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8 Pa-Auk Sayadaw (1934-    ) 
  
8.1 LIFE OF PA-AUK SAYADAW 
 
8.1.0  How to read Pa Auk 

Pa-Auk Sayadaw has been slotted near the end of our study on the Sama-
tha-Vipassana of Myanmar and of Thailand mainly because he is respected 
worldwide, and that he teaches meditation that well combines both aspects. 
His teachings and methods have been well documented by Pa Auk himself1 
and his western students.2 

Pa-Auk’s teachings as presented here are best read as a remarkable 
Burmese Buddhist story. He speaks of meditation and dhyana with great ease and ken. We may find much 
of the teachings given here difficult, even impossible, to attain in this lifetime. The best way to benefit 
from this survey is to read it as we would read an enjoyable novel by our favourite novelist. 

Clearly, this is the way that Pa-Auk envisions how the Buddha’s early disciples progressed and attained 
the path. We, too, must imagine that he is writing in this manner, taking the role of the Buddha or an 
arhat. In this way, we will see how the teachings and practices connect and progress. We will then find 
something we can connect with, and this may throw some light on our own practice and spur our own 
progress.  
 
8.1.1 Early life and monkhood 
 

8.1.1.1  Pa-Auk Sayadaw is a Burmese Mon monk who strictly keeps to the Vinaya of early Buddhism; 
an accomplished meditator and teacher of samatha-vipassanā meditation; and a Buddhist master with an 
encyclopaedic knowledge of the Pali texts, both Sutta and Abhidhamma, and a leading elder of the Shwe-
kyin Nikāya of Myanmar [8.1.2.4]. He is also a world teacher of early Buddhism and meditation with a net-
work of sīmā (viharas with consecrated boundaries),3 meditation centres and affiliates all over the world 
[8.1.2.3].  

The Sayadaw’s full name, Pa-Auk Tawya Sayadaw Bhaddanta Ācinna, means “the venerable Āciṇṇa, 
elder of the Pa Auk forest.”4 He is the abbot (since 1981) and principal teacher of the Pa-Auk Forest Mon-
astery, outside Mawlamyine (formerly Moulmein),5 Myanmar, established in 1926. Pa Auk is the best 
known and most successful of the modern Burmese teachers, and speaks fluent English. 
 

8.1.1.2  The boy Āciṇṇa was initiated as a novice (sāmaṇera) at the age of 10. During the following 
decade, he studied Pali and the Pali texts under various well-known teachers of the time, and passed the 3 
levels of Pali language examinations (Primary, Intermediate, and Higher levels), while still a novice.  

In 1954, at 20, he received his higher ordination as a monk (bhikkhu). He passed the prestigious Dham-
mācariya examination which confers the title of Dhamma Teacher in 1956, at the age of 22. 

 
1 See esp Pa-Auk Tawya Sayadaw, Knowing and Seeing [1999], 5th rev ed, 2010. 
2 A readable attempt at documenting Pa Auk’s meditation methods is Shaila Catherine’s Wisdom Wide and Deep: A 

practical handbook for mastering jhāna and vipassana, 2011, 456p. Two related but significantly shorter titles are: S 
Snyder & T Rasmussen, Practicing the Jhānas: Traditional concentration meditation as presented by the Venerable Pa 
Auk Sayadaw, 2009, 2011; Hyunsoo Jeon, Samatha, Jhāna, and Vipassana: Practice at the Pa-Auk Monastery: A medi-
tator’s experience. [Korean] tr HaNul Jun, 2018. 

3 Sīmā (“monastic borders”) referring to an area specially consecrated for ordinations, and demarcating a “parish” 
for uposatha assemblies and other sangha-acts. Technically, it also means that the Sangha (led by Pa Auk) owns them. 

4 Pa Auk Tawya is a tropical forest, near the village of Pa Auk, along the Taung Nyo Mountain range, 15 km SE of 
Mawlamyine. 

5 Mawlamyine is 301 km (187 mi) SE of Yangon, and the monastery is 15 km (9 mi) SE of Mawlamyine, Myanmar’s 
4th largest city, located on the south of the Thanlwin estuary. It is the capital and largest city of Mon State, and the 
main trading centre and seaport in SE Myanmar. 
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8.1.1.3  Beginning 1964, during his 10th rains-retreat (vassâvāsa), Āciṇṇa began practising forest dwell-
ing. While continuing his study of the Pali texts, he trained under various eminent meditation teachers in 
Myanmar, such as Mahasi Sayadaw [2.4.5] and U Pandita (Shwe Taung Gon Sayadaw). He also studied 
meditation under Ka-thit-waing Sayadaw (10 days), Than-lyin Sayadaw (the 4 elements meditation, for 6½ 
months, 1966) and Shwe-thein-daw Sayadaw (Monywa) (the breath meditation, 3½ months, 1967).6 Then, 
he spent 13 rains in Monsein Tawya (a forest at Ah-Sin village, Ye Township). 
 
8.1.2 Pa Auk’s teachings 

 

8.1.2.1  From his experience with such teachers, he developed his own set of meditation methods, 
referred to as the “Pa-Auk method.”7 Since then, Pa Auk has been practising meditation himself as much 
as he could while living a simple life of teaching meditation.  

 

8.1.2.2  In 1981, when he was 47 (28 rains), in response to the request by the dying abbot Phelhtaw 
Sayadaw Aggapaññā, he became the abbot of the Pa Awk Tawya Monastery (hence, his toponym, Pa Auk 
Sayadaw). He subsequently went on to found the Upper Monastery (Cittala-pabbata Vihāra).8 It has been 
the lifelong aim of Pa Auk Sayadaw and Pa-Auk Tawya mission, to practise and propagate the Buddha’s 
teaching in its 3 modes, through study (pariyatti), practice (paṭipatti) and realization (paṭivedha).  

 

8.1.2.3  Since 1983, both monastics and laity have been coming to Pa-Auk Tawya (tawya means “for-
est”; meaning the Pa Auk Forest Monastery, pa auk tawya kyaung) to learn his teachings and meditation. 
Foreign meditators began to arrive at the Monastery in the early 1990’s. Some train to become monastics 
but most study under him as lay Buddhists. 

Pa Auk speaks fluent English, and has given many Dharma talks worldwide and, since 1987, a number 
of them have been published. He has been regularly running meditation retreats overseas, that is, in the 
following countries:9   

 

Taiwan    1998, 2000, 2001, 2008, 2011, 2012 
China    1999, 2005, 2013 
Malaysia   2000, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2014 
Singapore   2000, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011 
Japan    2001, 2003, 2005 
USA    2003, 2005, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2011 (vassa retreat at IMS, Barre), 2012 (vassa), 2013-14 
Sri Lanka   2003, 2005, 2008 
England   2005, 2006 
South Korea  2005, 2008 
Germany   2008, 2009 
Indonesia   2009, 2011, 2012, 2014 
Latvia    2009 
Vietnam  2014-15 (ill health) 
Thailand  2014, 2015, 2017 

 
6 Ka-thit-waing is a town in Bago region, 286 km (178 mi) south of Naypyitaw. Than-lyin is a major port city of 

Myanmar, located across Bago River from the city of Yangon. Shwe-thein-daw is about 3.1 km (2 mi) N of Kyaukse, 
Mandalay Region. 

7 “The Most Venerable Pa-Auk Tawya Sayadaw Bhaddanta Āciṇṇa.” Ang Thong (Thailand): ศูนยป์ฏบิตัธิรรมนานาชาตอิ่างทอง 

(International Centre for Dhamma Practice, Ang Thong).  
8 The Pa Auk Tawya monastery complex comprises 6 monasteries: (1) Thit-thee Kyaung or Zingyan Kyaung (Lower 

Monastery), (2) Kywe-da-nyin Kyaung (Middle Monastery), (2) the Cittala-pabbata (Upper Monastery), (4) Nigrodha 
Kyaung, and (6) Gandhayone Kyaung. “Kyaung” means “monastery.” 

9 This list of places visited by Pa Auk for teachings and retreats are from: A Brief Biography of Pa-Auk Tawya Saya-
daw Bhaddanta Āciṇṇa, Taiwan: Asoka Vihara Taiwan Publish, 2018. Thanks to Thong Jian Jen of Singapore for send-
ing me a PDF of this book: https://drive.google.com/.../10hqLUVruMVyLA740E1m.../view.... & 
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.10155439316692233&type=3&comment_id=10155442362592233.  

http://dharmafarer.org/
http://www.paauktawyathailand.org/en/the-most-venerable-pa-auk-tawya-sayadaw-bhaddanta-aci%e1%b9%87%e1%b9%87a/
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fdrive.google.com%2Ffile%2Fd%2F10hqLUVruMVyLA740E1mZElrRoxsx-VG9%2Fview%3Fusp%3Dsharing%26fbclid%3DIwAR01MX_BLHwOuw5lNwHxolONcCST9PP8ggYSl5aIw-0SFNldx8bKsOfGwpU&h=AT29q0NnJjlmDVDtRfIkOG3NXz2HYrOAEWFqZ3_DcLXSrhxH2MAbLacEsicUhYmV9aAdlFCiz0cCcHpUoQPP2ZdRHd2OjN5w2J6CK6ml1ceH44lozC3bjNt5dQy-0B5A_F1grGMg57RQ49nb4A&__tn__=-UK-R&c%5b0%5d=AT3FVMDkiKek0X_3zCV6RI0P_vz6kv_Vqf7_iJHb757IWjXDGHqgGGeeBAhXxgL80L_dWJCQJNsCKJI1dlZXnnjmiUJz1-VNnjIvP7gCMX3vmao3UhgtGsJTJltqVC15wIcca9YJj-H_B2Q8h3RMIHdU5Q
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In December 2006, the Sayadaw was in Sri Lanka to undertake a year-long solitary retreat in the Nā-Uyana 
Forest Monastery, suspending his teaching routine for the year 2007.  

In January-June 2010, Pa Auk conducted a 6-month intensive retreat at the Pa Auk Forest Monastery 
for over 1300 retreatants, monastic and lay from 24 countries. After the retreat that same year, Pa Auk 
spent the rains in solitary retreat in Kullu, Himachal Pradesh, India. In 2012, he conducted a 4-month in-
tensive retreat in the Pa Auk Forest Monastery at Pyin Oo Lwin,10 Myanmar. 

8.1.2.4  In 1997, Pa Auk published his magnum opus, a 5-volume tome titled Nibbānagāminipaṭipadā 
(The Practice that Leads to Nibbāna) in Burmese.11 This has been translated into Sinhala. A number of 
smaller books by Pa Auk have been published in Burmese. A number of his books have been revised and 
translated into English.  

The Pa Auk Society comprises over 40 branches and associate centres in Myanmar12 and worldwide.13 
In public recognition of his achievements, in 1999, the government of the Union of Myanmar awarded Pa 
Auk the title Agga Mahā Kammaṭṭhān’ācariya (Foremost Great Meditation Master).14 In 2009, Pa Auk was 
bestowed the title of “Shwekyin Nikāya Rattaññū Mahānāyaka” (eldest great leader of the Shwekyin sect) 
at the 17th Shwekyin Nikaya Saṅgha Conference in Myanmar.15 

Main website: www.paaukforestmonastery.org 
 
8.1.3 Pa Auk’s meditation methods 
 
 8.1.3.1  An important reason for Pa Auk’s popularity is his comprehensive meditation teaching that 
combines both samatha and vipassana; or, depending on our ability or preference, we may choose either 
to practise as “samatha yogis” (calm meditation practitioners) or as “vipassana yogis” (insight meditation 
practitioners). The best, perhaps only, way to know this is to try out the different meditations for ourself. 
 In this connection, we can summarize Pa Auk’s meditation methods as comprising these 2 streams of 
meditation (the terms “Samatha Yoga” and “Vipassana Yoga” have been used for convenience) that we 
can opt for, thus:  
  
(1) Samatha Yoga          (2) Vipassana Yoga 
1.1 breath meditation up to dhyana [8.4.1] 2.1 breath meditation     [8.4.1] 
1.2 the 4 form dhyanas [8.4.2-8.4.5] 2.2 the 4 elements (vipassana)16  [11.4] 
1.3  the 32 body-parts [8.5.1] 2.3 the crystal body     [12.1.1] 
1.4  the skeleton [8.5.2] 2.4 material clusters (rūpa kalāpa)  [11.2] 
1.5  white kasina [8.6.2] 2.5 analyzing the clusters    [12.2] 
1.6  the 10 kasinas17 [8.6] 2.6 (further practices) 

 
10 A pleasant colonial British hill-station. 
11 Only The Practice Which Leads to Nibbāna (Part 1) has been tr into English, 1998: 

https://www.burmalibrary.org/en/the-practice-which-leads-to-nibbana-part-1; 
http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/nibbana1.pdf.  

12 29 of these are located within Myanmar, incl Thanlyin, Pha-Ann, Mandalay, Dawei (formerly Tavoy), KuMei and 
Pyin Oo Lwin (or Maymyo). This is the largest network of monasteries in Myanmar. For a list of these monasteries, 
local and abroad, see A Brief Biography of Pa-Auk Tawya Sayadaw Bhaddanta Āciṇṇa, Taiwan: Asoka Vihara Taiwan 
Publish, 2018:269-272. 
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.10155439316692233&type=3&comment_id=10155442362592233.  

13 “Peaceful days in Pa-Auk Tawya Meditation Centre.” The Myanmar Times. 26 April 2019. 
14 Sadly, in Myanmar itself, Pa Auk is not as well received as he should be, simply because he belongs to the Mon 

minority: https://www.burmalibrary.org/en/category/discrimination-against-the-mon/.  
15 The Shwegyin Nikāya is the 2nd largest of the 9 sanctioned Burmese sects of monastics (about 5% of Myanmar’s 

monk population). The largest is the Sudhamma Nikāya. Of these sects, the Shwegyin is said to adhere the most 
strictly to the Vinaya. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shwegyin_Nikaya.  

16 This brings only access concentration [11.4.2.1.1 (1) n]. 
17 Colour kasinas (white, nīla, yellow, red); element kasinas (earth, water, fire, wind), light and space. 
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1.7  the 4 elements (kasiṇa) [8.7] 
1.8  the 2 independent elements [8.8] 
1.9 the 4 formless attainments  [8.9] 
1.10  the 9 kasinas (omitting space) [8.6] 
1.11 the 4 form dhyanas    [8.4.2-8.4.5] 
1.12  the 4 divine abodes     [9] 
1.13  the 4 protective meditations [10] 
1.14 the 4 elements18 → (2) Vipassana Yoga 

 
Ideally, we start at 1.1 and end with 2.6, that is, the full practice sequence of the “Pa-Auk method.” Those 
who have difficulty with dhyana are usually advised to start with 2.1 (doing only samatha), with some ad-
justments to the methods or sequence as necessary, with the guidance of experienced teachers. 
 
8.2 MINDFULNESS AND CLEAR COMPREHENSION 
 
 8.2.0  In the rest of this section, we will examine Pa Auk’s Dharma teachings and meditation instruct-
ions, and how we can apply them in our own meditation, or at least to help us better understand the 
Buddha’s teachings. This is a practical interpretation and application of his teachings for the informed 
practitioner (not a theoretical study). We will examine only those teachings which are directly linked with 
samatha/vipassana. For other details, refer to any of Pa Auk’s works or modern writings on his methods. 
[8.1.0] 
 
8.2.1  Mindfulness (sati) 
 

 8.2.2.1  The word sati, “mindfulness,” comes from the root SMṚ, “to remember.” However, as a men-
tal factor, it signifies the presence of mind, attentiveness to the present, rather than to the faculty of mem-
ory regarding the past. Technically, it has the characteristic of “not wobbling” (apilāpana),19 that is,  not 
floating away from the mental object. Its function is the absence of confusion, or non-forgetfulness. It is 
manifested as guardianship, or as the state of confronting an objective field. Its proximate cause is stable 
perception (thira,saññā), that is, as the 4 focuses of mindfulness.20 [8.2.2] 
 
8.2.2 The 4 focuses of mindfulness (satipaṭṭhāna) 
 

 8.2.2.0  The phrase sati’paṭṭhāna is resolved as sati [8.2.1] + upaṭṭhāna (that is, paṭṭhāna in the dual  
senses of “setting up” and “application”) and “foundations,” that is, of mindfulness (sati). The translation 
“focus of mindfulness” is a colloquial phrase to reflect both these senses, that is, of focusing or directing 
our mind (the attention) to the mind-object for the setting up or arising of mindfulness, the foundation or 
basis for mindfulness.21 
 The 4 focuses of mindfulness form a complete system of meditation practice for the cultivation of 
calm and insight. The method is presented in the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (M 10), but elaborated with a detail-
ed exposition of the 4 noble truths in the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (D 22). The method is also given in a 
collection of connected suttas, the Satipaṭṭhāna Saṁyutta (S 47).22 

 
18 This brings only access concentration [11.4.2.1.1 (1) n]. 
19 (Skt abilapana). Caus of a-pilāpeti, “‘not allow any floating,’ not to forget, to call to mind, memorize” (CPD). 

Comys explain that sati keeps the mind as steady as a stone instead of letting it bob about like a pumpkin in water 
(Miln 37,5-32; MA 1:82,30-83,3; DhsA 121,27; Nett 15, 28m 54; Vism 464). See Levman, “Putting smṛti into sati, 
JOCBS 13, 2017:127. 

20 See Abhs 7.24. Sati as “mindfulness,” SD 54.2e (2.3.4); as “memory,” SD 56.17 (3.2.1). Also Abhk 342. 
21 For details, see SD 13.1 (3.1.2). 
22 For a comy, see Soma Thera, The Way of Mindfulness, Kandy: BPS, 1981 (dated). The best modern comys are 

Nyanaponika Thera, The Heart of Buddhist Meditation, London: Rider, 1962, or U Silananda, The Four Foundations of 
Mindfulness, Boston: Wisdom, 1990. In case of any difficulties, refer back to SD 13 (foll n). 
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 The 4 focuses of mindfulness have a single idea and goal, that is, the mindful contemplation of pheno-
mena. They are differentiated only for the purpose of applying mindful contemplation to 4 objects: the 
body, feelings, the mind (states of consciousness) and dharmas (mental objects and truths). The latter 
comprises such factors as the 5 hindrances, the 5 aggregates, the 6 sense-bases, the 7 awakening-factors,  
and the 4 noble truths.23 The practice of the 4 focuses of mindfulness is the same as right mindfulness, 
that is, the 7th limb of the noble eightfold path.24 
 
 8.2.2.1 (1) Contemplation of the body (kāyânupassanā) [5.8.1]. This contemplation consists of the 
following 6 exercises:  
 
• mindfulness of the in- and out-breath ānâpāna,sati 
• minding the 4 postures iriyā,patha 
• mindfulness and clear comprehension sati,sampajañña 
• reflection on the 32 parts of the body kāya,gata,sati or asubha (the impurities) 
• analysis of the 4 primary elements dhātu,vavatthāna 
• cemetery meditations. sīvathikā, ie, the 9 or 10 stages of bodily decomposition. 
 
 Basically, mindfulness concerns knowing what we are doing, while clear comprehension refers to 
applying the right attitude or strategy to that doing [8.2.3]. For example, mindfully we watch the in-breath, 
the out-breath, and so on. Clearly comprehending, we progressively apply the counting, then end it, then 
watch the rise and fall of the breath, then switch to watching the mental sign, and so on. [8.2.3] 
 In this 1st stage of the satipatthana practice, we need to work on focusing the mind so that it is able to 
settle the body to free itself from the distracting sense-activities (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and 
touch),25 so that it is able to focus on itself. This may be done, for example, by keeping the mind focused 
on the smooth flow of the breath, until both breath and body merge to become one: this is called mental 
unification.26 [7.3.1]  
 
 8.2.2.2 (2) Contemplation of feelings (vedananupassanā) [5.8.2] is the 2nd focus of mindfulness, on our 
hedonic reactions to various perceptions. As each feeling arises in us, we simply see it as being pleasant or 
unpleasant, of the body or of the mind, sensual (mundane) or supramundane, or simply neutral.27 “Feeling” 
is a hedonic impression or affective reaction (vedanā), not an emotional reactivity which is called “forma-
tions” (saṅkhārā). When we are not mindful of the feeling tones, we may grasp what we feel as pleasant 
(feeding lust), push away what we experience as unpleasant (feeding aversion), or ignore any neutral feel-
ing (feeding ignorance). [7.3.2.3] 
 The mindfulness of feeling frees us from the measuring or agitation that comes with the pull of lust 
and push of aversion. An untrained mind reacts for or against the feeling tone, but when mindfulness 
arises, we will remain present and attentive with any feeling without being compelled by attraction, re-
jection or ignorance. 
 When we cultivate mindfulness of feeling, we see it as a mirror-like mind (or heart) that is a calm equ-
animous presence, free of endlessly reacting to pleasant feelings, avoiding painful ones, ignoring neutral 
ones. We notice only the arising of feelings and their ending.28 [5.7.1.3] 

 
23 On “contemplation of dharmas” (dhammânupassanā), see SD 13.1 (5D). On all these teachings constituting the 

37 limbs of awakening (bodhi,pakkhiya,dhamma), see SD 10.1. 
24 To begin with (if we have not done so), read M 10 (the Sutta first, SD 13.3; then repeat, the Sutta and the nn, SD 

13.3). On right mindfulness (sammā sati), see SD 10.16 (7). 
25 “Touch” (phoṭṭhabba) refers to what is tangible, tactile, “touchable”; feeling in a cognitive sense, not conative 

(willing) sense of differentiating (pleasant, unpleasant, neither) of hedonic tones (like, disliking, neutral). [Table 12.8] 
26 On kāyânupassanā, see M 10,A + SD 3.13 (5A). See SD 17.2a (9.6). 
27 Catherine is inaccurate here in saying that “feelings” “refers to a bare impression of the pleasantness, unpleas-

antness, or neutrality of any present experience.” (2011:44). 
28 On vedanā’nupassanā, M 10,B + SD 3.13 (5B). On feelings, see Vedanā, SD 17.3. 
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 8.2.2.3 (3) Contemplation of the mind (cittânupassanā) [5.8.3]. The 3rd satipatthana, that of mindful-
ness of the mind itself or mental states, directs the attention to the mind, examining it as it is coloured by 
emotions such as love, joy, anger, hatred, interest, boredom, tranquility or fear. We become aware of 
mental phenomena, but neither indulging nor wallowing in any emotional reactivity. 
 We do not take any mental state personally, as it were: we only notice what is present, what is absent. 
Any time we notice that our attention is entangled in a story, we let go of the thoughts, and notice instead 
the quality of the mind. Sometimes, we may see restless agitation, and although we try to return to our 
meditation-object, our attention falls off again. 
 We keep pulling our attention back, like holding on to the leash of a frisky puppy at its other end. Mind-
fulness grows with unrelenting practice: the frisky puppy gives in. As mindfulness becomes stronger, we 
begin to notice the mind’s inner workings. We begin to notice zest, happiness, oneness of the mind, sama-
dhi.29 
 
 8.2.2.4 (4) Contemplation of dharmas (dhammânupassanā) [5.8.4]. The 4th focus of mindfulness is 
when we look into the calm mind and see what it really is: we see its functioning as mental states. We may 
notice a mental hindrance just as it is; or, how faith keeps harmonizing with wisdom; how effort supports 
concentration; how craving brings forth pain.  
 As our application of mindfulness grows beyond the mere ability to return to our meditation-object, 
we may notice the context, connections, interactions, conditioned links, and functions of mental states. 
This satipatthana gives us a dynamic vision and understanding of phenomena, how things arise and end, 
how they prevent or support the mind’s development. With this mindfulness comes clearer comprehen-
sion, fuller knowing.30 
 
8.2.3 Clear comprehension 
 
 8.2.3.1  We have spoken much about mindfulness (sati), and now we need to understand its other 
function or “companion,” clear comprehension or fully knowing (sampajaññā). With growing mindfulness, 
we a clearer comprehension of the meaning of things, of our present purpose: our efforts are guided by 
wisdom in 4 ways: 
 
(1) clarity regarding the purpose         sâtthaka sampajañña 
(2) clarity regarding the suitability         sappāya sampajaññā 
(3) clarity regarding the proper domain        go,cara sampajañña 
(4) clarity regarding non-delusion of the activity concerned   asammoha sampajañña 
 
 8.2.3.2  Here’s how these 4 modes of clear comprehension work. Before we act, speak, or even think, 
we first consider if our action is aligned with a wholesome purpose or goal: “Will this act support the desir-
able result?” Here, it is our meditation. We consider whether it will help our concentration and insight, so 
that suffering is reduced. We are not meditating for some passing pleasure or to gain some personal pow-
ers. Our one and only purpose is to realize liberating insight that will transform our suffering into a vision 
of freedom and happiness. Clear comprehension of the purpose is the basis for our making wise choices. 
  
 8.2.3.3  Secondly, we become aware of the broader context that surrounds an action. “Is the action 
appropriate for the current conditions?” In the case of meditation, we consider the suitability of external 
conditions, such as timing and environment, and internal conditions, such as our health and mental state. 
For example, it may not be appropriate to continue meditating when the phone is ringing (we should have 
disconnected it in the first place), or when someone is at the door (we should have put a “do not disturb” 
sign there), or simply to deny a real painful emotion such as grief (we should have resolved this first in 
some way). 

 
29 On cittânupassanā, M 10,C + SD 3.13 (5C). On the mind, see Viññāṇa, SD 17.3 (1). 
30 On dhammânupassanā, M 10,D + SD 3.13 (5D). 
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 8.2.3.4  Thirdly, we examine the range (go,cara) of our life-activity (which affects our meditation and 
mental development). Go,cara is a pastoral term referring to a safe pasture where cattle would graze. In 
Buddhist practice (especially the Vinaya), it refers to unwholesome places that monastics should avoid, or 
the right time for visiting a place for alms. In meditation, it implies the range of our attention or perception 
that should be properly focused in our practice and purpose. 
 How large a field do we give to our attention, and does that range support our aim? For instance, when 
we are developing dhyana using the breath, we will intentionally restrict our focus to only the breath at the 
area just outside the nostrils—whenever the mind wanders off, we at once bring the attention back to the 
breath.  
 Insight practice31 stresses on observing changing phenomena. Although there are many objects for 
such a meditation, we focus on only a suitable range of formations, and contemplate a set of specific char-
acteristics. The scope of our awareness should support our purpose and be appropriate to the present 
situation. 
 
 8.2.3.5  Catherine, in Wisdom Wide and Deep (2011), relates this amusing incident during a Pa Auk 
meditation retreat she attended that sounds familiar to those who have done retreats. She volunteered to 
assist the cooks as part of a team of vegetable choppers: they silently washed, peeled and chopped piles of 
vegetables each morning.  
 A new participant joined the team and was given his first task of squeezing six lemons. Dedicated to his 
training, he mindfully and carefully washed, cut, deseeded and squeezed the lemons. After half an hour, he 
had only done 3 lemons! The cooks looked aghast, and had him reassigned to another department. The 
other volunteers had to work overtime with what remained undone. 
 That volunteer’s mindfulness was admirable, but he lacked clear comprehension of the purpose of the 
task at hand, the proper pace of work, and the field of his attention was limited. He did not see the appro-
priateness of mindful speed of work. The meditative slowdown was appropriate under ideal retreat con-
ditions, but here is where we are helping others complete some vital task: that of feeding the monks and 
the retreatants.32 
 
 8.2.3.6  Fourthly, and finally, we need to be clearly certain of what we are doing regarding our medita-
tion. Are we meditating with the right understanding and purpose? Or, are we hoping for some worldly 
gain or some sense of pride or power over others? Do we pursue meditation with a sense of self-view or 
conceit?  
 If we have avoided any such negative ideas about meditation, and our meditation progresses well, we 
will gain some insight (Ivipassanā) into the nature of things: we should certainly be able to better under-
stand the nature of life in terms of the 5 aggregates (form, feeling, perception, formations and conscious-
ness).33 
 
8.2.4 Concentration (samādhi) 
 
 8.2.4.1 Simply, concentration is when the mind becomes brightly stable as the meditation-object it-
self, that is, there is no more distinction between subject and object. The mental factor of one-pointed-
ness (ek’aggatā), with its characteristic of non-distraction, is sometimes used synonymously with the term 
concentration. Mental factors, such as one-pointedness, decision, energy and mindfulness, work together 
to direct attention to the object of meditation, yoke the attention to that object, and consolidate the 
associated mental factors to arouse the state of “being concentrated.” 
 Concentration, as a mental faculty (indriya), is a wholesome state in which many factors link together 
to create a stable unification of attention with the object of perception. It is not restricted to only dhyanas, 

 
31 On the insight meditator, see SD 8.4 (11). 
32 Catherine 2011:46. 
33 On the 5 aggregates, see SD 13. On sampajañña (adj, sampajāna), see SD 13.1 (3.6). See also S:B 1507 f. 
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but —as stated in the Samādhi Bhāvanā Sutta (A 4.41)—can refer to any or all of these 4 kinds of cultiva-
tion (bhāvanā), that is, those of:34 
 
 samadhi that brings about cultivation (or method) 
(1)  dwelling happily here and now  the 4 dhyanas  
(2) knowledge and vision  the perception of light  
(3) mindfulness and clear knowing  the perception of impermanence  
(4) the destruction of mental influxes35   watching the rise and fall of the aggregates. [8.2.3.6]  

 
 8.2.4.2  Although we may apply either deep concentration or close examination at different stages in 
our practice, the calm and concentrated mode of directly seeing a meditation-object is vitally linked with 
the close investigation into the true nature of the mind and its objects. The wise mind, turning away from 
distractions gains calm (samatha); the calm mind is the tool for gaining insight (vipassanā). Hence, the 
Mahā Saḷ-āyatanika Sutta (M 149) records the Buddha as speaking of the true practitioner, that “these 2 
states—calm and insight—occur to him as yoked together.”36 [7.4] 
 In the Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (M 117), the Buddha declares: “I shall teach you noble right concentra-
tion with its supports and requisites,”37 but he does not prescribe any meditation techniques such as count-
ing the breaths or even cultivating lovingkindness. These practical and specific methods which constitute an 
understanding of how all such states (as samadhi) are linked integrally, first, as the mundane eightfold path. 
Then, with the attainment of the path, we start on the supramundane path, the noble eightfold path of 
awakening.  
 In other words, all teachings, both the theory and the practice, have only one “taste” (rasa), that of 
freedom, awakening;38 that there is the “only going” (ekâyana),39 that is, satipatthana [8.2.2], the focuses 
of mindfulness, gaining mindfulness or samadhi for seeing directly into the true nature of the body, feel-
ings, the mind and realities. In understanding these as they are, we are free of them, and attain awakening, 
the unconditioned, nirvana. 

 8.2.4.3  In true and real Buddhist practice, there is neither fragmenting of teachings nor alienating of 
practices—all teachings are interrelated, all practices interconnected—there is no samatha without vipas-
sanā, there is no vipassanā without samatha. We may think that we are doing “samatha” (focusing our 
mind), or that we are “seeing” into true reality (“this is impermanent”): it is like playing one-handed ar-
peggios on a piano with only our left hand, or only the right hand, for finger strength and dexterity. We 
also need to sit properly (on a hard cushion) and move only our fingers, not our elbow. Yet, we need both 
hands (and the feet), indeed, the whole body and mind/heart, to play a classic piece beautifully, that is, 
until there is neither player nor piano, only the beauty of the music. As in music, so in meditation. 

 
 34 A 4.41/2:44-46 + SD 24.1 (1). 

35 “Mental influxes,” āsava, which comes from ā-savati, “flows towards” (ie either “into” or “out” towards the 
observer). It has been variously translated as taints (“deadly taints,” RD), corruptions, intoxicants, biases, depravity, 
misery, evil (influence), or simply left untranslated. The Abhidhamma lists 4 āsavas: the influxes of (1) sense-desire 
(kām’āsava), (2) (desire for eternal) existence (bhav’āsava), (3) views (dih’āsava), (4) ignorance (avijj’āsava) (D 16,-
1.12/2:82, 16.2.4/2:91, Pm 1.442, 561, Dhs §§1096-1100, Vbh §937). These 4 are also known as “floods” (ogha) and 
“yokes” (yoga). The list of 3 influxes (omitting the influx of views) is probably older and is found more frequently in 
the suttas (D 33.1.10(20)/3:216; M 1:55, 3:41; A 3.59, 67, 6.63). The destruction of these āsavas is equivalent to 
arhathood. See BDict: āsava. 

36 M 149,10.5 (3:289), SD 41.9. 
37 M 117,2/3:71 (SD 6.10). Ariyaṁ vo, bhikkhave, sammā,samādhiṁ desessāmi sa,upanisaṁ sa,parikkhāraṁ. “Re-

quisites,” sa,parikkhāra. Comy says that “noble” (ariya) here means “supramundane” (lok’uttara), ie, the concentra-
tion pertaining to the supramundane path. The “supports and requisites” refer to the other 7 right factors [M 117,3]. 
(MA 4:130 f) 

38 “Just as the ocean has only one taste, the taste of salt—this Dharma-Vinaya has only one taste, the taste of free-
dom”: Pahārāda S (A 8.19,16) + SD 45.18 (2.6). 

39 On the “one-going” (ek’āyana), see SD 3.1 (3.4); SD 13.1 (3.2). 
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 In Buddhist practice, mental focus is not merely a convenient antidote or prescription for the painful 
patterns of anxiety, distraction and restlessness; it is more than just a stepping-stone for higher states. At 
any stage in our practice, whenever we are practising, we become “unified” not just in samadhi (right effort, 
right mindfulness and right concentration), but also in moral virtue (right speech, right action, right liveli-
hood) and wisdom (right view, right thought)—it’s all part of the very same path, even on a mundane 
level.40 Otherwise, it is not Dharma-spirited practice. 
 
8.2.5 The nature of dhyana (jhāna) 
 
 8.2.5.1  Teachers who are unable to attain dhyana (jhāna) often declare that it is impossible for us to 
attain them (for whatever reason: so, wait till when the next Buddha comes). On the other extreme are the 
Cult Gurus and eccentric teachers who will boast that dhyanas are easily attained, often hinting that they 
have mastered them! However, when we look closely at their conduct (which we rarely do!) we would 
wisely not take them too seriously! 
 The real truth avoids both extremes for the middle way: dhyana is possible but needs effort to attain. It 
is a key teaching in early Buddhism, found in many important suttas,41 and dhyana defines right concentra-
tion (sammā,samādhi), the 8th and last of the limbs of the eightfold path.42 If it is difficult, it means that we 
have to find out more about it and try harder; or, we can work on a viable alternative, at least for the time 
being. 
 

8.2.5.2  Pa Auk, in his meditation teachings, clearly instructs us, during breath meditation, to keep 
focusing on the breath all the way, without any break. As we do this, the breath becomes subtler until it 
brightens into the breath sign [8.3.1]. Properly done, this is when we cross over into dhyana [8.3.2]. Since 
this will take some skill and time to occur, we may meantime try a non-dhyanic alternative practice.43 
[8.2.4.5] 

Theoretically, any mental state can be our meditation-object. A rule of thumb is that, when there are a 
number of such objects, we should direct our attention to the most prominent one. The 1st dhyana com-
prises these 5 dhyana-factors (jhān’aṅga):44 initial application (vitakka), sustained application (vicāra), 
zest (pīti), joy (sukha) and concentration “born of solitude” (viveka,ja) [8.2.5.4]. We may, when we are 
focused and skilled enough, observe any of these 5 factors of the 1st dhyana. We are still able to do so 
because of vitakka,vicāra functioning as rudimentary cognitive awareness. 

With the right effort, we will be able to observe zest, joy, even our mind that is “born of solitude” 
(meaning, it is free of the sense-experiences). These are, of course, profoundly blissful mental objects; but 
that bliss can only be very brief and there is a cost to pay: we will lose the dhyana. For most of us, we 
would be too blissed out to know this. Without the wise counsel of an experienced teacher, that’s all we 
will get despite our overinflated notion of some high attainment! Hence, its best to avoid this. 

Safe to say, however, it is possible to check on these dhyana-factors without losing the dhyana (that is, 
only in the 1st dhyana). Even then, we may do so only very briefly, just a moment’s glance—or we will lose 
that dhyana. Once one-pointedness of mind has arisen (in the 2nd dhyana upwards), we cannot (without 
splitting the “one” mind), direct our attention to observe those states! [8.2.5.4] 

 

 
40 On the noble eightfold path (ariy’aṭṭhaṅgika magga), see SD 10.16. 
41 A majority of the 34 Dīgha Nikāya suttas lay out all the 4 form dhyanas (eg Sāmañña,phala S, D 2, SD 8.10); the 

1st 8 suttas of Moggallāna Saṁyutta (S 40.1-8) describe the 4 form dhyanas and 4 formless attainments respectively; 
then, there is Jhāna Saṁyutta, the connected discourses on dhyanas (S ch 9; S 53; totalling 54 suttas). Numerous 
suttas describing the dhyanas are found elsewhere in the Sutta Piṭaka, 

42 On right concentration (sammā,samādhi), SD 10.16 (8). 
43 Technically, to attain arhathood, or even non-returning, we need to master dhyana (which means overcoming 

our emotional dependence on sense-pleasures). However, if we aim to attain streamwinning (in this life itself), whe-
ther as a monastic or a layperson, we should take this alternative course of mindfulness practice. [8.3.3.3] 

44 This is the same as saying that the 1st dhyana is defined as a mental aggregate of these 5 factors. 
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8.2.5.3  Beyond the 1st dhyana, we can only know the dhyana-factors of that specific dhyana, after 
emerging and reviewing that dhyana, that is, when we have attained the fivefold dhyana mastery (pañca,-
vasī) or the 5 masteries, that is: 

 
(1) mastery in adverting āvajjanā,vasī directing the mind towards dhyana 
(2) mastery in attaining  samāpajjanā,vasī attaining dhyana quickly, whenever we wish to 
(3) mastery in resolving  adhiṭṭhāna,vasī staying in dhyana for a predetermined duration 
(4) mastery in emerging  vuṭṭhāna,vasī easily emerging at the appointed time 
(5) mastery in reviewing  paccavekkhaṇā vasī discerning the dhyana-factors after emerging 

(Pm 1.451-460/1:97-100; Vism 4.131/154, 23.27/704)45 
 
Notice that mastery 5 is that of reviewing (paccavekkhaṇā), that is, reflecting on the dhyana-factors 

after we have emerged from dhyana. Anyway, in 2nd dhyana upwards, we will not be able to watch any of 
the dhyana-factors since we are totally absorbed in an ego-free will-free state. For this reason, too, we 
must be adept not only in entering dhyana and staying in it, but also in emerging from it. Simply, it is the 
mental equivalent of a physical workout. 

 
8.2.5.4  At this point, we need to usefully know what the 5 dhyana-factors (jhān’aṅga) are for the 4 

form dhyanas.46 
 
     initial sustained     one-pointedness 
     application application  zest joy  of mind 

 1st dhyana  vitakka vicāra             pīti sukha  (ek’aggatā)47 
 2nd dhyana  …  …  pīti sukha  ek’aggatā 
 3rd dhyana  …  …  …  sukha  ek’aggatā 
 4th dhyana  …  …  … …   ek’aggatā 

 

  Table 8.2.5.4. The dhyana-factors [13.1.4.1] 
 
 
 Succinctly explained, initial application (vitakka), in the meditation context, refers to directing our 
attention to the object. In breath meditation, it is our effort in returning the attention to the breath when-
ever it wanders off. Sustained application (vicāra) keeps up with the initial application, keeping our atten-
tion anchored to the object (the whole breath), without drifting away. 
 Zest (pīti) is the joy of the mind fully freed from the senses, occurring at different levels of intensity. At its 
full force, it is all we feel in a profoundly rapturous way: we are, as it were, everything everywhere [5.8.2.2]. 
As it settles, we may feel it in our breath. By then, it has resolved itself into joy (sukha), that is, we feel a total 
sense of profound comfort that, unlike zest, actually helps us to get back into our meditation, focusing on the 
object so as to gain samadhi, even dhyana [5.8.2.3]. 
 One-pointedness (ek’aggatā) is the singularity of the breath melding with the mind. It is the fruit of total 
mental renunciation48 [8.2.5.6] We have truly given up all the world and feels no need for anything. Suffering 
arises from a sense of lack, which is its diametrical opposite: a total absence of lack. The mind is, as it were, 
everywhere, everything. 
 

8.2.5.5  Why should we not observe the dhyana-factors (even though we may try to do so in the 1st 
dhyana) [8.2.5.2]? A preliminary answer is that we must first allow the dhyana to fully blossom. In the 1st 

 
45 On the fivefold mastery (pañca,vasī), see SD 49.4; SD 24.3 (2); SD 33.1a (2.1.3.2). 
46 On the 5 dhyana-factors (jhān’aṅga) in the 1st dhyana, see SD 8.4 (5.1.1). Beyond the 1st dhyana, the 5th factor 

(apparent or implied) is “one-pointedness (of mind)” (ek’aggatā): SD 8.4 (6). 
47 On “one-pointedness” (ek’aggatā) in the 1st dhyana, see SD 8.4 (5.1.2, 6.5). 
48 Vimm 8.5 (Vimm:Ñ 262-264). 
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dhyana, the mind is just beginning to free itself from sense-input; in other words, it has overcome the 5 
mental hindrances (pañca,nīvaraṇa), but barely so. Hence, once “we” direct the mind at any object, even a 
dhyana-factor, we have sent our attention “out” with a wish, on a worldly quest. The mind is no more “it-
self,” but acting on a wish for what is views as something external. 

A more detailed answer to the preceding question—why should we not observe the dhyana-factors? 
[8.2.5.4]—is because they work to keep out, even overcome, the mental hindrances. Each of the dhyana-
factors counters one of the hindrances, in the following manner, as described in, for example, the (Bojjh-
aṅga) Āhāra Sutta (S 46.51):49 

 
   “starves” “feeds” 
   the mental hindrances the awakening-factors of 
1. initial application  vitakka sense desire mindfulness 
2. sustained application vicāra ill will (aversion) effort 
3. zest  pīti sloth and torpor zest 
4. joy  sukha restlessness and worry tranquillity 
5. one-pointedness  ekaggatā doubt concentration 
 
 
 8.2.5.6  How do we arouse the awakening-factors to overcome the mental hindrances? We simply do 
nothing, but keep watching the breath, in the different ways we are taught by different teachers, using the 
method that works best for us. When we have truly renounced the breath [8.2.5.4]; then, the awakening-
factors arise, all at once, and rout the hindrances. With the mind free from hindrances, the 1st dhyana 
arises. 
 Then, we need to apply our dhyana mastery [8.2.5.3] to the 2nd dhyana. Once again, we learn to mas-
ter renunciation, this time, directing the mind to renounce vitakka,vicāra [Table 8.2.5.4], get into that 
dhyana, stay in it as predetermined, emerge as predetermined, and then discern the dhyana-factors—
until we are really good at it for this dhyana. As a rule, we will need weeks for this, even longer. In this 
way, we go on to master the other dhyanas in stages.  
 The wholesome understanding is that we should not want to “attain” any dhyana but simply work on 
focusing our breath so that we learn what true renunciation really is: our karmic fruit is dhyana. 
  
