clinging or dependency (anissito ca viharati, na ca ki¤ci loke upàdiyati), mentioned in the 
‘definition' and the ‘refrain'. 
 The use of the verb ‘knowing' echoes the frequent use of the verb pajànàti in the dis-
course. Such ‘knowing' represents the quality of bare mindfulness (sati) combined with clearly 
knowing (sampajàna), both mentioned in the ‘definition'. Both occur also in the ‘refrain', which 
speaks of contemplating merely for the sake of knowledge and continued awareness (¤àõamat-
tàya pañissatimattàya). 
 The ‘refrain' also explains to which aspect of body, feelings, mind, and dhammas this 
quality of knowing is to be directed, which is in particular their nature to arise and pass away 
(samudaya-vaya-dhammànupassã). Such contemplation of impermanence can either lead on to 
an understanding of conditionality, or else form the basis for an understanding of the other two 
characteristics of conditioned phenomena, dukkha and anattà. This growth of insight into the 
true nature of conditioned existence, based on directly realising impermanence, is above sub-
sumed under ‘change'. 
 The essential features of satipaññhàna contemplation can also be brought out in a more 
visual fashion (see diagram 14.1 below). This diagram illustrates the interrelation between the 
‘definition', the four satipaññhànas, and the ‘refrain'. The central aspects mentioned in the ‘re-
frain' stand in the centre of the diagram. The qualities listed in the ‘definition' are at the bottom 
of each cone. These four cones represent the four satipaññhànas, each of which can become the 
main focus of practice and lead to deep insight and realisation.  
 
   Central Characteristics and Aspects of Satipaññhàna  
          (Diagram 15.1) 
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 As the braces in the diagram indicate, it is the combination of all the four qualities listed 
in the ‘definition' which is required for undertaking satipaññhàna contemplation of body, feel-
ings, mind, or dhammas. Such contemplation then leads on to the four aspects of satipaññhàna 
presented in the ‘refrain'.  
 What the diagram intends to bring out is that each of the four satipaññhànas constitutes a 
‘door' or ‘stepping stone', so to say, in the sense that the contemplations included under the four 
satipaññhànas are not ends in themselves, but only tools to develop the central aspects 
described in the ‘refrain'. Whichever ‘door' or ‘stepping stone' is used to develop insight, the 
main task is to employ it skilfully as a means in order to gain a comprehensive and balanced 
vision of the true nature of subjective experience. 
 Based on the exploration in the preceding pages, the contemplations listed under the 
four satipaññhànas do not seem to constitute a rigidly fixed set of templates into which individual 
practice has to fit. That the practice of satipaññhàna is not necessarily restricted to the range of 
objects listed in the Satipaññhàna Sutta is also documented in the Saëàyatanvibhaïga Sutta, 
where the Buddha mentioned three ‘satipaññhànas' different from the practices listed in the 
more usual four satipaññhàna scheme.1076 This suggests that the contemplations described in 
the Satipaññhàna Sutta do not determine the only proper and suitable ways for carrying out 
‘satipaññhàna' contemplation, but rather illustrate, by way of example, possible applications.  
 The contemplations in the Satipaññhàna Sutta follow a progressive sequence from gross 
to subtle aspects of experience. It needs to be kept in mind, however, that the discourse repre-
sents a theoretical model of satipaññhàna, not a case study. In actual practice, the different con-
templations described in the discourse can be combined in a variety of possible ways, so that it 
would be a misunderstanding to take the progression in the discourse as prescribing the only 
possible sequence of developing satipaññhàna.  
 The flexible interrelation of the satipaññhàna contemplations in actual practice can be il-
lustrated by taking a cross-sectional cut, as it were, through the direct path of satipaññhàna. 
Such a sectional view resembles to some extent a twelve petalled flower (see diagram 14.2 be-

                                                           
1076 M III 221; cf. also chapter I.4). 
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low), with the main object of contemplation (here the breath as an example) constituting the 
centre of the ‘flower'.  
 

   Dynamic Interrelation of the Satipaññhàna Contemplations 
     (Diagram 15.2) 

 
 

 From the main object of meditation, the dynamics of contemplation can at any given mo-
ment lead over to any of the other satipaññhàna exercises, and then revert back to the main ob-
ject. That is, from being aware of the process of breathing, for example, awareness may turn to 
any other occurrence in the realm of body, feelings, mind, or dhammas, which has become 
prominent, and then revert back to the breath. Or else, in case the newly arisen object of medi-
tation should require sustained attention and deeper investigation, it can become the new cen-
tre of the flower, with the former object turned into one of the petals. 
 Any meditation practice from the four satipaññhànas can serve as the main focus for in-
sight contemplation and lead to realisation. At the same time, meditations from one 
satipaññhàna can be interrelated with those from other satipaññhànas. This demonstrates the 
flexibility of the satipaññhàna scheme, which allows freedom for variations and combinations 
according to the individual character and level of development of a meditator. Understood in 
this way, to practise satipaññhàna should be less a question of practising either one or another 
satipaññhàna, but rather of contemplating one as well as the others. In fact, with the deeper 
stages of the practice, when one is able to abide ‘independent and free from clinging to 
anything in the world', the practice of satipaññhàna progresses from any particular object or 
area to a more and more comprehensive way of practice, embracing all aspects of experience. 
Applied to diagram 14.2, this would be as if, when the sun is about to set, the twelve petals of 
the flower gradually come together to form a single bud. Practised in this way, satipaññhàna 
becomes a fourfold cohesive survey of experience, which at one go takes into account its 
material, affective, and mental facets and relates it to the Dhamma, whereby this experience 
turns into a vehicle for swift progress along the direct path leading to Nibbàna. 

 XV.2) The Importance of Satipaññhàna 
 The Buddha not only recommended the practice of satipaññhàna to newcomers and be-
ginners, but also included advanced practitioners and arahants among the cultivators of sati-
paññhàna.1077  
 For the beginner embarking on satipaññhàna practice, the discourses stipulate a basis in 

                                                           
1077 S V 144: ye te bhikkhå navà acirapabbajità … catunnaü satipaññhànànaü bhàvanàya samàdapetabbà… ye pi te bhik-

khå sekhà … te pi kàye kàyànupassino … dhammesu dhammànupassino viharanti … ye pi te bhikkhå arahanto khãõàsavà … 

te pi kàye kàyànupassino … dhammesu dhammànupassino viharanti. That different levels of disciples should practice 
satipaññhàna comes up again at S V 299: sekhena … asekhena … cattàro satipaññhànà upasampajja vihàtabba. 
(Woodward: Kindred Sayings, vol V p 265, translates "should be abandoned". This rendering is not convincing, since in the 
present context vihàtabba seems to be a future passive form of viharati, not of vijahati.) 
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ethical conduct and the presence of ‘straight' view as necessary foundations.1078 According to a 
passage in the Aïguttara Nikàya, the practice of satipaññhàna leads to overcoming weakness 
with regard to the five precepts.1079 This suggests that the ethical foundation needed to begin 
satipaññhàna may be weak at the outset, but then will get strengthened as practice proceeds. 
Similarly, the above mentioned ‘straight' view may refer to a preliminary degree of proper moti-
vation and understanding, which will then develop further with the progress of satipaññhàna 
contemplation.1080 Additional prerequisites for satipaññhàna practice are to refrain from unneces-
sary activities, from gossiping, from excessive sleeping, and from socialising, and to develop 
sense restraint and moderation in regard to food.1081  
 It may already have come as a surprise that a newcomer to the path should be encour-
aged to right away cultivate satipaññhàna.1082 But that the Buddha and his fully awakened 
disciples should still engage in the practice of satipaññhàõa may be even more surprising. Why 
would one, who has realised the goal and has nothing further left to do, still continue practising 
satipaññhàna?  
 The answer is that arahants continue with their insight meditation because for them this 
is simply the most appropriate and pleasant way of spending their time.1083 Proficiency in 
satipaññhàna, together with delight in seclusion, are indeed distinguishing qualities of an 
arahant.1084 Once true detachment has set in, the continuity of insight meditation becomes a 
source of delight and satisfaction.1085 Thus satipaññhàna is not only the direct path leading to the 
goal, but also the perfect expression of having realised the goal. To borrow from the poetic 
language of the discourses: path and Nibbàna merge into one, like one river merging with 
another.1086 
 A similar nuance underlies the final part of the ‘refrain', according to which contemplat-
ion continues for the sake of - continued contemplation.1087 This goes to show that there is no 

                                                           
1078 S V 143, 165, 187, and 188: sãlaü nissàya sãle patiññhàya cattàro satipaññhàne … bhàveyyàsi. Cf. also S V 171, where 
the purpose of sãla is to lead up to the practice of satipaññhàna: kusalàni sãlàni yàvad-eva imesaü catunnaü satipaññhànà-
naü bhàvanàya vuttàni Bhagavatà. S V 143 and 165 add diññhi ca ujukà to the necessary conditions for practising 
satipaññhàna. Cf. also Th 865: sãlakkhandhe patiññhàya satiü pa¤¤a¤-ca bhàvayaü pàpuõiü anupubbena sabbasaü-
yojanakkhayaü. 
1079 A IV 457: pa¤cannaü sikkhàdubbalyànaü pahànàya ime cattàro satipaññhànà bhàvetabbà.  
1080 Some discourses present the direct experience of the impermanent nature of the aggregates or the sense-spheres as ‘right 
view', which documents a form of right view that is clearly an outcome of insight meditation, cf. S III 51: råpaü … vi¤¤àõaü 

aniccanti passati, yàyaü hoti sammàdiññhi; S IV 142: cakkhuü … råpe … aniccà ti passati, sàyaü hoti sammàdiññhi. 
1081 A III 450: cha dhamme appahàya abhabbo ajjhattaü kàye kàyànupassã … dhammesu dhammànupassã viharituü … 

kammàràmataü, bhassàràmataü, niddàràmataü, saïgaõikàràmataü, indriyesu aguttadvàrataü, bhojane amatta¤¤utaü. 
1082 It needs to be pointed out, however, that there is a clear qualitative difference between satipaññhàna practised by a 
beginner and by an arahant. S V 144 documents this qualitative progression, which leads from the initial insight of the 
beginner: kàyassa … dhammànaü yathàbhåtaü ¤àõàya, via the penetrative comprehension of the sekha: kàyassa … dham-

mànaü … pari¤¤àya, to the full detachment present during contemplation undertaken by an arahant: kàyena … dhammehi 

visaüyutta. Even for the beginner's initial insight, this discourse stipulates that satipaññhàna is to be undertaken with a calm 
and concentrated mind (ekodibhåtà vippasannacittà samàhità ekaggacittà) for true insight to arise, a requirement not easily 
met by those who have just started to practise. 
1083 S III 168: arahatà ime pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà aniccato … anattato yoniso manasikattabbà. Natthi arahato uttarikara-

õãyaü katassa và pañiccayo, api ca kho ime dhammà bhàvità bahulãkatà diññhadhammasukhavihàràya ceva saüvattanti 

satisampaja¤¤àya ca. Cf. also S I 48, where the Buddha declared that an arahant, although meditating, has nothing more to 
do since he or she has ‘gone beyond': khãõàsavassa nipakassa jhàyino … nàyåhati pàragato hi so. 
1084 S V 175 defines an arahant as one who has perfected the cultivation of satipaññhàna: catunnaü satipaññhànànaü 
samattaü bhàvitattà asekho hoti. According to S V 302, arahants often dwell established in satipaññhàna: yo so bhikkhu 
arahaü khãõàsavo … so imesu catusu satipaññhànesu supatiññhitacitto bahulaü viharati. The arahant's delight in seclusion 
is documented at D III 283, A IV 224, and A V 175: khãõàsavassa bhikkhuno vivekaninnaü cittaü hoti vivekapoõaü 
vivekapabbhàraü vivekaññhaü nekkhammàbhirataü. The arahant's proficiency in satipaññhàna comes up again at A IV 224 
and at A V 175: khãõàsavassa bhikkhuno cattàro satipaññhànà bhàvità honti subhàvità. Katz: Human Perfection, p 67, con-
cludes: "satipaññhàna … the arahants enjoy this practise, which would mean … that it is a natural expression of their attain-
ment."  
1085 Vism 650: sabbasaïkhàre àdãnavato passanto … sabhedake saïkhàragate nibbindati … bhàvanàràmatàya pana bhàva-