 In the next section, we will study how to gain the path without attaining dhyana, that is, using only 
mindfulness [8.3], which should work for most of us who are unable to attain dhyana. We will then follow 
with a study of the progress of dhyana attainment [8.4+8.5]. 
 
8.3 SAMADHI WITHOUT DHYANA 
 
8.3.0  The 3 kinds of samadhi 
 
 8.3.0.1  People who are “word-heavy” are fettered by the notion that a word, every word, has a fixed 
sense: that we are “it.” This is actually a form of “self-view.” The reality is that, like everything else in the 
world, words are conditioned realities. Just as we are what we do, a word is what it does. What does the 
word, “concentration” do? By itself it does not do anything: it all depends on its context, how we use it; and 
we give it its context. That context here is meditation.50 
 In early Buddhist meditation, samādhi is a natural quality of the mind to settle and still itself when it is 
not stimulated by sense-experiences, which are what we do: we see, hear, smell, taste and touch. As we 
direct our mind to the breath and keep it there, we do not have to process these sense-data, there is no-
thing to do, except keep our attention right there. 

 
49 S 46.51/5:102-107 (SD 7.15). 
50 On words and meaning, see SD 17.4 (2.3.2); SD 50.2 (1.1.2). See Samādhi, SD 33.1a. 
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Thus, by being mindful of the breath, it calms itself, and the mind calms itself, too. When both breath 
and mind are still, they are no more different. Breath is moving air, but it is now still; the mind is objective 
consciousness, but there is no more object. Calm breath, still mind —this is samādhi. 

 
8.3.0.2  In meditation, all we need to “do” is to apply our attention to the meditation object, to keep 

doing so repeatedly, moment after moment, hour after hour: concentration then naturally arises. It is just 
like growing a plant. First, we sow a good seed, give it enough water, enough sun; then, we diligently clear 
the weeds, remove the bugs, and check the soil. When we do all this right, the plant grows by itself; it 
branches, flowers and fruits. We have attended rightly, given the right attention, to the plant. 

In the Kasi Bhāra,dvāja Sutta (S 1.4), the Buddha puts this poetically to Bhāra,dvāja the ploughman, 
thus: 
 Faith is the seed, discipline the rain, wisdom is my yoke and plough, 
 moral shame the pole, the mind my yoke’s tie,51 mindfulness the ploughshare and goad.52   

(Sn 1.4/14 = SD 77), SD 69.6 
 

8.3.0.3  In samatha practice, our efforts in keeping our attention in the right place brings about con-
centration (samādhi). More exactly, we build up our concentration gradually: it starts off as episodes of 
momentary concentration; grows into access concentration; and fully blossoms as attainment concentra-
tion. These 3 stages or kinds of concentration are defined by the kind of mental sign or image (nimitta) 
that arises in them, thus:53 
 
 beginning practice  preparatory sign parikamma nimitta [8.3.1.1] 
1.  momentary concentration khaṇika samādhi acquired sign uggaha nimitta [8.3.1] 
2.  access concentration54 upacāra samādhi counter-sign paṭibhāga nimitta [8.3.2] 
3.  attainment concentration55 appanā samādhi (full sign or image)  [8.3.3] 
 
These levels of concentrations are the degrees or strength of our concentration; hence, they are closely 
related to one another, especially by way of the nature of the meditation images or signs. While the con-
centration is a mental state of focus, the sign is its defining feature in the form of mental visions of lights. 
 
8.3.1 Momentary concentration (khaṇika samādhi)  
 
 8.3.1.1  Beginners should know that there are 2 types of momentary concentration that can occur 
during meditation. In samatha practice, we keep our focus on an object long enough without being dis-
tracted, that object become a “preparatory sign” (parikamma nimitta).56 When we are also able to grasp 
that object, it becomes an “acquired sign” (uggaha nimitta), which gives rise to only a brief moment of 
focus: this is a case of momentary concentration. 
 Pa Auk Sayadaw sometimes refers to this type of momentary concentration as “preparatory” concen-
tration, because it prepares our mind for concentration and precedes access concentration (the 2nd level of 
concentration) [8.3.2]. Since the object in samatha practice is consistent (not shifting all the time, as in 
vipassana practice) [8.3.1.2], sustained focus on it leads to mental calm and purification, at least moment-
arily. 
 

 
51 “Yoke’s tie,” yotta (Skt yoktra), any instrument for tying or fastening, ie, a rope, a thong, halter; the thongs by 

which an animal is attached to the pole of a plough or a carriage. 
52 On the plough and tillage, see http://www.fao.org/docrep/x5672e/x5672e0a.htm. Video of Indian man plough-

ing with farm bullocks: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kwUS7qpr8UA.  
53 See SD 54.13 (3.1.8). See also Nimitta, SD 19.7 (3). See also Vimm 8.12 (Vimm:Ñ 273). For these terms applied to 

meditation leading to path attainment, see Abhs:BRS 331 f. 
54 Also called “neighbourhood concentration.” 
55 Also called “full concentration” or “absorption concentration,” since it leads to absorption or dhyana (jhāna). 
56 This can be the “breath-sign”: SD 7.13 (6.1). 
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 8.3.1.2  In vipassana practice, on the other hand, the object is the present moment itself, which often 
changes; in fact, it is change itself. We observe what is right here and now, which is clearly momentary. 
Hence, the term “momentary” concentration (khaṇika samādhi) is more common in vipassana practice 
than in samatha.  
 However, we often hear of it in other kinds of meditations, especially where the sitting is not prolonged 
or not as long is as samatha sittings. Hence, we often hear of momentary concentration in Tibetan dzog-
chen rigpa practice and in Zen shikantaza (“just sitting”) practice. Pa Auk Sayadaw presents the 4 elements 
meditation as bringing momentary concentration and only access concentration,57 either of which can 
serve as the entry point into the vipassanā practices. [8.10.4; 4.1.3.2] 
 
 8.3.2  Access concentration (upacāra samādhi) 
 

8.3.2.1  Meditators can eventually attain access concentration using either type of momentary concen-
tration practice—samatha or vipassanā. However, samatha practices are more likely to lead to access con-
centration because of their more stable nature. Access concentration is characterized by the significant 
reduction or complete overcoming of the 5 hindrances [8.2.5.5] and the arising and stabilizing of the dhya-
na-factors [8.2.5.5]. Most of us would need a period of intensive practice to gain access concentration.  
 It is not always easy to differentiate between momentary concentration and access concentration. We 
are likely to simply feel that we are either concentrating or not. We may, however, notice some helpful 
characteristics. For example, with access concentration, we sustain unbroken and stable focus on the object 
much longer. Also, we will notice that the object in access concentration is much more vibrant, that is, 
“radiant.”  
 
 8.3.2.2  Similarly, as we progress in our meditation, our focus is likely to get stronger and become 
access concentration but we are not yet fully concentrated. We are then likely to confuse it with attain-
ment (or absorption) concentration. While the dhyana-factors may be present, they are still not strong 
enough to support dhyana. Hence, the difference is a matter of degree or intensity, and we will only be 
able to distinguish them with experience. [8.3.3] 
 Access concentration is very useful as we progress through dhyana or emerge from it. As a rule, it is 
with the help of access concentration that we work to renounce the dhyana-factors in stages to progress 
to the next dhyana. Also, on emerging from dhyana, it is with access concentration that we cultivate vipas-
sana. Hence, access concentration is like an “in between” or “linking” concentration between dhyanas so 
that we make a smooth transition into the next dhyana.58 
 
8.3.3 Attainment concentration (absorption concentration, full samadhi) (appanā samādhi) 
 

8.3.3.1  The Visuddhi,magga shows the difference between these 2 kinds of concentration using the 
analogy of walking. Access concentration is like a toddler learning to walk. It takes a few steps but repeat-
edly falls down. In contrast, attainment concentration is like an adult who is able to stand and walk for the 
whole day without falling down.59 Another apt metaphor is that of a spinning top, whose gyroscopic effect 
keeps it spinning; it may sometimes wobble, but keeps on spinning so long as the gyroscopic effect lasts. 

While in the 1st dhyana, we may momentarily observe the dhyana-factors [8.2.5.2]; but, as a rule, we 
can only properly do so upon emerging from dhyana, while in access concentration. In the higher dhyanas, 
there is no more sense of “I or me”: there is only awareness that is fully absorbed in the object. We nei-
ther see nor hear anything; yet, we are “conscious and awake” (saññī samāno jagaro), as stated in by the 
Buddha of his “Ātumā experience,” as recorded in the Mahā,parinibbāna Sutta (D 16).60  

 
57 Vism 3.106/111. 
58 See Snyder & Rasmussen 2009:29 f. 
59 Vism 4.33/126. 
60 D 16,4.32/2:132 (SD 9). 
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In this sense, we call dhyana an “absorption.” In other words, none of the 5 sense-faculties function 
during dhyana. There is also neither thinking nor knowing in the ordinary sense; hence, there is also no 
decision-making. We only fully “sense” or experience the counter image (paṭibhāga,nimitta), a pervasive 
radiance, and know nothing else, without interruption.61 

 
 8.3.3.2  It is vital for beginners and those unfamiliar with Buddhist meditation to understand that 
when they notice any thinking or sense-input, it simply means it is not dhyana, or at best it is the 1st dhya-
na which they will at once lose! We have already highlighted how meditation should be understood as an 
act of true renunciation [8.2.5.6]. Hence, to expedite attaining dhyana, we should simply renounce all 
thoughts and views, and surrender ourself to the mental object, as it were. 

 Once dhyana is attained, it calms and clears the mind, and primes it for vipassana. Upon emerging 
from dhyana, while the mind is still in access concentration (when thinking is possible), we are able to 
prime the mind to directly see true reality and gain insight. In fact, this is what we will be seeing in the de-
scription of some of the practices below [8.4.5]. 

 
8.3.3.3  When we have yet to attain the path (as a streamwinner and so on), the dhyana we gain is still 

mundane (that is, worldly), meaning that we can easily lose it when the defilements arise again in suffi-
cient strength. Hence, it is vital to live a morally virtuous life, keeping to the precepts and so on. However, 
even the 1st dhyana or attainment concentration is a mentally and spiritually powerful experience. 

 Our mind is so refined during absorption concentration, that we often feel extremely jarring after 
emerging from dhyana, especially during the first time. We may not feel this so much in the ideal condi-
tions of a retreat. However, at the end of the retreat, when we sink back into the samsaric world, we often 
feel this jarring and madding effect.  

We also begin to notice how our senses have now tuned itself onto a more refined level that we have 
not experienced before. We are also likely to have a clearer mind, thinking and creativity. However, our 
daily interactions with the world will surely and slowly wear down the dhyanic effect in time, especially 
when we do not keep up a Dharma-spirited life.62 

 
8.4 BREATH MEDITATION UP TO DHYANA 
 
8.4.0  The easiest way to start meditation—especially when we are unsure of which method suits us best—
is to try the breath meditation. It is the method that the Buddha himself used as a child of 7,63 and over 20 
years later, while sitting under the Bodhi tree, again meditated on the breath meditation to awaken to 
liberating wisdom.64 In fact, experience with breath meditation, as a rule, forms the foundation for under-
standing other meditations, and to do them properly and profitably. Even when we find breath meditation 
difficult, some experience of how it works facilitates our practice with other methods, especially for the 
attaining of dhyana. 
 
8.4.1 What to focus on: The breath  
 
 8.4.1.1  If the suttas reinforce our memory and understanding of its teachings by constant repetition, 
meditation, too, keeps us ready to progress by proper repetition. This meditative repetition is like a sculp-
tor patiently and skillfully chipping away and smoothing those parts as he works at his masterpiece. Once 
we have stilled the breath, it merges with the mind, and dhyana arises. 

This repetition works very well when we are cultivating concentration through mindfulness with the 
breath (ānāpānasati samādhi); hence, it is often recommended for beginners. According to Buddhaghosa, 
it is considered to be “the foremost among the various meditation objects of all buddhas, pratyeka-bud-

 
61 Pa-Auk 2019:98 f. On the absence of thinking in dhyana (except in the 1st dhyana), see 33.1b (6.2.2). 
62 On what happens when we attain dhyana: SD 8.4 (7). 
63 Mahā Saccaka S (M 36,31/1:246), SD 49.4. 
64 See esp Ānâpāna,sati S (M 118/3:78-88), SD 7.13. 
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dhas and (many) of the Buddha’s disciples for the attaining distinction and in abiding in bliss here and 
now.”65  

 
8.4.1.2  We are breathing right now. We should direct our attention to feel the breath as it enters and 

exits the nostrils. Focus the attention at the area between the nostrils and upper lip where we feel the 
breath. This keeps our attention anchored to the knowing that we are breathing. Only when this does not 
seem to work, or for the sake of a helpful variety, we may turn to feeling the rising and falling, the expan-
sion and contraction of the breathing body. Our object, in short, should be the breath itself. When we do 
this, all other experiences, as it were, will recede into the background. 

Some students, however, may find breath meditation difficult, and may suffer from headaches, or find 
that the focus on breathing brings on symptoms of pre-existing respiratory ailments such as asthma, so that 
the mind easily slips into anxiety. Such meditators may benefit by resorting to recollections of the Buddha 
[10.2], or moral virtue [8.4.18], or cultivating lovingkindness [9], or cultivating dispassion through the medi-
tations on the body [10.3], or on death [10.4], just before going into breath meditation. Others may find 
greater tranquility with the expanded concepts of a colour [8.6.1] or an element [8.7] through kasiṇa prac-
tice . 
 
 8.4.1.3  Unlike Buddhadasa, Pa-Auk does not prescribe following the breath down to the navel.66 We 
should simply observe the in-breath, the out-breath, long breath, short breath. Even when the breath be-
gins to brighten, we should only “guard” it by not being distracted in any way:67 we simply watch the 
breath as it is. Only when the brightness covers the whole of our mind, do we then take it as the medita-
tion object [8.4.1.8] 
 Since our present task is to attain dhyana, we should not watch it in a vipassana manner. For example, 
we should not pay any attention to the breath noting: “In-out impermanent,” or “in-out suffering,” or “in-
out nonself.” Simply be aware of the in-and-out breath as a concept;68 in other words, simply know that 
we are breathing, and focus on that knowing. 
 Counting is only used when we have difficulty watching the breath at the very start. In other words, it 
should only be used before we start on the 16 stages of the breath meditation69 [8.4.1.4]. 
 

 8.4.1.4 COUNTING THE BREATH.  A traditional metaphor suggests that we observe the breath as it enters 
and exits the nostrils, without concern for any other phenomena, just the way a gatekeeper posted at the 
city-gate observes all that enters and exits through that gate, but does not leave his post to follow any of 
them into the marketplace or to travel out with caravans to the next village.70 We should keep our atten-
tion exclusively on the steady awareness of the whole breath that is “before us” (parimukha).71 
 This can be a very challenging exercise at first. We may find that the mind is led away by stray thoughts. 
If it is, we should redirect our attention back to the breath, again and again. We can add a mental count to 
each breath to help maintain the focus. Breathe in knowing the inhalation, breathe out knowing the exhala-
tion, count “1.” Breathe in knowing the inhalation, breath out knowing the exhalation, count “2.” Breathe 
in knowing the inhalation, breathe out knowing the exhalation, and add the number. When we return to 
the count of 1, start again counting forward up to 8 or 10, and then backward to the count of 1 for several 
cycles. Then, observe the breath without the counting.72  

 
65 Vism 8.155/269. “Attaining distinction” (visesâdhigama) refers to reaching the path, ie, streamwinning and so on. 
66 On Buddhadasa’s method of following the breath: [5.7.3]. If we are new to meditation, we should not mix the 

methods, buffet-style (there will be consequences). Keep to the method we have been taught, and consult experien-
ced meditation teachers. 

67 Vism 8.220 f/286. 
68 Pa-Auk 2019:33 f. 
69 Pa-Auk 2019:34. 
70 Vism 8.200/281. 

 71 See Mahā Rāhul’ovāda S (M 62,4+25) + SD 3.11 (3); Ānâpāna,sati S (M 118,17) + SD 7.13 (2.4); Dhātu Vibhaṅga 
S (M 140,4), SD 4.17. 

72 See Pa-Auk 2019:34. 
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The counting anchors the mind to the breath by keeping out other thoughts or distractions. After a 
while, we will notice that the counting itself seems to feel “distracting.” It has done its job: stop the count-
ing.73 Practise the breath meditation in this way daily for at least 5 minutes. Do not think about the dura-
tion for meditation: just sit. In time, we will find that we are able to sit for 40 minutes or even longer. This 
is the first and most basic meditation that teachers usually teach before going on to other methods. [5.7.3] 
 

 8.4.1.5 LONG BREATH, SHORT BREATH.  After we have observed the breath at the nostrils for some time 
[8.4.1.4], we will notice that some breaths are long, some are short. Observe each in-breath and each out-
breath as they naturally occur; watch if each half-breath (either in inhalation or the exhalation) is long or 
short. In order to determine if it is long or short, we must focus on the beginning and then ending of each 
half-breath.  
 At first, we may need to mentally verbalize the words long or short. As we become more familiar with 
it, we will be able just to “feel” it. There is also no need to know the precise length of each breath. Pa-Auk 
advises against altering the length of the breath. Just let the breath arise naturally and quietly. Audible 
breathing usually indicates excessive control (as in the Sunlun method) [2.4.3.1].  
 Observe the breath itself—neither the feeling on the skin nor the sound of its passage. Simply register 
the length to sustain our attention from the beginning to the end of each breath. If the breath seems to 
disappear (which it does in time), patiently keep our attention at the spot it last appeared or just smile at 
that peaceful space that has arisen. This is a sign our breath is settling down. 
 Do not try to make the breath coarse in order to observe it. In fact, as we become more focused, our 
mindfulness too will refine itself to be able to sense the subtle breath. This is how we still the mind in 
breath meditation.74 
 

 8.4.1.6 THE WHOLE BREATH.  If we are new meditation, in our daily sitting, we should keep our attention 
only on the breath, the whole breath, and nothing else. Observe the breath from the very beginning of the 
in-breath, through its middle, right to its end; watch the out-breath in just the same way. Direct our atten-
tion to see the breath at the spot between the nostrils and upper lip. Relaxed relentless routine: this is how 
we still the breath. 

The Paṭisambhidā,magga illustrates this strategy with the parable of the carpenter’s saw: 
“Just as a tree [tree-trunk] were placed on level ground and a man were to cut it with a saw—the man’s 

mindfulness is fixed on the saw’s teeth where they touch the tree, without giving his attention to the saw’s 
teeth as they come and go … .”75 (Pm 1:171) 
 As our attention dwells with the breath for some time without distraction, certain experiences associ-
ated with concentration begin to arise. When the breath is uninterruptedly known for a long time, the 
mind becomes light, buoyant and bright. Our feeling about the size and shape of our body may seem to 
change. Feelings of joy, happiness and contentment may start to brighten our mind.  
 Do not react to any of these passing states, no matter how pleasant they are. They will change and 
fade away. If we attend to any of them, we have broken our attention to the breath, and when that pleas-
ant feeling fades away, we will lose our concentration, too. 
 The mind can comfortably take only one object at a time. We should always keep our attention only 
on the breath, distracted by neither hindrance nor pleasure that arises with the stilling mind. Better is yet 
to come. 
  

 8.4.1.7  THE BREATH AS MEDITATION OBJECT. As we sustain our attention on the breath, our mind naturally 
grows in concentration, and the dhyana-factors will arise. They may appear softly and subtly, or quite dra-
matically. As we have noted, each of these dhyana-factors overpowers a particular hindrance, and the 
development of all 5 factors prepares the mind for dhyana.76 [8.2.5.4] 

 
73 For various methods of counting, see Vism 8.190-196/278-280. 
74 For Pa-Auk’s instruction on the 16 stages of breath meditation, see 2019:34-36. Cf Buddhadasa’s method [5.8]. 
75 Seyyathāpi rukkho same bhūmi,bhāge nikkhitto, tam enaṁ puriso kakacena chindeyya, rukkhe phuṭṭha,kakaca,-

dantānaṁ vasena purisassa sati upaṭṭhitā hoti, na āgate vā gate vā kakaca,dante manasikaroti. (Pm 1:171,7-10) 
76 See the parables of the chariot and the army: Vimm 8.25 (Vimm:Ñ 299). 
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 A skillful meditator will never allow the blossoming of the dhyana-factors to distract him from focusing 
on the breath. As the factors develop, the breath becomes an increasingly refined and brighter meditation-
object. While we continue to anchor our attention on the breath, these dhyana-factors are flowering in the 
background.  
 
 8.4.1.8 MENTAL SIGN (NIMITTA).  What is a “meditation sign” (nimitta)? 
 At some point, as we work to direct and keep our attention to the breath, it brightens up, appearing as 
a pin of light, a glowing image or a dramatic light display. This is usually a sign of the start of a significant 
development in our meditation: it often means that our image of the breath is becoming more refined as a 
meditation sign. Meditators often first see some strange pattern, some gray smoky shape, that gradually 
brightens up into a stable, whitish hue like cotton-wool or brilliant light that pervades the whole of space. 
[8.3.0.3] 
 The Buddhist Commentaries often speak of the meditation sign as occurring in different people in dif-
ferent ways; some may be quite dramatic. The Visuddhi,magga quotes the Commentaries: “It is to some 
like the delightful touch of cotton-wool, silk-cotton, a starry shower … to some it looks like a star, a small 
gem, a small pearl … to some like the rough touch of cotton-seed, a needle of heartwood; to some like a 
long braid string,77 a wreath of flowers, the crest of smoke; to some like a stretched-out cobweb, a film of 
cloud, a lotus flower, a chariot-wheel, the moon’s orb, the sun’s orb … .”78 
 The meditation sign is a mentally perceived reality, but it is not imagined. However, there are false 
meditation signs we should watch out for. According to Buddhaghosa, the sign arises in the area where 
the breath enters and exits the body: that is where we must “look for the in-breaths and out-breaths, no-
where else than the space normally touched (pakaṭi,phoṭṭh’okāsā) by them.”79 
  
 8.4.1.9 The full-fledged stable meditation sign is called a “counterpart sign” (paṭibhāga,nimitta). It’s 
like a beautiful rainbow we can only watch from afar. But it is extremely sensitive to any kind of fuss. It’s 
like we are silently watching wild animals from a tree-top forest-hide deep in the jungle. During twilight, 
all kinds of remarkable and rare animals will shyly come to the edge of the forest pool to drink. We can 
only see them when we are perfectly silent and still. Even an involuntary “Ah!” will at once make them 
vanish into the jungle. 
 All we can do is be like a silent flower facing the sunlight, absorbing the radiance. If we notice we are 
sliding away from access concentration, we may gently smile at it, go back to the breath if we notice it. 
The self is trying to creep back into centrestage: just keep the stage-doors locked by doing nothing. If we 
keep losing this sign, then, after the meditation, we need to examine if there are any moral lapses that we 
have to correct, or recollect our moral virtue to recharge ourself in order to prime the mind again for deep 
concentration.80 
 
 8.4.1.10  MENTAL BRIGHTNESS. Is the nimitta necessary? Some meditation teachers reject the whole idea  
of the mental sign (nimitta); others teach that dhyana is impossible without it. This is a matter of percep-
tion. A simple but dramatic example is how we perceive this page itself right now. The reality is that our 
eye—being a biological camera or camera obscura—actually sees images in 2 dimensions and upside down! 
As we mature as babies, we learn to adjust everything “right side up.” The mental sign works in a similar 
way, but for our benefit, it is useful to understand what it is and what to do with it for proper progress in 
our practice. We may not notice it, but it is working in the background when we are mentally concentrated. 

 
77 Dighapāmaṅgasuttaṁ, “a long braid string” (Vism:Ñ 307): a difficult cpd. 
78 “ … kassaci tāraka,rūpaṁ viya, maṇi,guḷikā viya, muttā,guḷikā viya ca … kassaci khara,samphassaṁ hutvā kappā-

s’aṭṭhi viya, dāru,sāra,sūci viya ca; kassaci dīgha,pāmaṅga,suttaṁ viya, kusuma,dāmaṁ viya, dhūma,sikhā viya ca; 
kassaci vitthataṁ makkaṭa,suttaṁ viya, valāhaka,paṭalaṁ viya, paduma,pupphaṁ viya, ratha,cakkaṁ viya, canda,-
maṇḍalaṁ viya, suriya,maṇḍalaṁ viya … ,” Vism 8.214 f, also 216/285; PmA 2:500; VA 2:427. 

79 Vism 8.212 f/285. 
80 On the recollection of moral virtue, see Sīlânussati  (SD 15.11 (2.2)). 
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 Sometimes, the bright sign may arise surprisingly early in a beginner meditator (especially in the ideal 
conditions of a retreat). The meditation sign brightens up but, without proper instructions, we are not 
sure what it is, and do not know what to do with it. This is where the experienced instructor, the spiritual 
friend, plays a vital role in explaining to us the nature of nimitta, and what we should do with it. [5.7.2.3] 
 As we have often been advised: do not be distracted by any kind of emergent state during our medita-
tion. This is the rule of thumb in meditation.81 
 
8.4.2 How to practise: From sitting to dhyana 
 
 8.4.2.0  The 8 markers from 1st sitting to 1st dhyana. Most serious meditators who undertake samatha 
as concentration meditation spend a lot of time working at their practice before the 1st dhyana, striving to 
attain it. Thus, it helps to understand the following 8 “mind-markers” between the 1st sitting period and 
gaining attainment concentration (appanā samādhi), that is, the 1st dhyana:82 

 
1.  1st sitting  
2.  the sign (nimitta) arises 
3.  the sign grows 
4.  the sign stabilizes 
5.  the sign solidifies and energizes (brightens up) 
6.  the sign moves to merge with the breath spot 
7.  the sign and the breath-spot merge to become the “breath sign” 
8.  the breath-sign draws the mind into 1st dhyana 
 
 8.4.2.1  (1) THE 1ST Sitting. For a serious mediator, the duration between 1 and 2 can be quite long. For 
many of us, a whole retreat or many retreats may pass without our seeing the meditation sign. Good 
meditation teachers will always remind us that every sitting is worth it: there is no such thing as a “bad” 
meditation. It’s like our regular health work-out. It is not a matter of “achieving” something: as long as we 
work out, we will stay healthy.   
 Every meditation sitting is an experience of the peace we are capable of attaining, or that we are sim-
ply working with the mind as it is right now. When we think that “nothing is happening” during our medi-
tation, it means that we are, to that extent, doing fine! When something does “happen,” it means that we 
have to deal with it. Even now, as we sit, we are preparing for greater peace of mind.83 
 
 8.4.2.2  (2) Nimitta arises.  The meditation sign (nimitta) is an important feature of meditation prac-
tice: it is a sign of good and strong concentration. It arises in access concentration [8.3.2] as a sign that the 
mind is unifying, that is, the breath is melding with the mind.84 

The sign usually starts as a faint but clear flicker. It may also start as a smoky vision of the breath, like 
when we exhale into the cold air. We may also perceive it as a disc of light, like the headlight of a train or a 
truck on a dark night. The nimitta can appear in a variety of colours and shapes. Sometimes it appears at a 
distance.  

The sign is a light seen in the mind’s eye, not light seen with our eyes. It arises on its own as a product 
of the natural unification of mind that develops with concentration. We cannot make it arise, but when we 
have gained some level of the fivefold mastery [8.2.5.3], we will be able to “invite” the sign to arise  and 
grow, which also means that we are attaining dhyana. 

 
81 For Pa-Auk teachings on the breath meditation, see Pa-Auk, Knowing And Seeing, 5th ed, 2019:21-55 (talk 1). 
82 See Snyder & Rasmussen 2009: ch 4. 
83 If we are totally new to the Pa-Auk meditation method, we should start by reading his Knowing And Seeing, 5th 

ed 2019:29-55 (ch 1). 
84 For Dipa Ma’s description of how light appears in her meditation, see Amy Schmidt, Knee Deep in Grace: The 

extraordinary life and teaching of Dipa Ma. Lake Junaluska, NC: Present Perfect Books, 2003. 
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Meantime, we should attach no importance whatsoever to the sign (or the idea of it), but keep our 
mind exclusively on the meditation object (such as the breath). When the sign first arises, don’t pay any 
attention to it, but keep our focus on the breath. When we react in excitement (this often happens!) we 
are simply trying to grasp a cloud with our fist! We will lose our concentration on the breath, too, and will 
have to start all over again. 

When we try too hard to “see” the sign that has not arisen, we are likely to suffer its painful effects: 
stress, headache, eyestrain. We are often reminded that the sign can neither be seen with the eye nor be 
made to arise. We are not meditating but allowing our lust to have the better of us. The sign is the result 
of our renouncing all attachment to the senses, especially the desire for the sign! 
 The Vimutti,magga likens the arising of access concentration to a sutta-reciter who had stopped recit-
ing for a long time and so forgets and falters, as compared to a sutta-reciter who “persistently repeats and 
does not forget.”85 Similarly, prior to the full concentration into dhyana, we will periodically struggle with 
various mental hindrance. Understanding this process, we will attain dhyana, and our meditation will pro-
gress more smoothly.  
 
 8.4.2.3  (3) The nimitta grows.  Meditation is not about getting a meditation sign; the sign naturally 
arises as a result of good meditation. When the sign arises, it continues to grow so long as we keep 
focused on the meditation object. Hence, it is wise during a retreat not to take too long a break, but to 
keep up the continuity of practice to deepen it. 
 Ideally, we should be doing some kind of meditation—or at least mindfulness—while sitting, walking, 
standing and reclining (these are the 4 normal human postures). When the mind is engaged with itself, 
away from the world (that is, processing sense-data), it is very likely that the sign will arise. With the mind 
well focused, such a sign will continue to remain stable in our mind no matter what posture we are in 
(except when we are asleep). 
 
 8.4.2.4  (4) The nimitta stabilizes.  The nimitta eventually becomes very stable. Even when we close 
our eyes, the sign is present. It is best to restrict all outflows of attention and energy, keeping our eyes 
downcast and being mindful of our movements, and refraining from chatting, inner or outer. The sign will 
keep growing when we are anchored to the breath. When, for any reason, the sign deteriorates and break 
up, we simply direct our attention back to the breath, and let the sign arise again naturally. 
 
 8.4.2.5  (5) The nimitta solidifies and energizes.  As the sign becomes more solid and apparent, it will 
charge itself up with energy. Conceptually, the difference between a solid sign and an energized sign is 
very much like a neon sign. When turned off, the sign is still be readable in the daylight, but less so at night. 
This is due to the lack of inherent energy flowing through the sign.  

When the sign is energized, the energy field containing the sign becomes crisp and bright. The energ-
ized sign points to the deepening of access concentration. Here we usually experience the dhyana-factors 
quite strongly; we feel very relaxed but highly energized. Anchoring the mind to the object takes less 
effort. 

Again, we may be strongly wanting to chase the sign and turn it into the object, or try to merge it with 
the breath. Doing so will only weaken the sign and our concentration. The hindrance of sensual desire is at 
work here! We simply need to get back to renunciation mode by anchoring the mind to the breath. 
 
 8.4.2.6  (6) The nimitta moves to merge. When we stay with the breath crossing the breath spot, and 
not chase the energized sign, it moves closer to the breath spot. Without our making any effort, the sign is 
drawn to the breath at the breath spot. As the sign gets closer to the breath, we should simply ignore the 
sign and stay with the breath. To expedite the merger between the sign and the breath, we simply keep 
the mind anchored to the breath. When we stay with the breath, and do not chase the sign, the two will 
eventually merge with a sudden snap. 

 
85 Vimm 8.22 (Vimm:Ñ 273). See Dh 241a = A 8.15/4:195: asajjhāya,malā mantā [SD 58.1 (4.2.6.6)]; A 5:115, asaj-

jhāya,kiriyā bahu,saccassa paripantho; cf S 46.55/5:121 (SD 3.12). 
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When the hindrances are absent and dhyana-factors are well developed, concentration becomes not-
iceably stable. With a bit more focus, it becomes “access concentration” (upacāra samādhi), that is, a 
concentration that is close to or neighbouring dhyana. It is known by its counter-sign (or counterpart sign). 
When we keep up our focus on the breath, it remains so until dhyana is attained.86 

 
 8.4.2.7  (7) The breath sign (ānâpāna nimitta). As we keep focused on the breath, when the time is 
right, the breath and the sign merge into one. Now this is a beautiful new stage in our meditation, when 
the sign combines with the breath, and we have the “breath/sign” spot as our new focus. We can call this 
the breath-sign (ānâpāna nimitta). The name reflects how this sign has arisen, but it is simply the medita-
tion sign that arises in breath meditation. Nevertheless, it takes a lot of meditative patience to reach this 
beautiful stable stage. 

If we are too excited about the change, we will lose it. The sign will weaken and disappear. This often 
happens with inexperienced meditators. Then, we have to bear with it by going back to keeping the mind 
anchored on the breath. The breath-sign will arise again. It’s wise to spend some time getting used to the 
new state. Meantime, our mind is being purified and primed for entering the 1st dhyana. 

 
 8.4.2.8  (8) 1st dhyana arises. It’s just a matter of time before we attain the 1st dhyana. Once we have 
attained the 1st dhyana, we should spend as much time as needed to be fully familiar with it. We may 
adjust the duration to remain in the 1st dhyana. Practising this skill is useful, since we will need to use it 
again in the subsequent dhyanas, so that we can stay longer in the higher dhyanas, especially the 4th dhya-
na, and even in the 4 formless attainments. 
 

8.4.2.9  Under retreat conditions, we may go through the entire sequence of routine practice as our 
morning “warm up” meditation. In the succeeding session/s, we should work of effectively intensify our 
concentration, stability and mental brightness. Upon attaining the 1st dhyana, we should aspire to stay 
with it as long as possible, at least an hour or so. In other words, we have to master the 1st dhyana by way 
of the fivefold mastery [8.2.5.3]. 

If we have not mastered the 1st dhyana and try to go to the 2nd dhyana, we will both not attain the 2nd 
dhyana and also lose the 1st dhyana! The Pabbateyya Gāvī Sutta (A 9.35) says that this would be a foolish 
mountain cow that has not properly placed her front hoof firmly, lifts her hind hoof; she will only hurt her-
self, and still unable to go to the pasture.87 

Even with the 1st dhyana, we will enjoy its restorative power, which will enhance our mental flexibility 
and agility that can develop in quick progressions. As we become proficient in the 1st dhyana with the 
fivefold mastery, we apply them to the 2nd dhyana in due course. In this way, we properly spend time 
knowing the dhyanas in the fruitful exploration of our own mind. The rule of thumb is: stabilize the lower 
dhyanas before moving on to the higher dhyanas or the attainments. 
 
8.4.3 Getting into dhyana 
 
 8.4.3.1 Pa Auk encourages meditators to work on the breath-sign (ānāpāna nimitta) [8.4.2.7] and 
keep it stable for at least 30 minutes. The longer we hold this sign, the more stable and focused the con-
centration will be. We may then make a resolve to enter 1st dhyana [8.4.2.8]. If the resolve feels like a dis-
traction and we want to avoid this, we can just let the concentration builds its strength so that dhyana will 
arise on its own. 

Regardless of whether we make a resolve or not, the 1st dhyana will only arise when concentration is 
strong enough. When dhyana does arise, we may feel as if we are being physically “grabbed by the lapels 
and pulled face-first” into it. It is very distinct and unmistakable, very different from access concentration 
[8.3.0.3]. If we repeatedly resolve to enter the 1st dhyana before the right time, our concentration will 

 
86 See Abhs:BRS 331. 
87 A 9.35/4:418-422 
 (SD 24.3). 
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wane, and we will remain in access concentration. Although not dhyana, access concentration is very 
peaceful and pleasant, since all the dhyana-factors are present except that the mind is not yet fully unified. 
 
 8.4.3.2  The progress and success of our meditation depends on how well we understand mental 
effort and how to properly exert that effort. Those of us used to urban life and work understand the nat-
ure of “proactive” effort. In our modern fast-paced routine life and society, we each, more or less, know 
our roles or tasks. Using the various skills we have and means at our disposal, we accomplish them and 
feel duly rewarded (or not).  
 Basically, this means we know what to do, and we do it. We have a good idea of the benefits we will 
get for such actions, or the consequences when we don’t. However, this dynamic out-going approach is 
only one aspect of our human life. Not all the vital things in our lives can be fulfilled or gained in this way. 
In fact, one of the powerful side-effects of such an attitude is mental and physical stress. 

We also need to make similar efforts in accepting things the way they are, especially when they do not 
seem to work our way. Being proactive is when we “put in” effort to get things done; we also need to be 
skilled in accepting not doing it—we are openly receptive of others and the situation as they are. Since we 
need to do this just as much as being proactive, this is called receptive effort.  

Both these kinds of effort apply in meditation, too. Often, at the start of our practice, we need to put 
in a lot of proactive effort, especially that of directing the mind to the meditation object. As our practice 
progresses, and the different aspects of the meditative mind unfolds, we often need just as much recep-
tive effort, to accept those emergent states by simply doing nothing, or simply keeping the mind anchored 
to the breath or the breath-sign, depending on how deep we are in meditation. A skillful negotiation of 
these two kinds of effort gives us safe and smooth passage in our cultivation of samatha.88 
 
8.4.4 Remaining in dhyana 
 

8.4.4.1  Having entered dhyana, we now need the skill to stay there, to let it grow. We would naturally 
enjoy being there, continuously anchored to the meditation object, without a hint of wavering for a long 
time (at least an hour at first). Now that we have mastered the skill in adverting the mind towards dhyana, 
and attaining it, we must be skilled in remaining blissfully in it. [8.2.5.3]. 
 At different stages of dhyana, beautiful and powerful wholesome states arise before us. If we lack 
moral virtue (gained from keeping the precepts and living rightly in Dharma) or wisdom (gained from fami-
liarity with the suttas and the Dharma), we may not know what these are. Hence, we may simply ignore 
them, or worse, fear them; and so we lose our dhyanic state. 
  

8.4.4.2  Just as we need eat healthily, have enough rest, train rightly and well, to keep ourself physic-
ally fit and dexterous, the same applies to our meditative life. We need to be proactive in cultivating moral 
virtue, understanding the Dharma and keeping up our practice with receptive skills. [8.4.3.2]. It is often 
difficult to get dhyana in the rush and din of worldly life, but as meditators, we “rush mindfully,” well 
aware of our limits, the situation and our purpose in life. With such wholesome habits, we are likely to be 
surprised by dhyana even in our daily lives, since we have been cultivating that inner calm all our waking 
life. 
 
8.4.5 Emerging from dhyana 
 

8.4.5.1  Once we are able to enter dhyana and remaining in it, we need to be skilled in emerging from 
it. Although we may imagine dhyana functions like the way we sleep, it is, in fact, a very wakeful state that 
is even more restful than our best sleep. This means that with regular dhyana, we actually need less sleep 
in the normal sense, and we are also more alert and creative mindfully. 

The point, however, remains that we need to be skilled in emerging from dhyana. To do so, we need 
to resolve at the start of our sitting, before getting into dhyana, that we will be in that dhyana for a speci-

 
88 Further see Snyder & Rasmussen 2006: ch 5+6. 
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fied suitable duration. As a rule, we start off sitting for an hour. As we get used to this, we may then in-
crease the time progressively, up to even 4 hours at a stretch, perhaps even longer in a retreat situation.  

 
8.4.5.2  When we are skilled in emergence from dhyana, we will exit from it at a predetermined time. 

At the start, this may not occur on the dot (but a few minutes’ difference does not really matter). To prac-
tise, we resolve how long we want to remain in dhyana, and then notice the duration upon emerging. If 
we emerge a little later, it may be that we are able to sit longer! Perhaps, we may resolve to sit just a bit 
longer the next time. 

However, when we emerge from meditation too early, it is possible that we need to work on some 
aspects of our life, moral and social. In either case, we need to examine whether we have been able to 
overcome, or at least suppress, the mental hindrances of sensual desire, anger, slothfulness, impatience, 
or self-interest. These are the tenacious tentacles of our latent tendencies (anusaya)89 sneaking into our 
meditation in its weaker moments. We need to remedy these accordingly, such as by doing specific medi-
tations that will correct these weaknesses. 

 
 8.4.5.3  A further vital skill we must develop is that of discerning the dhyana-factors upon emerging. 
This is like recognizing old friends when we leave home. Upon emerging from dhyana, we need to discern 
the absence or the presence of the dhyana-factors. This knowledge empowers us to properly move from 
one dhyana to another. We identify the dhyana by their dhyana-factors [8.2.5.4]. 

Dhyana teachers often advise us to improve our ability to discern the presence or absence of dhyana-
factors by directing our attention to the mind-door upon emerging from a dhyana. Often, we will encoun-
ter the very same factors that we expect. Be happy to meet old friends! Be amazed at how our mind func-
tions in a wholesome familiar way. Our practice has attained a certain level of familiarity. 

 
8.5 ATTAINING DHYANA WITH OTHER METHODS90 
 

8.5.0 We have already discussed how to practise the breath meditation up to attaining dhyana [8.4]. In 
this section, we will discuss attaining dhyana by using other methods, such as the 32 body-parts, followed 
by explanations on the 10 kasinas [6].  
 
8.5.1 The 32 body-parts meditation 
 

 

I. skin pentad II. kidney pentad III. lungs pentad IV. brain pentad 

1. head hair 
2. body hair 
3. nails 
4. teeth 
5. skin 

6. flesh 
7. sinews 
8. bones 
9. bone marrow 
10. kidneys 

11. heart 
12. liver 
13. membrane91 
14. spleen 
15. lungs 

16. intestines 
17. mesentery92 
18. gorge93   
19. faeces 
20. brain 

 

  Table 8.5.1.1a The earth-element body-parts 
 
 8.5.1.1  Pa-Auk teaches how to meditate on the 32 body-parts (dva-t,tiṁs’ākāra).94 He recommends 
that we master the 4 form dhyanas first, and attain the radiant sign (nimitta) of the 4th dhyana. We then 
use the light of this sign to discern the 32 body-parts, one at a time. The 32 parts comprise 20 predomin-
antly of the earth element, and 12 parts predominantly of water element. 