nàratiyà samannàgatattà sattasu anupassanàsu yeva ramati. 
1086 D II 223: seyyathà pi nàma Gaïgodakaü Yamunodakena saüsandati sameti, evam-eva … saüsandati nibbàna¤-ca 

pañipadà ca. Malalasekera: Dictionary, vol I p 734, explains that "the junction of the Gaïgà and the Yamunà … is used as a 
simile for perfect union." 
1087 M I 56: sati paccupaññhità hoti, yàvad-eva ¤àõamattàya pañissatimattàya. 
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point at which a practitioner goes beyond the practice of meditation. Thus the relevance of sati-
paññhàna contemplation extends from the very beginning of the path all the way through to the 
moment of full realisation, and even beyond. The continued relevance of formal meditation 
practice even for arahants is in fact documented in various passages, which I will now briefly 
survey. 
 According to the discourses, the Buddha and his disciples were always given to medita-
tion, irrespective of their level of realisation.1088 The Buddha was well known among contempo-
rary ascetic circles for being in favour of silence and retreat.1089 The Sàma¤¤aphala Sutta 
reports the Buddha and a large congregation of monks meditating in such deep silence that an 
approaching king feared to be led into an ambush, since it seemed impossible to him that so 
many people could be assembled together without making any noise at all.1090 The Buddha's 
appreciation for silence went so far that he would quite readily dismiss noisy monks or noisy lay 
supporters from his presence.1091 If the hustle and bustle around him reached a level which he 
found excessive, he was capable of just walking off by himself, leaving the congregation of 
monks, nuns, and lay followers to themselves.1092 Seclusion, he explained, was a distinctive 
quality of the Dhamma.1093 
 The discourses report that, even after his full awakening, the Buddha still went into 
solitary silent retreat.1094 Even outside of intensive retreat, distinguished visitors were 
                                                           
1088 E.g. S V 326 reports the Buddha and some arahants engaged in the practice of mindfulness of breathing: ànàpàna-
satisamàdhinà Bhagavà vassàvàsaü bahulaü vihàsi, bhikkhå arahanto khãõàsavà … tesam-ànàpànasatisamàdhi bhàvito 

bahulãkato diññheva dhamme sukhavihàràya ceva saüvattati satisampaja¤¤àya ca. From the arahant disciples, Anuruddha 
was especially known for his frequent practice of satipaññhàna (cf. S V 294-306). Sn 157 stresses again that the Buddha did 
not neglect meditation: Buddho jhànaü na ri¤cati. Cf. also Th 6, where an arahant monk was still engaged in kàyagatàsati. 
1089 E.g. D I 179, D III 37, M I 514, M II 2, 23, 30, A V 185, and 190, where the Buddha and his followers are charac-
terised as being ‘in favour of silence, practising silence, praising silence': appasaddakàmà, appasaddavinãtà 
appasaddassa vaõõavàdino. Cf. S III 15 and S IV 80, where the Buddha emphatically exhorted his disciples to make 
an effort at living in seclusion: pañisallàne, bhikkhave, yogam-àpajjatha. Pañisallãno bhikkhu yathàbhåtaü pajànàti. 
According to A III 422, seclusion is a necessary requirement for really gaining control over the mind: eko paviveke 
anabhiramanto cittassa nimittaü gahessatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati. Cf. also It 39, where the Buddha spoke again in 
praise of seclusion: pañisallànàràmà bhikkhave viharatha pañisallànaratà. Or else Sn 822: vivekaü yeva sikkhetha, 
etad-ariyànam uttamaü. At Vin I 92 the Buddha even exempted junior monks from the need to live in dependence 
(nissaya) on a teacher, if they were comfortably meditating in seclusion. To live in community appears to be almost a 
second-rate alternative, since at S I 154 community life is recommended to those monks who are unable to find 
delight in seclusion: sevetha pantàni senàsanàni, careyya saüyojanavippamokkhà, sace ratiü nàdhigaccheyya tattha, 
saïghe vase rakkhitatto satãmà. The importance of seclusion in the historically early stages of the Buddhist monastic 
community is also noted by Panabokke: Buddhist Saïgha, p 14. To live in seclusion, however, requires some degree 
of meditative proficiency, as the Buddha pointed out at M I 17 and A V 202: dukkaraü pavivekaü, durabhiramaü 
ekatte, haranti ma¤¤e mano vanàni samàdhiü alabhamànassa bhikkhuno. If such meditative proficiency was lacking, 
then the Buddha would advise monks against going off into seclusion (cf. the cases of Upàli at A V 202 and Meghiya 
at Ud 34). 
1090 D I 50: kathaü hi nàma tàva mahato bhikkhusaïghassa aóóhateëasànaü bhikkhu-satànaü neva khipitasaddo bhavissati 
na ukkàsitasaddo na nigghoso ti? 
1091 At M I 457 a newly ordained group of monks was dismissed by the Buddha for being too noisy. The same happened 
again at Ud 25. At A III 31 (= A III 342 and A IV 341), the Buddha was disinclined to accept food brought by a group of 
householders, because they were creating a lot of noise. On the other hand, however, to merely observe silence for its own 
sake was criticised by the Buddha. At Vin I 157 he rebuked a group of monks who had spent a rains season together 
observing complete silence. This instance needs to be considered in the light of M I 207, where the silent living together of a 
group of monks is described in the same terms, but met with the Buddha's approval. Here the decisive difference was that 
every fifth day this group of monks would interrupt their silence and discuss the Dhamma, i.e. in this case silence was not 
observed merely for its own sake, but was wisely balanced with discussion about the Dhamma. In fact these two activities, to 
either discuss the Dhamma, or else to observe silence, were often recommended by the Buddha as the two appropriate ways 
of spending time together with others, e.g. at M I 161: sannipatitànaü vo, bhikkhave, dvayaü karaõãyaü - dhammã và kathà, 
ariyo và tuõhãbhàvo. 
1092 Ud 41: Bhagavà … bhikkhåhi … upàsakehi … àkiõõo dukkhaü na phàsu viharati … anàmantetvà upaññhàkaü anapa-

loketvà bhikkhusaïghaü eko adutiyo … carikaü pakkàmi. A similar action was undertaken at A V 133 by a group of senior 
monks, who departed without even taking their leave of the Buddha, in order to avoid the noise created by some of his 
visitors, an action which the Buddha, on being told later, approved. 
1093 Vin II 259 and A IV 280: ye dhammà … pavivekàya saüvattanti no saïgaõikàya … eso dhammo, eso vinayo, etaü satthu 

sàsanaü.  
1094 Vin III 68, S V 12 and 320 report the Buddha going for two weeks into complete seclusion for a silent retreat, while Vin 
III 229, S V 13 and 325 document the same for a three-month period. 
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sometimes not allowed to approach him if he was still engaged in his daily meditation.1095 As the 
Buddha himself admitted in the Mahàsu¤¤ata Sutta, if while abiding in emptiness meditation 
he was visited by monks, nuns, or laity, his mind inclined to seclusion to such an extent that he 
would talk to them in a way intending to dismiss them.1096  
 His secluded life style earned the Buddha some undeserved ridicule from other ascet-
ics, who insinuated that he might be in dread of being vanquished in debate with others.1097 
This, however, was not the case, as the Buddha was not afraid of debate or of anything else. His 
secluded and meditative life style was simply the appropriate expression of his realisation, and 
at the same time a way of setting an example for others.1098 These various instances clearly 
document the importance given in the early Buddhist community to retiring into seclusion and 
engaging in the practice of intensive meditation.  
 This importance is also reflected in the statement that the practice of the four satipañ-
ñhànas, together with removing the hindrances and establishing the awakening factors, consti-
tutes a common feature of the awakening of all Buddhas, past, present, and future.1099 In fact, 
not only Buddhas, but all those who have realised or will realise awakening do so by over-
coming the hindrances, establishing satipaññhàna, and developing the awakening factors.1100 In 
view of the fact that both the hindrances and the awakening factors are objects of 
contemplation of dhammas, it becomes evident that satipaññhàna is an indispensable ingredient 
for growth in the Dhamma.1101 No wonder that the Buddha equated neglecting satipaññhàna 
with neglecting the path to freedom from dukkha.1102  
 The relevance of satipaññhàna for all of the Buddha's disciples is also documented by 
the fact that, according to the discourses, many nuns were accomplished practitioners of sati-
paññhàna.1103 Other instances document lay-meditators proficient in satipaññhàna contempla-
tion.1104 These cases clearly demonstrate that the expression ‘monks' (bhikkhave), used in the 
Satipaññhàna Sutta by the Buddha as a form of addressing his audience, does not intend to 
restrict the instructions to fully ordained monks only.1105  

                                                           
1095 At D I 151: akàlo Bhagavantaü dassanàya, pañisallãno Bhagavà. According to D II 270 once even Sakka, king of gods, 
had to depart without being able to meet the Buddha, since he was not allowed to disturb the Buddha's meditation. 
1096 M III 111: ajjhattaü su¤¤ataü upasampajja viharituü … Tathàgataü iminà vihàrena viharantaü bhavanti upasaïkami-

tàro bhikkhå bhikkhuniyo upàsakà upàsikàyo … Tathàgato vivekaninneneva cittena … uyyojanikapañisaüyuttaü yeva kathaü 

kattà hoti.  
1097 D I 175 and D III 38. 
1098 At D III 54 the Buddha pointed out that all Awakened Ones of past times have similarly been dedicated to seclusion and 
silence. M I 23 and A I 60 explain his reasons for living in seclusion: dve atthavase sampassamàno ara¤¤evanapatthàni 
pantàni senàsanàni pañisevàmi: attano ca diññhadhammasukhavihàraü sampassamàno pacchima¤-ca janataü anu-

kampamàno. Cf. also Mil 138. 
1099 D II 83, D III 101, and S V 161: ye te ahesuü atãtaü addhànaü arahanto sammàsambuddhà, sabbe te bhagavanto pa¤ca 
nãvaraõe pahàya … catusu satipaññhànesu supatiññhita città satta bojjhaïge yathàbhåtaü bhàvetvà anuttaraü sam-

màsambodhiü abhisambujjhiüsu. Ye pi te bhavissanti anàgataü addhànaü … Bhagavà pi etarahi … (The authenticity of this 
passage is however doubted by Ñàõàràma: Mission Accomplished, p 26.) At S I 103 the Buddha explicitly stated that his 
awakening took place based on sati: ñhito sato bodhiü samajjhagaü.  
1100 A V 195: ye kho keci lokamhà niyyiüsu và niyyanti và niyyissanti và, sabbe te pa¤ca nãvaraõe pahàya … catusu sati-

paññhànesu supatiññhita città satta bojjhaïge yathàbhåtaü bhàvetvà evam-ete lokamhà niyyiüsu và niyyanti và niyyissanti 

và. This statement appears to be of such crucial importance that, in the corresponding version in the Chinese Madhyama 