 
89 See Anusaya, SD 31.3. 
90 See Pa-Auk 2019: ch 2. 
91 “Membrane” is the white, net-like membrane that separates the different sections of flesh throughout the body. 
92 “Mesentery” is the fastening of the bowels. 
93 “Gorge” is the undigested food, contents of the stomach. 
94 Kh 3/2 (Kh:Ñ 2); Comy: KhpA 37-79 (KhA:Ñ 37-83). 
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 The parts with the earth element parts should be discerned in 4 sets of 5, as shown in Table 8.5.1.1.a. 
The 12 water-element parts should be discerned in 2 sets of 6, thus: 
 

V. fat sestad 
II kidney pentad 

VI. urine sestad 
IV brain -entad 21. bile 

22. phlegm 
23. pus 
 

24. blood 
25. sweat 
26. fat 
 

27. tears 
28. grease 
29. saliva 
 

30. snot 
31. synovia95 
32. urine   
  

  Table 8.5.1.1b The water-element body-parts 
 
 8.5.1.2  Discern the parts in the given order, one set at a time (there are 6 sets). Try to see each part 
as distinctly as we would see our face in a clear mirror. If, while doing this, the light of concentration 
should fade, and the part of the body being discerned becomes unclear, we should re-establish the 4th 
dhyana, so the light is again bright and strong. Then, return to discerning the body-parts. Do this when-
ever the light of concentration fades. 
 Practise discerning from head-hair down to urine, or from urine back to head-hair, so that we are able 
to see each one clearly and with penetrating knowledge. Keep practising until we become skilled at it. 
Then, again using the light of concentration and with our eyes still closed, we should try to discern these 
body-parts in another being close by.  
 It is especially beneficial to discern someone in front of us. Discern the 32 body-parts in that person or 
being, from head-hair down to urine, and from urine back to head-hair. Discern the 32 parts forwards and 
backwards in this manner many times. When we have succeeded, discern the 32 parts once internally, 
that is, in our own body, and once externally, that is, in another person’s body. Do this many times, again 
and again until we are naturally skilled at it. 
  
 8.5.1.3  When we are able to discern the 32 parts thus internally and externally, our meditative power 
will increase significantly. We should thus gradually extend our field of discernment bit by bit, from near 
to far. Do not think that we cannot discern beings far away. In the radiance of the 4th dhyana,96 we can 
easily see beings far away, not with the naked eye, but with the wisdom eye. We should be able to extend 
our field of discernment in all 10 directions: above, below, east, southeast, south, southwest, west,  
northwest, north, northeast. Take whomever we see, be they human, animal or other beings, in those 10 
directions, and discern the 32 parts, once internally and once externally, one person or being at a time. 
 When we no longer see men, women, devas, or buffaloes, cows and other animals as such, but see 
only groups of 32 parts, whenever and wherever we look, internally or externally, then we can be said to 
be adept in discerning the 32 body-parts.97 
 

8.5.1.4  Let us now look at what are called the 3 entrances to nirvana, a commentarial teaching based 
on the suttas. In the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (M 10),98 the Buddha teaches that the mastery of the 4 focuses of 
mindfulness is the “only” way to nirvana: but this one-going path (ek’āyana) has 3 lanes. The Attha,sālinī 
(Dhamma,saṅgaṇī Commentary) explains the 3 entrances to the nirvana in terms of the 3 characteristics (ti 
lakkhaṇa), functioning as follows: 
  

(1)  the samatha subjects of the colour kasinas (vaṇṇa kasiṇa),  
(2)  repulsiveness (paṭikkūla manasikāra), and  
(3) voidness of self (suññatā), which is a 4-element meditation.99   (DhsA 221-223, 290)100 

 
95 “Synovia,” oil (unctuous fluid) in the joints. 
96 While attaining the 4th dhyana is ideal here, we can also discern the 32 parts quite effectively even after emerg-

ing from the 1st dhyana. See VbhA §1156/251,33-252,2. 
 97 Pa-Auk 2019:57-59. 

98 M 10/1:10, (SD 13.3) 
99 The entrance of colour kasinas is mentioned in these suttas: Mahā,parinibbāna S (D 16,3.24-32/2:110 f), SD 9; 

(Aṭṭhaka) Abhibh’āyatana S (A 8.65/4:305 f), SD 49.5b, and Abhibh’āyatana Kathā (DhsA 187-190). The entrances of 
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 Buddhaghosa adds that these 3 contemplations that are the entrances to freedom (ti anupassanā vi-
mokkha,mukhā; based on the Paṭisambhidā,magga) lead us out of the world to: 
 

(1) the seeing of all formations as limited and circumscribed and to the entering of consciousness into the 
signless element (animitta dhātu); 

(2) the stirring up of the mind with respect to all formations and to the entering of consciousness into the 
desireless element (appaṇihīta dhātu); 

(3) the seeing of all things (dhamma) as alien and to the entering of consciousness into the voidness ele-
ment (suññata dhātu). 

(Vism 21.67/657 + 70/658)101 
 

 8.5.1.5  When insight fully blossoms, it settles down in one of these 3 contemplations (VismMṬ 844). In 
terms of faculty (indriya) (personal spiritual strength): 
 

 faith    is strong in one who contemplates much in  impermanence;  
 concentration  is strong in one who contemplates much in  suffering; 
 wisdom   is strong is one who contemplates much in  nonself. (VismMṬ 844; Vism:Ñ 767 n32) 
 

Therefore, when a person has become proficient in discerning the 32 parts of the body, internally and ex-
ternally, he can choose to develop any of those 3 entrances.  

The first entrance we shall discuss is repulsiveness meditation. 
 

8.5.2 The skeleton meditation 
 
 8.5.2.1  To cultivate meditation on repulsiveness (paṭikkūla manasikāra), we take as object either all 
32 body-parts or only one part. Let us look at how to meditate on, for example, the skeleton, the bones, 
which is one of the 32 body-parts. We should first get into the 4th dhyana to get the mental radiance102 for 
discerning the 32 body-parts in our own body, and then in a being nearby. We should discern thus inter-
nally and externally once or twice.  

Then, take our internal skeleton as a whole, and discern it with wisdom. When the whole skeleton is 
clear, take the repulsiveness of the skeleton as object, that is, the concept, and note it again and again, as 
either: “Repulsive, repulsive”; or “Skeleton, skeleton”; or “Repulsive skeleton, repulsive skeleton.” Note it 
in a language we are familiar with.  

We should try to keep our mind calmly concentrated on the object of repulsiveness of the skeleton for 
one or two hours. Carefully note the colour, shape, position and delimitation (outline) of the skeleton, so 
that its repulsive nature can arise. 

Ideally, we should get into the 4th dhyana, and emerge with the strength and momentum of the 4th-
dhyana concentration (based on the mindfulness of breathing). In this way, we will be able to arouse, sus-
tain and develop the perception and knowledge of repulsiveness in the body-parts. Otherwise, says the 
Visuddhi,magga, even the 1st dhyana concentration suffices for this practice.103 

 
8.5.2.2  Once our concentration on the repulsiveness of the skeleton is established, we should drop the 

perception of “skeleton,” and just be mindful of the repulsiveness. According to the Visuddhi,magga seeing 

 
repulsiveness, in the “9 charnel-ground meditations,” Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna S (D 22,7-10/2:295-298, SD 13.2), Satipaṭ-
ṭhāna S (M 10,14-31/1:57-59, SD 13.3; and voidness (of self: the 4 elements), Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna S (D 22,6/2:294 f, SD 
13.2), Satipaṭṭhāna S (M 10,12/1:57, SD 13.3). Further on the perception of voidness, see Pa-Auk 2019:27 + Q&A 5.9 
2019: 181. 

100 Tr: Dhs:P 299-301, 381 f. 
101 Pm 2:48; cf Dh 277-279 [Dhamma Niyama S, A 3.134, SD 26.8]. 
102 This “mental radiance” refers to our calm and clear mind upon emerging from dhyana, even from a good sama-

dhi, with which we can properly see directly into true reality, or start with some new meditation. 
103 Vism 8.141-143/265 f. 
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the colour, shape, position, and delimitation of a part is seeing the acquired sign (uggaha nimitta) [8.3.0.3]. 
Seeing and discerning the repulsiveness of that body-part is seeing the counter-sign (paṭibhāga nimitta). By 
concentrating on the counter-sign of the repulsiveness of the skeleton, we can attain the 1st dhyana, at 
which time the 5 dhyana-factors will be present [8.2.5.4]. 

In this practice, the dhyana-factors arise as follows: 
 

(1)  initial application:  directing the mind to grasp the counter-sign of the repulsiveness of the skeleton 
(2)  sustained application:  keeping the mind on the counter-sign of the repulsiveness of the skeleton 
(3)  zest:  joy arising from the counter-sign of the repulsiveness of the skeleton 
(4)  joy: happiness connected with the counter-sign of the repulsiveness of the skeleton 
(5)  one-pointedness:  the unified mind attending counter-sign of the repulsiveness of the skeleton. 
 

8.5.2.3  We may wonder: “How can zest (pīti) and joy (sukha) arise with the repulsiveness of the skele-
ton as object?” The answer: Although we are concentrating on the repulsiveness of the skeleton, and expe-
rience it as really repulsive, there is happiness (pīti,sukha) because we have undertaken this meditation and 
understood its benefits, that it will eventually bring us freedom from decay, disease, death. Repulsion (nib-
bidā) is that wisdom of suffering: we know fire burns and we will never put our bare hand into it. Moreover, 
our mind has been cleared of the 5 hindrances: we are no more being pushed or pulled around with desire 
or ill will and their various negative forms. 

It’s like a sick person who finally vomits out the toxins that have been causing him suffering, or has 
purged them all out. He is free of those toxins, and is now careful never to take any kind of food that has 
such toxins. 

 
8.5.2.4  The Vibhaṅga Commentary explains that when we have attained the 1st dhyana by way of the 

repulsiveness of the skeleton, we should go on to develop the 5 masteries [8.2.5.3] of the 1st dhyana. After 
that, we should direct the dhyana light of our practice to the nearest person or being, especially someone 
in front of us as the skeleton object. 

We should concentrate on it as being repulsive (paṭikkūla), and cultivate this until the dhyana-factors 
become prominent. Even though they are prominent, according to the Commentary, there is neither ac-
cess concentration (upacāra samādhi) nor attainment concentration (appanā samādhi), because the ob-
ject is living.104 If, however, we concentrate on the external skeleton as being dead, we can, according to 
the Vibhaṅga Root Sub-commentary (VbhMṬ), attain only access concentration.105 

When the dhyana-factors are clear, we should again concentrate on the internal skeleton as repulsive. 
Do this alternately, once internally then once externally, again and again. When we have meditated like 
this on the repulsiveness of the skeleton, and it has become deep and fully developed, we should extend 
our field of discernment in all 10 directions. [8.5.1.3]  

Taking one direction at a time, wherever our dhyana light reaches, develop each direction in the same 
way. We should apply our penetrating knowledge both near and far, in all directions, once internally and 
once externally. Practise until wherever we look in the 10 directions, we see only skeletons. Once we have 
succeeded, we are ready to develop the white kasiṇa meditation.106 
 
 
 
 
 

 
104 VbhA §1198/261,1-6. 
105 VbhMAṬ (?). Pa-Auk 2019:61 simply states “VbhṬ ibid,” but I cannot find any reference. Despite Pa-Auk 2019 

having gone into its 5th rev ed, the referencing problem still remains. Here, eg, I’m unable to locate the VbhMAṬ ref 
despite looking into the Burmese textual sources (Ṭīkā). Similar difficulties occur elsewhere in the book: either Pa-
Auk or his editors is unfamiliar with modern Pali referencing. 

106 Pa-Auk 2019:59-61. 
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8.6 THE 10 KASINAS 
 
8.6.1 The 4 colour kasiṇas 
 There are 4 colours used for kasiṇa107 meditation: blue (nīla), yellow, red, and white.108 The Pali/San-
skrit nīla refers to a range of colours “like a rain-cloud” or collyrium, that is, it is polysemous, meaning 
“grey, black, brown, blue, blue-grey, greenish blue.”109 All 4 kasiṇas can be developed up to the 4th dhyana 
by using as object the colours of different parts of the body or of natural objects, such as flowers. 

According to the Abhidhamma Commentary, head hair, body hair and irises of the eyes can be used 
for the nīla kasiṇa up to the 4th dhyana; fat and urine can be used for the yellow kasiṇa; blood and flesh 
can be used for the red kasiṇa; and the white parts, bones, teeth, and nails can be used for the white 
kasiṇa.110 
 
8.6.2 The white kasina 
 
 8.6.2.1  The suttas say that the white kasiṇa is the best of the 4 colour kasiṇas, because it makes the 
mind clear and bright.111 For that reason, we will here discuss how to cultivate the white kasiṇa. We should 
first re-establish the 4th dhyana, for that powerful mental radiance [8.5.2.1] after we emerge from it. We 
should then use this light to discern the 32 body-parts internally and then externally in a being nearby. 
When we do this, we are to discern them as being repulsive [8.5.2.4].  

Otherwise, simply discern the external skeleton. Select the whitest area in that skeleton, such as the 
back of the skull; or, if the whole skeleton is white, focus on the whole skeleton, discerning: “White, white.” 
Alternatively, if our concentration is really good and sharp, we can, we have again seen the internal skele-
ton as repulsive. Take the skeleton as white, and use that as our preliminary object, until we attain at least 
the 1st dhyana. 

We may also discern first the repulsiveness in an external skeleton, and make that perception stable 
and firm, highlighting the white of the skeleton. Then, we switch to the perception of it to: “White, white,” 
to cultivate the white kasiṇa. Holding the white of the external skeleton as object, we should be able to 
keep the mind concentrated for one or two hours. 

 
8.6.2.2  Because of the strength and momentum of the 4th-dhyana concentration based on breath 

meditation, our mind will stay calmly concentrated on the object of white. When we are able to concen-
trate on the white for one or two hours, the skeleton disappears and only a white circle remains. 

When this white circle is white like pure cotton wool, it becomes the acquired sign (uggaha nimitta). 
When it is bright and clear like the morning star, it is the counter-sign (paṭibhāga nimitta). Before the ac-
quired sign arises, the skeleton-sign from which it arises is the preparatory sign (parikamma nimitta). 

We should continue to note the kasiṇa as “White, white” until it becomes the counter-sign. Continue 
concentrating on this counter-sign till we enter the 1st dhyana. We will find, however, that this concentra-
tion is not very stable and does not last long. We need to extend the sign in order to make it more stable 
and stay longer. 

 
8.6.2.3  To extend the whiteness, we should concentrate on the white counter-sign for one or two 

hours. Then, determine to extend the white circle by 1, 2, 3, or 4 inches, depending on our ability. We 
should only try to extend the white circle by first determining its limit, that is, gradually from 1-4 inches.  

While expanding the white circle, we may find that it becomes unstable. Whenever this happens, re-
turn to noting it as “White, white” to make it stable. As our concentration grows, so will the sign. When 
the first extended sign has become stable, repeat the process, that is, again determine to extend it by a 

 
107 On kasiṇa, see SD 15.1 (9.2). 
108 See MA 3:257. 
109 Vism 5.13/173. On the ancient Indian perception of nīla, see SD 15.1 (9.2.2). 
110 VbhA §§1153 f/250 f. 
111 Kosala S 1 (A 10.29,7/5:62 f), SD 16.15. 
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couple more inches. This way, we extend the sign in stages, until it is one yard in diameter, then 2 yards, 
and so on.  

Do this until it extends in all 10 directions around us, without limit, so that wherever we look, we see 
only white. Do this until we see no more trace of materiality, whether internal or external. If we have culti-
vated the white kasiṇa in a past life, especially during the time of our Buddha or some past buddha—that 
is, we have “white kasiṇa mastery (pāramī).” Then, we will not need any effort in extending the counter-
sign:  as we concentrate on it, it will automatically extend in all the 10 directions. 

 
8.6.2.4  In either case—whether we had past mastery of the kasina or present attainment—we should 

now keep our mind calmly concentrated on the extended white kasiṇa. When it is stable—just as if we 
were to hang a hat on a hook in a wall—put our mind in one place in that white kasiṇa. Keep our mind 
there, and continue to note “White, white.” 

When our mind is calm and stable, the white kasiṇa will also be calm and stable. It will be exquisitely 
white, bright, and clear. This is the counter image created by extending the original white kasiṇa counter 
image. We must continue meditating fully focused on the white kasina counter image for one or two 
hours. We should do this until all the 5 dhyana-factors arise prominently, thus: 

 

(1)  initial application:   directing the mind to grasp the counter-sign of the white kasina 
(2)  sustained application:   keeping the mind on the counter-sign of the white kasina 
(3)  zest:   joy arising from the counter-sign of the white kasina  
(4)  joy:  happiness connected with the counter-sign of the white kasina 
(5)  one-pointedness:   the unified mind attending counter-sign of the white kasina. 
 

These are also the dhyana-factors of the 1st dhyana. We have also attained the 5 masteries112 [8.2.5.3] of 
the white kasiṇa 1st dhyana. Then, we go on to cultivate the 2nd, the 3rd and the 4th dhyanas, and the 
masteries of them, too.113 
 
8.6.3 The other colour kasinas114 
 

 8.6.3.1  If we have developed the white kasiṇa meditation up to the 4th dhyana using the white of an 
external skeleton, then, we will also be able to develop nīla kasiṇa using external head hair, the yellow 
kasiṇa using external fat or urine, and the red kasiṇa using external blood, and so on. We can also use 
those parts in our own body when they are expedient. 

 

8.6.3.2  Once we are familiar with the colour kasiṇas, we can use the colours of flowers or any suitable 
external objects. Indeed, flowers with hues of brown, blue, greenish blue or blue-grey, are inviting us to 
cultivate the nīla kasiṇa [8.6.1]. All yellow flowers are inviting us to cultivate the yellow kasiṇa. All red 
flowers are inviting us to cultivate the red kasiṇa. All white flowers are inviting us to cultivate the white 
kasiṇa. A skilled meditator can use so many colours to cultivate kasiṇa concentration, even vipassana, 
using an object, animate or inanimate, internal or external. 
 
8.7 THE 4 ELEMENTS (KASIṆA) 
 

8.7.0 The element kasiṇas with dhyana 
 

 8.7.0.1  While the 4-element meditations bring only access concentration at best [8.3.1.2], the 4 ele-
ment-kasina meditations—the earth kasiṇa, water kasiṇa, fire kasiṇa, wind kasiṇa—can bring us all 4 
dhyanas (or 5 dhyanas according Abhidhamma).115 To expedite the practice, we should first do a medita-

 
112 See Pa-Auk 2019:44. 
113 See Pa-Auk 2019:62-64. 
114 On the kasinas, see Pa-Auk 2019:64-66. 
115 The Abhidhamma 5-dhyana system differs from the sutta 4-dhyana system in only 1 way: former add another 

dhyana after the 2nd that has only sukha (no pīti, but with the other factors): see SD 46.6 (2). 
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tion we have mastered, such as the breath meditation or the white kasina. Preferably, in keeping with the 
Pa-Auk tradition, we have mastered the 4 dhyanas; if not, we can start with the 1st dhyana. In each case, 
as before, we carefully examine the various dhyana-factors, on their advantages and disadvantages. [8.2.5] 
   

 8.7.0.2  Having emerged from that dhyana, we then, in our dhyanic mental radiance, bring to mind the 
earth kasina, the mental image of the earth-circle. Focused on it, we note: “Earth, earth … .” As we do so, 
we will see the image growing clearer and brighter. When it appears steady, we may (when we are ready) 
extend the circle in the manner of the colour kasinas [8.6.1]. Mentally, we extend this image all around us 
until it covers the whole universe, that is, the totality (kasiṇa) of our consciousness.116 
 
8.7.1 The earth element (paṭhavī dhātu) 

 
8.7.1.1  Besides the 4 colour kasiṇas [8.6.2], the Pali canon lists a further 6 kasiṇas: those of the earth, 

water, fire, wind, space, and light kasiṇas.117 The first 4 are, of course, the 4 elements (which, by them-
selves, do not bring dhyana, only access concentration) [8.6.5.1], and the last 2 are independent but useful 
kasinas. We shall now continue with the 4 elements meditations. 
 To cultivate an element kasiṇa, we begin by quickly reviewing all our previous meditation-subjects. For 
some meditators, this may include the 4 dhyanas based on the breath, the 32 body-parts [8.5.1], repulsive 
skeleton [8.5.2], the 4 white-kasiṇa dhyanas [8.6.2], the 4 nīla kasiṇa dhyanas [8.6.1], the 4 yellow kasiṇa 
dhyanas, and the 4 red kasiṇa dhyanas. Reading about this review of practices may seem more tedious, but 
a seasoned meditator will breeze through these practices that they have mastered, like a maestro mentally 
reviewing a symphony he has to conduct. 
  
 8.7.1.2  To develop the earth kasiṇa, we should find a plot of plain earth, preferably ruddy brown like 
laterite, potter’s clay or the sky at dawn, and free from sticks, leaves, stones, gravel or debris. Otherwise, 
some gray, brown or dark ground will do, but its colour should not be confused with that of the nīla colour 
kasiṇa [8.6.1].  
 The location may be in a garden, by the side of a quiet path or in an open field. Then, with a stick or 
some device, draw a circle about 2-3 feet in diameter.118 Smooth it out, remove as much imperfections as 
possible. Then, sit comfortably and gaze at the circle of earth before us This is our meditation object: an 
earth kasiṇa.  
  
 8.7.1.3  Concentrate on it for a while with our eyes open, and subverbalize “Earth, earth … .” This act-
ion is also known as “labelling.” Then, close the eyes and visualize the earth kasiṇa. We should concentrate 
neither on the colour of the earth sign, nor the characteristics of hardness, roughness, etc. of the earth 
element. Instead, we concentrate only on the concept of earth. 
 It is important neither to hurry nor skip the subverbalizing. This repetitive minding conditions our 
mind to remember the concept, earth, in eidetic or photographic form. This has to be done in as often as 
possible and many sittings as it takes. It also helps to keep the mind relaxed and thought-free, and focus 
fully and directly on the object of earth. This is the nature of kasina meditation. 
  
 8.7.1.4  Then, leave the physical earth circle and return to the meditation hall or our quarters to sit re-
collecting the mental sign, which is now our earth kasiṇa. Keep focusing only on the bare concept: “Earth, 
earth.” The earth kasiṇa, in time, becomes an acquired sign (uggaha nimitta) or learning image of the 
material quality that we call earth. 

 
116 It is odd that Pa Auk, having stated that the element meditations can bring us up to only access concentration 

(Pa-Auk 2019:116, 122, 135, 150 f dhyana cannot be attained with any of the 4 elements, 163) [8.3.1.2], then instruct 
us here to go on to cultivate up to the 4th dhyana (2019:65). 

117 See Pa-Auk 2019:44. 
118 Ṭhitapuñño, a forest monk of Ajahn Chah tradition suggests the size of the kasina circle as between 1.5-2 m (5-

6.5 ft) in front of us on the ground. See SD 15.1 (9.2). 
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 If we are adept in dhyanas, we should start the earth kasina meditation by first getting to the 4th white-
kasiṇa dhyana. Then, having emerged, use the meditation light of that dhyana to look at the earth kasiṇa. 
When we visualize the earth sign as clearly as we were looking at it with our eyes open, it becomes an 
acquired sign (uggaha nimitta), we can then cultivate anywhere else that is suitable. 
 
 8.7.1.5  It is vital to visualize a clear image to focus upon. If the image is unclear or fades away, go back 
to the place of the material-earth kasiṇa, and look at it again as before. The counter-sign (paṭibhāga nimit-
ta) then arises as a clear and steady image in our mind, which will progressively but quickly expand as in a 
colour kasiṇa [8.6.1].  
  It will become totally smooth, blemish-free, purified of all imperfections such as spots, sand, ripples, 
stones or debris. When the concept of “earth” is well held in the mind, it should appear as a smooth, lum-
inous and stable disc, with a hint of an earth tone before our mind. Continue to cultivate this acquired 
image until it becomes pure and clear, and turns into the counter-sign. We should then extend the count-
er-sign a bit at a time, in all 10 directions. Try your best to cultivate this up to the 4th dhyana.119  
 
 8.7.1.6  We may then focus on a small spot that is mentally before us, or we can rest in a spacious 
vision of the fully spread-out earth kasiṇa. Wherever we rest our attention, the mind will remain unmoved, 
like placing an object on a shelf and coming back later to find it exactly where we have left it. This deep 
stability is the acquired sign (uggaha nimitta) of momentary concentration (khaṇika samādhi). 

As we continue to concentrate deeper into the earth element (or any of the other 3 elements), and 
approach “access concentration” (upacāra samādhi) [8.7.0.1], we will see different kinds of lights, such as 
a smoky grey light. If we continue to concentrate on the element in that grey light, it grows whiter, the 
colour of cotton wool; then, a bright white, like clouds, and our whole body will appear as a white form. As 
we continue in our concentration in this way, the mental image of our body eventually becomes translu-
cent (paṇḍara) like a block of ice or lightly frosted glass. [11.2.3.3] 
 
 8.7.1.7  It should be remembered that, in Pa-Auk’s system, the elements meditation is mainly used in 
the vipassana practice to gain insight into the material clusters (or simply, clusters) [11.2]. This is one of the 
most interesting and beneficial aspects of his meditation teachings, even though we may not gain dhyana. 
It is a vital practice for those who, for any reason, do not attain dhyana in their practice. This is also signifi-
cant in highlighting the fact that we do not need dhyana to attain the path by way of insight practice, and 
can use it to reflect impermanence for attaining streamwinning at least. 
 
8.7.2 The water element (āpo dhātu) 
 
 8.7.2.1  The other elements—water, fire, wind, light and space—are cultivated as kasinas in a very 
similar way as described for the earth kasina [8.7.1]. The only difference is in the presentation of the initial 
object. To perceive the water kasiṇa, find a dark bowl or bucket, without any decoration, and fill it to the 
brim with water. A dark vessel reveals the water-surface more clearly than a white or colored bowl, which 
may then be confused with the white or coloured kasiṇas. We may use a shallow open well of pure, clear 
water whose surface can be clearly seen. Concentrate on the concept of water as “Water, water” until we 
get the counter-sign, and then cultivate it as we did the earth kasiṇa. 
 
 8.7.2.2  Alternatively, we can sit on the edge of a natural body of water, such as a still pond or lake. 
Observe the water-surface and contemplate the concept of “water.” Disregard the characteristics of cold-
ness, wetness, bubbles, ripples, surface reflections, fish, water-plants, algae or any scientific notions about 
H2O. Do not think about things that are conventionally related to water, such as wondering about washing 
ourself; how much water we drank today; or thinking of how thirsty we are.  

 
119 See PA-Auk 2019:64 f. 
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 Just gaze at the water-surface until the image remains clear when we close our eyes. Then, progress as 
we have done with the other elements. It helps to subverbalize: “Water, water … ,” a few times to direct 
our attention to just water until a shimmering, whitish disc appears as the counter-sign of water. [8.7.1.3] 
 The rest of the method—including for those adept in dhyanas—is basically the same as for the earth 
kasina [8.7.1]. 
 
8.7.3 The fire element (tejo dhātu) 
 
 8.7.3.1  For the fire kasiṇa, its ideal basis is a wood fire, since wood burns with a memorable ruddy 
flame. Even if we are unable to build such a fire for our meditation, we can just as well visualize fire that 
we have seen, say, a wood-burning stove, a bonfire, a campfire, or a bonfire. To help our recall such a fire, 
we may glance at a burning candle or the pilot light on a stove.  
 If we are unable to visualize the fire, then, can make a screen with a circular hole in it about one foot 
across. Put the screen in front of (not too near) a wood-fire or grass-fire, so we see only the flames through 
the hole. Ignore the smoke and burning parts, and focus on the concept of fire as “Fire, fire” until we get 
the acquired sign, and then cultivate it as for the earth kasina. [8.7.1] 
 
 8.7.3.2  Focus on the part of the flame that is ruddy-orange and relatively steady. Don’t look at the 
ashes, smoke or blue spots, nor analyze the kind of fuel that is burning, such as wood, paper, oil, wax and 
so on. Also, do not highlight any aspects of its colour.  
 It helps to subverbalize: “Fire, fire … ,” a few times to direct our attention to the basic concept of fire, 
until we perceive a ruddy-orange disc [8.7.1.3]. Fully focus on that fire kasiṇa. Cultivate and expand the 
counter-sign of fire in the usual way [8.7.1] until it becomes a steady support for concentration.  
 The rest of the method—including for those adept in dhyanas—is basically the same as for the earth 
kasina [8.7.1]. 
 
8.7.4 The wind element (vāyo dhātu) 
 
 8.7.4.1  The wind kasiṇa cannot be seen directly, but is known through the sense of sight or touch,120 
that Is, through its effects, such as seeing swaying branches, moving grasses, or feeling a draft entering 
through a crack in a door, its touch on our skin, or our hair moved by its flow. We should concentrate on 
the wind coming in through a window or door, touching the body; or the sight of leaves, branches or debris 
moving in the wind. 
 Concentrate on the concept as “Wind, wind” or “Air, air,” until we get the acquired image, that is, as a 
soft white disk, like the hue of steam wafting off a pot of boiling milk or hot milk-rice.  
 
 8. 7.4.2  If we are adept in the dhyanas, we can discern the wind sign by attaining the 4th dhyana with 
another kasiṇa object, especially the 4th white kasina dhyana, and using the light of that dhyana, see this 
movement externally 
 The rest of the method—including for those adept in dhyanas—is basically the same as for the earth 
kasina [8.7.1]. 
 
8.8 The 2 independent “elements” 
 
8.8.1 The perception of light (āloka saññā) 
 
 8.8.1.1  The perception of light, as done with the light kasiṇa, begins with a perception of an indirect 
light, such as rays of light streaming into the room through a crack in the wall, and falling on the floor; or 
sunrays beaming through the foliage and falling onto the ground, or rays of light streaming into a room 
through a crack in the wall and falling onto the floor, or we look up through an opening in the tree foliage 

 
120 Vimm 8.54 (Vimm:Ñ 1:360).  

http://dharmafarer.org/


SD 60.1b                                                Samatha and Vipassana 

   http://dharmafarer.org  158 

at the light in the sky above. It is important to sit comfortably and not strain the neck when doing this; 
hence, preferably, the light should be just before us in plain sight. 
 Alternatively, we may also focus on shafts of light falling on a wall, or floodlights illuminating a parking 
lot, or stage lights spotlighting a theatrical performance. Some lights may have a coloured cast; others may 
reflect the colors of nearby objects. Do not be concerned with the shape of the light that is cast, the object 
it illuminates, its degree of brightness, or the contours of shadows, or any other thoughts connected with 
it. Stay with only the concept of “Light, light … .”  
 We may notice a beam of light coming through the window at such an angle that it reveals thousands 
of dust particles. Don’t be distracted by the particles; keep our attention to the perception of light. Focus 
on the idea of light, rather than on its effects. 
 If we are unable to visualize it, we can put a candle or lamp inside an earthen pot, and place the pot in 
such a way that light-rays shine out of the opening of the pot, and fall upon the wall or the floor, where it 
can be clearly and comfortably seen. Concentrate on the circle of light as a concept, as “Light, light” till we 
get the acquired sign, and then cultivate as for the earth kasina. [8.7.1] 
 
 8.8.1.2  Subverbalize, “Light, light … ,” to keep our attention on just this concept, until the sign (nimit-
ta) appears as a field of whitish light. Hold the sign until it becomes stable, and then extend the circle so 
our concentration deepens, using the same method described for the earth element [8.7.1]. The light kasi-
ṇa appears as a field of whitish light, but it is the aspect of light itself, not the hue of whiteness, that grips 
perception. [8.7.1.3] 
 
8.8.2 The perception of space (ākāsa saññā)  
 
 8.8.2.1  To develop the perception of space—more exactly, the limited-space kasiṇa—look at the 
space in a small doorway, a window, a hole in the wall, or even a keyhole. We perceive the space delimit-
ed by its environment, not the environment itself. Feel the space and subverbalize: “Space, space … ’” 
[8.7.1.3] mindfully perceiving the space with eyes open at first. After a while, close our eyes to visualize 
that space.  
 Go on doing this: periodically, seeing the space with open eyes, and, periodically, with closed eyes, 
until it is experienced mentally as a disc of white light (which is usually less intense than the white kasina, 
neither as bright as the light kasiṇa, nor as soft as the wind kasiṇa. There is also a feeling that we are body-
less and spacious like that space we have perceived. 
 
 8.8.2.2  Pa-Auk used a piece of black cardboard with a circle about a foot in diameter cut into it. He 
held the cardboard at arm’s length before an area of the sky clear of clouds, tree-tops, roof-tops, only the 
clear sky, and recited the words, “Space, space … .’”121 Such a kasina device can be fixed to a suitable stand 
placed strategically before us so that we can see space in the manner described. 
  
 8.8.2.3  If this still does not work, a simple alternative is to sit on some safe vantage point where we 
can see open space before us, such as above the sea, looking at the clear sky. Perceive the space as an 
idea, “Space, space … ,” and feel the spaciousness (with eyes closed). Go on doing this as described earlier 
[8.8.2.1]. 
 This, technically, is not “limited-space kasina,” but, properly done, it can arouse dhyana in us. Even 
merely perceiving such space can “free” our meditation when we are bogged down by some mental hin-
drance. Properly done, this perception may assist in overcoming the fear of close spaces (claustrophobia).  
 
 
 
 
 

 
121 Catherine 2011:128. 
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8.9 THE 4 FORMLESS ATTAINMENTS (SAMĀPATTI) 
 
8.9.0  Pa-Auk explains the 4 formless attainments and how to progress through them in Knowing And See-
ing (2019:66-69). They are also described at some length in Snyder & Rasmussen, Practising Jhānas (2009: 
chs 5 + 6). 
 Once we have attained the 4 dhyanas with each of the 10 kasiṇas, we can proceed to cultivate the 4 
formless attainments (arūpa samāpatti), also called “the 4 immaterial states” (āruppa), which are: 
 
(1)  the base of boundless space         ākāsânañc’āyatana  
(2)  the base of boundless consciousness       viññānāñc’āyatana 
(3)  the base of nothingness          ākiñcaññ’āyatana 
(4)  the base of neither-perception-nor-non-perception    n’eva,saññā,nâsaññ’āyatana 
 

We can cultivate these formless attainments with any of the kasiṇas except the space kasiṇa. Since 
space is not form (materiality), the space kasiṇa cannot be used to surmount the kasiṇa materiality to at-
tain a formless (immaterial) dhyana. 
 
8.9.1 The base of boundless space (ākāsânañc’āyatana) 
 

8.9.1.1  To cultivate the 4 formless attainments, we should first reflect upon the disadvantages of 
materiality or form. The human body produced by the sperm and egg of our parents is called the “created 
body” (karaja,kāya) or “karma-born body.”122 Since we have a karmic body, we are open to assault with 
weapons such as knives, spears and bullets; to being hit, beaten and tortured; and to decay, disease, 
death. So we should consider with wisdom that because we have a created body made of materiality, we 
are subject to various kinds of suffering, and that if we can be free of that materiality, we can also be free 
of suffering. 

Even though the 4th formless attainment surpasses gross physical materiality, it is still based on it: all 
the 4 formless attainments are progressively refined forms of the 4th form dhyana. Hence, we need to sur-
mount kasiṇa materiality. Having considered thus, and having no desire for kasiṇa materiality, we should 
attain the 4th dhyana with one of the 9 kasiṇas (that is, omitting the space kasiṇa). We may, for example, 
use the earth kasiṇa to attain dhyana, emerge from it, and reflect on its disadvantages: it is based on mat-
eriality, which we no longer desire; it has joy of the 3rd dhyana as its near enemy; and it is grosser than the 
4 formless attainments.  
 

8.9.1.2  However, we do not need to reflect on the disadvantages of the mental formations (the 2 
dhyana-factors) in the 4th dhyana, because they are the same as those in the formless attainments. With 
no desire now for the 4th form dhyana, we should also reflect on the more peaceful nature of the formless 
attainments. 

Then, we extend our meditation sign, say, of the earth kasiṇa, so that it is boundless, or as much as we 
wish, and replace the kasiṇa materiality with the space it occupies, by concentrating on the concept of 
space as “Space, space” or “Boundless space, boundless space.” What remains is the boundless space 
formerly occupied by the kasiṇa.  

If we are unable to do this, we should discern and concentrate on the space of one place in the earth-
kasiṇa sign, and then extend it up to the infinite universe. As a result, the entire earth-kasiṇa sign is re-
placed by boundless space. We continue to concentrate on the boundless space sign, until we reach 
dhyana, and then cultivate the 5 masteries [8.2.5.3]. This is the 1st formless attainment (arūpa samāpatti), 
also called the base of boundless space.123 
 
 

 
122 Karaja,kāya Brahma,vihāra S (A 10.208), SD 2.10 (title n). 
123 See Ākāsānañc’āyatana Pañha S (S 40.5), SD 24.15. 
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8.9.2 The base of boundless consciousness (viññānāñc’āyatana) 
 

8.9.2.1  The 2nd formless attainment, also called the base of boundless consciousness, has as its object 
the base-of-boundless-space consciousness, which has boundless space as its meditation object. To culti-
vate the base of boundless consciousness, we should reflect on the disadvantages of the base of bound-
less space: it has the 4th form dhyana as its near enemy, and is not as peaceful as the base of boundless 
consciousness.  

 
8.9.2.2  With no desire now for the base of boundless space, we should also reflect on the more peace-

ful nature of the base of boundless consciousness. We then concentrate again and again on the conscious-
ness that has boundless space as its object, and note it as “Boundless consciousness, boundless conscious-
ness” or simply, “Consciousness, consciousness” 

We continue to concentrate on the boundless-consciousness sign, until we reach dhyana, and then 
cultivate the 5 masteries [8.2.5.3]. This then is the 2nd formless attainment, also called the base of bound-
less consciousness.124 

 
8.9.3 The base of nothingness (ākiñcaññ’āyatana) 
 

8.9.3.1  The 3rd formless attainment, also called the base of nothingness, has as its object the absence 
of the consciousness that had boundless space as its object, and which was itself the object of the base of 
boundless consciousness. To cultivate the base of nothingness, we should reflect on the disadvantages of 
the base of boundless consciousness: it has the base of boundless space as its near enemy125 but is not as 
peaceful as the base of nothingness.  

 
8.9.3.2  With no desire now for the base of boundless consciousness, we should also reflect on the 

more peaceful nature of the base of nothingness. Then, we concentrate on the absence of the conscious-
ness that had boundless space as its object. There were 2 dhyana consciousnesses: first, the consciousness 
of base of boundless space, and then that of the base of boundless consciousness.  

Two consciousnesses cannot arise in one and the same mind-moment.126 When the consciousness of 
the base of boundless space was present, the other consciousness could not be present, too, and vice 
versa. So, we take the absence of the consciousness of the base of boundless-space as object, and note it 
as “Nothingness, nothingness” or “Absence, absence.” 

We continue to concentrate on that sign, until we reach dhyana, and cultivate the 5 masteries [8.2.5.3] 
for this state. This then is the 3rd formless attainment, also called the base of nothingness.127 
 
8.9.4 The base of neither-perception-nor-non-perception (n’eva,saññā,nâsaññ’āyatana) 
 

8.9.4.1 The 4th formless attainment is also called the base of neither perception nor non-perception. 
That is because the perception in this dhyana is extremely subtle. In fact, all the mental formations in this 
dhyana are so subtle that there is neither feeling nor non-feeling, neither consciousness nor non-con-
sciousness, neither contact nor non-contact, etc, the dhyana is explained in terms of perception, since it 
had as its object the consciousness of the base of nothingness.128 
 

8.9.4.2 To cultivate the base of neither perception nor non-perception, we should reflect on the dis-
advantages of the base of nothingness: it has the base of boundless consciousness as its near enemy, and 

 
124 See Viññānañc’āyatana Pañha S (S 40.6), SD 24.16. 
125 Meaning that the base of nothingness is more refined the preceding base, but not as refined as the next one. 
126 “Mind-moment” (citta-k,khaṇa) is a more convenient term than “consciousness-moment,” which Pa-Auk uses in 

his book (2019). We have used the former through this study. 
127 See Ākiñcaññ’āyatana Pañha S (S 40.7), SD 24.17. 
128 For a discussion also with different signs in mindfulness of breath, see Pa-Auk 2019:38. 
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is not as peaceful as the base of neither perception nor non-perception. Furthermore, perception is a 
disease, a boil and a dart. With no desire now for the base of nothingness, we should also reflect on the 
more peaceful nature of the base of neither perception nor non-perception.  

Then concentrate again and again on the consciousness of the base of nothingness as “Peaceful, peace-
ful.” Continue to concentrate on the “Peaceful, peaceful” sign until we reach the next attainment, and, 
then, refining the 5 masteries all over again. This then is the 4th formless attainment, also called the base of 
neither-perception-nor-non-perception.129 
 

9 The 4 divine abodes (brahma,vihāra) 
 
9.0  Developing deep concentration enables us to see directly into true reality, but we may lose this ability 
or we may develop a lop-sided “wisdom” attitude with neither positive emotions nor even humanity. We 
must protect this wisdom by harmonizing it with the 4 divine abodes (cattāro brahma,vihārā) and the 4 
protective meditations (catur-ārakkhā bhāvanā) [10]. 

In this section, we will learn how to cultivate the 4 divine abodes, which are: 
 
(1)  lovingkindness  (love)130 mettā 
(2)  compassion  (ruth)  karuṇā 
(3)  joy    (joy)  muditā 
(4)  equanimity   (peace)  upekkhā 
 
9.1 CULTIVATION OF LOVINGKINDNESS 
 
9.1.1 How to cultivate lovingkindness 
 

9.1.1.1  In the traditional practice, the people to whom we should cultivate lovingkindness are as 
follows: 

 

(1)  ourself (attā); 
(2) a dear person: someone whom we like and respect (piya puggala);          
(3) a neutral [indifferent] person: someone for whom we have no feelings (majjhatta puggala);  
(4)  someone we dislike (a hated person) (appiya puggala).           
    

Note that the first subject of our lovingkindness is ourself. To cultivate lovingkindness (mettā), we 
must ensure that we do ourself have lovingkindness, that we are capable of generating this unconditional 
acceptance of others, including ourself. In other words, we should begin with ourself, ensuring that we are 
not burdened or overshadowed by any sense of self-hate, guilt, fear or any other negative emotions, esp-
ecially from religious conditioning or emotional trauma.  

 
9.1.1.2  Just as charity begins at home, lovingkindness begins with “unconditional self-love.” Notice 

that if we say “self-love,” it sounds rather self-centred or selfish. But it is unconditional, in the sense that 
there are no conditions attached: “I love and accept myself just as I am,” “I forgive myself for all that I 
have done which I should not have done,” “I forgive myself for not doing what I should have done,” and so 
on. 

This cultivation (like any of the others in this divine abode) may be done with mental words (subverb-
alization) or visualization of happy memories, or both. The subverbalization [8.7.1.3] should be done slow-
ly, mindfully, repeating just 1-2 short sentences (as above) a couple of time; then, feel the sentiments of 
those words; smile within. [8.7.1.3] 

 
129 See N’eva,saññā,nâsaññ’āyatana Pañha S (S 40.8), SD 24.18. 
130 On the usage of “love, ruth, joy, peace,” see SD 38.5 (2.3.2.1); SD 48.1 (5.2.1.3). 
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If, for any reason, we are unable to begin with showing lovingkindness to ourself, we should begin 
with the 2nd stage, that is, to the dear person. Then, near the end of the session, or in place of the “disliked 
person,” we should direct lovingkindness to ourself. In time, we should work to uncover and heal our inab-
ility to show unconditional self-love. Indeed, our meditation may even help us discover the conditions that 
bring this about, and deal with them. 

 
9.1.1.3  The 2nd subject or stage of our lovingkindness cultivation is a dear person. It is vital to under-

stand that we should not try to direct lovingkindness to someone we may be sensually or sexually drawn 
to (whether of the opposite sex or the same sex), or to someone we are emotionally attached to or in-
volved with. We would be arousing lust and blissfully wallowing in it without realizing that it is not loving-
kindness. 

Nor should we direct our lovingkindness to a dead person, since that person is no more around. Dir-
ecting lovingkindness to a dead person may also arouse fear or doubt, especially when we feel guilty to-
wards that person for any reason, or are superstitious. Hence, we cannot attain dhyana with a dead per-
son as the meditation object.  

For a dead person, it is proper to dedicate merits to them at the end of our meditation. For those who 
have attained nirvana, like the Buddha and the arhats, it is proper that we practise the recollection of the 
Buddha or of the sangha. 

We may, however, cultivate lovingkindness toward persons of the opposite sex (or the same sex) after 
we have attained dhyana (when we have no lustful feelings, at least temporarily). We may also show them 
lovingkindness as a group: “May all women be happy,” “May all men be happy.” 
 
 9.1.1.4  At the start, we should cultivate lovingkindness towards only the first two: ourself and the 
person we like or respect. This means that at the start, we should not direct lovingkindness towards a 
person we do not like or hate, one very dear to us, or one we are indifferent tohate. By staying focused 
with just the first 2 persons, it will be easier for us to concentrate on cultivating lovingkindness. 
 Beginners will find it difficult to cultivate lovingkindness to a neutral person, especially when we have 
no connection with that person. The 4th person—someone we dislike—who may have hurt or harm us or 
those near and dear to us. Hence, thinking of this kind of person, anger may arise instead. 

 
9.1.1.5  Interestingly, we cannot attain dhyana using ourself as the object, no matter how long we do 

this. Why then do we start the cultivation of lovingkindness with ourself? The idea is to be familiar with 
the wholesome emotion of lovingkindness, “May I be happy,” which is, normally, very easy seeing ourself 
positively. Then, we are able to identify with others: just as we want to be well and happy, so do they, too. 
Just as we want to live long and not die, so do they.  This is called the golden rule (that of wholesome reci-
procity), which is also the universal basis for the morality of keeping the precepts.131 
 When we cultivate lovingkindness to ourself, we also arouse joy in us which makes it easier for us to 
keep the moral precepts and to meditate. Hence, we should begin our lovingkindness meditation with 
these 4 thoughts:132 
 

(1)  May I be free from danger.        ahaṁ avero homi 
(2)  May I be free from suffering [mental pain].133  abyāpajjo134 homi 
(3)  May I be free from misery [physical pain].   anīgho homi 
(4)  May I be well and happy.        sukhī attānaṁ pariharāmi 
Once our mind or heart is radiantly joyful with love, kindness, and empathy, we are ready to cultivate lov-
ingkindness to others, too.135 

 
131 See Veḷu,dvāreyya S (S 55.7,6-12), SD 1.5; Dh 129 f. 
132 From imā sattā averā avyāpajjhā anīghā sukhī attānaṁ pariharantu, Sā;eyyaka S (M 41,14/1:288,27), SD 5.7). 
133 The words in [square brackets] here and the foll are Pa Auk’s tr. The words avyāpajja [Be abyāpajja] and anīgha 

are polysemous: see the 2 prec nn. 
134 On abyāpajja or abyāpajjha (also avyāpajja, avyāpajjha), “non-ill will,” see (Iti) Vitakka S (It 38,3), SD 55.9. 
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9.1.2 Cultivating lovingkindness by person 
 
 9.1.2.1  When we have attained the 4th dhyana, especially through the white kasina-dhyana [8.6.2], we 
should be able to emerge from it with mental radiance, and go on to cultivate lovingkindness up to dhyana 
with ease.136 With 4th-dhyana concentration, the mind is temporarily purified of greed, hatred, delusion, 
and other defilements.  

Having just emerged from dhyana, the mind is pliant, workable, pure and radiant, and because of this, 
we will quickly arouse perfect lovingkindness to whomever we wish, even those we have not liked, what 
more those who are dear and respected by us. We should visualize this last person as standing or sitting a 
few yards before us, and we direct these 4 thoughts to that image: 
 

(1)  May this good person be free from danger. 
(2)  May this good person be free from suffering [mental pain]. 
(3)  May this good person be free from misery [physical pain]. 
(4)  May this good person be well and happy. 
 

 9.1.2.2  We may, of course, begin with attaining the 1st dhyana, or even some pre-dhyana level of con-
centration, with a calmly focused mind, radiate our lovingkindness with those 4 sentences [9.1.2.1], slowly 
repeating each 3-4 times each time. Then, choose the one that we like best, for example, “May this good 
person be free from danger.” Then, with a new image of that person, in this case free from danger, direct 
lovingkindness using that same sentence, repeating it again and again: “May this person be free from 
danger … .” 
 Keep up the focused repetition until the mind is steadily fixed on the object, and we are able to dis-
cern the dhyana-factors [8.2.5.4]. Once we have attained the 1st dhyana, stay with it long enough to be 
familiar with it. We should keep on attaining the dhyana for a few months to be sure we are good at it. 
Then, when we feel ready, go on to master the 2nd dhyana in the same manner. Then, the 3rd dhyana, and 
then the 4th dhyana in the same way. Each time, we cultivate lovingkindness in the very same manner, and 
working on the 5 masteries [8.2.5.3] each time. 
 

9.1.2.3  When we have succeeded with a person we like and respect, we do it again with another per-
son of our own sex whom we like and respect. Try doing this with about 10 people of the same type, until 
we can reach the 3rd dhyana using any of them. By this stage, we can safely go on to other people, still of 
our own sex, who are very dear to us (atippiya sahāyaka), such as our partners, spouses, parents or child-
ren.  

Take about 10 people of that type, and cultivate lovingkindness towards them one by one, in the same 
way, until the 3rd dhyana. Then, we can also take about 10 people of our own sex whom we are indifferent 
to, and in the same way develop lovingkindness towards them until the 3rd dhyana. 

We will by now have mastered the lovingkindness dhyana to such an extent that we can, in the same 
way, cultivate it towards about 10 people of our own sex whom we hate.  

Cultivating lovingkindness in this way, that is, by gaining concentration up to the 3rd dhyana on each 
type of people, progressively from one to the next, from the easiest to the more difficult, we make our 
mind increasingly soft, pliant, workable, radiant, until we are finally able to attain dhyana on any of the 4 
types: those we like and respect, those very dear to us, those we are indifferent to, and those we hate. 
 
9.1.3 Breaking the barriers 
 

9.1.3.1  As we continue to thus cultivate lovingkindness, we will find that our lovingkindness towards 
those people we like and respect, and those very dear to us, becomes even the other kinds of people. We 
may take them to be the same kind of people to  us. We are left with the original 4 types of person, that is: 

 

 
135 See Pa-Auk 2019:81-83. 
136 See also Pa-Auk 2019:72-77 Q&A 2.2. 
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(1)  ourself  
(2) a dear person: someone whom we like and respect         
(3) a neutral [indifferent] person: someone for whom we have no feelings  
(4)  someone we dislike (a hated person). [9.1.1.1]   
 

We must continue cultivating lovingkindness towards these 4 kinds of people until it feels balanced 
and without distinctions. Even though we cannot attain lovingkindness dhyana with ourself as meditation 
object, we still need to include ourself in order to balance the 4 types. To do this, we need to re-establish 
the 4th dhyana, especially the white-kasiṇa 4th dhyana. [8.6.2] 
  

9.1.3.2  Otherwise, the 1st dhyana, or at least some level of concentration will do, to start with. On 
emerging from dhyana, with our mental radiance, direct the lovingkindness to ourself for about a minute; 
then, towards someone we like; then, to someone we feel indifferent to; and then someone we hate—
each one up to the 3rd dhyana.  

Then, briefly direct to ourself again, and the other 3 types with a different person or persons in each 
case. Remember to cultivate thus with each of the 4 phrases, “May this good person be free from danger,” 
and so on, each up to the 3rd dhyana. 

Thus, each time, we should direct lovingkindness to a different person in each of the 3 types: a person 
we like, one we are indifferent to, and one we hate. Do this again and again, with different groups of four, 
many times, so that our mind is continuously cultivating lovingkindness without interruption, without dis-
tinctions. When we are able to cultivate lovingkindness dhyana towards any of the 3 persons without dis-
tinction, we will have achieved what is called “breaking down the barriers” (bheda).137 
 
9.1.4 The categories of beings 
 

9.1.4.1  Once we have mastered cultivating lovingkindness to all the 5 levels—to ourself, a dear per-
son, a neutral person, someone we hate, and breaking the barriers—we can go on to further develop our 
lovingkindness with the method taught by the arhat Sāriputta as recorded in the Paṭisambhidā,magga.138 
His method comprises 22 categories by which we extend our lovingkindness, that is: 5 unspecified catego-
ries (anodhiso pharaṇā), 7 specified categories (odhiso pharaṇā) and 10 directional categories (pharaṇā). 
Instead of the word “cultivation” (bhāvanā), the term “radiation” (disā pharaṇā) is used here. 

 
(1) The 5 unspecified categories (anodhiso pharaṇā) or method of mettā radiation are: 

 

 (1)  all beings           sabbe sattā 
 (2)  all life [breathe]        sabbe pāṇā 
 (3)  all creatures         sabbe bhūtā 
 (4)  all people          sabbe puggalā 
 (5)  all that have a personality       sabbe atta,bhava,pariyāpannā 
 

(2) The 7 specified categories (odhiso pharaṇā) are: 
 

 (6)  all women           sabbā itthiyo 
 (7)  all men           sabbe purisā 
 (8)  all noble ones          sabbe ariyā 
 (9)  all who are not noble ones       sabbe anariyā 
(10)  all devas           sabbe devā 
 

 
137 On breaking the barriers, see SD 38.5 (7.2.2). 
138 Pm 14/2:130-139, Metta Kathā (Pm:Ñ 317-323). Qu at Vism 9.49-58/309-311. For a sutta analysis and an Abhi-

dhamma analysis of the 4 divine abodes, see Vbh ch 13/272-284 Appamañña Vibhaṅga. 
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(3) The 10 directional categories (disā pharaṇā) are:139 
 

(13)  in the eastern quarter       puratthimāya disāya    
(14)  in the western quarter       pacchimāya disāya 
(15)  in the northern quarter      uttarāya disāya 
(16)  in the southern quarter      dakkhiṇāya disāya 
(17)  in the southeastern direction     puratthimāya anudisāya140 
(18)  in the northeastern direction     pacchimāya anudisāya 
(19)  in the northwestern direction     uttarāya anudisāya 
(20)  in the southwestern direction     dakkhiṇāya anudisāya 
(21)  in the quarter below       heṭṭhimāya disāya 
(22)  in the quarter above       uparimāya disāya 
 

9.1.4.2  To cultivate lovingkindness in these ways, we should, as before, first attain the white-kasina 
4th dhyana [8.6.2]. Then, we cultivate lovingkindness towards ourself, a person we respect or who is dear 
to us, one we are indifferent to, and one we hate, until there are no barriers between them and us. Then, 
we use the meditative radiance to see all the beings in the building or vicinity, to cover as large an area as 
we can visualize. Once the beings are clearly seen, we can cultivate lovingkindness towards them accord-
ing to the 5 unspecified categories, and the 7 specified categories (that is, the 12 categories of beings). 

For each category, we should radiate lovingkindness in the usual 4 ways: 
 

(1)  May they be free from danger. 
(2)  May they be free from suffering [mental pain]. 
(3)  May they be free from misery [physical pain]. 
(4)  May they be well and happy. 
 

“They” is, in each case, one of our 12 categories: all beings, all life, etc. Thus, we will be radiating lov-
ingkindness in a total of 48 ways:  

 

(5 specified categories + 7 unspecified categories) x 4 radiations = 48 ways. 
 

9.1.4.3  At this stage, Pa-Auk says that the beings in each of these categories should be clearly seen in 
the meditative radiance of our mind. For example, when we extend lovingkindness to all women, we 
should actually see (visualize) them within that area. We should also be able to see the men, devas, beings 
in lower realms, etc, in the determined area. 

This is usually impossible for any ordinary person, but Pa-Auk is referring to someone who has attain-
ed the 4th dhyana or at least the 1st dhyana, and is cultivating the next 3 dhyanas.141 These dhyanas have to 
be well developed before we can master the radiation of lovingkindness in all 48 ways.142 

Once we are proficient in this way, we should expand the determined area to include the whole mon-
astery, the whole village, the whole township, the whole state, the whole country, the whole world, the 

 
139 Cf catasso disā ca catasso anudisā ca heṭṭhā uparī ti dasa pi disā anuviloketvā, “having surveyed the 10 direct-

ions, that is, the 4 quarters, the 4 intermediate directions, the nadir and the zenith” (J 1:53,14; cf D 1:222 = A 3:368; 
D 1:259 f; S 1:122 = 3:124; A 4:167,9; Vbh 272; MA 1:261,29; DA 1:194,3 UA 178,20). 

140 This and the next 3 phrases, lit tr: puratthimāya anudisāya, “eastern intermediate direction”; pacchimāya anu-
disāya, “western intermediate direction”; uttarāya anudisāya,  “northern intermediate direction”; dakkhiṇāya anu-
disāya,”southern intermediate direction.” 

141 Pa-Auk’s instructions on these dhyanas in connection with the meditations described in his book, Knowing And 
Seeing (2019) is not always clear or consistent. For example, the meditator is said to have attained the 4th dhyana; 
then, he is said to start with the 1st dhyana (eg pp 59 f). 

142 “This does not mean that the yogi can actually see every single woman, man, deva etc, within the determined 
area: it means that the yogi should extend loving-kindness with the intention that it is for every single woman, man, 
deva etc, and that insofar as he can, he should see them all.” (2019:87 n166) 
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whole solar system, the whole galaxy, and the whole of the infinite universe. Develop each of the expand-
ed areas in the 48 ways up to the 3rd dhyana. 
 
9.1.5 Cultivating lovingkindness in the 10 directions 

 
9.1.5.1  The suttas teach us the cultivation of lovingkindness in 2 ways: the personal method [9.1.2-

9.1.4] and the directional method, which we will now examine. The “directions” (disa) refers to the 10 
directions—the 4 cardinal quarters, the 4 intermediate directions, the nadir and the zenith.143 Technically, 
they refer to the 48 categories in each of the 10 directions. According to Pa-Auk, we “should see all beings 
in the whole of the infinite universe” in each of the 10 directions in the 48 ways.  

That way, we now get 10 x 48 = 480 categories of beings. When we add the original 48 categories of 
pervasion, we get a total of 480 + 48 = 528 ways of categories of beings to direct our lovingkindness to! 
This is the kind of fact or statement that would move crowds and attract a huge following, and is an excel-
lent teaching and religious strategy in Abhidhamma imagination. Clearly here, we are following Pa-Auk’s 
teaching, as his students would clearly say. 

 
9.1.5.2  In contrast, we are reminded of the Buddha’s encouragement in the Okkha Sutta (S 20.4) that 

when we cultivate lovingkindness “even for a moment that it takes to milk a cow by a pull at the udder-
teat,” is better than giving a hundred pots of food morning, noon and evening;144 and in the Cūḷ’accharā 
Sutta (A 1.6.3-5) that when a monk cultivates a thought of lovingkindness “for the moment of a finger-
snap,” he acts in keeping with the Teacher’s teaching, and eats not the country’s alms in vain.145 

 
9.2 CULTIVATION OF COMPASSION  
 
9.2.1 Cultivating compassion to the suffering 
 

9.2.1.1  Once we have cultivated lovingkindness as described [9.1], it should not be difficult to cultivate 
the divine abode of compassion (karuṇā). To cultivate compassion, we should first select a living person of 
our own sex who is suffering. We should arouse compassion for him by reflecting on his suffering. 

Then, attain the 4th dhyana with the white kasiṇa, to emerge with the clear radiance and use it to see 
that person. Then, cultivate lovingkindness up to the 3rd dhyana; emerge from it, cultivate compassion 
towards that suffering person with the thought, “May this good person be released from suffering” (ayaṁ 
sappuriso dukkha muccatu). 

 

9.2.1.2  Do this as many times as possible until we attain the 1st, 2nd and 3rd dhyanas, and duly cultivate 
the 5 masteries [8.2.5.3] of each. After that, we should cultivate compassion as we did lovingkindness, 
that is, towards a person we like, to one we are indifferent to, to one we hate, and finally to ourself.146 
With each of the first 3 persons, we cultivate compassion up to the 3rd dhyana, until all barriers have been 
broken down. 
 
9.2.2 Cultivating compassion to the unseen sufferer 

 

9.2.2.1  To cultivate compassion towards beings who are not suffering in an apparent way, that is, suf-
fering unseen, we should reflect on the fact that all unawakened beings are liable to feeling the effects of 

 
143 The term “quarters” actually covers the intermediate zones, too, but is added clearly with the understanding 

that the directional spaces get progressively vaster in the outer perimeters. The terms “nadir” (lowest point) and 
“zenith” (highest point) are here used for brevity: they refer to the quarter below and the quarter above respective-
ly. 

144 Okkha S (S 20.4), SD 2.14. 
145 Cūḷ’accharā S (A 1.6.3-5), SD 2.13. On a moment’s practice, see SD 38.5 (2.2). 
146 Pa-Auk does not include this last person. On the significance of the 1st subject of compassion (which is not our-

self), see SD 38.5 (4). 
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what they have done in this endless rounds of rebirths. For example, all unawakened beings who have not 
gained the path are liable to be reborn in the lower realms. Hence, every being is worthy of compassion, 
because they are not free from the suffering of decay, disease and death. 

 
9.2.2.2  After reflecting thus, we should once again start with cultivating lovingkindness; then, culti-

vate compassion as before  [9.2.1] towards the usual 3 types of persons, and finally to ourself. With each 
of the first 3 persons, we cultivate compassion up to the 3rd dhyana, until the barriers have been broken 
down. 

After that, we should cultivate compassion in the same 132 ways we cultivated lovingkindness, namely: 
5 unspecified categories, 7 specified categories, and 120 directional categories: 5 + 7 + (10 x 12) = 132. 
 
9.3 CULTIVATION OF JOY  
 
9.3.1  To cultivate the divine abode of joy (muditā), we should select a living person of our own sex who is 
happy, the sight of whom makes us happy, and whom we are very fond of and friendly with. Then, work to 
gain the 4th dhyana with the white kasiṇa. Emerge from it, and direct the brilliant mental radiance to see 
that person, and then cultivate the 3rd lovingkindness dhyana.  

Emerge from it and cultivate compassion dhyana. Emerge from that, and cultivate joy towards the 
happy person with the thought: “May this good person not be separated from the prosperity he has attain-
ed.” As with the cultivation of compassion, we put ourself as the last person.147 
 
9.3.2  Do this many times, again and again, until we attain the 1st, then the 2nd, and then the 3rd dhyanas, 
and the 5 masteries for each of them. Then, cultivate the joy-dhyana towards the usual 3 types of person 
with ourself last [9.3.1]: and with those first 3 persons, we cultivate joy up to the 3rd dhyana, until the bar-
riers have been broken down. 

Finally, cultivate joy towards all beings in the whole universe in the 132 ways. [9.2.2.2] 
 

9.4 CULTIVATION OF EQUANIMITY  
 
9.4.1  To cultivate the divine abode of equanimity (upekkhā), we should first attain the 4th dhyana with 
the white kasiṇa. Then, emerging from it, in the mental radiance, choose a living person of our own sex, 
towards whom we are indifferent, and cultivate lovingkindness, then compassion, and then joy, each up to 
the 3rd dhyana. Then, emerge from the 3rd dhyana and reflect on the disadvantages of those 3 divine 
abodes, namely, their closeness to affection, to like and dislike, and to joy and happiness.  

Later, reflect on the 4th dhyana based on equanimity as being peaceful. Then, cultivate equanimity to-
wards a person we are indifferent with, thinking: “This good person is the owner of his own karma.” Do 
this many times, again and again, until we attain the 4th dhyana and the 5 masteries of it.  
 
9.4.2  With the support of the 3rd dhyana of lovingkindness, then of compassion, and then of joy, it should 
not take long for us to cultivate the 4th dhyana of equanimity. Afterwards, cultivate it towards a person 
whom we respect or who is dear to us, to an indifferent person, to one we hate, and finally, to ourself. 

Then, again, cultivate equanimity towards the first 3 kinds of person, and finally ourself, until we have 
broken down the barriers between us. Finally, cultivate equanimity towards all beings in the whole uni-
verse in the 132 ways. 

 

This completes the cultivation of the 4 divine abodes.148 
 
 
 

 
147 See SD 38.5 (5.2). 
148 See Brahma,vihāra, SD 38.5. 
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10 The 4 protective meditations (catur-ārakkhā bhāvanā) 
 
10.1  WHY THE 4 PROTECTIVE MEDITATIONS 
 
10.1.1 Protect what from what? 

As noted earlier [9.0], developing deep concentration enables us to see directly into true reality, but 
we may lose this ability or we may develop a lop-sided “wisdom” attitude without positive emotions, or at 
least humanity. We need to protect  this deep concentration [9.0]. Furthermore, we must protect ourself 
and our meditation with the 4 protective meditations (catur-ārakkhā bhāvanā) on the level of access con-
centration and in all the dhyanas. 
 
10.1.2 The 4 protective meditations 

 
The 4 protective meditations are: 

 
(1)  the cultivation of lovingkindness  mettā bhāvanā  [9] 
(2) recollection of the Buddha    buddhânussati  [10.2] 
(3)  perception of foulness     asubha saññā  [10.3] 
(4)  recollection of death     maraṇânussati  [10.4] 
 
They are said to be “protective” because they guard the meditator from various dangers, especially those 
arising from a lack of joy (the protection is that of arousing mental joy), or from lack of insight (the protect-
ion is by reflecting on the 5 aggregates); and for correcting our wrong goals and priorities in meditation.149 
Hence, it is vital that we learn these methods before going on to cultivate vipassanā.  

Since we have already discussed how to cultivate lovingkindness [9], we need only to learn how to 
cultivate the other 3 protective meditations, beginning with the recollection of the Buddha. 

 
10.2 RECOLLECTION OF THE BUDDHA 
 
10.2.1 The 9 virtues of the Buddha 
 

10.2.1.1  The recollection of the Buddha is traditionally done by reflecting on the 9 virtues of the Bud-
dha, using thea well-known Iti pi so gāthā (the verse beginning with “So, too, is he … “ or “He is such … “), 
thus:150 

 
Iti pi so bhagavā  Thus is he the Blessed One:151 

(1)  arahaṁ        arhat [worthy] 
(2)  sammā,sambuddho     fully self-awakened one 
(3)  vijjā,caraṇa,sampanno    accomplished in wisdom and conduct, 
(4)  sugato        well-farer [his actions are only beneficial for others] 
(5)  loka,vidū       knower of worlds 
(6)  anuttaro purisa,damma,sarathī  peerless guide of persons to be tamed 
(7)  satthā deva,manussānaṁ   teacher of gods and humans 
(8)  buddho        awakened 
(9)  bhagavā’ti       blessed [happy benefactor of the fruits of his past good karma] 
 

 
149 Citta,sampahaṁsan’atthañ c’eva vipassan’atthañ ca (AA 2:20). See SD 15.7 (1.1.2.3). 
150 Pāṭika S (D 24,1.6/3:6), SD 63.3; Dhajagga S (S 11.3), SD 15.5 (2); Pañca Vera Bhaya S (S 12.41,11), SD 3.3 (4.2); 

Vinaya Verañja Kaṇḍa (Pār 1.1.1, V 3:1,13-16); Buddhânussati, SD 15.7 (3); Vism 7.2-67/198-213. 
151 See Dhaj’agga S (S 11.3,11), SD 15.5. 
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There are 9 qualities here; hence, they are called “the 9 worthy virtues” (navâraha,guṇa),152 that is, the 
Buddha’s qualities (buddha,guṇa). Each of these gives the essential meaning of his virtue to help us remem-
ber them. 
 
 10.2.1.2  The 9 virtues of the Buddha have been detailed elsewhere,153 and Pa-Auk only focuses on 
the 1st virtue, arahaṁ, showing how this can be used for meditation to bring on dhyana. The Pali term 
arahaṁ has these 5 definitions: 
 
(1)  Since the Buddha has totally removed, without remainder, all defilements and latent tendencies, and 

has thereby distanced himself from them, he is worthy:154 arahaṁ. 
(2)  Since the Buddha has cut off all defilements with the sword of the arhat path, he is a worthy one: 

arahaṁ. 
(3)  Since the Buddha has broken and destroyed the spokes of the wheel of dependent arising, led by 

ignorance and craving, he is worthy: arahaṁ. 
(4)  Since the Buddha’s moral virtue, concentration and wisdom are unsurpassed, he is deeply revered 

with the highest reverence by humans, devas and brahmas: hence, he is worthy: arahaṁ. 
(5)  Since the Buddha does no evil, even in seclusion and unseen, by body, speech or mind, he is worthy: 

arahaṁ. 
 

10.2.1.3  To cultivate this meditation, we should memorize these 5 definitions well enough to recite 
them. Then, we attain the 4th dhyana or white-kasina dhyana [8.6.2], and mental radiance arises. Then, 
emerging from dhyana, we use the light to visualize a buddha-image or buddha-figure we remember, love 
and respect. When it is clear, we see it as the living Buddha, and concentrate on it as such. 

If we were, in a past life, fortunate enough to have met the Buddha, his real image may re-appear. If 
so, we should continue to concentrate on his qualities, not just his image. If the image of the real Buddha 
does not appear, then, continue to see the visualized image as the real Buddha, and recollect his qualities.  

We can choose the definition of arahaṁ that we like most, take its meaning as object, and recollect it 
again and again as “Arahaṁ, Arahaṁ.” As our concentration grows stronger, the Buddha’s image will dis-
appear, and we then continue to concentrate on that chosen quality. Continue to do so until as many 
dhyana-factors as possible arise; otherwise, practise until we get at least access concentration.  

We can then go on to concentrate on the remaining qualities of the Buddha. 
 
10.3 THE PERCEPTION OF FOULNESS 
 
10.3.1 Arousing the sign 

The 3rd protective meditation is that of the perception of foulness of a decomposing corpse. Before 
cultivating it, we should attain the 4th dhyana or white-kasina dhyana [8.6.2], to gain the mental radiance 
[8.5.2.1]. Then, use the light to visualize the foulest corpse of our own sex that we remember seeing. 

Use the light to see the corpse exactly as it was when we had seen it. When it is clear, see it as being 
repulsive. Concentrate on it, and note it as, “Repulsive, repulsive” (paṭikkūla, paṭikkūla).155 Concentrate 
on the repulsiveness of the corpse as object until the acquired sign becomes the counter-sign. [8.3.0.3] 
 
10.3.2 The nature of the sign 

The acquired image (uggaha nimitta) is the image of the corpse as we really saw it in the past, and is 
an ugly and frightening sight, but the counter-sign (paṭibhāga nimitta) is like a man with large limbs, lying 

 
152 Fully, satthu navâraha,guṇa (the Teacher’s 9 worthy virtues): see foll n. 
153 For more details on each of these 9 virtues, see SD 15.7 (2.2; 3). 
154 He is worthy of full awakening, as the embodiment of the true Dharma, as our only teacher, and of our respect 

and emulation. 
155 Here, asubha (foul, impure) and paṭikkūla (repulsive) are synonymous. 
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down after having eaten his fill. Continue to concentrate on that sign, until we reach the 1st dhyana, and 
then cultivate the 5 masteries. [8.2.5.3] 
 
10.4 THE RECOLLECTION OF DEATH 
 
10.4.1 Attaining the 1st dhyana 

The 4th protective meditation is that of the recollection of death (maraṇânussati). According to the 
Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (M 10)156 and the Visuddhi,magga,157 death recollection, too, can be cultivated using a 
corpse we recall having seen. Here, we can start by attaining the 1st dhyana with the repulsiveness of a 
corpse, and with that external corpse as object, reflect: “This body of mine is of the nature to die. Indeed, 
it will die just like this one. It cannot avoid becoming like this.” 

 
10.4.2 A sense of urgency 

 
By keeping the mind concentrated on our own mortality, or mindful of it, we will also find that a sense 

of urgency (saṁvega) will arise. With that knowledge, we will probably see our own body as a repulsive 
corpse. Perceiving that the life-faculty in that image has been cut off, we should concentrate on the ab-
sence of life with one of these thoughts that we can best relate to: 
 
(1)  My death is certain; my life is uncertain  maraṇaṁ me dhuvaṁ; jīvitaṁ me adhuvaṁ 
(2)  I shall certainly die        maraṇaṁ me bhavissati 
(3)  My life will end in death      maraṇa,pariyosānaṁ me jīvitaṁ 
(4)  Death, death         maraṇaṁ maraṇaṁ 
 

Choose one of these sentences and note it in the best language we understand. Continue to concen-
trate on the image of the absence of the life-faculty in our own corpse, until we attain access concentra-
tion (which is the limit of this meditation). 
 

11 Discerning materiality in Vipassana 
 
11.1 BUDDHIST ATOMISM [SD 26.2] 
 
11.1.1 Developments in the kalāpa theory 
 
 11.1.1.1  Buddhist atomism is, to be exact, a theory of material clusters (ts, rūpa,kalāpa or simply kalā-
pa). Although the canonical Abhidhamma is apparently acquainted with the nature of matter (rūpa), it did 
not present any idea of atomism, which arose in the Pali subcommentaries and the Abhidhamma compen-
dia.158 The idea was found both in the scholastic Theravāda Abhidhamma as well as the Sarvâstivāda Abhi-
dharma. It is, however, not found in the suttas or early Buddhism. 
 
 11.1.1.2  Although “atomism” is a convenient term, Buddhist proponents of this idea do not take it as 
some “final state of matter,” or some sort of “atomic atman” or essential self. It is merely an Abhidhamma 
conceptual tool to help us “see” that even at the deepest level of our experience—on a molecular159 level—
everything is conditioned, changing, impermanent and without any self. 
 
 

 
156 Abhiṇha Paccavekkhitabba Ṭhāna S (A 5.57,5), SD 5.12. 
157 Vism 8.6-41/230-239 Maraṇânussati Kathā. 
158 Eg Abhidhamm’attha,saṅgaha: Abhs 6.16 kalāpa,yojana (Abhs:BRS 252-258). 
159 I have tr kalāpa as “molecular cluster,” partly because of its older usage by Buddhaghosa, and also not to con-

fuse this pre-scientific scholasticism with any scientific notion. See SD 26.2 (2.3). 
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11.1.2 The material clusters (kalāpa) in vipassana 
 
 11.1.2.1  Pa-Auk Sayadaw teaches the observing of these molecular clusters and gaining insight in do-
ing so, but he neither discovered nor invented this novel method of vipassana. Even before Pa-Auk, in Bur-
mese Vipassana, the layman teacher, U Ba Khin, had been teaching his students how to scan the body and 
observe the rise and fall of the clusters (kalāpa) that compose it160 [2.4.8.2]. 
 

 11.1.2.2  U Ba Khin learned about kalāpa (“material cluster”) from the teachings of the great Burmese 
master, Ledi Sayadaw. Apparently, up to Ledi’s time, the kalāpa teaching was just that: a fascinating in-
novative aspect of late Abhidhamma teachings. Ledi, in his younger days of seeking new learning to mod-
ernize Buddhism, learned about the kalāpa theory from the remarkable royal minister, Hpo Hlaing, who 
wrote about it in his encyclopaedic Vipassana work, Meditation on the Body [2.3.3.4]. 
 The kalāpa theory is thus a well-known teaching amongst Burmese Vipassana teachers and their stud-
ents going back to the time of Ledi Sayadaw. After his time, U Ba Khin taught it, but his student, Goenka, 
seemed to have downplayed it in his popular Vipassana method, on account of the difficulty of its prac-
tice.161 In the 1980s, Mahasi Sayadaw, too, expressed his belief that kalāpas play a role in decay (ageing), 
death and rebirth.162 It is Pa-Auk who highlighted the kalāpas in his teachings and practices. 
 
 11.1.2.3  A fundamental principle that forms the basis for the Buddhist atomic theory is found in the 
Abhidhamma teaching of conditioned relations (paṭṭhāna). Basically, this is the principle that nothing can 
arise as a single cause nor produce a single effect.163 In other words, there are only a plurality of causes, 
that is, conditions (paccaya) and a plurality of effects, that is, the conditioned (paccay’uppanna). What all 
this means is that all dharmas (states), mental as well as material, arise and cease, not as isolated pheno-
mena but as clusters or groups (kalāpa). 
 

11.1.2.4  The size of a kalāpa or molecular material cluster is tens of thousands of times smaller than a 
particle of dust. Each of these molecular clusters [11.1.2] exists for only a moment, but there are a trillion 
such moments in the wink of an eye! These clusters are all in a state of perpetual change or flux. A trained 
and experienced student of Vipassana meditation may see them, and feel them as a stream of energy.164 
The living human body is not a fixed entity, but a continuum of an aggregate of these material clusters. See-
ing these molecular clusters with our “wisdom eye” is looking into our material make-up at its fundamental 
level.165 [Table 12.2.2] 
 
11.2 THE 3 TYPES OF MATERIAL CLUSTERS 
 

11.2.1 Our 5-facultied existence 
  

 11.2.1.1  Our human existence is said to be “5-constituent” or “5-facultied” (pañca,vokāra), that is, we 
have all the 5 aggregates: form (a body), feeling, perception, formations and consciousness.166 The last 4 

 
160 Kornfield, 1977, 1996:246. 
161 However, see Goenka, The Discourse Summaries, Vipassana Research Publications, where he claimed that the 

Buddha himself discovered and taught the “attha kalapa” [sic] (the 8 material clusters) (2000: 13 f). 
162 On Buddhist atomism, see Y Karunadasa, The Theravāda Abhidhamma. 2010:205-223 (ch 15) The material clus-

ters; Buddhist Analysis of Matter, 1967:141-164 (ch 8), 2015:147-152. 
163 The notion that things can arise from a single cause (eka,kāraṇa,vāda, DhsA 59,30) and that a thing can produce 

a single effect (ekass’eva dhammassa uppatti paṭisedhitā hoti) are both rejected in the Abhidhamma (DhsA 61,13 f). 
Abhidhamma Mūla,ṭīkā (AbhMṬ) 46 says that here the term refers either to Sāṁkhyā philosophy or the theory of div-
ine creation (eka,karaṇa,vādo ti pakati,kāraṇa,vādo issara,kāraṇa,vādo vā). Cf Ekassa ca dhammassa añño bhava,-
saṅkhāto dhammo n’atthi (PmA 3:634); Aññathā hi eko dhammo ekassa dhammassa paccayo nāma n’atthi (Pañcap-
AT:Be 318). 

164 R Shankman, The Experience of Samadhi, 2008:178 (Interview with Pa-Auk). 
165 Kornfield, Living Buddhist Masters, 1996:316, epub 289. 
166 A peculiarly Abhidhamma term: Kvu 261; Vbh 137; Tikap 32, 36 f; Vism 17.258/573; KhpA 245; SnA 19, 158. 
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aggregates can together simply be called mentality (nāma). In such an existence, the mind depends on the 
materiality (rūpa), form, or simply, the body, comprising our 5 sense-faculties (the eye, ear, nose, tongue 
and body). This means that consciousness arises at each of these “doors” (dvāra) or “bases” (vatthu).167 
 Thus, eye-consciousness arises dependent on the materiality that is the eye-door or eye-base;168 and 
so on with the other physical senses. Mind-consciousness, however, arises only at the mind-door (mano,-
dvāra), that is, the life-continuum (bhav’aṅga)169—this constitutes mentality. The suttas do not locate the 
mind or mind-door anywhere (that is, it is all over the body, our whole being). The Abhidhamma, however, 
locates the mind in the heart’s cavity, known as the “heart-base” (hadaya,vatthu). 
 
 11.2.1.2  We cannot see any mentality since it is all non-physical and invisible; but we can see the acti-
vities of materiality since they are, after all, physical. We see them working on a molecular level as “mater-
ial clusters” (rūpa,kalāpa). In fact, they are nothing except these molecular particles [11.1.1.3]. They are 
said to be “ultimate materiality” (param’attha rūpa), that is, only “conventional reality” (vijjamāna pañ-
ñatti): they are not ultimate reality (param’attha sacca), merely the physical manifestation of mental real-
ity [11.1.1.2]. To penetrate ultimate reality, we need to see how the individual components of the cluster 
make up the elements (dhātu).170 [8.7] 
 
11.2.2 The materiality of the 3 types of kalāpa 
 
 11.2.2.1  We already know how the cluster (kalāpa) principle works in terms of the mind as groupings 
of mental factors attending many kinds of consciousness. Matter works in a similar way dictated by the 
principle of “positional inseparability” (padesato avinibhogatā).171 Following this principle, says the Abhi-
dhamm’attha,saṅgaha, an octad—the 4 great elements and 4 of the dependent or derived materiality, 
namely, colour, smell, taste and nutritive essence—are necessarily co-existent in the sense that they arise 
together, exist together and cease together, being positionally inseparable, that is, they cannot be separat-
ed from one another.172 
  
 11.2.2.2  Our physical being, materiality, is nothing but these material clusters (rūpa kalāpa), of which 
there are basically 3 types, classified in the following ways: 
(1) octad-clusters   aṭṭhaka kalāpa   a molecule of 8 types of materiality 
(2) nonad-clusters  navaka kalāpa   a molecule of 8 types of materiality + 9th type 
(3) decad-clusters  dasaka kalāpa   a molecule of 9 types of materiality + 10th type 
The materiality of our body is composed of a different mix of these 3 types of material clusters. This is only 
briefly explained here since the details have been given elsewhere. 

[For details on the 7 types of decad clusters, see SD 26.2 esp (3).] 
 

11.2.3 Sensitive matter (pasāda) 
 

 11.2.3.1  In the forefront of all this materiality are the 5 physical sense-faculties: the eye, ear, nose, 
tongue and body. As we have noted, we are referring not to the 5 sense-organs but rather the 5 sense-

 
167 Āyatana means “sphere” in the sense of “sense-base, faculty,” but may also refer to a “base, realm” of exist-

ence (avacara) [cf “stations of consciousness,” viññāṇa-ṭ,ṭhiti, SD 23.14]. Vatthu [SD 26.2 (3.1.3.6) n], in terms of our 
senses, refers only to a “sense-organ.” Hence, the mind (man’āyatana) has no “organ” (vatthu): it is not located any-
where [SD 56.20 (2.2.2.4)]. Only in Abhidhamma, it is located in the heart-cavity. 

168 This is not the physical sense-organ, but the “eye-sensitivity” (cakkhu,pasāda) [12.3.1.2]. 
 169 See SD 17.8a (6.1); SD 32.1 (3.8); SD 48.1 (9.2.1.3). 

170 For a canonical basis and explanation for discerning these different types of materiality, see, eg, Mahā Gopālaka 
S (M 33), SD 52.6. On the fact that the elements cannot be analysed further, see, eg, Bahu Dhātuka S (M 115), SD 
29.1a. They are called “elements” (dhātu) because they have their “own-nature” (attano sabhāvaṁ dhārentī ti dhatu-
yo, Vism 15.21/485). 

171 Viśuddhi,mārga,sannaya (Vśms 389); Karunadasa 2010:44, 206. 
172 See Abhs 6.7, 14 (Abhs:BRS 245 f, 251). 
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faculties [11.2.1.1], that is, the materiality functioning in tandem with the mentality of our being. Another 
way of putting this is that we are dealing with the cognitive functions of senses, or simply, how we sense 
things. 
 The suttas generally distinguish between our sense-organs (indriya) and our sense-faculties (āyatana), 
As a rule, it is the latter that is addressed in the suttas. This distinction becomes even more pronounced in 
the Abhidhamma, where each sense-organ consists of 2 parts: the composite or peripheral organ (sa,sam-
bhāra) and the sentient faculty (pasāda).173 The former is what we ordinarily mean by the physical organ: 
eye, ear, nose, tongue and body; and the latter is the actual sense-faculties and they each have the former 
as their respective bases (vatthu). The terms pasāda and pasāda,rūpa clearly show the functions of the 
sense-faculties174 (DhsA 306 f), as we shall see. 
 

 11.2.3.2  In late Abhidhamma,175 the term pasāda,rūpa, “sensitive matter,” refers to the sensing parts 
of the 5 physical sense-faculties: those of sight (cakkhu), hearing (sota), smell (ghāna), taste (jivhā) and 
touch (kāya). This term—as a descriptive term for the material sense-faculties—is not found in the suttas, 
which, however, very often refer to those functions. The suttas’ purpose is not to describe their nature as 
a species of matter, but to highlight their role in the conditionality of sense-perception and in the gratifica-
tion of sensual pleasures.176 The Abhidhamma, on the other hand, depicts them as a species of matter, as 
we shall see here. 
 
 11.2.3.3  Pasāda literally means “clearness, brightness; serenity; faith”; but it is used in a technical 
sense in the Abhidhamma, as noted by Mrs Rhys Davids: “Taken causatively it may conceivably have meant 
either that which makes clear, a revealer as it were [ … cf prasādana], or that which gratifies or satisfies, 
both meanings emphasizing psychological process, rather than ‘product’ or ‘seat.’”177 Pasāda, in fact, gives 
both meanings: the first indicates their receptivity and reactivity to external sense-data; the second brings 
into focus, their role in the gratification of sensual pleasure. 
 In Sanskrit Buddhism, too, we find the term prasāda used in the same sense. The Abhidharma,kośa 
says that the sense-faculties are said to be suprasensible (atīndriya) and transparent/translucent/translucid 
(accha)178 [11.2.3.4]. Because of their translucence,179 like the luminosity of a gem (maṇi,prabhāvat), they 
cannot be burned or weighed.180 Nor can they be cut or split up. When a part of the body is lopped off, the 
body sensitivity (rūpa,prasāda) that part does not thereby multiply itself. The part that is cut off is devoid 
of body sensitivity. This is inferred from the fact that on the basis of the part that is separated, tactile sens-
ation does not arise.181 [12.1.1.1] 
 
 11.2.3.4  The idea of “translucent matter” is clearly an Abhidhamma innovation, related to the idea of 
the life-continuum (bhavaṅga). The undisturbed bhavaṅga is said to be clear or translucent (paṇḍara). The 

 
173 Maṁsa,cakkhu pi sa,sambhāra,cakkhu pasāda,cakkhū ti duvidhaṁ hoti (DhsA 306,23). 
174 For detailed study on “derived material qualities,” see DhsA §§613-685/305,30-343,25 (DhsA:P 402-445, ch III). 
175 Eg Abhs 8.24 (Abhs:BRS 320). 
176 Eg Madhu,piṇḍika S (M 18,15-18/1:111 f), SD 6.14; Mahā Hatthi,padôpama S (M 128,27/1:190), SD 6.16; Mahā 

Taṇhā,saṅkhaya S (M 38,8-14/1:259 f), SD 7.10; (Loka) Samiddhi S (S 35.68/4:39 f), SD 20.11; Dvaya S 2 (S 35.93/-
4:67 f). 