âgama, it has been inserted into the introductory part of the discourse itself, cf. Nhat Hanh: Transformation, p 151. Cf. also 
the shorthand path description at A III 386: so evaü pabbajito samàno pa¤ca nãvaraõe pahàya cetaso upakkilese pa¤¤àya 
dubbalãkaraõe catåsu satipaññhànesu supaññhitacitto satta bojjhaïge yathàbhåtaü bhàvetvà akaõhaü asukkaü nibbànaü 

abhijàyati. 
1101 In fact, according to A V 153 loss of mindfulness spells incapability of growing in the Dhamma: so vata bhikkhu muñ-
ñhassati samàno imasmiü dhammavinaye vuddhiü viråëhiü vepullaü àpajjissatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati. The usefulness of 
satipaññhàna is further corroborated by the substantial list of its possible benefits at A IV 457-460. 
1102 S V 179: yesaü kesa¤ci cattàro satipaññhànà viraddhà, viraddho tesaü ariyo maggo sammàdukkhakkhayagàmã. 
1103 S V 155: sambahulà bhikkhuniyo catusu satipaññhànesu supatiññhitacittà viharantiyo uëàraü pubbenàparaü visesaü 
sampajànanti. 
1104 E.g. at M I 340 the lay disciple Pessa states: mayam-pi hi bhante gihã odàtavasanà kàlena kàlaü imesu catusu satipañ-
ñhànesu supatiññhitacittà viharàma (the expression supatiññhitacittà indicates that Pessa's practice must have been of a 
rather advanced level). Similarly S V 177 reports the layman Sirivaóóho and S V 178 the layman Mànadinna to be both 
engaged in the practice of satipaññhàna (both were then declared by the Buddha to have achieved non-return). 
1105 Ps I 241 explains: bhikkhå ti pañipattisampàdakapuggalanidassanaü etaü … yo ca imaü pañipattiü pañipajjati, so bhik-
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 Although the practice of satipaññhàna is clearly not limited to the members of the mo-
nastic community, it nevertheless holds particular benefits for them, since it counters tenden-
cies towards personal and communal decline.1106 As the Buddha pointed out, once a monk or a 
nun has practised satipaññhàna for a sufficient length of time, nothing in the world can tempt 
them to disrobe and forsake their way of life, since they have become thoroughly disenchanted 
with worldly temptations.1107 Well established in satipaññhàna, they have become truly self-
reliant and are no longer in need of any other form of protection or refuge.1108  
 The wholesome effects of satipaññhàna are not restricted to benefiting oneself only. The 
Buddha quite emphatically advised that one should encourage one's friends and relatives to 
also practise satipaññhàna.1109 In this way, satipaññhàna can become a tool for integrating social 
responsibility with one's personal practice. The Buddha once illustrated the proper procedure 
for such integration with the example of two acrobats, who were about to perform a balancing 
act on a bamboo pole. In order for both to perform safely together, each of them first of all had 
to pay attention to his own balance. Similarly, the Buddha advised, one should first of all 
establish balance within oneself by developing satipaññhàna.1110 Only from an established 
position of inner balance will one be able to relate to external circumstances with patience, non-
violence, and compassion, and thereby be truly able to benefit others. 
 The simile of the two acrobats suggests that self development by way of satipaññhàna 
should take precedence over any premature engagement in social work.1111 According to the 
Buddha, to attempt to assist others without first having done so for oneself is like trying to save 
another person from sinking in a quagmire while one is sinking oneself.1112 According to him, to 
attempt to lead others to realise what one has not yet realised oneself is like someone carried 
away by a swift river trying to help others to cross it.1113 
 All these passages document the central position and importance of satipaññhàna in the 
early Buddhist path scheme. Indeed, it is the practice of satipaññhàna, the systematic develop-
ment of this unobtrusive quality of mindfulness, which constitutes the direct path to the reali-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
khu nàma hoti. 
1106 D II 77: yàvakãva¤-ca bhikkhå paccattaü yeva satiü upaññhàpessanti; D II 79: yàvakãva¤-ca bhikkhå … upaññhitasatã 

bhavissanti … yàvakãva¤-ca bhikkhå sati-sambojjhaïgaü bhàvessanti, each of these instances ensuring future prosperity for 
the Saïgha and preventing its decline. Similarly at S V 172 and 174: catunnaü satipaññhànànaü bhàvitattà bahulãkatattà 
Tathàgate parinibbute saddhammo ciraññhitiko hoti. S V 173: catunnaü satipaññhànànaü bhàvitattà bahulãkatattà 
saddhamma aparihànaü hoti. 
1107 S V 301: bhikkhu cattàro satipaññhàne bhàvento … bahulãkaronto sikkhaü paccakkhàya hãnàyàvattissatãti netaü 

ñhànaü vijjati. Taü kissa hetu? Ya¤-hi taü cittaü dãgharattaü vivekaninnaü vivekapoõaü vivekapabbhàraü. It is revealing if 
this statement is contrasted with A III 396, according to which even a fourth jhàna attainer is still susceptible to disrobing 
and returning to a worldly life style. 
1108 D II 100, D III 58, 77, S V 154, 163, and 164: katha¤-ca bhikkhu attadãpo viharati attasaraõo ana¤¤asaraõo, dham-
madãpo dhammasaraõo ana¤¤asaraõo? Idha bhikkhu kàye kàyànupassã viharati … vedanàsu … citte … dhammesu … ye hi 
keci … etarahi và mamaü và accayena attadãpà viharissanti … tamatagge me te bhikkhå bhavissanti ye keci sikkhàkàmà. Sv 
II 549 emphasises again that it is the practice of the four satipaññhànas which will lead to the highest: sabbe pi te 
catusatipaññhànagocaràva bhikkhå agge bhavissantãti arahattanikåñena. 
1109 S V 189: ye bhikkhave anukampeyyàtha … te vo catunnaü satipaññhànànaü bhàvanàya samàdapetabbà nivesetabbà 

patiññhàpetabbà. It is a little surprising that this discourse has not made its way into the Chinese âgamas (cf. Akanuma: 
Catalogue, 247). 
1110 S V 169: attànaü rakkhissàmãti satipaññhànaü sevitabbaü, paraü rakkhissàmãti satipaññhànaü sevitabbaü. Attànaü 
rakkhanto paraü rakkhati, paraü rakkhanto attànaü rakkhati. Katha¤-ca attànaü rakkhanto paraü rakkhati? âsevanàya, 

bhàvanàya, bahulãkammena … Katha¤-ca paraü rakkhanto attànaü rakkhati? Khantiyà avihiüsàya, mettatàya, 