177 C A F Rhys Davids (tr), A Buddhist Manual of Psychological Ethics [Dhs:F], 3rd ed, 1974:175 n. 
178 This seems to be the aspect highlighted by Pa-Auk in his using “translucent, translucence,” etc [11.2.3.4] (Abhk:-

Pr 1:136 n41). However, accha can also be tr as “luminous” (bhāsvara) (Abhk:Pr 1:330 n74). See foll n. 
 179 See prec n. Pa-Auk, in Knowing And Seeing, originally tr pasāda (sensitivity) as “transparent,” but in the 5th ed 
(2019), changed it to “translucent.”179 Pasāda,rūpa is thus tr as “transparent materiality,” then “translucent material-
ity,” and so on. Pasāda, however, has broader senses than this, esp as used in ref to the sense-faculties. Pa-Auk is 
aware of pasāda as meaning “sensitivity” (2019:122 n226). 

180 Abhk 1.9c-d/24 (Abhk:Pr 1:63 f + n41). 
181 Abhk 1.35d-36c-d/68 (Abhk:Pr 1:101 f). 
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earliest mention of such an idea is found in the canonical commentary, the Mahā,niddesa; and it is often 
mentioned in the Commentaries.182  
 The closest canonical teaching we can relate the idea of “translucent matter” is perhaps that of the 
radiant mind” (pabhassara), as briefly described in the Pabhassara Sutta (A 1.6.1-2), where the Buddha 
states that “the mind is radiant” (pabhassara,citta), but it is clouded up by “adventitious impurities (that 
arrive at the sense-doors). The practical idea here is that in meditation, when we properly clear up the 
mind, we will see this radiance in our concentrated mind, especially in dhyana.183 
 
11.3 THE 4 ORIGINS OF MATERIALITY 
 
11.3.0  How materiality arises184 
 

 Now that we have some idea of the basic structures of ultimate materiality, we may go on to examine 
the arising of materiality, that is, the 4 generative conditions of matter, which we need to discern during 
4-element meditation [8.7]. Materiality arises in any of these 4 ways, that is, we have 4 kinds of material-
ity, thus:185 
 
(1) karma-born materiality      kammaja rūpa   [11.3.1] 
(2) consciousness186-born materiality  cittaja rūpa    [11.3.2] 
(3) temperature-born materiality   utuja rūpa    [11.3.3] 
(4) nutriment-born materiality    āhāraja rūpa   [11.3.4] 
 
We have already discussed how the materiality of our body is nothing but rūpa,kalāpas; and that all the 
material clusters have at least the basic 8 types of materiality: earth, water, fire, wind, colour, smell, taste 
and nutritive essence [1.1.2.2]. The 8th, nutritive essence, sustains materiality; when there is no nutritive 
essence, materiality disintegrates. 
  
11.3.1 Karma-born materiality 
 
 11.3.1.1  Karma-born materiality comprises life the nonad-clusters and the decad-clusters: eye-, ear-, 
nose-, tongue-, body-, heart- and sex decad clusters (each of these material clusters has 10 characteristics) 
[11.2.2]. Their nutritive essence (ojā), what sustains the clusters, is the fruits of our past karma; hence, it is 
said to be karma-born nutriment (kammaja oja). It is in karma-born materiality that we see some of the 
realities of the 2nd noble truth, that of the arising of suffering. Karma-born materiality is materiality with 
the life-faculty, which arises at rebirth, the 1st noble truth.  
 As explained by the Buddha in the suttas,187 rebirth (suffering) arises because of craving, and craving 
arises in anything that is agreeable or pleasant: a sight through the eye, striking upon eye-door (the sensi-
tive materiality of eye decad-clusters) and the mind-door (the life-continuum, bhav’aṅga); and so on. The 

 
182 Nm 1:3,5; NmA 1:22,18; DhsA 140,24-29, 262,24 f, 308,29-31. Cf MA 1:167; AA 1:60 f; DhA 1:23; Pm 1:80; PmA 

1:293 f. See also SD 19.14 (4.2.1.6). 
183 A 1.6.1-2/1:10; also 1.5.9-10; MA 1:167: SD 8.3 (6). See SD 19.14 (4.2.1.6). 
184 See SD 17.2a (10.2). 
185 Visuddhi,magga, in its “comprehension of materiality” (rūpa,sammasana), lists these 4 generative conditions of 

materiality as (1) karma, (2) consciousness, (3) nutriment and (4) temperature (Vism 20.22-42/613-617). Cf AbhsMhṬ 
112: kamm’ādīhi  paccayehi nipphannattanipphanna,rūpaṁ nāma; also Abhvk 291. In some sources, 4 and 4 are 
switched around: The order here is that of Vism, used by Pa-Auk in his teachings. 

186 In Pali usage, citta, usu tr as “mind,” can also refer to “consciousness” (viññāṇa); in other words, their senses 
overlap. It is however vital for us to remember the context of such terms. On citta, mano and viññāna as synonyms, 
see Assutavā S 1 (S 12.61,4), SD 20.2. 

187 Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna S (D 22,19 detailed), SD 13.2; Sacca Vibhaṅga S (M 141,21 more briefly), SD 11.11, Vism 
14.33-80/443-452.                                               
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sensitive materiality that is the 5 sense doors or bases, and the materiality that is the heart-base exist be-
cause of craving for pleasant and agreeable sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touches and mind-objects. 
  
 11.3.1.2  The Buddha also explains that the direct cause for rebirth is karma, and that its fruits arise 
whenever the conditions are right; even then, suffering only arises on account of our ignorance and crav-
ing.188 Although the karma that produces the materiality at a human rebirth189 is wholesome, rebirth itself 
occurs because of clinging, which is conditioned by craving, which is conditioned by ignorance (not under-
standing the 4 noble truths). 
 Karma-born materiality arises all the time. It is the basis for all other materiality. Each mind-moment 
(citta-k,khaṇa) (of the 17 that are materiality’s life-span) has 3 phases (3 submoments): arising (uppāda), 
standing (ṭhiti), and dissolution (bhaṅga). At each phase, new karma-born materiality is arising, which 
means that during a single 5-door process, countless karma-born material clusters (rūpa kalāpa) arise at 
each of the 51 sub-moments (17 mind-moments x 3 phases). Their temperature produces temperature-
born material clusters and their nutritive-essence produces new nutriment-born material clusters; and the 
temperature and nutritive-essence of these material clusters further produce their own clusters, and so on, 
exponentially.190 
 
11.3.2 Consciousness-born materiality 
 
 11.3.2.1  Consciousness-born materiality comprises octad-clusters. Their nutritive essence (ojā) is 
consciousness-born, and is produced only by consciousnesses that arise dependent on the heart-base, not 
the consciousnesses of the 5 sense-doors. Simply put, they are all mind-made, not sense-created. Apart 
from the rebirth-linking consciousness (paṭisandhi,citta), all consciousnesses that arise dependent on the 
heart-base produce consciousness-born materiality. 
  
 11.3.2.2  An example is anger and worry. They are both rooted in hatred (dosa), and a consciousness 
of hatred produces consciousness-born materiality with predominant fire-element. That is why, when we 
are angry or worried, we feel hot. 
 Another example is bodily movement: moving the limbs and torso about. When we are walking, the 
mind directs itself at the legs and feet, and also throughout the body. Since it is movement, the wind ele-
ment is predominant. Just as wind carries objects around, so too the wind-element carries the limbs and 
body along.  
 The movement is a long series of different consciousness-born material clusters being produced in 
different places in the body. The consciousness-born clusters that arise at the lifting of a foot are different 
from the consciousness-born clusters that arise at the lowering of that foot. Each cluster arises and passes 
away in the same place, and new clusters arise elsewhere and cease there. They all occur concurrently. 
 A 3rd example is that of samatha-vipassana consciousnesses, and path-and-fruition consciousnesses. 
Such consciousnesses are very pure, very powerful and superior, because there are no impurities or im-
perfections (upakkilesa) (imperfections) present. That means these consciousnesses produce very many 
generations of pure and superior consciousness-born materiality of which the earth-, wind- and fire ele-
ments are very soft and subtle. When those soft and subtle material clusters touch the body-door (the 10th 
type of materiality in the body decad-clusters) the meditator experiences great bodily comfort and light-
ness, that is, without any heaviness (the earth element). 
 
 11.3.2.3  Since, as already noted, the fire element, of all material clusters, produces temperature-born 
clusters, the fire element in those superior consciousness-born clusters produces numerous temperature-

 
188 This is not stated in Pa-Auk’s Knowing And Seeing, but see his The Workings of Kamma, 2nd ed, 2012, esp 15 f. 
189 At the conception of human rebirth, the very first materiality is only heart, body and sex decad-kalāpas, all kar-

ma-born. 
190 For details on how this occurs: the 5-door cognitive process (pañca,dvāra citta,vīthi), see Table 1c (Pa-Auk 2019: 

168); also SD 19.14 (2-3); SD 47.19 (3.2.2.3). 
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born clusters inside and outside the body. The radiance that arises with those superior consciousnesses is 
that of the colour materiality of the consciousness- and temperature-born materiality.191  
 This, too, accounts for the clear and bright skin and faculties of meditators who cultivate these superior 
consciousnesses.192 The materiality born, for example, of the elder Anuruddha’s divine-eye consciousnesses 
(dibba,cakkhu abhiññāṇa)193 pervades a thousand world-systems: they were lit up by the superior con-
sciousness-born materiality and became visible to him.194 Pa-Auk tells us that we, too, if we develop suffi-
ciently concentrated and pure consciousness, may be able to see other realms of existence, etc (2019:113). 
 
11.3.3 Temperature-born materiality 
 

11.3.3.1  Temperature-born materiality comprises octad-clusters (dasaka kalāpa). Their nutritive 
essence is temperature-born (utuja), which comes from the fire element, tejo), the 3rd element of all mat-
erial clusters.195 The fire element of all material clusters produces temperature-born clusters, which them-
selves have the fire element that produces temperature-born clusters, which themselves have fire element, 
and so on.196 This is an interesting explanation of how heat is generated through meditation exponentially 
by the fire element. 
 All inanimate materiality is born of temperature (heat) and sustained by it. A good example is that of 
plants. They comprise temperature-born materiality and is born of the fire-element originally in the seed. 
Their growth is simply the continued production of temperature-born materiality (heat) through many 
generations. It occurs with the help of the fire-element from the soil, the sun (heat) and water (cold). The 
fire element in the soil, stones, metals, minerals and its own hardwood is very powerful, and produces 
numerous generations of materiality. 
 
 11.3.3.2  That is why temperature-born materiality can last so long. However, the fire element in, for 
example, softwood, tender plants (along with their fibres, tissues, food and water) is very weak, with not 
very many generations of materiality produced, and their materiality quickly falls apart; these plants die. 
 When materiality breaks up, it is because the fire-element no longer produces new materiality but 
consumes itself: the materiality breaks up and dissolves, the plant rots. When materiality is consumed by 
fire, such as when wood is burning, it is because the fire-element of the external materiality (the flames 
that touches and consumes the wood) supports the fire element of the internal materiality (the wood), 
and a huge blaze of fire-element bursts forth, which means the fire-element becomes predominant and 
materiality is consumed. 
 
11.3.4 Nutriment-born materiality 

 
11.3.4.1  Nutriment-born materiality also comprises octad-clusters with nutriment-born nutritive 

essence (āhāraja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa): the materiality with nutriment-born essence as the 8th component. 
It is born of the food and drink that we consume. The food on the table, the food in the alimentary canal 
(the food in the mouth, the just eaten undigested food in the stomach, half-digested food in the intes-

 
191 For a sutta description of this light, see Pa-Auk 2019:13; for details, see 2019:156 Q&A 4.10. 
192 Ariya,pariyesanā S (M 26) records the naked ascetic, Upaka, remarking to the Buddha, soon after the great 

awakening, thus: “Serene are our senses, avuso! Clear and bright is your complexion.” (M 26,25.2), SD 1.11. Ghaṭa S 
(S 21.3): Sāriputta says this to Moggallāna (SD 64.4); Avitakka S (S 28.2): Ānanda says this to the elder Sāriputta; 
Amba,pāli,vana S (S 52.9): Sāriputta says this to the elder Anuruddha. 

193 Abhiññāṇa, “remembrance, recollection; sign token (as a means of identifying or recognizing)” is commentarial 
(Pa-Auk 2019:113). The term used here is usually abhiññā, “superknowledge.” 

194 Comy on (Anuruddha) Mahā,vitakka S (A 8.30), SD 19.5:AA 4:118,3-6. 
195 Tejo (fire element) and utu (temperature) refer to the same phenomenon (Pa Auk 2019:113 n213). 
196 The fire element (tejo) of a karma-born rūpa,kalāpa (material clusters) produces temperature-born (utuja) clus-

ters through 5 generations: kammaja →  utuja 1 → utuja 2 → utuja 3 → utuju 4 → utuja 5. (Pa-Auk 2019:133 n251). 
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tines), faeces, urine, blood and pus are all of the same materiality: the temperature-born nutritive-essence 
octad-clusters.197 
  
 11.3.4.2  The digestive heat is the fire element of life nonad-clusters (navaka kalāpa), which are karma-
born [11.3.1]. When the digestive heat meets with the nutritive essence of the temperature-born nutritive-
essence octad-clusters (utuja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa) of the undigested and semi-digested food, further 
nutritive-essence octad-clusters are produced: they are nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters, 
with nutriment-born nutritive-essence) as the 8th component.  
 Again, when that nutritive-essence meets the (karma-born) digestive heat, it reproduces many more 
generations of nutritive-essence octad-clusters. And it supports also the nutritive essence in karma-, con-
sciousness- and temperature-born material clusters, and the existing nutriment-born clusters. 
 
 11.3.4.3  The nutriment of food taken in 1 day may reproduce in this way for up to 7 days, although the 
number of generations produced depends on the quality of the food. Divine nutriment, the “ambrosia” of 
the devas, is the most superior, and may reproduce this way for up to 1-2 months. 
 Since life nonad-clusters are found throughout the body, the process of digestion found in the alimen-
tary canal is found to a weaker degree throughout the body. That is why, for example, when medicinal oil 
is applied to the skin, or an injection of medicine is made under the skin, the medicine spreads throughout 
the body (to be “digested”). But if too much oil is applied, the weakness of the subcutaneous “digestion” 
may mean it takes a longer to be absorbed. 
 
11.3.5 Materiality in contemporary language 
 
 11.3.5.1  Unless we have an open investigative mind, or at least some level of healthy curiosity, over 
how the modern masters of Buddhist meditation see the early teachings, we will see all this as merely 
religious jargon and scholastic gibberish. On the other hand, when we allow all this amazing learning to 
sink into our mind and heart to speak for themselves, we will discover new ways of looking at things we 
have not realized before. 
 We have examined how the Abhidhamma scholastics, familiar with early Buddhism, now examining 
the nature of mind and matter parallel to the way the scientific pioneers have thought of science in their 
own times. The suttas speak volumes on mentality (knowing, training and freeing the mind), Abhidhamma 
now looks at materiality—a conscious materiality of the conscious body (sa,viññāṇaka kāya),198 to be 
exact—how our materiality arises from karma (kammaja), from consciousness (cittaja), from temperature 
(utuja) and from nutriment (āhāraja) [11.2.1.3; 13.1.3]. 
 In contemporary terms, we can almost at once, see how we are talking about our mind-body being is 
born both of nature (karma) and nurture (the mind). Through our past karma, we now have a human 
body, and with parental nurture and human socializing, we have a human mind. We are then sustained by 
food (nutriment)—material food, sense-contact (sense-experiences), mental volition (karma) and con-
sciousness (the mind)199—with which we grow, learn, change, and many of us become wiser, as a result. 
Yet, we are ourselves consumed by “fire” (utu) of change and decay. There’s nothing exotic or mythical in 
all this: we have better understood our true nature: now we must let that truth free us. 
 
 11.3.5.2  In the language of Pa-Auk’s meditation training, ideally, we should at every sitting attain the 
4th dhyana. We then emerge with the dhyanic radiance with which we examine the 4 elements down into 
their very roots. We are looking into true reality with the inner eye. We have here used samatha yoga 
(calm meditation) to gain vipassana. [8.1.3.1] 

 
197 Pa-Auk says that “blood” here refers to any blood in the stomach (such as in internal bleeding), not the blood in 

the blood-vessels and the heart. (2019:114 n215). 
198 On sa,viññāṇaka kāya, see SD 17.8a (12.3); SD 56.1 (4.3.2.2) n. 
199 On these 4 kinds of food (āhāra), see (Nīvaraṇa Bojjhaṅga) Āhāra S (S 46.51), SD 7.15. 
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 If, for any reason, we would rather go straight into vipassana without any dhyana, we have the option 
of taking up vipassana yoga (insight meditation), which (like samatha yoga) starts with the breath medita-
tion. Then, as in samatha yoga, we go into the 4-element meditation. We are taught how to look into our 
material body to analyse the material clusters (rūpa kalāpa), and gain insight from there. 
 

11.3.5.3  This much explanation should suffice as a preparation for our meditation on the 4 elements. 
This is the kind of practical explanation we need to see materiality as it really is, not merely as a concept, if 
we are to attain the path to nirvana.200 To prepare for this journey, we start by understanding how to see 
that materiality (rūpa) actually consists of clusters (kalāpa).  

With this vision, we can then penetrate the delusion of compactness of individual manifestations of 
materiality comprising the individual material clusters. We are then seeing ultimate materiality of mater-
iality, but this is not yet true reality.  

We need to analyse further this materiality: see their different types, their arising and ceasing, and how 
they function. This is when we go on with the 4-element meditation, so that we are better familiar with 
the 4 primary elements that comprise materiality (or matter): earth-element, water-element, fire-element 
and wind element.  
 We have described the 4-element meditation along with the perceptions of light and of space earlier 
on [8.8] as part of the samatha practice. These same methods also apply to vipassana practice. 
 
11.4 THE 4 ELEMENTS (VIPASSANA)   
 
11.4.1 The element kasiṇas 
 
 We have noted how the 4 elements can be used in kasiṇa meditation—as earth kasiṇa, water kasiṇa, 
fire kasiṇa, wind kasiṇa—for the attaining of dhyana [8.7]. Here, we will examine how to practise the 4 
elements simply as samatha (that is, without dhyana). However, the practice of the 4 elements as samatha 
can only bring us to access concentration (upacāra samādhi) [8.3.2]. 
 
11.4.2 Why the 4 elements meditation do not bring dhyana 
 

11.4.2.1  Dhammapāla, the compiler of the Visuddhi,magga Mahā,ṭīkā, points out an important tech-
nicality inn Buddhaghosa’s explanation (Vism 11.43 f/352) which we will examine later [11.5.1.2]. The 
momentary concentration mentioned above is specifically a samatha concentration that takes a counter-
sign (paṭibhāga nimitta) as object, like the breath counter-sign (ānâpāna paṭibhāga nimitta). It is actually 
a concentration before access concentration, which is suitable for a samatha practitioner.  
 There is different type of momentary concentration for a pure vipassana practitioner, that is, one 
who begins with the 4-element meditation in order to attain momentary concentration or access concen-
tration. He then goes on to observe the material clusters (rūpa kalāpa), and the 4 elements in one of the 
clusters. The Visuddhi,magga says that is access concentration. Dhammapāla’s Sub-commentary, however, 
says that the “access concentration” here is merely figurative or metaphorical (ruḷhī,vasena), not a real ac-
cess concentration, because real access concentration is very close to dhyana concentration.201  
 Dhyana cannot be attained through any of the 4-element meditation, but is attainable with any of  the 
4 element kasiṇa meditations [8.7]. Having attained dhyana during kasiṇa practice, we emerge from it 
and, in the dhyanic light, will be able to see the 4 elements in individual material clusters. Even so, we can-
not attain dhyana using them as object. There are 2 reasons for this: 
 

 
200 For sutta teachings on this, see Mahā Gopālaka S (M 33), SD 52.6. [11.2.1.2 n] 
201 VismMṬ:Be 1:436,6. Technically, access concentration is the 3 impulsion consciousness that follow the mind-

door adverting consciousness and precede the Change-of-lineage to the dhyana process (see Table 1a, The Absorp-
tion Process, Pa-Auk 2019:46 + nn). 
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(1)  To see the 4 elements in individual material clusters is to see ultimate materiality, and to see ultimate 
materiality is itself a profound experience. We cannot attain dhyana with such an ultimate reality as 
object.202 

(2)  Even though our concentration while analysing the material clusters is deep, it cannot become as deep 
as absorption (jhāna) concentration. Why? Because material clusters cease as soon as they arise. That 
means the object is always changing. We cannot attain dhyana with an object that is always chang-
ing.203 

 
 11.4.2.2  If we are new to meditation, or to the 4-element meditation, we should start with the breath 
meditation [8.4.1] to gain a good level of concentration. Ideally, we should sit long enough (we cannot rush 
this)—we may take days, weeks, even months—to gain the mental brightness [8.4.1.10] we need to discern 
the characteristics of the elements as will be described. 
  
11.5 DISCERNING THE 4 ELEMENTS (DHĀTU VAVATTHĀNA) 
 
11.5.1 Sutta teachings on the 4 elements 
 
 11.5.1.1  The Buddha gives 2 kinds of teachings of the 4-element meditation: a brief one in the Sati-
patthāna Sutta (M 10) for those with quick understanding. For those who are slower in learning, he gives 
an explanation of the meditation in some detail, such as in the Mahā Rāḥul’ovāda Sutta (M 62). 
 The brief teaching on the 4 elements, given in the Satipatthāna Sutta (M 10), is as follows: 
 

… a monk reviews this body, however it may be placed or disposed, in terms of the elements: 
 “There are in this body  
       (1) the earth-element, 
       (2) the water-element,  
       (3) the fire-element,  
       (4) the air-element.”          (M 10,12/1:57), SD 13.3204 
 
Buddhaghosa explains this passage as follows: 
 
 “He should attend to the 4 elements in this way: 
 ‘The earth element’: what are its characteristics (lakkhaṇa), function (rasa), manifestation (paccupaṭ-
ṭhāna)?’ 
  The earth element has the characteristic of hardness.    kakkhaļatā 
  Its function is to act as a foundation [support].      patiṭṭhāna 

 It is manifested as receiving.          sampaṭichanna 
 The water element205 has the characteristic of flowing.    paggharaṇa 
  Its function is to intensify.           brūhana    
  It is manifested as holding together [cohesion].     saṅgaha   
 The fire element has the characteristic of heat.      uṇha 
  Its function is that of bringing to full maturity.      paripācana 
  It is manifested as bringing about softness.      maddavânuppadāna 

 
202 Buddhaghosa explains that since the 4-element meditation has object phenomena with natural characteristics 

(sabhāva,dhamm’ārammaṇattā), we reach only access concentration [figuratively speaking], not dhyana. However, 
because of the preceding practice leading to the supramundane and 2nd and 4th formless attainments, even though 
their object is also a phenomenon with natural characteristics, their concentration is nonetheless (regarded as) dhya-
na. See Pa-Auk 2019:204 n389. 

203 Pa-Auk 2019:150 f. 
204 See also Mahā Rāhul’ovāda S (M 62,8-12/1:421-423), SD 3.11. 
205 Cf DhsA 332-335. 
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 The wind element has the characteristic of distending.    vitthambhana     
  Its function is  that of motion.          samudīraṇa 
  It is manifested as conveying.          abhinīhāra 

 (Vism 11.93/365)206 
 

 11.5.1.2  Buddhaghosa then explains, in brief, the discerning of the elements (as a meditation), thus: 
 

41 “So, firstly, one of quick understanding who wants to cultivate this meditation-subject [the 
elements] should go into solitary retreat. Then, he should advert to his own entire material body 
and discern the elements in brief, thus:  

‘In this body: 
what is firm or solid is       the earth element, 
what is cohesion or fluidity [352] is    the water element,  
what is maturing (ripening) or warmth is  the fire element,  
what is distension or movement is    the wind element.’ 

And he should advert, give attention to it, review it again and again as ‘earth element, water 
element … ,’ that is to say, as mere elements, not a living being, not a soul (jīva). 

42 As he endeavours in this way, it is not long before concentration arises in him, which is 
reinforced by understanding that illuminates the classification of the elements, and which is only 
access concentration and does not reach absorption because it has states with individual essences 
as its object. 

43  Or alternatively, there are these 4 [bodily] parts mentioned by the General of the Dharma 
[the elder Sāriputta] for the purpose of showing the absence of any living being in the 4 great 
primary elements, thus: 

‘ … when a space is enclosed with bones and sinews, flesh and skin, it is reckoned as “form” 
(rupa).207 And he should resolve each of these [individually], separating them out by the hand of 
knowledge, and then discern them in the way already stated, thus:  

‘In these what is firm or solid is the earth element … .’  
And he should advert, give attention to it, review it again and again as ‘earth element, water 

element 
… ,’ that is to say, as mere elements, not a living being, not a soul. 

44  As he endeavours in this way, it is not long before concentration arises in him, which is 
reinforced by understanding that illuminates the classification of the elements, and which is only 
access concentration and does not reach absorption because it has states with individual essences 
as its object. 

This is the method of cultivation when the discernment of the elements is given in brief.” 
(Vism 11.41-44/352) 

 

11.5.2 The 12 characteristics of the 4 elements   
 
 11.5.2.1  Further, we should discern the 4 elements in our whole body as these 12 characteristics, as 
given in the Dhamma,saṅgaṇī, thus:208 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
206 See Abhs §3 + Table 6.1 (Abhs:BRS 234-242). 
207 Mahā Hatthi,padôpama S (M 28,26/1:190), SD 6.16. 
208 Se Pa-Auk 2019:117. 
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earth water fire wind 

1. hardness 4. softness 7. flowing 9. heat 11. supporting 

2. roughness 5. smoothness 8. cohesion 10. cold 12. pushing 

3. heaviness 6. lightness    

 

    Table 11.5.2. The 12 characteristics of the 4 elements209 
 
 
 To cultivate this meditation, we should learn how to discern each of the 12 characteristics of the 4 
elements, one at a time. Usually, the beginner is first taught the characteristics that are easier to discern, 
followed by the more difficult ones. The 12 characteristics are usually taught in this order by Pa-Auk, thus:210  

 
pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, softness,  
smoothness, lightness, heat, cold, cohesion, flowing. 
 
 11.5.2.2  Alternatively, we can memorize the 12 characteristics in this paired sequence, thus: 
 
hardness  roughness  heaviness  flowing  heat  supporting  
softness  smoothness  lightness cohesion  cold pushing  
 
To facilitate memorization, we begin by reciting the first stacked pair on the far left, “hardness | softness,” 
and then proceed rightwise with the other stacked pairs. As we do this, we should reflect or visualize how 
each characterizes the element. 
 Each characteristic should be firstly discerned in one place in the body, and then throughout the body. 
 
 11.5.2.3  In the simplified explanations below, the specific characteristic is given in the 1st paragraph 
followed by the general characteristic in the following paragraph/s. 
 
(1) Pushing 
 As we breathe in, feel how air in our lungs pushes our chest-wall (around the solar plexus) outwards. 
We can also see how our breath pushes the belly (just above the navel) outwards as we breathe in. Some-
times as we work out or assert ourself, we can see how our blood pushes itself in certain parts of our body. 
Choose one of these pushing feeling and observe it carefully. Note this as “Wind, wind … .” Do this mind-
fully without haste, over and over. 
 When we are familiar with the specific pushing phenomenon through the sense of touch, try to feel 
this pushing elsewhere in our body: in the head, the neck, torso, the arms, the legs and the feet. When-
ever we have any difficulty, feel the pulse, how this reflects the pushing of the blood-circulation all over 
our body. Then, go back to that spot we missed. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over. 
 
(2) Hardness 
 When we are satisfied with pushing, we go on to discern hardness. Start with using the tongue-tip to 
feel the hardness of the back of the top row of teeth. Or, bite the teeth just hard enough; then relax and 
note: “Earth, earth … .” 
 When we can feel this well enough, try to discern hardness throughout the body progressively from 
head to foot, as for discerning pushing. Do not tense the body in any way. When we can discern hardness 
throughout the body, again go back to noting pushing throughout the body. 

 
209 Dhs §§962-966/177. 
210 For Pa-Auk’s reason for this arrangement: [11.5.2.4]. 
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 Alternate between pushing and hardness, again and again, discerning each throughout the body, from 
head to foot. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until we are well familiar with it. 
 
(3) Roughness 
 Discern roughness by using the tongue-tip and feel the edge of the top row of teeth. Or, brush the 
hand over our clothing, or the skin of the arm: “Earth, earth … .” Do this mindfully, without haste, over and 
over, until we are well familiar with it. 
 Now try to discern roughness throughout the body progressively as before, this time by visualizing it. If 
we cannot feel roughness, return to pushing and hardness, and try to discern roughness with them. 
 When we can discern roughness, go back to discern the 3, pushing, hardness, roughness, one at a time, 
again and again, throughout the body. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until we are well 
familiar with it.  
 
(4) Heaviness 
 To discern heaviness, (when we are seated cross-legged,) with both hands under the shank (lower leg) 
try to lift it. Hold it still and note: “Earth, earth … .” When sitting on a chair, place both hands under one of 
our legs under the thigh just behind the knee, and try to lift it up. Hold still for a moment, noting “Earth, 
earth … .” Feel the heaviness of the head by bending it forward in the same way. 
 Then, progressively, discern heaviness throughout the body. When we can discern heaviness clearly, 
try to feel the 4 characteristics: pushing, hardness, roughness, and heaviness, in turn, throughout the body. 
Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until we are well familiar with it.  
 
(5) Supporting 
 To discern supporting, relax the back and slowly let our upper body lean forward. Then, straighten it, 
and keep it so in a relaxed manner. The force that keeps the body straight is supporting. Put our right hand 
in the left palm (or the left hand in the right palm): feel how the lower hand is supporting the upper hand. 
Note the supporting as “Wind, wind … .” 
 Progressively try to discern supporting throughout our body. If this is still difficult, try to discern it to-
gether with hardness: feel the supporting effect of hardness. Once we can discern it, try to feel the 5: push-
ing, hardness, roughness, heaviness and supporting throughout the body. 
 Then, when we can discern supporting easily try to find the 5 characteristics, pushing, hardness, rough-
ness, heaviness, and supporting throughout the body. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until 
we are well familiar with it. 
 
(6) Softness 
 To discern softness, gently press our lips together, but without the upper and lower rows of teeth 
touching. Gently close our jaw just a bit to feel softness of the lips. Or use the tongue-tip to gently push 
the lower lip to feel its softness. 
 Then, relax the body, and progressively feel softness in different parts until we can easily feel it through-
out the body. Now try to discern the 6 characteristics: pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, 
and softness throughout the body. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until we are well familiar 
with it. 
 
(7) Smoothness 
 To discern smoothness, wet our lips and rub the tongue-tip over them gently from side to side.  
 Keep doing this until we can discern smoothness throughout the body. 
 Then, try to discern all 7 characteristics—pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, soft-
ness and smoothness throughout the body. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until we are 
well familiar with it. 
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(8) Lightness 
 To discern lightness, wag or wiggle a finger up and down, and feel its lightness. If we cannot feel it, try 
to discern heaviness again. When we can feel heaviness of the whole body, then again wag a finger up and 
down and feel its lightness.   
 Practise until we can discern lightness throughout the body. 
 Then, try to find all 8 characteristics—pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, softness, 
smoothness and lightness throughout the body. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, until we 
are well familiar with it. 
 
(9) Heat 
 To discern heat or warmth feel it in between our folded hands, the out-breath in our palm, in the arm-
pits, or under our seat. 
 Then, feel heat throughout the body. Start with where we can feel heat clearly through the sense of 
touch. 
 Then, try to find all 9 characteristics—pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, softness, 
smoothness, lightness and heat—throughout the body. Do this mindfully, without haste, over and over, 
until we are well familiar with it. 
 
(10) Cold [coolness] 
 To discern cold, feel the coolness of the breath as it enters the nostrils. Otherwise, notice it when we 
gently breathe in through the mouth; or, when cold air or something cold touches our skin. 
 Progressively discern cold throughout the body. 
 Now we discern the 10 characteristics—pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, softness, 
smoothness, lightness, heat and cold—throughout the body. 
 
(11) Cohesion 
 To discern cohesion, be aware of how the body is held together by the skin, flesh and sinews. The 
blood is held inside by the skin, like water in a balloon. Without cohesion, the body would fall apart into 
pieces and particles. The force of gravity that keeps the body down to the earth: this is also cohesion. 
 If this is not clear, discern all 11 characteristics—pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, 
softness, smoothness, lightness, heat, cold and cohesion—again and again, one at a time, throughout the 
body. When we are skilled in it, we will find that the quality of cohesion also becomes clear.  
 If it is still unclear, discern just the characteristic of pushing and hardness again and again. Then we 
should feel as if our whole body is wound up in rope, held together like a bunch of stick. Discern this as 
cohesion, and cultivate it as we have done for the other characteristics. 
 
(12) Flowing 
 To discern flowing, be aware of the saliva flowing in the mouth, the blood flowing through its vessels, 
the air flowing in and out of the lungs, or heat transfer in body (how we feel warm from outside, how we 
lose heat to the environment).  
 If this is not clear, look at flowing together with cold, heat, or pushing, and we may discern flowing. 
 The first 10 characteristics above are all discerned directly through the sense of touch, but the last 
two—cohesion and flowing—can only be inferred from these 10 characteristics. That is why, Pa-Auk 
explains, he teaches them last, that is, in the above sequence. 
 
 11.5.2.4  When we can discern all 12 characteristics clearly throughout the body, from head to foot, 
we should discern them again and again in this order. When satisfied, we should rearrange into the origin-
al order as in Table 11.5.2, that is: hardness, roughness, heaviness, softness, smoothness, lightness; flow-
ing, cohesion; heat, cold, supporting, and pushing.  
 In that order, try to discern each characteristic one at a time from head to foot. We should try to culti-
vate this until we can do it quite quickly, at least 3 rounds a minute. While practising in this way, the ele-
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ments may, for some of us, become unbalanced: Some elements may become excessive and even unbear-
able, especially hardness, heat and pushing.  
 When this happens, we should direct our mind to its opposite characteristic, and continue to build our 
concentration in that way. For example, when flowing is in excess, concentrate more on cohesion, or when 
supporting is in excess, concentrate more on pushing. For this purpose, I have listed the paired sequence, 
thus [1.1.5.2]: 
 
hardness  roughness  heaviness  flowing  heat  supporting  
softness  smoothness  lightness cohesion  cold pushing  
 
It is for the sake of balancing the elements that 12 characteristics are taught in the first place. When the 
elements are balanced, it is easier to attain concentration. 
 
 11.5.2.5  Having now become skilled in the discernment of the 12 characteristics in the whole body, 
we have a better understanding of them, so that we can easily discern the first 6 (first 3 pairs) immediately 
as the earth element; the next pair, as the water element; the next pair as the fire element; and the last 
pair as the wind element.  
 We should thus continue discerning earth, water, fire and wind for stilling the mind and gaining con-
centration. We should keep practising this discerning again and again, countless times, even a million 
times, says Pa-Auk!  
 Once we have mastered this practice, without having to move our focus around the body, but discern 
the body as a whole, we can easily keep the mind still and concentrated. This “body overview” is best 
done as if we are looking from behind our shoulders or from above our head down. This latter manner, 
however, may bring about tension and imbalance of the elements. We should then either correct this, or 
resort to the former body overview. 
 
11.6  MEDITATING ON MATERIALITY 
 
11.6.2 The 10 ways of developing our concentration 
 
 Dhammapāla, in his Param’attha,mañjusā, “great subcommentary” (mahā,ṭīkā) to Buddhaghosa’s  
Visuddhi,magga, gives 10 tips on how to develop our concentration, especially in the discerning of the 4 
elements,211 that is, it should be done in the following ways: 
 
(1)  in gradual sequence (anupubbato) 
 The phrase anupubbato (adverb) has 2 important senses: (1) gradual, and (2) keeping to the proper 
sequence, both of which apply here. The “gradual training, gradual practice, gradual progress” (anupubba,-
sikkhā anupubba,kiriyā anupubba,paṭipadā) is explained by the Buddha in the Gaṇaka Moggallāna Sutta 
(M 107).212 In the case of the 4 elements meditation, we should cultivate it in the proper sequence as given 
by the Buddha, thus: earth, water, fire and wind. Moreover, this meditation (like any taught by the Buddha) 
should be done diligently and patiently, as an act of renunciation [8.2.5.6]. Any adjustments, if necessary, 
may be made only after we have understood and mastered the practice. 
 
(2)  not too fast (nâtisīghato) 
 When we try to discern the 4 elements too fast, we do not see the elements clearly, we will miss out 
many vital details and not experience what is really going on. The idea behind our meditation is not the 
attaining of any state, but that of seeing our defilements, overcoming the hindrances. Based on a “culti-
vated body” (bhāvita,kāya) of moral virtue, we purify the mind, and keep it so (bhāvita,citta).213 

 
211 VismMṬ:Be 1:434 f. 
212 See Gaṇaka Moggallāna S (M 107,3-11) + SD 56.3 (1.1.3). 
213 On bhāvita,kāya and bhāvita,citta, see Piṇḍola Bhāra,dvāja S (S 35,127,7), SD 27.6a. 
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(3)  not too slow (nâtisaṇikato) 
 It is proper that when we work mindfully in our meditation, we proceed carefully and slowly as a 
steady learning process. “Not too slow” means we are not distracted in anyway, or, we will not progress or 
we may blunder in our practice. Hence, when we discern the 4 elements too slowly, we will not be able to 
see the true reality behind them. 
 
(4)  warding off distractions (vikkhepa,pāṭibahanato) 
 Nothing should distract us from keeping our mind on the object of meditation, the 4 elements, and we 
should not let it wander away from them. Or worse, we could be careless or forgetful, even stop practising, 
and fall back into worldly ways. If this should happen, we should be determined to get back to our practice, 
even if we have to start all over again from the beginning. In this sense, there is no such thing as “failure” 
in meditation, but only our weaknesses and strengths, and we should know what they are, lessening the 
former, increasing the latter. 
 
(5)  going beyond concepts (paṇṇatti,samatikkamanato) 
 We should not only mentally note, “earth … , water … , fire … , wind … ,” but also be aware of the act-
ual concepts, what they point to: hardness, roughness, heaviness, softness, smoothness, lightness, flowing, 
cohesion, heat, cold, supporting, pushing [11.5.2]. This also means that we should not think about them, 
but rather feel (paṭisaṁvedeti) hardness, roughness, etc, and understand (pajānāti) them. They are like 
windows we look through into the free space of the beautiful Dharma garden outside. 
 
(6) discarding what is unclear (anupaṭṭhāna,muñcanato) 
 Once we can discern all 12 characteristics, we may temporarily omit characteristics that are unclear. 
However, we should neither add, omit nor change anything in our practice, especially  when it brings 
about pain or tension, because of an imbalance in the elements. We should train to keep at least one char-
acteristic for each of the 4 elements. We cannot work on just one, two or even three elements. It is best 
that we master all the 12 characteristics clearly, leaving nothing out. This is the complete practice. 
 
(7)  discerning the characteristics (lakkhaṇato) 
 At the start of our practice, even when we think we are good at it, the characteristics214 of each ele-
ment are often not yet clear. We can then concentrate on their function or manifestation [11.5.11]. These 
are explained in the Visuddhi,magga (Vism 11.93) with details in Table 11.5.2. 
 As our concentration improves, we should concentrate on only the natural characteristics: the hard-
ness, roughness, etc, of the earth element; the flowing and cohesion of the water element; the heat and 
cold of the fire element; and the supporting of the wind element. At this point, we will see only elements, 
not see them as a person or self. [11.5.2] 
 
 The Subcommentary further recommends that we cultivate our concentration in keeping with the 
teachings of these 3 suttas: 
 
(8)  The Adhicitta Sutta (the higher mind discourse) (A 3.100b)215 
 This Sutta is better known as the Nimitta Sutta (the sign discourse), where the term nimitta connotes 
“causes” (kāraṇa), that is, either progress or failure in the meditation. The 3 signs or “causes or grounds”—
concentration, effort and mindfulness—must be well harmonized in our meditation by way of the 5 spirit-
ual faculties (pañc’indriya): faith, effort, mindfulness, concentration and wisdom. The 3 signs are, then, a 

 
 214 Natural characteristics (sabhāva lakkhaṇa) are those peculiar to one type of ultimate reality, be it materiality or 
mentality; it is also called “individual characteristics” (paccatta lakkhaṇa); general characteristics (sāmañña lakkhaṇa) 
or “universal characteristics”—impermanence (aniccatā), suffering (dukkhata), nonself (anattatā)—are the 3 charac-
teristics common to all formations, be they material or mental. “Nonself,” however, encompasses all states; neither 
incl nirvana. See SD 1.2 (2) sāmañña lakkhaṇa 3 (comy); SD 18.2 (2.2); also Dhamma,niyāma S (A 3.134) SD 26.8.  
 215 A 3.100b/1:256-258 (SD 19.12); Burmese version is A:Be 3:102. 
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shorthand for the 5 faculties. In short, our meditation practice should be wholesomely balanced for spirit-
ual growth.216 
 

(9)  The (Anuttara) Sīti,bhāva Sutta (the discourse on the supreme cool state) (A 6.85)217 
 This Sutta is about 6 things that a meditator should do to attain nirvana, the supreme “cool” state, 
where the fires of lust, revulsion and ignorance are extinguished. Such a monk possesses these 6 qualities: 
 

1.  he suppresses the mind when it should be suppressed;  
2.  he exerts the mind when it should be exerted;   
3.  he encourages the mind when it should be encouraged; and   
4. he looks on at the mind with equanimity when it should look on with equanimity;  
5.  he is of superior disposition, and  
6.  he takes delight in nirvana.  
 In short, our practice should be proactively directed to the goal of self-awakening or nirvana. 
 

(10) The Bojjh’aṅga Sutta (the awakening-factors discourse) (S 46.53)218 
 This Sutta, also called the (Bojjh’aṅga) Aggi Sutta (the fire discourse on the awakening-factors), is 
about overcoming the 5 hindrances (pañca nīvaraṇa)219—sensual desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, restless-
ness and worry, and doubt—and cultivating the 7 awakening-factors (satta bojjhaṅga):220 mindfulness, 
dharma-investigation, effort, joy, tranquillity, concentration and equanimity.221 
 Since the practitioner is one with great moral virtue and faith, the focus here (as in S 46.53) is of over-
coming the problem of being “stuck” in meditation due to sloth and torpor, and overcoming the “restless” 
mind due to restlessness and worry. 
 In short, in our meditation practice, we should be driven by both physical and mental effort—moral 
virtue and the spiritual faculties—so that we gain awakening, or at least reach the path in this lifetime. 
 

12 Discerning materiality (rūpa kammaṭṭhāna) 
 

12.1  SEEING BODY TRANSLUCENCE AS A BLOCK 
 

12.1.1 The 4 kinds of compactness 
 

 12.1.1.1  As we continue to cultivate concentration on the 4 elements, and approach access concentra-
tion (upacāra samādhi), we will see different kinds of lights. It may be a smoky grey light. If we keep con-
centrating on the 4 elements in this grey light, it will become white like cotton-wool; then, bright-white like 
clouds, and our whole body will appear as a white form. As we continue to concentrate on the 4 elements 
in the white form, it eventually becomes translucent like a block of ice or frosted glass [11.2.3.3]. This is the 
famous “crystal body” of samatha meditation.222  
 At this point, we are instructed to look for the space element in this crystal body. As this practice pro-
gresses, the crystal body can suddenly break up into small particles, called “material clusters” (rūpa kalāpa) 
[11.2]. This vision can be profoundly transformative: we virtually see how our “solid” body disintegrates 
into countless particles that arise and cease only momentarily, like a sky of myriad stars twinkling, but each 
time the stars are new and different.223 

 
216 See Pa-Auk 2019:39-42. 
217 A 6.85/3:435 (SD 60.85).  
218 S 46.53/5:112-115 (SD 51.13).                               
219 On the 5 hindrances, see Nīvaraṇa, SD 32.1. 
220 On the 7 awakening-factors, see (Bojjhaṅga) Sīla S (S 46.3), SD 10.15. 
221 See Pa-Auk 2019:42 f. 
222 In the Dhammakai meditation, a similar crystal or astral body is seen as the embodiment of the Buddha and 

nirvana [4.2.2.5]. 
223 For a personal account of this experience, see Snyder & Rasmussen, 2009:125-127 (ch 8). Cp Aj Chah’s account 

of his “exploding body” [5.12.3.2]. 
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 The appearance of the crystal body marks the end of the samatha stage, and the beginning of vipassa-
na practice, as taught by Pa-Auk.224 
 
 12.1.1.2 What we are really seeing is sensitive materiality, that is, the 5 sensitivities (pasāda) or facul-
ties: the eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue- and body-sensitivity. The body sensitivity is found throughout the body, 
in all the 6 sense-bases, which is why our whole body appears translucent, crystal-like. We tend to see the 
translucence as a single crystal form or block because we have not yet seen through the 4 kinds of com-
pactness (ghana): the compactness of continuity (santati,ghana), of group (samūha,ghana), of function 
(kicca,ghana) and of subject (ārammaṇa,ghana).225 
 These are the 4 ways by which we are deluded into thinking that our material or physical being is act-
ually “compact,” in some way solid and durable, reinforced through our mental processes. We need to 
work to clear up this delusion through insight knowledge, that is, to directly experience the true reality of 
our materiality. 
 
12.1.2 Seeing through compactness 
 
 12.1.2.1  CONTINUITY COMPACTNESS (santati ghana) 
 We know things through memory (sati) and seeing a sense of continuity (continuity) in phenomena 
(the states and events in our life). Our mental processes—as part of a stream of consciousness (viñññāna,-
sota)—construct ideas of the past and project them into our present experiences. As a result, we imagine 
a mentality (mental experience) that seems to be a compact continuity, a single flow, a continuous solid 
whole.  
 We then think that this is the same mind that cognizes objects through the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body 
and mind. Philosophically, we even argue we must be the “same” person who has done something in the 
past, and now we must be accountable for it and be rewarded or punished for it. Like Sati, in the Mahā 
Taṇhā,saṅkhaya Sutta (M 38), we even think it is the same self, the same mind, the same consciousness,226 
that moves from life to life, that is reborn into different bodies, or that gains eternal life, or eternal damn-
ation in hell, and so on.227 
 In this life itself, we may imagine that our mind or “soul” wanders outside the body, and so on. To cor-
rect and prevent this delusion, we need to see through the seeming compactness of the mind. We need to 
understand how cognition occurs as mental processes that arise and cease. In this way, we see how the 
mind has no real continuity: one thought-moment arises, and at once ceases.  
 There is no time for consciousness to go anywhere, not from life to life, not even from second to sec-
ond. These mind-moments are like the single frames (amongst millions) that seamlessly connect together 
as a movie film that, when played on a projector onto a cinema screen, gives us animated pictures and 
stories. But nothing is really moving, and we are making sense of it all in our own mind. But we should not 
even take this example of the movie as something real: it’s only a metaphor. 
 
 12.1.2.2  GROUP COMPACTNESS (samūha ghana)  
 Continuity compactness is the delusion of some kind of individual unity over time, a diachronic delusion 
of past, present and future as our being. On the other hand, we may see our present interconnectedness, 
interbeing, as a synchronic delusion that everyone else and everything else constitute our “being”: this is a 
notion of group or synthetic compactness. Group compactness or synthetic compactness refers to the way 
we think that our mind and mental experiences are a continuous whole, or a part of a continuous whole. As 
a result, we may even imagine it to be some kind of a synthetic whole, comprising our memories and ideas. 
We may even imagine that some kind of pure consciousness cognizes the object; and that, we conclude, 
must be our self or soul.  

 
224 See Pa-Auk 2019:115 f. 
225 Vism 11.30/348. VismMṬ:Be 21.739/2:437; also 1:80 f, 2:417,4 f, 437, 509,19. DhsṬ:Be 59. 
226 M 38,2/2:256 + SD 7.10 (2). 
227 On the problem of such an idea and that of personal responsibility, see SD 26.9 (1.7). 
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 This is a powerful delusion, and we need some really wise effort to see right through this seeming 
compactness of an apparently individual consciousness. We need to analyse our                                  
consciousness, the mind, with which we think, how we (our mind) process our experiences. That way, we 
see that what we call “mind” actually comprises only consciousness (citta) and its mental factors 
(cesatika), such as feeling, perception, and volition; thinking and pondering, or initial application and 
sustained application; emotions like greed, hatred, delusion, wrong view, conceit and doubt; or non-greed, 
non-hate, non-delusion, happiness, mindfulness, faith and right view. None of this individually or all of 
them together, form any synthetic whole that is the mind.  
 Our mentality is not a synthetic whole: it is a process, a flow of consciousness, that arises and immedi-
ately ceases. We may see this as a fast flowing stream; we can only take one step into it each time, then 
the water is gone! 
 
 12.1.2.3  FUNCTION COMPACTNESS (kicca ghana) 
 Simply put, function compactness refers to the way our mind works, how we think. We are suffering 
because we got it all wrong. Everything, we think or are told, is already right there deep in our own being, 
even before we were born; it’s our Original Nature. We only need to get back to that Original Face, Higher 
Reality, Absolute Mind, and so on. So we think. 
 Not understanding the true nature of our mentality, we think that it rests upon a self, like seeds pro-
ducing plants, rooted in earth; a self rooted in a Self that is the Ground of Being, and so on. We are sweet-
ly deluded by the clever words we use. We make statements and fancy that we have defined something 
into being: the fact remains that all just states of change. That’s all that we can know; that’s all that there 
is. 
 To overcome our blinding delusion, we need to see that each consciousness and mental factor has its 
own characteristic, function, manifestation and proximate cause [8.2.2.1]. It does not depend on any ex-
ternal agency such as a self, soul, God, divine essence, universal reality, interbeing. 
 The true reality is that everything is conditioned, rising and ceasing: it is all impermanent, changing, 
becoming other. Hence, we can try to run after things out there and grasp them, but once we do that, we 
find that they are not what we expected them to be (this is unsatisfactoriness). We are thus caught in the 
eternal quest for whatever we think is the best for us. We think that it’s “out there” or “in here”: we try to 
locate it, but we always fall in between.228  
 We seek the secret of life, the essence of things. We project what we lack (or think what we lack) onto 
some Self-notion, God-figure: we become food for Gurus peddling Self-views. The reality is that there is 
only nonself. This is our true security. 
 
 12.1.2.4  SUBJECT COMPACTNESS (ārammaṇa ghana) 
 Having intellectually penetrated the previous 3 kinds of compactness, we may think, for example, “I 
have seen ultimate materiality and mentality,” or, “the True Self” has seen ultimate materiality and men-
tality. Others may proclaim: The Knower knows, The Doer does, That which knows knows, or that Reality 
changes, but the True Mind does not, and so on; clever but empty prattle, pure Zen talk: a beautifully 
wrapped present with nothing inside. We play with words but the words outplay us.  
 To overcome this devious delusion, we need to resolve the 3 types of compactness by understanding 
our mental processes based on insight or direct understanding. We need to see that the mentality that is 
the object of our Insight Knowledge is also its subject: it penetrates the 3 types of compactness of mental-
ity that also was a subject with an object. 
 How, then, do we break down the cyclic compactness of mentality? Take, for example, a mind-door 
process of access concentration that has the breath counter-image (ānâpāna paṭibhāga,nimitta) as object. 
Such a mental process has one mind-door adverting consciousness and 7 impulsion-consciousnesses (java-
na). In the mind-door adverting mind-moment, there are 12 mental formations, and in each impulsion 
moment there are 34 mental formations. 

 
 228 For a sutta on this, see the Bāhiya teaching: (Arahatta) Bāhiya S (U 1.10,15-17) + SD 33.7 (1). 
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 If we break down the 4 types of compactness of mentality this way, we will see only the rapid arising 
and ceasing of consciousnesses and their associated mental factors. With that perception of imperma-
nence, we can no longer think that our consciousness is our soul, because with the perception of imper-
manence comes the perception of nonself. The most basic truth of reality is in how we experience life it-
self, in how we know things; when we truly see that and fully accept it, we free ourself from the burden of 
our ignorance of true reality.  
 
 The meaning of life is change; the purpose of life is to change. 
 As the Buddha declares in the Meghiya Sutta (A 9.3 ≈ U 4.1): 
 

For, one who perceives impermanence, Meghiya, establishes the perception of nonself.  
One who perceives nonself eliminates the ‘I am’ conceit.229 He attains nirvana here and now.  

    (A 9.3,17.2 ≈ U 4.1) + SD 34.2 (2.5) 
 

12.1.3 How to see the material clusters 
 
 12.1.3.1  Pa-Auk’s key teaching and practice are that of meditation—using samatha [8.1.3(1)] or vipas-
sana [8.1.3(2)]—to be able to see into the true nature of materiality as being composed of material clusters 
(rūpa kalāpa) that are all momentary phenomena at its fundamental level. In either approach [11.1.2], the 
key practice to develop is the 4-element meditation, vipassana style. This section continues from the prac-
tice of the 4 elements meditation (vipassana) [11.4]. 
 

12.1.3.2  When we continue to discern the 4 elements in the translucent form or block, it will emit light 
and sparkle. When we are able concentrate on the 4 elements in this form continuously for at least half an 
hour, we have then reached access concentration [8.3.0.3]. With the light, we discern the space element in 
the translucent form, by looking for small spaces in it. 
 We will now find that the translucent form breaks down into small particles, called “material clusters” 
(rūpa,kalāpas) [11]. Having reached this stage, which is “mental purification” or consciousness purification, 
we now proceed to cultivate view purification, that is, straightening our view of reality, by analysing the 
material clusters. This is the beginning of the cultivation of vipassana or “vipassana meditation.” [12.2.2.4] 
 
12.1.4 Benefits of concentration 
 
 12.1.4.1  Before explaining how to cultivate vipassana (insight) [2.2], let us look at a practical benefit 
that is to be gained from both the access concentration (upacāra samādhi) that a pure-vipassana meditator 
has attained, and the dhyana (jhāna) of a samatha meditator. Often, in vipassana meditation, there is much 
to discern; hence, tiredness arises. When this happens, it is good to switch to a more relaxed meditation, 
like walking meditation, or simply take a break. Or, we could turn to doing samatha and attain dhyana. 
  

 12.1.4.2  There is a battle parable in the commentary to the Dvedhā Vitakka Sutta (M 19), which ex-
plains how a meditator rests while practising dhyana. When, during a battle, warriors are tired, and the 
enemy is strong, with many arrows flying about, the warriors retreat into their fortress. Within the fortress, 
they are safe from the enemy’s arrows and can refresh and feed themselves, and simply rest. Then, when 
they ready to fight again, they leave the fortress and return to the battle-field.  
 Dhyana is like a fortress, and can be used as a space for rest and recovery during vipassana practice. 
Pure-vipassana meditators, who have no dhyana, and have started directly with the 4-element meditation, 
may use their access concentration as a fortress to rest in. In both cases, the meditator can then return to 
the battle-field of vipassana clear-minded and energized. Such a resting-place is greatly beneficial for the 
meditator.230  

 
229 The import is that the true realization of impermanence is the basis for the realization of the other two charac-

teristics in due course: see [2.5.1]. 
230 MA 2:83,21-84,9. 
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mental proliferation (papañca) 

what we treat as being real (virtual reality) 

conception (maññana) 

perception (saññā) 

material cluster (kalāpa) & true reality (yathā,bhūta) 

12.2 ANALYSING THE MATERIAL CLUSTERS 
 
12.2.1 The elements: sensitive and non-sensitive 
 
 There are 2 groups of material clusters (rūpa kalāpa): the sensitive and the non-sensitive material 
clusters. Material clusters that include one of the 5 sensitivities (eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue- or body sensi-
tivity) are the sensitive material clusters (pasāda rūpa kalāpa). All the others are the non-sensitive mater-
ial clusters. 
 
12.2.2 How we see the 4 elements 
 
 12.2.2.1  We should first discern the 4 elements, the earth, water, fire and wind of individual sensitive 
and non-sensitive material clusters. Now, the material clusters arise and cease very rapidly, and we will not 
be able to analyse them, because we still see them only as tiny particles. Unless we break through the 4 
kinds of compactness [12.1.1], we are still fettered by concepts (paṇṇatti),  and conceiving (maññanā),231 
and have not realized true reality.232 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 12.2.2 Reality circles 
“Perceiving” recognizes things. “Conceiving” imagines a relationship between the thing and a 
“Self.” “Mental proliferation” creates associations. All of these influence what we regard as 
being real. (Based on Robert Moult, 2019:164 Fig 90) 

 
 
 It is because we have not seen through the concepts and percepts of groups and shapes that matter 
appears to us as particles, small lumps. We need to look deeper, with insight (vipassana), by contemplat-
ing the arising and ceasing of these particles—the material clusters (rūpa,kalāpa)—we will then see more 
than merely concepts. We, however, need to analyse these material clusters themselves until we see the 
elements in single particles; then, we will see true reality.233 
 
 12.2.2.2  Since the material clusters arise and cease very rapidly, we are unable to discern the 4 ele-
ments in the single clusters; then, we should ignore their arising and ceasing. This is like meeting someone 
we do not want to meet, we would try not to notice him. We should, in the same way, take no notice of 
the arising and ceasing of the material clusters, and concentrate on only the 4 elements in them. With 
proper concentration, we will be able to do this. 

 
231 On maññāṇā, see Mūla,pariyāya S (M 1,3) n, SD 11.8; Ejā S 1 (S 35.90). SD 29.10 (3); SD 31.10 (2.6). 
232 For an insight into concepts, see Pa-Auk 2019:8-11. 
233 Pa-Auk’s Knowing And Seeing (2019) uses the terms “translucent” and “untranslucent” respectively [11.2.3]. 
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 If we are still unable to observe the clusters, we should start by concentrating first on the earth ele-
ment alternately in the whole body at once and in a single-cluster. And then do the same with the water-, 
fire-, and wind elements. We need to discern the 4 elements in a single sensitive material cluster and a 
single non-sensitive one.234 
 
 12.2.2.3  This is how Pa-Auk teaches: we are to discern the 4 elements one-by-one. The texts often 
report that we should discern all the elements at once, but often only skilled meditators can do this. Dis-
cerning the elements of materiality is very difficult for the beginner whose insight (vipassanā) is usually not 
yet strong enough for them to see all the elements, not to say all the characteristics of the elements, at 
once.  
 We thus should first learn to discern the elements one-by-one, base-by-base, from the easiest to the 
more difficult. Then, when we have become very skilled in the practice, we can see all 4 elements (with 
their 8 characteristics) in a single-cluster, all at once, as each rapidly arises and ceases.235 
  
 12.2.2.4  When we have seen the 4 elements in a single sensitive cluster and a single non-sensitive 
cluster, it is the end of our samatha practice, the end of mental purification (citta visuddhi), and the begin-
ning of our vipassana practice, beginning of view purification (diṭṭhi visuddhi): we have begun the discern-
ment of ultimate mentality-materiality (nāma,rūpa pariggaha) and the analysis of ultimate mentality-mat-
eriality (nāma,rūpa pariccheda). That is how 4-element meditation comprises both samatha and vipassana. 
 When we have succeeded, discern the 4 elements in a number of sensitive and non-sensitive clusters 
of the 6 sense bases: the eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue-, body- and heart-base in turn. As mentioned before, 
sensitive and non-sensitive material clusters each comprises a basic set of 8 types of materiality. Once we 
are skilled in discerning the first 4 (earth, water, fire, wind), we then go on to discern the remaining 4: col-
our, smell, taste and nutritive essence. [12.3.3.1] 
 
 12.2.2.5  However, before that, let us first discuss the general method for discerning the first 4 ele-
ments by noting this salient remark from the Sammoha,vinodanī (the Vibhaṅga Commentary): 
 
 All phenomena are known by the mind-door impulsion (javana) alone.236 
 (Sabbo’pi pan’esa pabhedo mano,dvārika javane-yeva labbhati, VbhA §766/16.1/406,10) 
 
 The earth, water, fire and wind elements of a material cluster we know with the mind consciousness 
alone. We can also know, for example, the colour, smell and taste of a cluster the same way. However, 
although we can easily see colour with mind-consciousness alone, it is impossible to see smell and taste 
that way. The Uṇṇābha Brāhmaṇa Sutta (S 48.42) records the Buddha as declaring of our 5 sense-faculties: 

 
 “… these 5 faculties have 5 different ranges, 5 different fields. They do not experience each 
others’ range or field.   
 … they have the mind as resort, and the mind experiences their range and field.” 

 (S 48.42,3+4/5:217 f), SD 29.3 
 

 Moreover, these material clusters are tiny, microscopic, molecular: we cannot see, smell or taste them 
with the ordinary senses. In fact, this is a meditative experience, a direct mental seeing into the true nat-

 
234 Although we have discerned 12 characteristics [11.5.2],we can discern only 8 of them in a given material clus-

ter: (1) hardness, (2) roughness, (3) heaviness; or, (1) softness, (2) smoothness, (3) lightness; then, (4) flowing, (5) co-
hesion, (6) heat (or cold), (7) supporting, (8) pushing. There are no opposing characteristics within one material clus-
ter. 

235 See prec n on discerning only 8 characteristics each time. 
236 Actual knowing of an object is done by 7 javana-consciousnesses in the mind-door process, regardless of the 

sense-door through which the object has arrived. See Pa-Auk 2019:8, 166 Table 1b the mind-door process (details at 
Avhs:BRS §12/163-166). For a simplified diagram (complete-door cognitive process): SD 19.14 (2). 
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ure of the clusters. In other words, we must strengthen and deepen our concentration before we can 
directly discern them mentally. 
 Having explained the 2 ways of discerning an object, we now look at how we discern the colour, smell, 
taste and nutritive essence in material clusters 
 
12.2.3  How we see colour and smell of materiality 
 
 12.2.3.1  Colour (vaṇṇa), the 5th type of materiality to be discerned, is ordinarily the object of sight 
(rūp’ārammaṇa), and is found in all material clusters. It is very easily known with mind-consciousness 
alone, because by seeing the clusters, we are really seeing colour. We can only see a material form as 
colour: it is always a colour of some form, that is, the 4 elements.237 
 

12.2.3.2  Smell or odour (gandha), the 6th type of materiality to be discerned, is the olfactory object  
(gandh’ārammaṇa, “smell as object’). It is also found in all material clusters. We naturally know what 
smell is, but now we need to understand that it only works (we can only smell) when there is also mind-
consciousness—as stated in the Uṇṇābha Sutta (S 48.42) [12.2.2.5].  
 Hence, we must first discern the materiality that the 2 types of consciousness depend on, namely, the 
nose sensitivity and the “heart materiality.” Now, the nose sensitivity is the 10th type of materiality of a 
nose decad-cluster, and the heart materiality is the 10th type of materiality of a heart decad-cluster. To 
find the nose sensitivity, we must first discern the 4 elements in the nose, but be sure to look at a decad-
cluster in the nose that is of the nose-base, not of the body-base. Only nose decad-clusters have the nose 
sensitivity. 
 
 12.2.3.3  Next, we look for the heart materiality,238 when we need to discern the bright, luminous 
mind-door (the life-continuum, bhavaṅga).239 It should be easy to do because we have already discerned 
the 4 elements in the sensitive and non-sensitive material clusters of the 6 sense-bases. Having now dis-
cerned the nose sensitivity  (the nose-door) and the mind-door (bhavaṅga), we can go on to discern the 
smell of a material cluster near the nose decad-cluster where we discerned the sensitivity. We will see 
that the smell impinges on the nose door and mind door at the same time. 
 
 12.2.3.4  A NOTE ON BHAV’AṄGA.  This important and interesting psychological Abhidhamma term is men-
tioned in the Pali canon in the 7th and last book of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka, the Paṭṭhāna.240 Pa-Auk thinks 
that it cannot correspond with either the subconscious or the unconscious of psychodynamics (the system 
going back to Sigmund Freud). The reason, according to him, is that “two consciousnesses cannot arise at 
the same time” (2019:104 n187). 

The life-continuum consciousness is a flow of resultant consciousnesses, maintained by the karma that 
matured at the time of death in the previous life (in our case). It maintains the continuum of mentality 
(the mind between mental processes). It functions also as the mind-door (mano,dvāra). Once the karma 
that produces this life comes to an end, the life-continuum consciousness of this life ceases. In the non-
arhat, a new life-continuum consciousness, with a new object, arises after the 1st consciousness of the 
new life, that is, after the rebirth-linking consciousness, there arise 16 life-continuum consciousnesses.  

 
237 Even when we “see” the sensitivity of glass, light is reflected from the glass (the 4 elements); hence, the glass 

comprises the elements, and they are what we are really seeing. See Pa-Auk 2019:126 n236. 
238 Or “heart-base” (hadaya,vatthu), where according to Abhidhamma, the mind, as a sense, is located: SD 26.2 

(3.1.3.6); SD 56.20 (2.2.2.4). 
239 Speaking of the bhavaṅga’s “luminosity” is simply a metaphor, because the luminosity of the material clusters 

is, in fact, produced by the bhavaṅga: consciousness-born material clusters, the temperature of which produces fur-
ther bright material clusters. A samatha-vipassana mind produces particularly bright material clusters because there 
are no imperfections (upakkilesa). See Consciousness-born materiality [1.1.3.2] & Pa-Auk 2019:112. 

240 The Paṭṭhāna refs are numerous enough: use the wildcard “bhavaṅg*” to search the CSCD. On the origins of the 
term bhavaṅga, see L S Cousins, 1981:23-25. 
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 PREVIOUS LIFE  PRESENT LIFE 

MIND- MOMENT 

citta-k,khaṇa 

final consciousness of near-death process 

maraṇā sañña vīthi 
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1st 
consciousness 

16 life-continuum 
consciousnesses 

→ → → → → 1 → 2 → . . . 17 → 

OBJECT 

ārammaṇa 

near-death object 

(karma/karma-sign/destination-sign) 

previous life’s 

near-death object 

previous life’s 

near-death object 

 
CONSCIOUSNESS 

citta 

1st 
impulsion 

javana 
 

↑│↓ 

2nd  
impulsion 

javana 
 

↑│↓ 

3rd   
impulsion 

javana 
 

↑│↓ 

4th  
impulsion 

javana 
 

↑│↓ 

5th  
impulsion 

javana 
 

↑│↓ 

 
death 

cuti 
 

↑│↓ 

 
rebirth-linking 

paṭisandhi 
 

↑│↓ 

 
life-continuum 

bhavaṅga 
 

↑│↓ 
          

 

MIND-MOMENT 

citta-k,khaṇa 

PRESENT LIFE’S 1ST COGNITIVE PROCESS 

(a mind-door process) 

(after the cognitive 
process) 

1 → 2 → 3 → 4 → 5 → 6 → 7 → 8 → →→→→→→→→→ 

OBJECT 

ārammaṇa 

new aggregates 

(for a deva, a human, an animal, a ghost, and a hell-being, it is 5 aggregates) 

previous life’s near-
death object 

 
CONSCIOUSNESS 
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javana 
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3rd 
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javana 
 

↑│↓ 
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↑│↓ 
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life-continuum 

bhavaṅga 
 

↑│↓ 

 
Table 12.2.3.4  Death and rebirth processes (Pa-Auk 2019:188 Table 1d)  
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Being produced by the same karma that produces the rebirth-linking consciousness, the new 
life-continuum consciousness takes the same object [Table 12.2.3.4]. Hence, the life-continuum is 
not a “subconscious undercurrent” operating “below” the mental processes of the 6 doors. As we 
can see in the 5-door process [Table 13.2.3], prior to the arising of a 5-door process, the flow of life-
continuum consciousnesses is arrested (it is said to subside “below” the mind-door process that has 
taken over; it does not arise).  

The life-continuum consciousness resumes once the 5-door process is complete [Table 13.2.3]. 
The life-continuum always cognizes the same object, which is independent of the objects that enter 
the 6 doors: that is why it is called “process-free” (vīthi,mutta).241 [13] 
 
12.2.4  How we “see” the taste of materiality 
 Taste (rasa), the 7th type of materiality to discern, is the gustatory object (ras’ārammaṇa, “taste 
as object”), and is also found in all material clusters. As with the nose, we will, as a start, need tongue 
consciousness to help us know taste with mind consciousness. Here, too, we need first to discern the 
materiality that the 2 types of consciousness depend on: the tongue-sensitivity and heart materiality. 
Having done that, we then discern the taste of a material cluster. We can taste the material cluster 
from the saliva on our tongue. 
 
12.2.5 How we “see” nutritive essence 
 
 Nutritive essence (ojā), the 8th type of materiality to discern, is also found in all material clusters, 
that is, all the 4 kinds of materiality already discussed [11.3.0]. Thus, we have these 4 kinds of nutri-
tive essence: 
  
(1)  karma-born nutritive-essence     kammaja ojā 
(2)  consciousness-born nutritive-essence   cittaja ojā 
(3) temperature-born nutritive-essence    utuja ojā 
(4)  nutriment-born nutritive-essence    āhāraja ojā 
 
 When we examine any material cluster, we will find nutritive essence from which the clusters 
are seen to multiply again and again. Having now discerned the 8 basic types of materiality that are 
found in all material clusters, we should try to discern the remaining 3 basic types of materiality 
found in specific material clusters: the life-faculty-materiality, sex-materiality, and heart-materiality. 
 
12.2.6  How we “see” the life-faculty and the sex-faculty 
 
 12.2.6.1  The life-faculty (jīvit’indriya) materiality sustains only karma-born materiality, which 
means that it is found only there. Since all sensitive material clusters are karma-born [11.3.1], it is 
easiest for us to discern the life-faculty first in a sensitive material cluster. Discern an eye decad-
cluster,242 and see that the life-faculty sustains the materiality of only its own material cluster, not 
the materiality of others. Then, we need also try to discern life-faculty in a non-sensitive material 
cluster. 
 
 
  

 
241 On the SD usage of “consciousness, preconscious, subconscious and unconscious,” see SD 17.8b (1). On 

the “subconscious” as rebirth consciousness, see SD 17.8b (6). On Buddhist psychological terms and modern 
psychology: SD 26.11 (3.3.2). 

242 An eye decad cluster comprises the basic 8 elements + 2 others: (1) earth, (2) water, (3) fire, (4) wind, (5) 
colour, (6) smell, (7) taste, (8) nutritive essence; plus (9) life-faculty, (10) eye-sensitivity. See Pa-Auk 2019:138 
Table 2b. 
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 12.2.6.2  The body has 3 types of non-sensitive material cluster with life-faculty materiality: 
 

(1)  the heart decad-clusters:243   found only in the heart. 
(2)  the sex decad-clusters:244  found throughout the body. 
(3)  the life nonad-clusters:245    found throughout the body. 
 
It is easiest to first discern the life-faculty of either a life nonad-cluster or a sex decad-cluster. To tell 
apart these 2 kinds of material clusters, we look for the sex materiality (which the former lacks). 
 
 12.2.6.3  Just now we discerned the life-faculty in a sensitive material cluster of the eye, so look 
again in the eye and discern a non-sensitive material cluster with the life-faculty. Since life nonad-
clusters and sex decad-clusters are found in all 6 sense-organs, it will be either one. If it has the sex 
materiality, it is a sex decad-cluster; if not, it is a life nonad-cluster. In that case, discern another 
non-sensitive material cluster until we discern the sex materiality, and then try to find it in a material 
cluster of also the ear, nose, tongue, body and heart. 
 
12.2.7 How we “see” the heart materiality 
 
 12.2.7.1  To discern a non-sensitive material cluster of the heart (the mind-base), we concen-
trate again on the bright mind-door (bhavaṅga). To see it clearly, wiggle our finger, and see the con-
sciousness that wants to wiggle the finger. Then, try to discern how the bhavaṅga arises dependent 
on the heart-base: the non-sensitive heart decad-clusters. We should be able to find them in the 
lower part of the bhavaṅga.246 
 
 12.2.7.2  With this, we have completed the discernment of all the types of materiality in material 
clusters: earth, water, fire, wind, colour, smell, taste, nutritive essence, life-faculty, sex-materiality and 
heart-materiality. And we have discerned them in the appropriate sensitive and non-sensitive mater-
ial clusters in all 6 sense-organs. The next stage in discerning materiality is to analyse the materiality 
of each of the 6 sense-organs:247 the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and heart, and see the different 
types of material clusters there. We start by analysing just the 2 types of sensitivity. 
 
12.3  ANALYZING THE SENSE-FACULTIES 
 
12.3.1 How we analyse the sensitivities 
 
 12.3.1.1  Each sense-organ has several kinds of material clusters mixed together. The eye, ear, 
nose and tongue have, for example, 2 types of sensitive materiality mixed together like rice-flour 
and wheat flour: the sensitive material clusters of the respective organs and sensitive material clus-
ters of the body.  

 
243 A heart decad cluster comprises the basic 8 elements + 2 others: (1) earth, (2) water, (3) fire, (4) wind, (5) 

colour, (6) smell, (7) taste, (8) nutritive essence; plus (9) life-faculty, (10) heart element. See Pa-Auk 2019:140 
Table 2d. 

244 A sex decad cluster comprises the basic 8 elements + 2 others: (1) earth, (2) water, (3) fire, (4) wind, (5) 
colour, (6) smell, (7) taste, (8) nutritive essence; plus (9) life-faculty, (10) sex materiality. See Pa-Auk 2019:132 
Table 2c. 

245 A life nonad cluster comprises the basic 8 elements + 1 other: (1) earth, (2) water, (3) fire, (4) wind, (5) 
colour, (6) smell, (7) taste, (8) nutritive essence; plus (9) life-faculty. See Pa-Auk 2019:139 Table 2c. 

246 See Pa-Auk 2019:140 Table 2d. 
247 Usually we speak of the “6 sense-faculties.” Since the bases have already been explained as being, in fact, 

only the 10th element in the appropriate material cluster, it is better to say “sense-organs” here, referring to 
the actual organs: the eye-ball, the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body and the heart (not the brain!). On the 
heart as the mind-base [11.2.1.1 n]. See Pa-Auk 2019:138 Table 2b. 
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 The 2 types of sensitive material clusters of, for example, the eye, are: 
1) the eye decad-cluster (cakkhu dasaka kalāpa) :  its 10th type of materiality is the eye sensitivity. 
2) the body decad-cluster (kāya dasaka kalāpa):  its 10th type of materiality is the body sensitivity. 
 
 Body decad-clusters are found throughout the 6 sense-organs (eye, ear, nose-, tongue, body and 
heart), mixed with the respective types of decad-clusters there: in the eye mixed with the eye decad-
clusters (cakkhu dasaka kalāpa), in the ear mixed with the ear decad-clusters (sota dasaka kalāpa), 
and so on. To see this, we need to analyse the sensitive material clusters in the 5 sense-organs, and 
identify the sensitivity of each (the eye-, ear-, nose- and tongue-sensitivity) as well as the body-sensi-
tivity there.   
 
 12.3.1.2  Let us begin with the eye-sensitivity. 
 
(1) The eye sensitivity (cakkhu pasāda): it is sensitive to colour, whereas the body-sensitivity is sensi-
tive to touch (tangible objects). This difference allows us to differentiate them.  
 First, discern the 4 elements in the eye to discern a sensitive material cluster, and discern the 
material cluster’s sensitivity. Then, look at the colour of a group of material clusters some distance 
away from the eye. If it impinges on the sensitivity, that sensitivity is an eye-sensitivity (of an eye 
decad-cluster). Otherwise, it is a body sensitivity (of a body decad-cluster). 
 
(2) The body sensitivity (kāya pasāda): it is sensitive to touch, to tangible objects. Tangible objects 
are the earth, fire and wind elements.   
 Again, discern a sensitivity in the eye. Then, look at the earth-, fire- or wind element of a group 
of material clusters nearby. If it impinges on the sensitivity, that sensitivity is a body-sensitivity (of a 
body decad-cluster). Now that we have discerned both the eye-sensitivity in the eye, and the body-
sensitivity in the eye, we then follow the same procedure for the remaining organs: now, continue 
with the ear. 
 
(3) The ear sensitivity (sota pasāda): it is sensitive to sound. Discern a sensitivity in the ear. Then, 
listen: if a sound impinges on the sensitivity, that is an ear sensitivity (of an ear decad-cluster). Then, 
discern the body sensitivity as we did with the eye in 1 above. 
 
(4) The nose sensitivity (ghāna pasāda): it is sensitive to smell. Discern a sensitivity in the nose. Then, 
smell the odour of a group of material clusters nearby. If it impinges on the sensitivity, that sensitivi-
ty is a nose sensitivity (of a nose decad-cluster). Discern the body decad-cluster as we have done for 
the eye and for the ear. 
 
(5) The tongue sensitivity (jivhā pasāda): it is sensitive to taste. Discern a sensitivity in the tongue. 
Then, taste the flavour of a group of material clusters nearby. If it impinges on the sensitivity, that 
sensitivity is a tongue-sensitivity (of a tongue decad-cluster). Discern the body decad-cluster as we 
have done for the eye, ear and nose. 
 
 Once we have analysed the 2 types of sensitivity in each of the 4 other sense-organs, we need 
also to see that the body-sensitivity (in the body decad-clusters) is also found in the heart. Having 
done that, we have analysed all 5 types of sensitive materiality. 
 
12.3.2 How we analyse sex materiality 
 Sex decad-clusters, too, are found throughout the 6 sense-organs, and are also mixed with the 
sensitive material clusters. A sex decad cluster comprises these 10 elements: (8) the basic 8 elements 
+ (9) life faculty + (10) sex materiality. We discerned sex decad-clusters when we discerned life-facul-
ty. Now we have discerned them in all the 6 sense-organs. 
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12.3.3 The 54 types of materiality of the eye 
 
 12.3.3.1  So far, we have discussed 3 basic types of material clusters (rūpa kalāpa): 
(1)  the decad-clusters of each of the 6 sense-organs (the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and heart), 
(2) the life nonad-clusters, and 
(3)  the octad-clusters. 
 
 The eye, ear, nose, tongue, and heart comprise, as we have seen, 7 types of material clusters, 
with altogether 63 types of materiality. Take the eye, for example: 
 

(1)  eye decad-clusters       10 types of materiality 
(2)  body decad-clusters      10 types 
(3)  sex decad-clusters       10 types 
(4)  life nonad-clusters       9 types 
(5)  consciousness-born octad-clusters   8 types 
(6)  temperature-born octad-clusters   8 types 
(7)  nutriment-born octad-clusters    8 types. 
 

Thus, we have: 10 + 10 + 10 + 9 + 8 + 8 + 8 = 63. The same equation applies respectively for the ear, 
the nose, the tongue, and the heart (the mind-base).  

Since the body has only its own type of decad-clusters and sex decad-clusters, it has in all only 53 
types of materiality, thus: 10 + 10 + 9 + 8 + 8 + 8 = 53. 
 
 12.3.3.2  However, when analysing the materiality of each sense-organ, Buddhaghosa (in the 
Visuddhi,magga) says that we should look at only 6 types of material clusters (that is, omit the life 
nonad-clusters). We should concentrate on only 54 types of materiality (63 - 9 = 54).248 As for the life 
nonad-clusters, we will discern in another way later. Since one of the 6 types of material cluster is (as 
we have just seen) the body decad-cluster, when we analyse the materiality of the body itself (out-
side the eye, ear, nose, tongue and heart), we can analyse only 5 types of material clusters, only 44 
types of materiality. 
 Let us then look at the said 54 types of materiality of, for example, the eye. The 6 types of mater-
ial clusters in the eye are first the 3 types of material clusters we have just discerned and analysed, 
totalling 30 types of materiality, as follows: 
  

(1)  the eye decad-cluster [12.2.6.1 n]: it is sensitive to colour, has eye-sensitivity, and is karma-born. 
(2)  the body decad-cluster:249 it is sensitive to tangible objects (earth, fire and wind elements), has 

body-sensitivity, and is karma-born. [12.3.1.1] 
(3) The sex decad-cluster [12.3.2]: it is non-sensitive, and karma-born. 
 
 12.3.3.3  And then there are 3 more types of material cluster, with 8 types of materiality each, 
totalling 24 (3 x 8 = 24). They are the 3 types of nutritive-essence octad-cluster, which are non-sensi-
tive: 
 

(1) The consciousness-born nutritive-essence octad-cluster   cittaja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa 
(2) The temperature-born nutritive-essence octad-cluster   utuja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa 
(3) The nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-cluster    āhāraja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa 
 

 
248 The life nonad-clusters are included in only the analysis of what is called the 42 parts of the body, ie, 32 

body-parts + 4 modes of fire + 6 modes of wind (Vism 18.6 f/588). Only then, Pa-Auk (keeping to the texts) 
teaches the meditator to discern the life nonad-clusters. Even then, we may, if we wish, include them at this 
point. 

249 The body decad cluster comprises (8) the basic 8 elements + (9) life faculty + (10) body sensitivity. 
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The first 3 types of material cluster (the decad-clusters) are karma-born, whereas the last 3 types of 
material cluster (the octad-clusters) are either temperature-born, consciousness-born, or nutriment-
born. As we have earlier discussed, there are 4 arisings of materiality [11.3.0]. Since we have by now 
discerned the karma-born material clusters, we will discuss how to discern the types of octad-clus-
ters. [13.3.1.3] 
 
12.4 HOW WE SEE CONSCIOUSNESS-BORN MATERIALITY250 
 
12.4.1  As already mentioned [11.3.2], every single consciousness that arises dependent on heart- 
materiality (apart from the rebirth-linking consciousness) produces a great number of consciousness-
born nutritive essence octad-clusters (cittaja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa). They are non-sensitive clusters 
that pervade the whole body. 
 
12.4.2  That is why, if we concentrate on the bhavaṅga [12.2.3.3], we will see many consciousnesses 
dependent on heart-materiality producing material clusters. If this is not clear, concentrate again on 
the bhavaṅga, and again wiggle one of our fingers [12.4.2]. We will then see a large number of mat-
erial clusters being produced because the mind wants to wiggle the finger. And we will see that such 
material clusters can arise anywhere in the body. 
 
12.5 HOW WE SEE TEMPERATURE-BORN MATERIALITY 
 
12.5.1.  As already mentioned [11.3.3], the fire element (tejo) is also called temperature (utu), and is 
found in all material clusters. The fire element of all material clusters produces temperature-born 
nutritive-essence octad-clusters (utuja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa). They themselves contain the fire 
element, which produces further temperature-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters. We need to 
see that this process takes place in all the types of material cluster in each sense-organ. 
 
12.5.2  First, discern the fire element in, for example, an eye decad-cluster. Then, see that it pro-
duces temperature-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters: that is the 1st generation. Then, discern 
the fire element in a material cluster of that 1st generation of temperature-born nutritive-essence 
octad-clusters, and see that it, too, reproduces: that is, the 2nd generation. In this way, see that the 
fire element in the eye decad-cluster (which is itself karma-born) [11.3.1] reproduces through 4 or 5 
generations, depending on the strength of the food and the power of the karma. [11.3.3.1] 
 We need to see that this process takes place for each type of material cluster in each sense-
organ, and must ourself see how many generations of temperature-born nutritive-essence octad-
clusters each type of material clusters produces. 
 
12.6 How we see nutriment-born materiality 
 
12.6.1 Nutriment and clusters 
  
 12.6.1.1  As already mentioned [11.3.4], those parts of our body, namely, food in the mouth, un-
digested food, digested food (chyme), faeces, urine, blood and pus, are nothing but inanimate tem-
perature-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters. The body’s digestive heat (which is most active in the 
alimentary canal) is just the fire element of life nonad-clusters (jīvita navaka kalāpa), which are 
karma-born. [11.3.1] 
  
 12.6.1.2  When the nutritive essence of the temperature-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters 
meets with the digestive heat, further materiality is produced, namely, nutriment-born nutritive-

 
250 Pa-Auk 2019:112-116. 
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essence octad-clusters (āhāraja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa). They themselves have nutriment-born nutri-
tive essence (āhāraja ojā) which reproduces in the same way through many generations.  
  