anudayatàya. On this passage cf. also ¥àõapoõika: "Protection", p 3; ¥àõavãra: Clearing the Path, p 211; Piyadassi: 
"Mindfulness", p 475; and Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening, p 81. 
1111 Cf. A II 95-99, where the Buddha distinguished between the four possibilities of practising only for one's own benefit, 
only for others' benefit, for the benefit of neither, or for the benefit of both, with the at first sight surprising conclusion that to 
practise only for one's own benefit is superior to practising only for the benefit of others (cf. also Dhp 166: attadatthaü 
paratthena bahunà pi na hàpaye). The underlying rationale is that unless one is oneself established in overcoming 
unwholesomeness (A II 96) or in ethical restraint (A II 99), one will be unable to really benefit others.  
1112 M I 45: attanà palipapalipanno paraü palipapalipannaü uddharissatãti, netaü ñhànaü vijjati, similarly: attanà adanto 
avinãto aparinibbuto paraü damessati vinessati parinibbàpessatãti, netam ñhànaü vijjati. Similarly Dhp 158 recommends to 
be well established oneself, before teaching others: attànam eva pañhamaü patiråpe nivesaye, atha¤¤am-anusàseyya. Cf. 
also Premasiri: "Ethics", p 160, who points out the need for a basis of internal peace before proceeding to serve others. 
1113 Sn 320: sayaü ajànaü avitiõõakaïkho, kiü so pare sakkhati nijjhapetuü? 
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sation of Nibbàna, to the perfection of wisdom, to the highest possible happiness, and to unsur-
passable freedom.1114  
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 2) List of Abbreviations 
 
Sources: 
A  Aïguttara Nikàya 
Abhidh-s Abhidhammatthasaïgaha 
As  Atthasàlinã (comy to Dhs) 
D  Dãgha Nikàya 
Dhp  Dhammapada 
Dhp-a  Dhammapadaññhakathà (comy to Dhp) 
Dhs  Dhammasaïgaõã 
It  Itivuttaka 
Ja  Jàtaka 
Kv  Kathàvatthu  
M  Majjhima Nikàya 
Mil  Milindapa¤hà 
Mp  Manorathapåraõã (comy to A) 
Nett  Nettippakaraõa  
Nid I  Mahàniddesa 
Nid II  Cåëaniddesa 
Pañis  Pañisambhidàmagga 
Paññh  Paññhàna 
Pj II  Paramatthajotikà (comy to Sn) 
Pp  Puggalapa¤¤atti 
Ps  Papa¤casådanã (comy to M) 
Ps-pñ  Ps-puràõañãkà (subcomy to M) 
S  Saüyutta Nikàya 
Sn  Sutta Nipàta  
Sp  Samantapàsàdikà (comy to Vin) 
Spk  Sàratthappakàsinã (comy to S) 
Sv  Sumaïgalavilàsinã (comy to D) 
Sv-pñ  Sv-puràõañãkà (subcomy to D) 
Th  Theragàthà 
Th-a  Theragàthàññhakathà (comy to Th) 
Thã  Therãgàthà 
Ud  Udàna 
Ud-a  Paramatthadãpanã (comy to Ud) 
Vibh  Vibhaïga 
Vibh-a  Sammohavinodanã (comy to Vibh) 
Vin  Vinayapiñaka 
Vism  Visuddhimagga  
Vism-mhñ Paramatthama¤jåsà (Vism-mahàñãkà) 

 
Other abbreviations: 
Bd   Band 
BL  Bodhi Leaf 
BPS  Buddhist Publication Society 
Burm.  Burmese Chaññha Saïgàyana (ed.) 
cf.  compare 
comy  commentary (aññhakathà) 
diss.  dissertation 
ed.  edition /edited by 
e.g.  for example 
esp.  especially 
et al  and others 
Ges.   Gesellschaft 
ibid.  ibidem, just there 
i.e.  that is to say 
n  footnote 
no  number 
p(p)  page(s) 
PTS  Pàli Text Society 
publ.   published /publication 
Sinh.  Sinhalese Buddha Jayanti (ed.) 
sg.  singular 
subcomy subcommentary (ñãkà) 
trsl.  translated/translation 
unpubl. manus. unpublished manuscript 
viz.  that is, namely 
vol  volume 
VRI  Vipassanà Research Institute 
Wh  Wheel (BPS) 
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 3) Index and Glossary  
 
abhijjhà - covetousness, desires  35 
abhijjhàdomanassa - desires and discontent 29, 35 
absorption - jhàna 38 
aggregate - khandha 118 
Ajita Kesakambalã 121 
âjãvika 120 
ajjhatta - internal 50 
akusala - unwholesome 152 
Alagaddåpama Sutta 135 
âlàra Kàlàma 38 
àlokasa¤¤à - clarity of cognition 114 
ânanda 21, 150 
ànàpànasati - mindfulness of breathing 69 
ànàpànasati, its position 64 
ânàpànasati Sutta 4, 24, 35, 73, 106, 137 
anatomical constitution of the body 82 
anattà - not self 120 
Anattalakkhaõa Sutta 56 
anger - dosa  102 
anicca - impermanent 55 
anupassanà - contemplation  11 
Anuruddha 31, 40, 110 
anusaya - latent tendency 90, 130 
anussati - recollection 21 
anuttara - unsurpassable 104 
ariyasacca - noble truth 142 
aråpa - immaterial 42 
àsava - influx 131 
asubha - ugly 83 
asuci - impure 65 
àtàpã - diligent  29 
attention - manasikàra 29 
attention, wise - yoniso manasikàra 29 
Aññhakanàgara Sutta 105 
aversion - byàpàda 113 
avijjà - ignorance 97 
awakening factor - bojjhaïga 137 
awareness - sati 21 
àyatana (six) - sense-sphere 127 
bahiddhà - external 50 
Bàhiya 134, 150 
bala - power  23 
bhavaïga 102 
bhikkhu 163 
bojjhaïga - awakening factor 137  
Brahmajàla Sutta 20, 62, 91, 104, 151 
brahmavihàra - divine abode 47, 71 
Buddha, as a doctor 144 
Buddha's development of concentration 45 
Buddha's development of wisdom 57 
Buddha's youth experience of absorption 94 
byàpàda - aversion 113 
cetovimutti - freedom of the mind 47, 104 
chanda - desire 14 
citta - mind, mental state 100 
cittassekaggatà - unification of the mind 37 
clarity of cognition - àlokasa¤¤à 114 
clearly knowing - sampajàna 16, 62 
cognition - sa¤¤à 118 
concentration - samàdhi 37 
concepts 62 
conceptual proliferation - papa¤ca 130 