 12.6.1.3  Nutriment taken in one day reproduces like this for up to a week, during which time it 
also supports the nutritive essence in karma-born, consciousness-born and temperature-born mater-
ial clusters, as well as preceding nutriment-born material clusters [11.3.1]. Divine nutriment (of the 
sense-world devas), it is said, reproduces for up to 1-2 months. [11.3.4.3] 
 
12.6.2 Eating and clusters 
  
 12.6.2.1  In order to see nutriment clusters, we need to meditate while eating, that is, having 
emerged from deep meditation we chew some food during access concentration. Of course, some 
food should be ready for us, safely stored in a covered bowl before us. Once we are ready, we mind-
fully chew the food. 
 We will then see the nutriment-born material clusters spreading throughout the body, pervading 
from the entire alimentary canal: the mouth, the throat, the stomach and the intestines. First, we 
discern the 4 elements in the newly chewed food in those places, and see the material clusters there. 
 We go on visualizing them, until we see that when the digestive heat (the fire element of the life 
nonad-clusters) meets the nutritive essence of the newly eaten food (temperature-born nutritive-
essence octad-clusters), many generations of nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters are 
produced, which spread throughout the body.  
 Notice that they are non-sensitive, and contain the 8 types of materiality. We can also see these 
things after we have eaten, in which case we analyse the undigested food in the stomach and intes-
tines. 
 
 12.6.2.2  Then, see what happens when it meets the karma-born nutritive essence of the eye 
decad-clusters. Together with the digestive heat, it causes the nutritive essence of the eye decad-
clusters to produce 4 or 5 generations of nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters.251 The 
number of generations produced depends on the strength of both kinds of the nutritive essences.  
 Again, in those 4 or 5 generations of material clusters, there is temperature. Try again to discern 
that at its standing phase, it too reproduces through many generations. 
 Try also to discern that when the nutriment-born nutritive essence meets the nutritive essence 
of the eye’s karma-born body- and sex decad-clusters, 4 or 5 generations of nutriment-born nutri-
tive-essence octad-clusters are produced. In these many generations, too, the temperature repro-
duces through many generations. 
 
 12.6.2.3  Furthermore, when the nutriment-born nutritive essence meets the nutritive essence 
of the eye’s consciousness-born nutritive-essence octad-cluster 2 or 3 generations of nutriment-
born nutritive-essence octad-clusters are produced, and in also these generations, the temperature 
reproduces through many generations. 
 And again, there are 2 types of nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-cluster: preceding and 
succeeding. When the preceding nutriment-born nutritive-essence meets the succeeding nutritive-
essence of nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters and the digestive heat, 10 to 12 genera-
tions of nutriment-born nutritive-essence octad-clusters are produced: the temperature there, too, 
reproduces over many generations. In every case, the nutritive essence of any material cluster (born 
of either karma, consciousness, temperature or nutriment) reproduces only when it is supported by 
digestive heat. 

 
251 The nutriment-born nutritive-essence and digestive heat are the supporting cause, and the nutritive-

essence of the eye decad clusters is the generating cause. 
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 Having discerned all the types of nutritive-essence octad-clusters in the eye, how they reproduce, 
and how the materiality of the material clusters that they produce also reproduce, we will have dis-
cerned all 54 types of materiality in the eye [12.3.3].  
 We should then do the same for all the types of materiality in the remaining 5 sense-organs: the 
ear, nose, tongue, body and heart. 
 
12.7 OVERVIEW 
 

12.7.1 The full practice   
  

 12.7.1.1  Thus far, we have briefly discussed how to analyse material clusters, but the actual 
practice entails much more. For example, in the full practice, we analyse all the 42 parts of the body 
mentioned in the Dhātu Vibhaṅga Sutta (M 140): 20 earth-, 12 water-, 4 fire- and 6 wind-element 
parts, thus:252 
 

• earth 20 the skin pentad, the kidney pentad, the lungs pentad, the dung pentad 
• water 12 fat sestad, urine sestad 
• fire 4 warming heat, maturing heat, burning heat, digestive heat 
• wind 6 up-going wind, down-going wind, stomach wind, gut winds, limb winds, in-and-out-

breaths 
 

This full practice needs the proper guidance of an experienced meditation teacher. 
 

 12.7.1.2  By diligent and systematic practice, we will progress to become proficient in the dis-
cernment of material clusters, born of the 4 causes: karma, consciousness, temperature, and nutri-
ment. With the full discernment of materiality, we have only studied the 1st part of the 1st Vipassana 
Knowledge, that of Mentality-Materiality Definition Knowledge (nāma,rūpa pariccheda,ñāṇa), that 
is, defining name and form.253 
 A most comprehensive Abhidhamma list is that of the 16 Insight Knowledges (soļasa vipassana 
ñāṇa):254 
 

 (1) Knowledge of the Definition of Mentality and Materiality  nāma,rūpa pariccheda ñāṇa 
 (2) Knowledge of Discernment of Conditions      paccaya pariggaha ñāṇa 
 (3) Knowledge that is Comprehension (of the 5 aggregates)   sammasana ñāṇa 
 (4) Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing (of formations)    udaya-b,baya ñāṇa 
 (5) Knowledge of the Dissolution (of formations)     bhaṅga ñāṇa 
 (6) Knowledge of the Fearful (viz, the dissolving states)    bhaya ñāṇa 
 (7) Knowledge of Dangers (viz, the fearful states)     ādīnava ñāṇa 
 (8) Knowledge that is Revulsion (with all formations)    nibbidā ñāṇa 
 (9) Knowledge that is the Desire for Freedom      muñcitu,kamyatā ñāṇa 

(10)  Knowledge that is Reflective Contemplation      paṭisaṅkha ñāṇa 
(11)  Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations     saṅkhār’upekkhā ñāṇa 
(12)  Conformity Knowledge            anuloma ñāṇa 
(13)  Knowledge that is the Change of Lineage       gotra,bhū ñāṇa 
(14)  Path Knowledge             magga ñāṇa 
(15)  Fruition Knowledge            phala ñāṇa 
(16)  Review Knowledge            paccavekkhaṇa ñāṇa 

 
252 M 140,16 f/3:241 (SD 4.17). 
253 According to Abhidhamma, there are altogether 16 Vipassana Knowledges 
254 An early set of 9 knowledges is given in Pm 1:1. A set of 11 knowledges is found at Vism 20.93-21.136/630-

671. Abhidhamm’attha,saṅgaha list 11 knowledges (Abhs 9.25; Abhs:BRS 344-347, 351-356; Abhs:SR 210 f; 
Abhs:WG 346). Paṭisambhidā,magga, incorporating the 8 knowledges, gives a more comprehensive list of 16 
knowledges (soļasa,ñāṇa) (Pm 1; Vism 18.1-22.31/587-678). 
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  12.7.1.3  Brief explanations of the 16 Insight Knowledges255 
 

 (1) The Knowledge of the Definition of Mentality and Materiality, says the Anguttara Comment-
ary, is the 1st 7 Knowledges beginning with “the Knowledge and Vision of True Reality” (yathā,bhūta,-
ñāṇa,dassana), that is, a “tender” (or nascent) insight (taruṇa,vipassanā). In “revulsion and dispas-
sion” (nibbidā,virāga), revulsion is “strong insight’ (balava,vipassanā) and dispassion the path. “Know-
ledge and vision of freedom” (vimutti,ñāṇa.dassana) are respectively the freedom of fruition and 
review Knowledge. (AA 3:229) 
  (2) The Knowledge of Discernment of Conditions is basically a good understanding that nothing 
happens from a single cause (definitely not a “1st cause”), nor by accident, nor by predetermination, 
but by way of conditionality (paccayatā), that is, how all states (dhamma) relate to one another, with 
multiple conditions causing multiple effects, which, in turn, become causes, and so on. This causes-
effects connection happens in any of 3 ways. The first is the conditioning state (paccaya,dhamma); 
the second, the conditioned state (paccay’uppanna,dhamma); the third the conditioning force (pac-
caya,satti).256 
  (3) The Knowledge that is Comprehension is a full knowledge of the 5 aggregates (form, feeling, 
perception, formations and consciousness) by way of the 3 characteristics (impermanence, suffering 
and nonself).257 The 10 Knowledges beginning with this (3-12) form the “10 Insight Knowledges” (dasa 
vipassana ñāṇa) in the Abhidhammattha,saṅgaha.258 
 (4) The Knowledge of Rise and Fall (of Formations) is the Knowledge that precedes the imper-
fections of insight. When the imperfections have been removed, insight now grows in strength and 
clarity. This Knowledge occurs in 2 phases. During the 1st, the “tender” Knowledge of rise and fall, as 
the process of contemplation gains momentum, 10 “imperfections of insight” (vipassan’upakkilesa) 
arise in us, the meditator. We may see an aura (obhāsa) emanating from our body. We feel great 
zest (pīti), tranquillity (passaddhi) and happiness (sukha). Our resolution (adhimokkha) grows; we 
make a great exertion (paggaha); our Knowledge (ñāṇa) ripens; there is steady mindfulness (upaṭ-
ṭhāna); and we develop unshakable equanimity (upekkhā). But underlying all these experiences, 
there is a subtle attachment (nikanti): we enjoy them and cling to them.  
 (5) The Knowledge of the Dissolution arises when our understanding grows, and we no longer 
attend to the arising and ceasing of formations, but attend only to their cessation. 
 (6) The Knowledge of the Fearful arises when we extend our understanding of dissolution to all 
the 3 periods of time, and realizes all this dissolving occurs in all the realms of this universe, even the 
highest: this is fearful! 
 (7)  The Knowledge of Dangers arises from seeing these fearful dissolving states as utterly desti-
tute of any essence or satisfaction, as being nothing but dangerous. There is only security in what is 
free from arising and ceasing, that is, the unconditioned. 
 (8)  The Knowledge that is Revulsion arises when we are shocked and would have nothing to do 
(atammaya) with any of these dangerous states, that is, the formations. 
  (9)  The Knowledge that is the Desire for Freedom is the ensuing desire for being free from all 
this world of formations, of escaping from them all. 

   (10)  The Knowledge that is Reflective Contemplation is when we re-examine these formations, 
seeing their true nature of impermanence, suffering, nonself in various ways—like knowing the 
enemies so that we are far out of their range. 

 
255 On how the insight knowledges are related to “purification” (visuddhi), see SD 28.3 (1.3). Abhs:BRS 346 f, 

353-356. See also BDict: visuddhi. 
256 Vism 19.1-13/598-600. Karunadasa 2010:265. 
257 Pm 1:53 f, qu at Vism 20.6-20/607 f. 
258 The 10 knowledges beginning with this (3-12) form the “10 insight knowledges” (dasa vipassana ñāṇa) in 

Abhs9.25 (Abhd:BRS 346 f). 
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 (11)  The Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations is when we, having reflected, see no-
thing in the formations to be taken as “I, me, mine,” so that both fear and delight are abandoned; 
we simply look on with a calm steady even mind. 

   (12)  The Conformity Knowledge (also rendered as “adaptation”) arises in the sense-sphere con-
sciousness preceding the “change of lineage” consciousness in the cognitive process of the supra-
mundane path. It conforms to the functions of truth both in the preceding 8 kinds of Insight Know-
ledge and in the path attainment to follow.259 
  (13)  The Knowledge that is the Change of Lineage arises at the moment of breakthrough into 
the path (viz, streamwinning).260 This consciousness, taking nirvana as its object, breaks us out of the 
class of worldlings awakening us into the lineage of the noble path.  
  (14)  The Path Knowledge arises immediately following the change of lineage (streamwinning), 
when we fully understand the truth that is suffering, abandoning its arising (craving), realizing its 
ceasing (nirvana), and entering into the cognitive process of dhyana.          
  (15)  The Fruition Knowledge is the awareness that, following the preceding, 2-3 moments of 
fruition consciousness arise and cease. Then there is subsidence into the life-continuum (bhavaṅga). 
  (16)  The Review Knowledge occurs for each of the paths as it arises, when we review the path, 
fruition and nirvana. Usually (not invariably) we also review the defilements abandoned and the 
defilements remaining. Thus, there are a maximum of 19 kinds of Review Knowledge: 5 each for the 
first 3 paths, and only 4 for the final path (since the arhat, full liberated, has no more defilements 
remaining to be reviewed). 
 
12.7.2 Discernment of materiality: overview 
 
 12.7.2.1  Let us now summarize the discernment of materiality (rūpa kammaṭṭhāna): 
 

• To see the material clusters (rūpa kalāpa), we develop concentration up to at least access concen-
tration by concentrating on the 4 elements: earth, water, fire, and wind. [12.1] 

• When we can see the material clusters, we analyse them to see all the different types of material-
ity in single material clusters, for example, in one eye decad-cluster, we must see earth, water, fire, 
wind, colour, smell, taste, nutritive-essence, life-faculty, and eye sensitivity. [12.2] 

• With the brief method, we discern the different types of materiality in one sense-organ, and then 
do the same for the remaining 5 sense-organs. [12.3] 

• With the detailed method, we discern all the types of materiality in all 42 parts of the body. [12.7.1] 
 

 When we have completed the discernment of materiality, we will be skillful enough to see all the 
elements of all the 6 sense-organs at once, and see also all the 42 parts of the body [12.7.1.1] at once. 
This was what we were aiming at as we progressed through the meditation, going from element to 
element, and then from sense-organ to sense-organ: from the easier practice to the more difficult 
one. 

 
 12.7.2.2  There are 2 ways in which we look at the elements: We may look at them individually, 
as one, two, three, four, and so on, up to ten, or we may look at all 10 at once, at a glance. Take a 
rainbow, for example, with bands of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. We may look 
at the individual colours, or we may view the entire rainbow with all its colours. When we are able to 
see all the elements at a glance, they become our object for vipassana: we see all the elements as 
impermanent, suffering and nonself.261 

 
259 See SD 28.3 (1.4). 
260 Technically, the moment of entry into dhyana or breakthrough into the path (viz, streamwinning). While 

the former is temporary, the latter is transformative. 
261 For details, see Pa-Auk: 2019:209-240 Talk 7, How to develop the Vipassana Knowledges to see nibbana. 
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 But if, even after completing the discernment of materiality, we are still unable to see them all 
at once, we see them individually, one-by-one, in sequence, do it again and again, and then try to 
see them all at a glance. In other words, there are 2 ways of discerning: as a group (kalāpa sammā-
sana) (Vism 20.1) and as a natural sequence (anupada) (Anupada Sutta, M 111).262 
 This completes our discussion of the materiality meditation-subject (rūpa kammaṭṭhāna). In the 
next section, we will go on to discuss the mentality meditation subject (nāma kammaṭṭhāna). 
 
12.8 MATERIALITY AND MENTALITY: AN OVERVIEW 
 
12.8.1 The 5 aggregates as materiality and mentality 
 
 12.8.1.1 Having completed a study on how to discern materiality (rūpa), we are now ready to 
discern mentality (nāma). At this point, it is helpful to see how both materiality and mentality are 
intimately related in a teaching with which we are very familiar, the 5 aggregates (pañca-k,khandha): 
form, feeling, perception, formations and consciousness. The “aggregates analysis” in the Abhidham-
ma is as follows:263 
 

(1)  the aggregate of form (rupa-k,khandha) is broken down into 28 material dharmas (rūpa 
dhamma) or types of materiality. [Table 12.8; Abhs ch 6] 

(2-4) the aggregates of feeling, perception and formations are together arranged into 52 mental 
factors (cetasika): hence, with 1 consciousness + 52 mental factors = 53 types of mentality. 
[Table 13; Abhs ch 2] 

(5)  consciousness is counted as 1 item with 89 varieties, and is referred to as “mind” or “con-
sciousness” (citta).264 [13.1.1.3; Abhs ch 1] 

 

 12.8.1.2  Numbering of teachings are common to both canonical Buddhism as well as in Abhi-
dhamma scholasticism. While in the suttas, such numbers tend to be significantly smaller and inci-
dental, the Abhidhamma numberings tend to be larger and more frequent. It’s not easy remember-
ing such numbers and what they represent—but that is not their purpose.  
 We should begin by remembering sets of teachings rather than the numbers of this or that. 
When we see how these teaching sets relate to one another, their contexts help us to better remem-
ber what they are and how they function. Making some short clear notes on the lists themselves are 
likely to help us remember them better, too. The idea is not to merely remember lists, but rather to 
understand their contexts, how the connect with other teachings and work together. 
 
12.8.2 No “radical pluralism” 
 

 12.8.2.1  One of the most interesting aspects of our study of the Pa-Auk method is his explana-
tion of the material clusters (kalāpa). However, this should not give us the wrong impression that 
“ultimate reality” is made up of so many parts—nothing is farther from the truth. The “parts” are 
our own concepts for understanding that ultimate reality. This is simply viewing reality by way of 
analysis (bheda).  
 A common misunderstanding of the dhamma theory of the Theravāda Abhidhamma is that it 
comes to some kind of “radical pluralism.” Nyanaponika, in his Abhidhamma Studies, warns that, “… 
it has been a regular occurrence in the history of physics, metaphysics and psychology that when a 
Whole has been successfully dissolved by analysis, the resultant ‘parts’ themselves come again to be 
regarded as little ‘Wholes’” (1976:71), that this can and has happened in Buddhism, even today.265 

 
262 Vism 2.01/606; M 111/3:25-29 (SD 56.4). Both are mentioned in Subcomy (DhsMṬ:Be 109). See also Pa-

Auk 2019:149-154 Q&A 4.6. 
263 Karunadasa 2010:19. 
264 Dhs 5 f (mātikā), 209 (Dhs:F 295). 
265 See Karunadasa 2010:19 f. 
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 Pa-Auk himself reminds us that these material clusters themselves are not the ultimate reality. 
We need to look deeper through these clusters into the nature of the 4 elements (earth, water, fire, 
wind) acting on this clusters. The ultimate reality is the impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and non-
self that we see in them, and in all conditioned things. [11.2.1.2; 12.2.2.1] 
 
 

Table 12.8 The 28 types of materiality (Pa-Auk 2019:137 Table 2a) 
 

THE 4 GREAT ESSENTIALS        mahā,bhūta:266  
Concrete materiality  nipphanna,rūpa267 
(1) earth element                pathavī,dhātu 
(2) water element                     āpo,dhātu 
(3) fire element                         tejo,dhatū 
(4) wind element                     vāyo,dhatu 

⇓ 
24 TYPES OF DERIVED MATERIALITY (upādāya,rūpa) 

 

concrete materiality (nipphanna,rūpa)268[*] 
 
 

field materiality (gocara,rūpa) 
(objective materiality) 
(1) colour                                      vaṇṇa 
(2) sound                                      sadda 
(3) smell                                     gandha 
(4) taste                                           rasa 
(touch phoṭṭhabba):* 
(1) nutritive essence*                      ojā 
(2) life faculty*                   jīvit’indriya 
(3) heart materiality*     hadaya,rūpa 

 

sensitive materiality (pasāda,rūpa) 
(subjective materiality) 
(1) eye sensitivity                               cakkhu,pasāda 
(2) ear sensitivity                                    sota,pasāda 
(3) nose sensitivity                              ghāna,pasāda 
(4) tongue sensitivity                             jivhā,pasāda 
(5) body sensitivity                                 kāya,pasāda 
sex materiality (bhava-rūpa):* 
(1) male sex-materiality             purisa,bhāva,rūpa 
(2) female sex-materiality             itthi,bhāva,rūpa 
 

 

non-concrete materiality (anipphanna,rūpa)269[**] 
 

(1) space element**        ākāsa,dhātu 
(2) bodily intimation      kāya,viññatti 
(3) verbal intimation       vacī,viññatti 
(4) lightness**                            lahutā 
(5) softness                               mudutā 

  (6) wieldiness**                                  kammaññatā 
  (7) generation**                                          upacaya 
  (8) continuity**                                              santati 
  (9) decay                                                            jaratā 
(10) impermanence**                                  aniccatā 
 

 
 

 
266 At the end of discerning materiality, the meditator will have examined all types of concrete materiality 

(the 4 great elements + 1st 14 types of derived materiality), and time of the 10 types of non-concrete material-
ity [“generality”]. 

267 Nipphanna, lit, “concretely produced.” See Karunadasa 2010:160. 
268 [*] TOUCH: the object of body-consciousness is not an element on its own, but comprises 3 of the 4 great 

elements: earth-, water-, fire- and wind-element. NUTRITIVE ESSENCE is also called nutriment materiality (āhāra,-
rūpa). LIFE FACULTY, also called life materiality (jīvita,rūpa). HEART MATERIALITY, also called heart base (hadaya,vat-
thu). SEX MATERIALITY, also called sex faculty (indriya). This list of alternate names is not exhaustive. 

269 [**] Anipphanna, lit, “non-concretely produced.” SPACE ELEMENT: delimitation, boundary of rūpa,kalāpa, 
separating one from the other. LIGHTNESS/SOFTNESS/WIELDINESS: exist only in consciousness-, temperature-, and 
nutriment-born materiality. GENERATION: generation of the foetus’ physical faculties: discerned only when dis-
cerning dependent arising [1.4.2.2]. CONTINUITY: generation of materiality thereafter; IMPERMANENCE: the dissol-
ution (bhaṅga) of materiality. 
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 12.8.2.2  While it is true that all the first 6 books of the canonical Abhidhamma, beginning with 
the Dhamma,saṅgaṇī, deal with reality from the analytical viewpoint, the teaching of the dhamma 
theory also applies the method of synthesis (saṅgaha), which is characterized by the Paṭṭhāna, the 
7th and last book of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka. 
 In our study of the Pa-Auk method, too, we have been studying, in some detail, how to train our-
selves to analyse both materiality (rūpa) and mentality (nāma) into material clusters. Towards the 
end of the study, we also look into how ultimate reality can be studied and seen through synthesis, 
by way of conditioned relations of the dharmas. We will then have applied the methods of both 
analysis and synthesis. 
 

13 Discerning mentality (nāma kammaṭṭhāna) 
 
13.0  MENTAL FACTORS (CETASIKA) 
 
13.0.1  The term cetasika, “mental, related to the mind,” appears as an adjective in the suttas. In the 
Abhidhamma, it takes the sense of the noun, mental factors (cetasika) which are mental concomi-
tants that accompany, in various combinations, the mind and its 6 sense-consciousnesses270 [4.3.2.1].  
 In terms of the “mind-body” (nāma,rūpa) process, the mind is “name (naming process)” (nāma) 
and our physical “body” (that is, the 5 physical senses) is rūpa.271 In the Abhidhamma, the former is 
called “mentality” (nāma), the latter “materiality” (rūpa). 
 
13.0.2  According to the Pāli Abhidhamma, there are 52 mental factors, of which 25 are either karm-
ically wholesome or neutral, 14 are karmically unwholesome, and 13 are simply neutral. Out of the 
52 types of mental factors, 7 are invariably associated with all moments of consciousness—con-
sciousness cannot arise without these 7 all being present: (1) sensory contact (phassa), (2) feeling 
(vedanā), (3) perception (saññā), (4) volition (cetanā), (5) concentration (samādhi), (6) vitality (jīvita), 
and (7) attention (manasikāra), constituting the advertence of the mind toward an object.272 
 
13.1 THE 4 ASPECTS OF MENTALITY 
 
13.1.1 Consciousness and mental factors 
 
 13.1.1.1  We have thus far learned about the 4-element meditation [8.7] and also how to ana-
lyse the material clusters (rūpa,kalāpa) [12.2]. In other words, we have learned meditation in terms 
of discerning materiality (rūpa kammaṭṭhāna). Here, we shall briefly discuss how to discern mental-
ity (nāma kammaṭṭhāna), which is the next stage in vipassana meditation.273 

To begin with, we need to know, in simple terms, how Abhidhamma views the mind before we 
learn how to discern mentality. Ahidhamma, traditionally uses citta—which usually means “mind” in 
the suttas—to refer to “consciousness” (which is usually viññāṇa in the suttas). According to the 
Abhidhamma, consciousness knows its object, and its mental factors (cetasika) that arise with that 
consciousness.  

 
13.1.1.2  There are 52 mental factors [13.0], for example: contact (phassa), feeling (vedanā), percep-
tion (saññā), volition (cetanā), one-pointedness (ek’aggatā), life-faculty (jīvit’indriya), and attention 

 
270 On the 6 senses, see Saḷ-āyatana Vibhaṅga S (M 137/3:216-222), SD 29.5. 
271 On the physical body, see Rūpa, SD 17.2a. 
272 On the 52 mental factors (cetasika): SD 17.1a (4.3); also Abhs ch 2 (tr Abhs:BRS 76-110) 
273 Technically, “vipassana,” esp in its modern scholastic sectarian sense can refer to all the 16 insight 

knowledges. However, in terms of study or theory, any or all of the first 3, being broad concepts, are what we 
are dealing with. [12.7.1.2] 
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(manasikāra).274 There are even more consciousnesses: a total of 89 types of consciousness275 
[13.1.1.3], and they can be classified according to whether they are wholesome, unwholesome or  
 
 
Table 13. The 52 mental factors (Abhs:BRS 79 Table 2.1; details 77-91) [SD 17.2a (Table 10)] 
  

 
274 Abhidhamma is characteristically numerical; hence, we speak of 1 consciousness (citta) + 52 mental 

factors (cetasika) = 53 types of mentality (nāma). 
275 For these 89 types of consciousness, see Pa-Auk 2019:9 f. 

ETHICALLY VARIABLES 

 (añña,samāna,cetasika)—13 
 

 universals (sabba,citta,sādhāraṇa)—7 
 

(1) contact           phassa 
(2) feeling           vedanā 
(3) perception             saññā 
(4) volition           cetanā 
(5) one-pointedness        ekaggatā 
(6) life faculty   jīvit’indriya 
(7) attention  manasikāra 

 

  occasionals (pakiṇṇaka)—6 
 

(8) initial application          vitakka 
(9) sustained application              vicāra 

(10) decision adhimokkha 
(11) energy             viriya 
(12) zest                 pīti 
(13) desire          chanda 
 

UNWHOLESOME FACTORS 

(akusala.cetasika)—14 
 

unwholesome universals—4 
 

(14)  delusion               moha 
(15)  shamelessness             ahirika 
(16)  lack of moral fear       anottappa 
(17)  restlessness        uddhacca 

 

unwholesome occasionals—10 
 

(18)  greed               lobha 
(19)  (wrong) view               diṭṭhi 
(20)  conceit               māna 
(21)  hatred                 dosa 
(22)  envy                   issā 
(23)  avarice     macchariya 
(24)  worry         kukkucca 
(25)  sloth                ṭhīna 
(26)  torpor            middha 
(27)  doubt         vicikicchā 

BEAUTIFUL FACTORS—25 
beautiful universals (sobhana,sādhāraṇa)—19 
 

(28)  faith          saddhā 
(29)  mindfulness                      sati 
(30)  moral ṣhame                        hiri 
(31)  moral fear                ottappa 
(32)  non-greed                  alobha 
(33)  non-hatred                  adosa 
(34)  neutrality of mind                    tatra,majjhattatā 
(35)  tranquillity of mental body         kaya,passaddhi 
(36)  tranquillity of consciousness      citta,passaddhi 
(37)  lightness of mental body                   kaya,lahutā 
(38)  lightness of consciousness                citta,lahutā 
(39)  malleability of mental body           kaya,mudutā 
(40)  malleability of consciousness         citta.mudutā 
(41)  wieldiness of mental body    kāya,kammaññatā 
(42)  wieldiness of consciousness citta,kammaññatā 
(43)  proficiency of mental body       kaya,pāguññatā 
(44)  proficiency of consciousness     citta,pāguññatā 
(45)  rectitude of mental body                  kāy’ujjukatā 
(46)  rectitude of consciousness               citt’ujjukatā 
 

abstinences (virati)—3 
 

(47) right speech                       sammā,vācā 
(48) right action                               sammā,kammanta 
(49) right livelihood                                    sammā ājīva 
 

illimitables (appamaññā)—2 
 

(50) compassion                                                    karuṇā 
(51) mental joy                                                      muditā 
 

non-delusion (amoha)—1 
 

(52) wisdom faculty                                   paññ’[indriya 
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indeterminate; according to their sphere of existence, the sense-sphere, the form sphere, the formless 
sphere; and according to whether they are mundane or supramundane.276 

We may, however, speak of just 2 basic types of consciousness:277 
 

(1)  the consciousness of the mental process, and 
(2)  the “process-free” consciousness [12.2.3.4] outside the mental process: those at death, rebirth, 

and of the life-continuum (bhavaṅga). 
 

 13.1.1.3  The 89 consciousnesses 
 If we understand the suttas as defining the 1st noble truth in terms of the 8 kinds of suffering,278 
then, the Abhidhamma defines it as all the kinds of consciousness there are, all 89 of them. Now, in 
the 5 physical sense-bases, there arises the 2 types of consciousness (the wholesome and the un-
wholesome), “2 x 5 consciousnesses” (dve pañca viññāṇa): 
  

(1)  wholesome resultant consciousnesses (kusala vipāka viññāṇa): eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue- and 
body consciousness: the 1st 5 types of consciousness. 

(2)  unwholesome resultant consciousnesses (akusala vipāka viññāṇa): eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue- and 
body consciousness: the 2nd 5 types of consciousness. 

 
 This gives us a total of 10 types of consciousness. In the heart-base arise all other types of con-
ciousness: 
 
• 12 types of unwholesome consciousness (akusala citta): 8 greed-rooted, 2 hate-rooted, and 2 

delusion-rooted. 
• 8 types of rootless consciousness (ahetuka citta): the 2 types of receiving consciousness, the 3 

types of investigating consciousness, the 5-door adverting consciousness, the mind-door advert-
ing consciousness, and the arhat’s smile-producing consciousness. (Together with the 10 “2 x 5 
consciousnesses” just mentioned, there are in total 18 types of rootless consciousness.) 

• 24 types of sense-sphere beautiful consciousness (kāmâvacara sobhana citta): that is, 8 types of 
sense-sphere wholesome consciousness, 8 types of sense-sphere resultant consciousness, and 
the arhat’s 8 types of sense-sphere functional consciousness. 

• 15 types of form-sphere consciousness (rūpâvacara citta): that is, 5 types of dhyana wholesome 
consciousness, the 5 types of dhyana resultant consciousness, and the arhat’s 5 types of dhyana 
functional consciousness. 

• 12 types of formless-sphere consciousness (arūpâvacara citta): that is, the 4 types of formless-
dhyana wholesome consciousness, the 4 types of formless-dhyana resultant consciousness, and 
the arhat’s 4 types of formless-dhyana functional consciousness. 

• 8 types of supramundane consciousness: that is, the 4 types of path-consciousness and 4 types 
of fruition consciousness. 

 
 This gives 89 types of consciousnesses; and whenever any of these types of consciousness arises, 
there also arise their 52 mental factors. Mentality thus comprises 89 types of consciousness and 52 
types of mental factors. They are, along with materiality (form or the body), included in the noble 
truth of suffering.279 

 
276 The 3 spheres: (1) the sense-sphere (kāmâvacara): comprises devas, humans, animals, pretas and hells; 

(2) the form (or fine-material) sphere (rūpâvacara): brahma-worlds with only subtle materiality (radiance); (3) 
the formless (or immaterial) sphere (arūpâvacara): no materiality, only mentality. 

277 For details regarding these consciousnesses, see (12.2.3.4) + Table. On the bhavaṅga: 104 (Q&A 3.12) + 
n187. 

278 Dhamma,cakka Pavattana S (S 56.11,5/5:421) SD 1.1. 
279 For further details on the 89 consciousnesses, see Abhs ch 1 (Abhs:BRS 23-75; on the 52 mental factors, 

Abhs ch 2 (Abhs:BRS 76-113). 
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13.1.2 Mental processes  
 

13.1.2.1  There are 6 types of mental processes. The first 5 are the those of the eye-door, ear-
door, nose-door, tongue-door and body-door, whose respective objects are visible forms, sounds, 
smells, tastes and touches. They are together called the “5-door process” (pañca,dvāra vīthi) [13.2.3]. 
The 6th type of process has any of the 6 sense-objects280 as its object, and is called the “mind-door 
process” [13.1.5]. Each mental process comprises a series of different types of consciousnesses at 
work.  
 The consciousnesses in any mental process occur according to its own natural law (citta,niyama).281 
If we want to discern mentality, we must see them as they occur following this natural law. To do so, 
we must first have developed concentration with either the breath meditation, some other samatha 
meditation subject, or the 4-element meditation.  
 If we are a pure-vipassana-vehicle meditator, we must also have completed the discernment of 
materiality before we start on the discernment of mentality. As a samatha-vehicle meditator, how-
ever, we can choose: we may first discern materiality, or first discern the mentality of the form 
dhyanas and formless attainments282 we have entered. However, to discern sense-world mentality, 
we must have first completed the discernment of materiality.283 
 
13.1.3 Discerning name and form (nāma,rūpa) 
 
 13.1.3.1  Mentality is discerned in 4 stages: 
 
(1)  discerning all the types of consciousness (citta) that occur internally; 
(2)  discerning all mental formations associated with all the types of consciousness we are able to 

discern; 
(3)  discerning the sequences of consciousnesses, that is, the mental processes (vīthi) that occur at 

the 6 sense-doors (dvārā); 
(4)  discerning external mentality (bahiddhā) generally. 
 
 In both the suttas and the Abhidhamma, all that we discern or can discern are the 5 aggregates, 
that is, form, feeling, perception, formations and consciousness. “Form” constitutes materiality, such 
as our physical body, and the other 4 aggregates constitute mentality. In our sense-sphere existence, 
we are all dependent on the 5 physical senses, which, however, only work with the mind; hence, we 
have this “body along with its consciousness” (sa,viññāṇaka kāya).284 This is axiomatic to our Abhi-
dhamma training in discerning materiality and mentality: the 2 are closely related (in our existence). 
What we are discerning is our mind-body existence. 
 

13.1.3.2  When we discern our materiality/mentality, our body-mind existence, what do we dis-
cern? The 5 aggregates. The (Dve) Khandha Sutta (S 22.48) famously defines the 5 aggregates using 
a list of 11 categories in this totality formula pericope, thus: 
 
 
 

 
280 For the mind-faculty’s taking of all objects, see Uṇṇābha Brāhmaṇa S (S 48.42), SD 29.3 [12.2.2.5]. 
281 This is one of the 5 “natural laws” (pañca,niyāma) or natural orders; those of; (1) heat or energy 

(utu,niyāma), (2) of seeds or heredity (bīja,niyāma), (3) of karma (kamma,niyāma), (4) of mental processes or 
consciousness (citta,niyāma), and (5) of nature (dhamma,niyāma): SD 5.6 (2).  

282 Ie, the 1st 3 formless attainments, but not the base of neither-perception-nor-non-perception (Vism 18.3 
f/587). 

283 VismMṬ:Be 18.364. 
284 See SD 17.8a (12.3); SD 56.1 (4.3.2.2) n. 
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 And what, bhikshus, are the 5 aggregates of clinging (pañc’upādāna-k,khandha? 
 Bhikshus, whatever kind of form285 there is, whether: 
    (1-3) past, present, future;286       ātītânāgata,paccuppanna 
    (4-5) internal or external;        ajjhattaṁ vā bahiddhā vā 
    (6-7) gross or subtle;         olārikaṁ va sukhumaṁ vā 
    (8-9) inferior or superior;        hīnaṁ vā paṇītaṁ vā 
(10-11) far or near;          yaṁ dūre vā santike vā 
with mental influxes (sâsava),287 subject to clinging (upādāniya).288 
 Bhikshus, whatever kind of feeling … perception … formations …  

Bhikshus, whatever kind of consciousness there is, whether: 
past, present, future; internal or external; gross or subtle; inferior or superior; far or near, 
with mental influxes, subject to clinging: this is called the consciousness aggregate of cling-
ing. 
 These, bhikshus, are called the 5 aggregates of clinging.   (S 22.48/3:47 f), SD 17.1a 

 
 We have already noted that the Abhidhamma defines the 1st noble truth as the 89 kinds of con-
sciousnesses [13.1.1.3]. Here, it defines the same 1st noble truth, as in the suttas, but more broadly, 
as these 11 categories of materiality (rūpa), and the 4 kinds of mentality (nāma): feeling, perception, 
formations and consciousness. 

 
13.1.4 How to discern dhyana mental processes 

 
13.1.4.1  Ideally, we should have attained dhyana, say, with breath meditation, before we start 

to discern mentality, that is, we have already discerned dhyana-consciousnesses and their mental 
factors. There are 2 reasons for this. The 1st reason is that having attained dhyana, we have experi-
ence in discerning the 5 dhyana-factors (in the case of the 1st dhyana). The 2nd reason is that the 
dhyana impulsion-consciousnesses (jhāna javana citta) occur many times in succession, and are 
therefore prominent and easy to discern. 

This is in contrast to a sense-sphere process, in which impulsion (javana) occurs only 7 times be-
fore a new mental process occurs.289 Thus, to discern the mentality of dhyana, we should begin by 
getting into the 1st dhyana with, for example, breath meditation until the mental light is bright 
enough. Emerge from it, we then discern the mind-door (bhavaṅga), together with the counter-sign 
(paṭibhāga,nimitta). When the sign appears at the mind-door, discern the mental formations that are 
the 5 dhyana-factors according to their natural characteristics [8.5.2.2; Table 8.2.5.4 f]. 

Practise until we can discern all 5 dhyana-factors all at once in each 1st-dhyana impulsion con-
sciousness. Then, proceed to discern all 34 mental formations [Table 13.1.4]. We begin with either 
consciousness (viññāṇa), contact (phassa) or feeling (vedanā), whichever is most prominent. 

 
 
 
 

 
285 The suttas further define form (rūpa) in 2 ways: objectively, as the 4 elements (dhatu: earth, water, fire, 

wind) [11.5]; subjectively, as the 5 physical sense-faculties (pañc’indriya: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body). As full 
sets, the former become the 6 elements (cha dhātu): the 4 elements, space and consciousness [M 117,13-19 
(SD 4.17)]; the latter, the 6 sense-bases (saļ-āyatana): the 5 sense + the mind [S 35.23 (SD 7.1)]. 

286 The 3 times are here listed in its natural sequence, rather than the Pali grammatical sequence that follows 
“the waxing compound rule,” ie, in a compound, shorter components are listed first. See SD 55.7 (1.2.3.3) n. 

287 “Mental influxes,” āsava. See 8.2.4.1 n. 
288 “That is tainted, that can be clung to,” sâsavaṁ upādānīyaṁ. 
289 Dhyana-processes are mental processes of the form sphere (rūpâvacara) or the formless sphere 

(arūpâvacara). 
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(1) consciousness (citta) 

MENTAL FACTORS 

7 universals (sabba citta sādhāraṇa) 6 occasionals (pakiṇṇaka) 

(1) contact   phassa (1) initial application vitakka 

(2) feeling  vedanā (2) sustained application vicāra 

(3) perception   saññā (3) decision adhimokkha 

(4) volition  cetanā (4) effort (energy)  viriya 

(5) one-pointedness  ekaggatā (5) zest (joy)   pīti 

(6) life faculty  jīvit’indriya (6) desire  chanda 

(7) attention  manasikāra  

19 beautiful universals (sobhana sādhāraṇa) 

(1) faith  saddhā (11) lightness of mind  citta lahutā 

(2) mindfulness  sati (12) flexibility of [mental] body  kāya mudutā 

(3) moral shame  hiri (13) flexibility of mind  citta mudutā 

(4) moral fear   ottapa  (14) wieldiness of (mental) body  kāya kammaññatā 

(5) non-greed  alobha (15) wieldiness of mind  citta kammaññatā 

(6) non-hatred  adosa (16) proficiency of (mental) body  kāya pāguññatā 

(7) even-mindedness tatra majjhattatā (17) proficiency of mind citta pāguññatā 

(8) tranquillity of [mental] body290 kāya passaddhi (18) rectitude of [mental] body  kāy’ujukatā 

(9) tranquillity of mind291 citta passaddhi (19) rectitude of mind  citt’ujukatā 

(10) lightness of (mental) body  kāya lahutā  

(1) non-delusion (amoha): wisdom faculty (paññ’indriya) 
 

Table 13.1.4 The 34 mental formations of the 1st dhyana 
 

 
13.1.4.2  Then, add one mental formation at a time: discern first 1 type, then add one more; so, 

we discern 2 types of mental formations; then, add another, so we see 3; add one more, we see 4, 
and so on, until eventually we see all 34 types of mental formations in each 1st-dhyana impulsion 
consciousness. They are depicted in Table 13.1.4.292 

 
13.1.5 The mind-door process 
  

13.1.5.1  After this, discern all the types of mental formations in the sequence of the 6 types of 
consciousness that comprises a mind-door process of the 1st dhyana, thus:293 
 
 

 
290 “(Mental) body” (kāya) refers to the physical during meditation and for a limited duration thereafter. 
291 I have used “mind” (the usual tr) rather than “consciousness” since this is a broad of physical wellbeing or 

functionality rather than any traditional Abhidhamma mental state or process.  
292 For technical details on the dhyana mental process or “process of absorption javanas in the mind-door” 

(appanā,javana mano,dvāra,vīthi), see Abhs 4.14-23 (Abhs:BRS 167-178). 
293 For technical details of the mind-door process, see Pa-Auk 2019:46 Table 1a The Jhāna-attainment Pro-

cess; also Abhs 4.12 (Abhs:BRS 163-167. On the mind-door cognitive process (details), see SD 19.14 (3+4). 
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(1)  a mind-door adverting consciousness   mano,dvār’āvajjana   12 mental formations 
(2)  a preparatory consciousness     parikamma     34 mental formations 
(3)  an access consciousness      upacāra     34 mental formations 
(4) a conformity consciousness      anuloma     34 mental formations 
(5)  a change-of-lineage consciousness    gotrabhū     34 mental formations 
(6)  an uninterrupted sequence of  

dhyana impulsion-consciousnesses    jhāna javana citta   34 mental formations 
which we have by now already discerned. 
 

To discern all these mental formations, we must (as before) attain the 1st dhyana, such as through 
breath meditation, emerge from it, and again discern both the mind-door (bhav’aṅga) and the coun-
ter-sign (paṭibhāga,nimitta). When the sign appears in the mind-door, discern the dhyana mind-door 
process that has just occurred. We then discern each of the different consciousnesses in the 1st 
dhyana mind-door process, and their 12 or 34 types of mental formations. [Table 13.1.4] 
 

13.1.5.2  After this, to have an understanding of mentality as a whole, we discern the character-
istic common to all mentality (nāma), to all mental formations, that is, the characteristic of naming 
(namana, “bending towards) and holding on to the object, in this case, the counter-sign.  

We need, in the same way, to discern and analyse the mentality of also the 2nd, the 3rd and the 4th 
dhyanas as well as any other dhyanas of other meditation-subjects that we have attained; for exam-
ple, with the perception of foulness dhyana [10.3], the white-kasiṇa dhyana [8.6.2], or lovingkindness 
dhyana [9]. 

 
13.1.5.3  If, however, we have only access concentration, with the 4-element meditation, we 

must begin our discernment of mentality there: we cannot discern the mentality of a dhyana-con-
sciousness without dhyana. In that case, we must use the 4-element meditation to re-establish access 
concentration, where our translucent crystal body [12.1.1] sparkles and emits light. After remaining 
there for some time, we turn to vipassana with a refreshed and clear mind, and discern the mentality 
of that access concentration. 