consciousness - vi¤¤àõa 119 
contemplation - anupassanà 11 
contracted - saïkhitta 103 
corpse in decay 86 
craving - taõhà 90 
Cåëadukkhakkhandha Sutta 45, 97 
Dantabhåmi Sutta 31 
death, recollection of 88 
de-automatisation 29 
delusion - moha 102 
dependent origination - pañicca samuppàda  57 
desire - chanda  14 
desires - abhijjhà 35 
Dhamma - the teaching of the Buddha 138 
dhamma - mental object, factor for, nature of  105 
dhammas, conditionality in contemplation of 107 
dhammas, contemplation of 36, 105 
dhammavicaya - investigation-of-dhammas24, 115, 138 
Dhàtuvibhaïga Sutta 156 
diligent - àtàpã  29 
direct path - ekàyano 8 
discontent - domanassa 35 
distortion - vipallàsa 7 
distracted - vikkhitta 103 
diññhi - view 91 
diññhi, sammà - right view 93 
divine abode - brahmavihàra 47, 71 
domanassa - discontent 35 
dosa - anger 102 
doubt - vicikicchà 115 
dukkha - unsatisfactory 143 
Dvayatànupassanà Sutta 145 
effort - vàyàma 28 
ekàyano - direct path 8 
emptiness - su¤¤atà 123 
energy - viriya 139 
equanimity - upekkhà 99, 140 
external - bahiddhà 50 
faculty - indriya 23 
fetter - saüyojana 128 
formation - saïkhàra  119 
four elements 85 
four postures 76 
freedom by wisdom - pa¤¤àvimutti 47 
freedom of the mind - cetovimutti 47, 104 
gender, identification with 112 
Girimànanda Sutta 133 
Godhika 46 
'good' - pu¤¤a/kusala  152 
gradual path scheme 79 
great - mahaggata 103 
greed - lobha 102 
happiness - sukha 73, 95, 156 
hindrance - nãvaraõa 108 
idappaccayatà - specific conditionality 60 
iddhipàda - road to power 14 
ideal ego 121 
ignorance - avijjà 97 
immaterial - aråpa 42 
impermanence - anicca  55 
impure - asuci 65 
indriya - faculty  23 
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indriya saüvara (sense-restraint) 29, 36, 81, 131 
Indriyabhàvanà Sutta 131 
influx - àsava 131 
in front - parimukhaü 70 
insight - vipassanà  47 
insight knowledges 56, 140 
internal - ajjhatta  50 
investigation-of-dhammas  
     - dhammavicaya 24, 115, 138 
Jains 41, 97, 118, 120 
jhàna - absorption 38 
jhàna-aïga - factor of absorption 109 
joy - pãti 74 
Kakusandha Buddha 84 
kàmacchanda - sensual desire 112 
Kammàsadhamma 8 
karma 96 
kàyagatàsati - mindfulness directed to the body 66 
Kàyagatàsati Sutta 15, 65, 66 
khandha - aggregate 118 
knowledge, ways of acquiring 20 
Kosambi Sutta 48 
kukkucca - worry 114 
kusala - wholesome, skilful, 'good' 152 
labelling 61 
latent tendency - anusaya 90, 130 
liberated - vimutta 104 
lion's posture 79 
lion's roar, the Buddha's 124 
lobha - greed 102 
loving kindness - mettà  86, 113 
luminous mind - pabhassara citta 102 
lust - ràga  102 
magga - path  144 
Madhupiõóika Sutta 130 
Mahàcattàrãsaka Sutta 38 
mahaggata - great 103 
Mahàhatthipadopama Sutta 86, 125 
Mahàràhulovàda Sutta 86 
Mahàsu¤¤ata Sutta 80, 81, 162 
Makkhali Gosàla 14, 58 
manasikàra - attention 29 
material form - råpa 118 
mano - mind 127 
Màra 40, 67, 110 
mental application, initial - vitakka 39 
mental application, sustained - vicàra 39 
method - ¤àya 60 
mettà - loving kindness 86, 113 
micchàsati - wrong mindfulness 25 
middha - torpor 114 
mind - citta or mano 100 or 127 
mindfulness - sati 21 
mindfulness directed to the body - kàyagatàsati 66 
mindfulness of breathing - ànàpànasati 69 
Moggallàna 40 
moha - delusion 102 
Målapariyàya Sutta 135 
nàmaråpa - name-and-form  120 
Nanda 81 
¤àya - method 60 
Nibbàna 63, 107, 137, 145, 149, 157 
Nibbàna, cessation experience 154 
Nibbàna, non-manifestative 153 

Nibbàna, 'not-born' 154 
Nibbàna, supreme happiness 155 
nimitta - sign, cause 31, 132, 139 
niràmisa - unworldly 90 
nãvaraõa - hindrance 108 
nãvaraõà, their absence 111 
nãvaraõà, their removal 41 
noble truth - ariyasacca 142 
pabhassara citta - luminous mind 102 
Paccaya Sutta 58 
pajànàti - he knows 17 
Pakudha Kaccàyana 121 
pa¤¤àvimutti - freedom by wisdom 47 
pàpa - evil  152 
papa¤ca - conceptual proliferation 130 
paramattha 53 
parimukhaü - in front 70 
passaddhi - tranquility 139 
passing away - vaya 55 
pañicca samuppàda - dependent origination 57 
pañigha - irritation  132 
pañikkåla - disagreeable 134 
pañinissagga - letting go 107 
pãti - joy 74 
pãti, as awakening factor 139 
pãti, conditioned sequence of 95 
pãti, due to absence of hindrances 111 
phassa - contact  118 
power - bala 23 
pu¤¤a - 'good', meritorious 152 
Påraõa Kassapa 14, 58 
ràga - lust 102 
Rathavinãta Sutta 43 
reclining posture 79 
recollection - anussati 21 
restlessness - uddhacca  114 
road to power - iddhipàda 14 
root of a tree 70 
råpa - form 118 
saddhà - confidence  23 
sakkàyadiññhi 122 
Saëàyatanavibhaïga Sutta 99 
samàdhi - concentration 37 
samàdhi, and non-return 42 
samàdhi, and stream-entry 41 
samàdhi, different from sati 32 
samàdhi, sammà 37 
Samaõamaõóikà Sutta 151 
Sàma¤¤aphala Sutta 161 
samatha - tranquility 47 
sàmisa - worldly 90 
sammà - right  38 
sampaja¤¤a - clear knowledge 17 
sampajàna - clearly knowing 16, 62 
sampajàna and wisdom 17 
sampajàna in regard to body activities 79 
samudaya - arising  55 
saüyojana - fetter 128 
saïkhàra - volition, formation 119 
saïkhitta - contracted 103 
sa¤¤à - cognition 118 
sa¤¤à, training of 132 
sa¤¤àvedayitanirodha 
     - cessation of cognition and feeling 47 
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sappurisa - worthy person 47 
Sarakàni 149 
Sàriputta 86, 110 
sati - awareness, mindfulness  21 
sati, as a faculty/power 23 
sati, as awakening factor 24 
sati, as memory 21 
sati, 'attacking' its objects 33 
sati, choiceless awareness 30 
sati, in eightfold noble path 24 
sati, in fourth absorption 31 
sati, non-floating 33 
sati, receptivity of 28 
sati, micchà - wrong mindfulness 25 
satipaññhàna - presence of mindfulness  9 
satipaññhàna, additional versions 1 
satipaññhàna, arising and passing away 55 
satipaññhàna, as a middle path 28 
satipaññhàna, Chinese vers. 43, 56, 64, 83, 140, 148 
satipaññhàna, 'definition' 1, 11 
satipaññhàna, external 52 
satipaññhàna, for specific character 6 
satipaññhàna, internal and external 12, 50 
satipaññhàna, linear progression of 3 
satipaññhàna, 'prediction' 5, 43, 147 
satipaññhàna, 'refrain' 12, 49 
satipaññhana, the nimitta of concentration 31 
satipaññhànas, three 10, 159 
satisampaja¤¤a 18, 79 
sa-uttara - surpassable 104 
seamstress craving 136 
Sekha Sutta 104 
self-mortification 13, 96 
sense-restraint - indriya saüvara 29, 36, 81, 131 
sense-sphere (six) - àyatana 127 
sensual desire - kàmacchanda 112 
sickness and meditation 98 
sickness, cured by awakening factors 141 
sign - nimitta  31, 132, 139 
sãla - ethical conduct  148  
sãlabbataparàmàsa 
     - clinging to particular rules and observances 129 
simile of acrobats 164 
simile of armoury of swords 62 
simile of bag full of grains 84 
simile of blind men 20 
simile of bowl full of oil on head 67 
simile of butcher cutting up cow 85 
simile of carpenter 148 
simile of chariot 123 
simile of charioteer 26 
simile of cowherd 25 
simile of elephant's neck 26 
simile of farmer watering crop 148 
simile of gatekeeper 27 
simile of gradual deepening of ocean 148 
simile of hands washing each other 44 
simile of hen sitting on eggs 148 
simile of lute 16 
simile of mirror 30 
simile of ploughshare 26 
simile of proper pasture 27 
simile of refining gold 148 
simile of relay of chariots 43 

simile of surgeon's probe 26 
simile of taming elephant 25 
simile of tower 25 
simile of turner at lathe 72 
simile of two rivers merging 161 
simile of wild animals bound to post 67 
similes for five aggregates 120 
similes for hindrances, bowl of water 109 
similes for hindrances, debt etc. 110 
similes for kàyagatàsati 68 
sitting posture 65, 70 
sloth - thãna 114 
smile of an arahant 96 
specific conditionality - idappaccayatà  60 
stream-entry 149, 152 
su¤¤atà - emptiness 123 
suicide, monk on losing concentration 46 
suicide, monks contemplating body 84 
sukha - happiness 73, 95, 156 
supatiññhita - well established  36 
surpassable - sa-uttara 104 
Susãma Sutta 48 
taõhà - craving  90 
thãna - sloth 114 
torpor - middha 114 
tranquility - passaddhi or samatha 139 or 47 
'the twelve links' (of pañicca samuppàda) 58 
Udaka Ràmaputta 38 
uddhacca - restlessness 114 
ugly - asubha 83 
unification of the mind - cittassekaggatà 37 
unity 154 
universal monarch 141 
unsurpassable - anuttara 104 
unworldly - niràmisa 90 
Upakkilesa Sutta 39, 115 
Upaniùads 20, 120, 135 
upaññhàna - presence  9 
upekkhà - equanimity 99, 140 
vaya - passing away  55 
vàyàma - effort  28 
vedanà - feeling 89 
Vibhaïga Sutta 56 
vicàra - sustained mental application 39 
vicikicchà - doubt 115 
view - diññhi 91 
Vijaya Sutta 53, 83 
vikkhitta - distracted 103 
Vãmaüsaka Sutta 152 
vimutta - liberated 104 
vineyya 34 
vi¤¤àõa - consciousness 119 
vipallàsa - distortion 7 
vipassanà - insight  47 
Vipassã Buddha 57, 124 
viràga - fading away, dispassion 107 
viriya - energy (as awakening factor) 139 
vitakka - initial mental application 39 
Vitakkasaõñhàna Sutta 101 
volition - saïkhàra  119 
walking meditation 78 
who? 78, 91 
wholesome - kusala 152 
worldly - sàmisa 90 
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worry - kukkucca 114 
yoniso manasikàra - wise attention  29 
Yuganaddha Sutta 44 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