Having now discerned the different mental processes in all our previous samatha practice, be it 
access or dhyana concentration, we then move on to discern the different mental formations of a 
sense-sphere process (kāmâvacara vīthi). 
 
13.2 HOW TO DISCERN SENSE-SPHERE PROCESSES 
 
13.2.1 Wise attention, unwise attention 
 

13.2.1.1  A dhyana-attainment process (which is a mind-door process of either the form sphere or 
the formless sphere) is always wholesome: it can never be unwholesome. But a sense-sphere process 
(either a 5-door-process or a mind-door process) is either wholesome or unwholesome: it depends on 
whether we applied wise attention (yoniso manasikāra) or unwise attention (ayoniso manasikāra). 
Our attention determines whether a sense-sphere process is wholesome or unwholesome. 
  

13.2.1.2  If we look at an object and know it as materiality, mentality, cause or effect, imperma-
nence, suffering, nonself, or repulsiveness, then our attention is wise attention, and the impulsion 
consciousness is wholesome. 

If we look at an object and see it as a concept, such as a person, man, woman, being, gold, silver, 
or see it as permanence, happiness or self, then our attention is unwise attention, and the impulsion 
consciousness is unwholesome. 

In exceptional cases, however, an impulsion consciousness connected with a concept may be 
wholesome, for example, when practising lovingkindness or mindfully making offerings at a shrine. 
We will see the difference when we discern these mental processes.  
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Table 13.2.2 The mind-door process (with a form294 object as example) (Pa-Auk 2019:166 Table 1b) 
 
 

 
MIND-MOMENT 
citta,k-khaṇa 

 

before the 
mental process 
→→ … →→ 

 
 
 

1 → 

 
 
 

2 → 

 
 
 

3 → 

 
 

 
4 → 

 
 
 

5 → 

 
 
 

6 → 

 
 
 

7 → 

 
 
 

8 → 

 
 
 

9 → 

 
 
 

10 → 
 

 

after the mental 
process 
→→…→→ 

 

OBJECT 
ārammaṇa 

previous life’s 
near-death 
object 

 

form objects 
rup’ārammaṇa 

previous life’s 
near-death 
object 

 
CONSCIOUSNESS 
citta 

 
life-continuum 
bhav’aṅga 

 
 
 

↑│↓ 
 
resultant 
vipāka 

mind-door 
adverting 
mano-dvār’-
āvajjana 

 
impulsion 

javana 

 
registration 
tad-ārammaṇa 

 
life-continuum 
bhav’aṅga 

 
↑│↓ 

1st 
↑│↓ 

2nd 
↑│↓ 

3rd 
↑│↓ 

4th 
↑│↓ 

5th 
↑│↓ 

6th 
↑│↓ 

7th 
↑│↓ 

1st 
↑│↓ 

2nd 
↑│↓ 

 
↑│↓ 

 

functional 
kiriya 

 
karma kamma 

 

resultant 
vipāka 

 

resultant 
vipāka 

 

Sources: DhsA 87 f (kāmâvacara kusala pada,bhājanīyaṁ); DhsA:P 116 f; Abhs 4.17 (Abhs:BRS 163-167); details SD 19.14 (3-4). 
 
 
•  one “consciousness” lasts 1 mind-moment (citta-k,khaṇa) with a 3 stage-cycle, thus ↑│↓ where ↑ means arising, │ presence, and ↓ ceasing,  
•  in between each mental process arises a number of life-continuum consciousnesses (bhav’aṅga citta) [Table 12.2.3.4] 
•  before the mind-door process, there is a 5-door process or some other mind-door process 
 
 
  

 
294 Pa-Auk renders rūpa here as “colour” rather than “form.” 
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13.2.2 How to discern the mind-door process 
 
13.2.2.1  To discern any of the sense-sphere processes, we should begin at a mind-door process 

(mano,dvāra vīthi), because they have fewer types of consciousness. We may start with a wholesome 
mind-door process. Such a process of the sense-sphere consists of a sequence of 3 types of con-
sciousness:295 
 

(1)  a mind-door adverting consciousness  mano,dvār’āvajjana  12 mental formations 
(2)  7-impulsion consciousnesses:296   javana,citta     

if unwholesome,  16/18/19/20/21/22 mental 
formations 

if wholesome              32/33/34/35 mental formations 
(3) 2 registration consciousnesses297 tad-ārammaṇa,citta 34/33/32/12/11 mental forma- 

      tions. 
 

13.2.2.2  First, we discern the mind-door (bhavaṅga), and then the eye-sensitivity in a material 
cluster in the eye.298 When it appears in the mind-door, we cognize it with wise attention, thus: “This 
is eye-sensitivity,” “This is materiality,” “This is impermanent,” “This is suffering,” “This is nonself,” or 
“This is repulsive.” And there will arise a sense-sphere mind-door process. 

Then, to discern the different types of mental formations of that mind-door process’ conscious-
nesses, we proceed as we did with the dhyana mind-door process [13.2.1.1]: begin with either con-
sciousness, feeling or contact: whichever is most prominent.  

Then, add 1 mental formation at a time: discern first 1 type; then, add another, discern 2 types of 
mental formation; add still another, so we see 3; add one more, so we see 4, and so on; until even-
tually we see all 34, 33 or 32 types of mental formations of each consciousness of a sense-sphere 
wholesome mind-door process.  

We should do this again and again until we are satisfied. We thus need to discern the mind-door 
processes that arise when we look at each type of materiality that we examined when we discerned 
materiality (rūpa kammaṭṭhāna).299  
 
13.2.3 The 5-door process 

 

13.2.3.0  Once we have completed discerning the mind-door processes, we should go on to dis-
cern the 5-door processes, starting with the eye-door process.300 Table 13.2.3 gives a simplified 
representation of the 5-door cognitive process for the eye. This applies mutatis mutandis to a cogni-
tive process of any of the 5 sense-doors, that is, the eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue- or body-door. 

 
13.2.3.1  To discern the mental formations of each consciousness in an eye-door process, we 

cause an eye-door process to occur. First, we first discern the eye-sensitivity (eye-door), then the 
mind door (bhavaṅga), and then both at once. Then, concentrate on the colour of a nearby group of 
material clusters as it appears at both doors, and cognize it with wise attention as “This is colour,” 
etc.  

 
295 For further details on the mind-door process (citta,vīthi), see Abhs 4.12-23 (Abhs:BRS 163-178).  
296 On the procedure of javana (javana,niyama), see Abhs 4.21-23 (Abhs:BRS 175-178). 
297 On “the procedure of registration” (tad-ārammaṇa,niyama), see Abhs 4.17-20 (Abhs:BRS 175). 
298 In worldly language: We observe sense-stimulus (interaction of eye-faculty + form + attention), and then 

the arising of eye-impression (or “contact”) with all its attendant features. 
299 When discerning materiality (rūpa), all types of materiality need to be discerned, but when practising vi-

passana (discerning their impermanence, suffering and nonself nature), only concrete materiality is examined. 
See Pa-Auk 2019:137 Table 2a The Twenty-eight Types of Materiality, for a list of all the different types of mat-
eriality. On discerning materiality in vipassana: [11]. 

300 For further details on the 5-door processes, see Abhs 4.6-11 (Abhs:BRS 153-162). 
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Table 13.2.3  The 5-door process (basic) for the eye (after Abhs:BRS 1999:155) 
See Pa-Auk 2019:168; SD 19.14 (2-3); details: SD 19.14 (2); SD 47.19 (3.2.2.3). 
 
The triple asterisks (***) near the top, beneath the numbers, represent the 3 submoments of each mind-moment: arising, pre-
sence and ceasing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The 14 instants of process consciousness 
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There will then first occur an eye-door process, and then (in accordance with the natural law of 
consciousness) many mind-door processes, all with the same object. The eye-door process is a 
sequence of 7 types of consciousness: 

 

(1) a 5-door adverting consciousness  pañca,dvar’āvajjana 11 mental formations 
(2)  an eye consciousness301  cakkhu,viññāṇa 8 mental formations 
(3)  a receiving consciousness  sampaṭicchana 11 mental formations 
(4)  an investigating consciousness  santīraṇa 11/12 mental formations 
(5)  a determining consciousness  voṭṭhapana 12 mental formations 
(6)  7 impulsion consciousnesses javana,citta 

if unwholesome  16/18/19/20/21/22 mental formations  
if wholesome   32/33/34/35 mental formations 

(7) 2 registration consciousnesses  tad-ārammaṇa,citta 11/12/32/33/34 mental formations 
 

13.2.3.2  This is followed by a sequence of mind-door consciousnesses, and then the 3 types of 
consciousness of the mind-door process, as described before: 

 

(1)  a mind-door adverting consciousness 
(2)  7 impulsion consciousnesses 
(3)  2 registration consciousnesses 
 

To discern the different types of mental formation of the consciousnesses of those processes (the 
eye-door and subsequent mind-door processes that take the same object), we do as before: begin 
with either consciousness, feeling or contact: whichever is most prominent [Tables 13.2.2, 13.2.3].  

Then, as before, add 1 at a time, until we see all the different types of mental formations of each 
consciousness. As we did for the eye door, we then discern the mental processes of the other 4 doors: 
the ear, nose, tongue and body. 
 

13.2.3.3  By this stage, we will have developed the ability to discern mentality associated with 
wholesome consciousnesses, and now need to discern mentality associated with also unwholesome 
consciousnesses. To do this, we simply take the same objects as we did for the wholesome conscious-
nesses, only here we direct unwise attention to them. This is merely a brief explanation, but the exam-
ples given here should be sufficient for us to at least to understand what is involved in discerning men-
tality internally. 

In summary, we have so far completed the first 3 stages of discerning mentality: 
 
(1)  We have discerned all the types of consciousness (citta) that occur internally.302 
{2)  We have discerned each and every mental formation in all the types of consciousness. 
(3)  We have discerned the sequences of consciousnesses, that is, the mental processes (vīthi) that 

occur at the 6 sense-doors. 
 

As mentioned earlier, there is also a 4th stage to discerning mentality, that is, to discern mentality also 
externally. 
 
13.3 MENTALITY, INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL 
 
13.3.0 How to discern external mentality 
 

The Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (M 10) states:  

 
301 This odd sentence refers to a “mind-moment” (citta-k,khaṇa) of eye-consciousness; hence, the article a, 

rather than simply “consciousness,” which would usually be the case. 
302 At this stage, it is understood that the supramundane consciousnesses have not yet been attained. 
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(1) “contemplating body in the body  internally,303 
 (2)  or, contemplating body in the body  externally,  
 (3)   or, contemplating body in the body  both internally and externally … ”   

(M 10,5/1:56), SD 13.3 
 

This is not a case of using any psychic power of mind-reading (ceto pariya ñāṇa), but simply that of 
vipassana, Insight Knowledge. Hence, it is usually not possible to discern external mentality in detail. In 
fact, to discern mentality externally, we need to always first to discern materiality externally. 
 
13.3.1 First, discern materiality internally/externally 
 

13.3.1.1  We begin by discerning the 4 elements internally, and then externally in the clothes we 
are wearing. We will see that our clothes break down into material clusters, and that we are able to 
discern the 8 types of materiality in each cluster. They are temperature-born nutritive-essence octad-
clusters (utuja oj’aṭṭhamaka kalāpa), and the temperature they arise from is the temperature in 
material clusters [11.3.1]. 

We should alternate between the internal and the external materiality 3-4 times, and then with 
the light of concentration [8.7.0.2], discern external materiality a little farther away, such as the floor. 
We will also be able to discern the 8 types of materiality in each material cluster, and should again 
alternate between the internal and external 3-4 times. 

 
13.3.1.2  In this way, we gradually expand our field of discernment to the materiality in the build-

ing where we are, the area around it, including the trees, other buildings, etc, until we discern all in-
animate materiality externally. While doing this, we will see also materiality endowed with conscious-
ness (translucent materiality, etc) [11.2.3.3] in the inanimate objects: it is the insects, bugs and other 
small animals in the buildings, the trees, the ground, and all around. 

 
13.3.1.3  Once we have discerned all inanimate materiality externally, we now go on to discern 

the materiality of other living beings, external materiality, that is endowed with consciousness (sa,-
viññāṇaka) [11.3.5]. We discern only their materiality, and see that they are not a man, a woman, a 
person, or a being: only materiality. Discern all external materiality at once, then all the different 
types of materiality both internally and externally. 

To do this, we should first see the 6 basic types of material clusters304 in our own eye, and then in 
an external eye, another being’s eye. As we thus analyse materiality, discern the 54 types of mater-
iality, but now do it both internally and externally.305  

Do the same for the remaining 5 sense-bases, and the remaining types of materiality. 
 
13.3.2 Second, discern mentality internally/externally 
 

13.3.2.1  Having fully discerned materiality, we proceed to discern mentality internally and ex-
ternally. We discern mentality internally by again starting with the mind-door, and then 5-door pro-
cesses, discerning all their wholesome and unwholesome mental formations. To do this externally, do 
as we did internally, but discern the eye-door and mind-door (bhavaṅga) of other beings in general.   

Then, when the colour of a group of material clusters appears at both doors, discern here the eye-
door process that occurs, and the many mind-door processes that arise, all with the same object. 
  

 
303 “Internally … ” see SD 13.1 (3.7). 
304 The 6 basic types of material clusters: (1) eye decad clusters, (2) body decad clusters, (3) sex decad clusters, 

(4) consciousness-born octad clusters, (5) temperature-born octad clusters, (6) nutriment-born octad clusters. 
[12.3.3.2] 

305 Although we have, in fact, discerned 63 types of materiality, we actually here discern only 54. [12.3.3.2] 
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13.3.2.2  We should do this again and again, internally and externally, and again for each of the 
other 4 sense-doors, until we are satisfied. If we have dhyana, we should also discern external dhyana 
mind-door processes. That may be in another meditator, although jhāna concentration is now very 
rare in the human world.306 But there are dhyanic beings in the form brahma-worlds.307 

Following the same procedure as before, we should gradually extend our range of discernment 
until we can see materiality throughout the whole universe, and also see mentality throughout the 
whole universe. Then, we should discern them together throughout the whole universe. 

 
13.3.2.3  Lastly, we define all that mentality and materiality with wisdom to see neither beings nor 

men nor women, only mentality and materiality throughout the whole universe. That concludes the 
discernment of mentality (nāma kammaṭṭhāna). Having reached this stage in our meditation, we will 
have developed concentration, and will have used it to discern all 28 kinds of materiality [Table 12.8], 
and all 53 kinds of mentality throughout the universe [12.3.3.1]. We have thus completed the 1st Vi-
passana Knowledge, that of Mentality-Materiality Definition Knowledge (nāma,rūpa pariccheda ñāṇa). 
Our journey towards the path has begun in earnest. [12.7.1.2] 
 

14 Discerning the links of dependent arising 
 
14.1 METHODS OF DISCERNING DEPENDENT ARISING 
 
14.1.1 How nāma,rūpa arises 
 Thus far, we have discussed how to discern materiality (rūpa) [11] and then how to discern men-
tality (nāma) [13]. Having come this far (even if our understanding is still a bit hazy), our diligence and 
patience have prepared us to discern their causes: how materiality-mentality (nāma,rūpa) arise. This 
refers to the discerning of dependent arising (paṭicca,samuppāda), that is, about how causes and 
effects conditionally operate in our lives over the 3 periods of past, present and future. 
  
14.1.2 The 2 methods 
  
 14.1.2.1  The Buddha teaches 4 methods of discerning dependent arising,308 depending on the 
readiness of his listeners, but there is a 5th method taught by the elder Sāriputta, recorded in the Paṭi-
sambhidā,magga.309 It would take some time to explain all these methods in detail: we will examine 
only the 2 methods that are often used by meditators following the Pa-Auk method.  
  
 14.1.2.2  We will examine only what Pa Auk calls “the 1st method,” taught by the Buddha in, for 
example, the Mahā,nidāna Sutta (D 15),310 and “Sāriputta’s 5th method.” Both these methods involve 
discerning the 5 aggregates (khandha) [12.8.1] of the present, the past and the future,311 discerning 

 
306 Pa-Auk 2019:172. 
307 It is possible that some sense-world devas may be able to attain dhyana, on account of their past karmic 

conditioning or present spiritual learning. This statement stands in strong contrast against how Pa-Auk, as a rule, 
shows how easily dhyana can or should be attained throughout this study! 

308 See Dependent arising, SD 5.16. 
309 “Explanation on the knowledge of presence [conditioned relationship] of states” (dhamma-ṭ,ṭhiti ñāṇa 

niddesa), Pm 1.271/50-52 (Pm:Ñ 1.50-53); also Vism 17.284-298/578-581. 
310 D 15,2-22/2:55-64 (SD 5.17). 
311 Pa-Auk states that he is teaching, not about “psychic power,” but about vipassana power, in the spirit of 

Khajjanīya S (S 22.79/3:86-91), SD 17.9. According to him, recollection of past lives (pubbe,nivāsânussati ñāṇa) 
enables us to see: (1) the aggregates (4 or 5 of the brahmas; 5 of sense-world beings) of their supramundane 
states (lok’uttara dhamma), esp of those beings who have attained the 4 path-consciousnesses and 4 fruition-
consciousnesses; (2) the clinging aggregates (upādāna-k,khandha); (3) clan, appearance, food, pleasure, pain etc; 
(4) concepts, such as names and race. (2019: 183 n155). 
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which of them is cause and which is effect. Once we understand these processes, we also have a good 
idea how to discern dependent arising in the other ways taught in the suttas and Commentaries.  
 We will start with Sāriputta’s 5th method [14.2], since this is the shorter one with the 3 cycles, and 
then examine the Buddha’s 1st method [14.3]. 
 
14.2 THE 5TH METHOD OF DISCERNING DEPENDENT ARISING (SĀRIPUTTA) 
 
14.2.1 The 10 links and 3 cycles 
 
 Sāriputta’s method (the 5th method) comprises 3 cycles (vaṭṭa), that is, 2 cycles of causes (5 caus-
es), and 1 cycle of results (5 results):312 [14.1.2.2] 
 
 (1) The defilement cycle kilesa,vaṭṭa: 

  (i)  ignorance   avijjā 
  (ii)  craving   taṇhā 
 (iii) clinging   upādāna 
(2) The karma cycle kamma,vaṭṭa: 
 (iv) volitional formations   saṅkhārā 
  (v)  karma-cycle existence   bhava 
(3) The fruition cycle  vipāka,vaṭṭa: 
 (vi) consciousness   viññāṇa 
  (vii)  name-and-form [mentality-materiality]  nāma,rūpa 
  (viii)  the 6 sense-bases  saļ-āyatana 
  (ix)  contact   phassa 
  (x) feeling   vedanā 
 

Table 14.2.1 Dependent arising (10 links) [SD 5.16 (Table 8.3a)] 
 
 
 The defilement cycle (kilesa,vaṭṭā) is the cause for the karma cycle (kamma,vaṭṭa), which is then 
the cause for the fruition cycle (vipāka,vaṭṭa), which comprises birt and decay-and-death (the 11th and 
12th links). The discernment of dependent arising involves seeing this sequence of cycles, and starts 
with the discernment of the past. 
 
14.2.2 How to discern our past lives 
 
 14.2.2.1  To discern the past, we begin by making an offering of either candles, flowers or incense 
at a pagoda or to a Buddha shrine. We should make a wish for a wholesome rebirth we desire, for 
example, to become a monk, nun, man, woman, or deva. 
 Afterwards, we should sit in meditation and enter the 4th jhāna, until the dhyana light shines 
brightly. Having emerged, discern internal and external mentality-materiality (nāma,rūpa) as many 
times as possible. This is necessary, because if we are unable to discern external mentality-materiality, 
we will have great difficulty discerning past mentality-materiality. The discernment of past mentality-
materiality is similar to the discernment of external mentality-materiality. 
  
 14.2.2.2  Then, we should discern the mentality-materiality that occurred when we made the 
offering at the pagoda or the Buddha shrine, as if they were external objects. When doing this, an 
image of ourself at the time of offering will appear: we should discern the 4 elements in that image. 
 When the image breaks up into material clusters, discern all the different types of materiality of 
the 6 doors, especially the 54 types of materiality of the heart-base [12]. We will then be able to dis-

 
312 See Pa-Auk 2019:184, 192 Table 3a. 
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cern the mind-door consciousnesses (bhavaṅga), and the many mind-door processes that arise in 
between. 
 We should look among those many mind-door processes, searching backwards and forwards, until 
we find the defilement cycle (kilesā,vaṭṭa) mind-door process with 20 mental formations in each im-
pulsion mind-moment, and the karma-cycle (kamma,vaṭṭa) mind-door process with 34 mental forma-
tions in each impulsion mind-moment. [Table 13.1.4] 
  
 14.2.2.3  This can be illustrated with a practical example: the case of making an offering of candles, 
flowers, or incense to a Buddha shrine, and making a wish to be reborn to become, say, a monk. In this 
case: 
 

(1)  ignorance is the deluded thought that “a monk” really exists; 
(2)  craving is the longing for life as a monk; and 
(3)  clinging is the attachment to that idea or status of a monk.313 
 
These 3 states or links—ignorance, craving and clinging—are all found in the consciousnesses that 
make up the defilements cycle. If we had instead made a wish to be reborn. Say, as a woman, then: 
 

(1)  ignorance is the deluded notion that “a woman” really exists; 
(2)  craving is the longing for life as a woman; and 
(3)  clinging is the attachment to the idea or state of a woman. 
 
 14.2.2.4  In these examples, volitional formations (saṅkhārā) are the wholesome intentions (kusala 
cetanā) of the offering, and karma is their karmic potency. Both are found in the consciousnesses that 
make up the karma cycle (kamma,vaṭṭa) of dependent arising. 
 When we are thus able to discern the mentality-materiality of the defilements cycle and the karma 
cycle of the recent past, we should go back to the more distant past, to some time before to the offer-
ing, and in the same way discern that mentality-materiality. Then, go back still a little further, and re-
peat the process. 
 In this way, we discern the mentality-materiality of one day ago, one week ago, one month ago, 
one year ago, 2 years ago, 3 years ago and so on. Eventually, we will be able to discern right back to 
the mentality-materiality of the rebirth-linking consciousness (paṭisandhi citta) that arose at the con-
ception of our present life, that is, this present “5-constituent” existence [2.1.1]. 
 
 14.2.2.5  When looking for the causes of conception, we go back even further, and see either the 
mentality-materiality of the time near death in our previous life, or the object of the near-death im-
pulsion consciousness (maraṇ’āsanna javana,citta).314 
 There are 3 possible objects for the near-death impulsion consciousness: 
 
 (1) Karma (kamma). The mental formations of a karma we performed earlier in this life or a pre-
vious life: for example, we may recollect the hatred associated with slaughtering animals, happiness 
associated with offering food to monks, or joyful peace associated with meditation. 
 (2) Karma sign (kamma nimitta). An image associated with a karma we performed earlier in this 
life or a previous life. A butcher may see a butcher’s knife or hear the screams of animals about to be 
slaughtered, a doctor may see patients, a devotee of the 3 jewels may see a monk, a pagoda, a Bud-
dha image, flowers, an object offered; a meditator may see the counter-sign (paṭibhāga-nimittaiI) of 
his meditation-subject. 

 
313 This is not saying that the desire to be a monk, or monkhood itself, is “clinging”; rather, we see monkhood 

as some kind of position of respect, power, wealth and other benefits. Instead, we should see monkhood as 
simply renunciation and live that life rightly and diligently. 

314 See SD 58.2 (1.1.2.3); SD 13.1 (3.1.4 (6)) also Pa-Auk 2019:188 Table 1d. 
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 (3) Destination sign (gati nimitta).  A vision of our destination, where we are about to be reborn. 
For rebirth in hell, we may see fire; for a human rebirth, our future mother’s womb (usually like a red 
carpet), for an animal rebirth, forests, undergrowth or fields; for a deva-rebirth, deva-mansions. 
 The object appears because of the karmic potency that produced the rebirth-linking consciousness 
(paṭisandhi,citta).315 When we discern this, we will be able to discern also the volitional formations and 
karma that produced the resultant (vipāka) aggregates of this life,316 and the preceding ignorance, crav-
ing, and clinging. We will then discern also the other mental formations of that karma cycle and defile-
ments cycle. 
 
14.2.3 Case study 1: A female meditator 
 
 For clarification, here is an example of what one meditator was able to discern. When she dis-
cerned the mentality-materiality at the time near-death, she saw the karma of a woman offering fruit 
to a Buddhist monk.  
 Then, beginning with the 4 elements, she examined further the mentality-materiality of that 
woman. She found that the woman was a very poor, unschooled villager, who had reflected on her 
state of suffering, and had made an offering to the monk, with the wish for the next life as an educat-
ed woman in a large town. 
 In this case: 
 

(1)  the deluded thought that an educated woman in a large town really exists is ignorance (avijjā); 
(2)  the longing for life as an educated woman is craving (taṇhā); 
(3)  the attachment to life as an educated woman is clinging (upādāna); 
(4)  the wholesome act of offering fruit to a Buddhist monk is volitional formations (saṅkhārā), and 
{5)  the karma is her karmic potency.  
 

 In this life, the meditator is an educated woman in a large town in Myanmar. She was able (with 
right view) to discern directly how the karmic potency of offering fruit in her past life produced the 
resultant 5 aggregates of this life. The ability to discern causes and effects in this way is called the 
Cause-Apprehending Knowledge (paccaya pariggaha ñāṇa). 
 
14.2.4 Case study 2: A male meditator 
 
 Here is a slightly different example. When a male meditator discerned the mentality-materiality at 
the time near death, he discerned 4 competing karmas. One was the karma of teaching suttas, another 
teaching Dharma, another practising meditation, and finally one teaching meditation. 
 When he investigated which of the 4 karmas had produced the resultant 5 aggregates of this life, 
he found it was the karma of practising meditation. When he investigated further (to discern which 
meditation subject had been practised, he saw that it was vipassana meditation, seeing the 3 charac-
teristics, impermanence, suffering and nonself in mentality-materiality.  
 With further investigation, he saw that before and after each meditation sitting, he had made the 
wish to be reborn as a human male, to become a monk, and be a monk who spreads the Dharma. 
 In this case: 
 

(1)  the deluded thought of a man, a monk, or a Dharma missionary monk is rooted in ignorance; 
(2)  the longing for life as a man, a monk or a Dharma missionary monk is craving (taṇhā); 
(3)  the attachment to life as a man, a monk, or a missionary monk is clinging (upādāna); 
(4)  the wholesome act of practising vipassanā meditation is volitional formations (saṅkhārā); 
(5)  the karma is his karmic potency. 

 
315 See Pa-Auk 2019:104 Q&A 3.13. 
316 There are also so-called “non-resultant” (avipāka) aggregates. They are the karmic result (phala) of a 

karmic cause (hetu), as in, eg, consciousness-born materiality that is not ready for karmic fruition. 
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14.2.5 How to discern more past lives  
 
 When we are able to discern our immediate past life in this way, and are able to see the 5 causes 
in the past life (ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional formations, and karma), and their 5 results in 
the present life (the rebirth-linking consciousness , mentality-materiality, the 6 sense bases, contact 
and feeling), we need in the same way to discern progressively back to the 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and as many 
lives back as we can.  
 Should we discern a past- or future life in the form-dhyana brahma world, we will see only 3 
sense-bases (eye-, ear- and heart-base), in contrast to the 6 sense-bases that we see in the human-
world and sense-world deva realms. 
 
14.2.6 Discerning the future  
 

14.2.6.1  Once the power of Vipassana Knowledge has been developed (by discerning the causes 
and effects through past lives), we can, in the same way, discern the causes and effects in future lives. 
The future we will see, but which may still change, is the result of both past and present causes, one of 
which is the meditation we are doing. [12.2.6.4] 

To discern the future, we begin by discerning the present mentality-materiality, and then look into 
the future until the time of death in this life. Then, either the karma, karma-sign or rebirth-sign will 
appear, because of the potency of a particular karma we have performed in this life. We will then be 
able to discern the rebirth-linking mentality-materiality that will be arise in the future life. 
  
 14.2.6.2  We must discern as many lives into the future as it takes until ignorance ceases without 
remainder. This happens with the attainment of the arhat path , that is, our own attainment of arhat-
hood. We should then continue discerning into the future, until we see that the 5 aggregates, mental-
ity-materiality, cease without remainder, that is, at the end of the arhat-life, at our own parinirvana. 
We will thus have seen that, with the cessation of ignorance, mentality-materiality cease. We will have 
seen the complete cessation of phenomena (dhamma), that is, no further rebirth. 

Discerning, in this way, the 5 aggregates of the past, present and future, and also discerning their 
conditioned relation, is what we call the 5th method, taught by the elder Sāriputta. Having completed 
it, we can now learn what we call the 1st method, the one taught by the Buddha. 
 Even if we do know our future rebirths (assuming we are right about this), at best, these are pro-
jections based on our present circumstances. In other words, we have to keep up or life of constant 
moral virtue, mental concentration and wisdom, so that we are progressing towards the path. 

 
14.2.6.3  So long as we have not gain the path as at least a streamwinner, we will be reborn back 

into the samsaric cycle, caught in our old ways, living subhuman lives even while having a human body, 
and after that falling into the subhuman planes of existence according to our karma. As streamwinners 
or once-returners, however, we are sure of awakening, but again, without liberating wisdom, it will 
take us as many as 7 more lives (for a streamwinner), but when we are into the deva world, this may 
take thousands of lives more; or when we become brahmas, this will take thousands of world-cycles. 
For this reason, the Buddha often declares that we diligently work out our salvation, our awakening. 

 
14.2.6.4  Rebirth (jāti; punabbhava, ponobbhava) is the manifestation of the aggregates (khandha), 

which are our mind (citta) and body (kāya), mentality (nāma) and materiality (rūpa). In the sense-world 
(including the lower devas, humans and subhumans), we have the 5 aggregates—form, feeling, percep-
tion, formations, consciousness—form is our body, that is, the 5 senses, all made up of the 4 elements; 
the other 4 aggregates make up our mind. In the formless realms, the brahmas have only 4 aggregates, 
that is, without form.317 [13.1.3] 

 
317 For other details (the aggregates and various beings in the 31 planes), in this connection, see Viññāṇa-

ṭ,ṭhiti (SD 23.14, esp Table 3). 
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 Hence, to understand rebirth means that we must understand the 5 aggregates. We may want to 
know our future lives, the coming rebirths; but this is of little benefit since it is only our desire, that is, 
craving (taṇhā), that is at work. Even if we do know our future rebirths (assuming we are right about 
this), at best, these are projections based on our present circumstances. 
 What if, in this life itself, we fail to continue our practice, or our life takes a different course that is 
not Dharma-spirited; then, our future rebirths, too, will be re-projected accordingly! In other words, 
we can never be certain of our future rebirths: we only have the here and now to work with: this is our 
island, on which we must build our raft and use it right away to cross the waters of samsara. [14.3.1.1] 
 
14.3 THE 1ST METHOD OF DISCERNING DEPENDENT ARISING (THE BUDDHA) 
 
14.3.1 Dependent arising of the 18 elements 
 
 14.3.1.1  To know and see mentality-materiality (nāma,rūpa), as they really are, we need to know 
and see how they are interlinked, that is, how, in our 5-constituent existence (pañca,vokāra bhava) 
[2.1.1] of the 5 aggregates, mentality depends on materiality [14.2.6.4]. A simple way of remembering 
that this materiality (rūpa), our conscious body (sa,viññāṇaka kāya) [13.1.3.1], comprises the 6 inter-
nal sense-bases (ajjhatt’āyatana)—the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind—that work in depend-
ence with the 6 external sense-objects (bahiddh’āyatana)—sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touches, 
thoughts—hence, they are called the 12 sense-bases (dvādasa saļ-āyatana), as taught in the Sabba 
Sutta (S 35.23).318 
 Now, each of the internal sense-bases (of our conscious body) comprises the sense-bases and 
their respective sense-consciousnesses. Now we have the 18 elements (aṭṭhārasa dhatu), that is, the 
6 sense-faculties (saḷāyatana) + 6 sense-objects (dhamma) + 6 sense-consciousness (viññāṇa), as 
taught in the Bahu,dhātuka S (M 115,4).319 

 
 14.3.1.2  In the (Nidāna) Loka Sutta (S 12.44), the discourse on the world,320 the Buddha explains 
how our 5-constituent existence [2.1.1] is our self-created “world” of the 5 aggregates. Here, he shows 
the “arising and ending of the world” by way of the dependent arising of our mentality-materiality as 
the 18 elements [14.3.1.1], thus:321 
 

And what, bhikshus, is the arising of the world? 
(1)  Bhikshus, dependent on  the eye and  forms,   eye-consciousness arises.  

The meeting of the three is   contact.322  
With contact as condition, there is  feeling;323  

 
318 Sabba S (S 35.23/4:15) SD 7.1; with further teachings: Saḷ-āyatana Vibhaṅga S (M 137,4+5), SD 29.5; SD 

26.1 (3.2); SD 56.11 (2.1.2). 
 319 M 115/3:61-67 (SD 29.1a); also SD 17.13 (3.3.3). 

320 There are 3 kinds of “world,” ie, those of: (1) space (okāsa,loka); (2) of beings (satta,loka); (3) of formations 
(saṅkhāra,loka) (SD 15.7 (3.5.1 (2)); SD 17.6 (3.1.3.2). Here the 3rd is meant. 

321 The Buddha is here speaking of the 18 elements (dhātu) of the “world” of formations (saṅkhārā), as the 16 
kinds of subtle materiality and their mental factors. In other contexts (the Abhidhamma), he speaks of dharmas 
(dhamma), referring to all objects, incl concepts (paññatti) and nirvana, but these latter are not the world (they 
are neither mentality nor materiality); therefore, they are neither the 1st nor the 2nd noble truths, and not in-
cluded in Loka S. Nirvana is, of course, the 3rd noble truth. See Pa-Auk 2019:5 f. 

322 Tiṇṇaṁ saṅgati phasso. For a discussion on this passage, see Bucknell 1999:318 f f. 
323 From hereon, Madhu,piṇḍika S (M 18,16) continues: “What one feels, one perceives. What one perceives, 

one thinks about. What one thinks about, one mentally proliferates. What a person mentally proliferates is the 
source through which perceptions and notions due to mental proliferation (papañca,saññā,saṅkhā) impacts one 
regarding past, future and present forms cognizable through the eye.” (M 18,16/1:112 f). See SD 6.13. A passage 
similar to this section (the preceding three sentences) is found in Pariññā S (S 35.60) where, however, the 
learned noble disciple becomes disillusioned (nibbindati) with the contact arising from sense-organ, sense-object 
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 with feeling as condition, there is  craving; 
  with craving as condition, there is clinging; 
   with clinging as condition, there is  existence; 
    with existence as condition, there is birth; 

      with birth as condition there arise  decay and death, sorrow, lamentation, 
physical pain, mental pain and despair. 

(2) Bhikshus, dependent on  the ear and  sound,   ear-consciousness arises. …324 
(3) Bhikshus, dependent on  the nose and  smell,   nose-consciousness arises. … 
(4) Bhikshus, dependent on  the tongue and  taste,   tongue-consciousness arises. …  
(5) Bhikshus, dependent on  the body and  touch,   body-consciousness arises.  … 
(6) Bhikshus, dependent on  the mind and  dharmas,  mind-consciousness arises. … 

Such is the arising of this whole mass of suffering. 
—This, bhikshus, is the arising of the world.        (S 12.44/2:72 f), SD 7.5 

 
 14.3.1.3  From this Sutta teachings [14.3.1.2], we learn that to know and see mentality-materiality, 
we must know and see: 
 

(1) the sense-doors           āyatana, dvāra 
(2)  the sense-objects that arise at the sense-doors   dhamma 
(3)  the arisen consciousnesses (and mental factors)   viññāṇa (and cetasika) 

 

 Of the 6 sense-doors (the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind), the first 5 are materiality (rūpa), 
and therefore not the same as the 5 sense-organs or “bases” (vatthu).325 Only the 6th sense-door, the 
mind-door—the life-continuum (bhavaṅga), in Abhidhamma—is mentality (nāma), and depends on the 
6th material base, the heart-base (hadaya,vatthu).326 
   
14.3.2 The 3-life dependent arising 
 
 14.3.2.1  The 1st method327 of discerning dependent arising (paṭicca samuppāda) [14.2.6.2], the 
best known of the dependent arising models is that of the Buddha’s, which is also the oldest formula. 
The Buddha teaches in 2 ways: in conventional terms (vohāra,desanā), and according to ultimate truth 
(param’attha desanā). Of the 12 links of dependent arising, birth/decay and death are aspects of con-
ventional teaching (they keep us in samsara). The 5-factored consciousness/mentality-materiality/the 
6 sense-bases/contact/feeling, are according to those aspects relating to the ultimate truth (they free 
us from samsara). 
 
 14.3.2.2  The Buddha’s method of dependent arising (paṭicca samuppāda) explains how it pro-
gresses over 3 consecutive lives (past, present and future) and in forward order. The fullest expression 
of the Buddha’s model of dependent arising consists of these 12 links, as laid out in the Mahā,nidāna 

 
and sense-consciousness (also using the sentence, tinna saṅgati phasso), thereby “becomes dispassionate 
(virajjati); through dispassion, he is freed (vimuccati); through liberation, he understands, ‘Clinging has been fully 
understood by me.’” (S 35.60/4:32 f). 

324 For each of these “3 dots” (ellipses) read the passage in bold italics. 
325 Sense-bases (vatthu): the 5 physical sense-bases are called āyatana in the suttas, and vatthu in Abhidham-

ma. This latter is what we understand as “sense-organ,” which rarely feature in the suttas, but are highlighted in 
Abhidhamma. The 6th sense-base (the immaterial mind-base) is called only āyatana; but Abhidhamma locates 
the “physical base” (vatthu), the 6th base (the “mind”) in the “heart-base” (hadaya,vatthu), ie, the heart cavity 
itself [12.2.3.3]. All the 6 sense-bases are also called the “6 elements” (cha dhātu): Dhātu Vibhaṅga S (M 
140,7+14-19), SD 4.17. 

326 We have already noted how each of these material sense-doors take only their own material objects: 
Uṇṇābha S (S 48.42) [12.2.2.5]. 

327 See Mahā,nidāna S (D 15,3/2:57 f), SD 5.17.  
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Sutta (D 15) [14.1.2.2], the (Nidāna) Vibhaṅga Sutta (S 12.2)328 and the Titth’āyatana Sutta (A 3.61),329 
thus:330 
 

(1) ignorance → (2) volitional formations →  

(3) consciousness → (4) name-and-form → (5) the 6 sense-bases → (6) contact → (7) feeling →  

(8) craving → (9) clinging → (10) existence →  

(11) birth → (12) decay-and-death (sorrow, lamentation, physical pain, mental pain, despair). 

 
Links 1-2 (past) with 8-10 (present)   form the karma cycle,  that is, the 5 karmic causes of rebirth. 
Links 3-7 (present) with 11-12 (future)  form the rebirth cycle,  that is, the 5 karmic results. 
 
 In the Buddha’s model, dependent arising begins with the causes in the past (including past lives), 
that is, ignorance and volitional formations. They cause the results in the present life: the resultant 
consciousnesses (beginning with the rebirth-linking consciousness),331 name-and-form (mentality-mat-
eriality), the 6 sense bases, contact, and feeling. Then, there are the causes in this life, craving, clinging, 
and existence, which cause the results of birth, ageing, death, and all forms of suffering in the future 
and future lives. 

 
 

Table 14.3.2332 
 

 
 Links 1-2, together with 8-10, represent the Karma cycle, containing the 5 karmic causes of rebirth. 
 Links 3-7, together with 11-12, represent the Rebirth cycle, containing the 5 karmic results. 
 

 
328 S 12.2,3/2:2 (SD 5.15). 
329 A 3.61,11/1:177 (SD 6.8). 
330 On the defs of the 12 links: SD 5.16 (1.4). 
331 Such as the Buddha’s back-pain, ie, pain associated with body-consciousness (dukkha,sahagata 

kāya,viññāṇa), which comes from past unwholesome karma. See Pa-Auk 1029:193 n373, 241. 
332 For further details, see SD 59.12, Table 3.1.2. 

PAST 
EXISTENCE 

1. ignorance  
2. volitional formations 
 

 

karma cycle 
(kamma,bhava) 
5 past causes: 1,2,8,9,10 

PRESENT 
EXISTENCE 

3. consciousness 
 4. name-and-form   
     (mental and physical 
    existence) 
5. the 6 sense-bases 
6. contact 
7. feeling 

rebirth cycle 
(upapatti,bhava) 
 
5 present results:  

3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

 
 
 

 8. craving 
 9. clinging 

 10. existence 

karma cycle 
(kamma,bhava) 
5 present causes: 
8, 9, 10, 1, 2 

FUTURE 
EXISTENCE 

11. birth 
12. decay-and-death 
      

rebirth cycle 
(upapatti,bhava) 
5 future results:  
3, 4, 5, 6, 7 
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 14.3.2.3  So long as we are unawakened, a non-arhat, we are driven by ignorance. Hence, we have 
ignorance-rooted feelings. When we have such feelings, there are craving and clinging, owing to which 
there we are defined and directed by karma, the fruits of our past, and by karmic formations, the pre-
sent conditions in our life. This means there is, at death, the arising of a rebirth-consciousness for us. 

The process going from life to life (termed “existence,” bhava) is explained by the Buddha to 
Ānanda in the Bhava Suttas 1+2 (A 3.76 f), as follows: 

 
 

1.2 “Now, Ānanda, if there were no karma ripening in the sense-world  (kāma,dhātu),  
  … the form-world  (rūpa,dhātu),  
  … the formless world  (arūpa,dhātu),  

 would there appear any sense existence  (kāma,bhava)?  
   … any form existence  (rūpa,bhava)? 
   … any formless existence  (arūpa,bhava)? 

“No indeed, bhante.” 
“Thus, too, Ānanda,  
 karma is    the field,  
 consciousness is  the seed, 
 craving is    the moisture,  

for the consciousness of beings, hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving, that is establ-
ished in a low realm. … a middling realm. … a subtle realm. … . 
 Even so, Ānanda, there is further rebirth. Even so, Ānanda, there is existence. 

2 Now, Ānanda, if there were no karma ripening in the form-realm, would there appear 
any form-realm existence? 

“No indeed, bhante.” …   
 Even so, Ānanda, there is arises rebirth. Even so, Ānanda, there is existence.”  

 (A 3.77/1:223 f), SD 23.13 = SD 18.11a(3.3) 
 
 We must thus work to understand ignorance, craving and clinging in the defilement cycle, see how 
it causes the karma cycle, and how this karmic potency in turn causes the aggregates of clinging at 
conception, and in the samsaric cycle of existences. 
 
 This concludes our brief study of how to discern dependent arising according to the so called the 
5th  and the 1st methods—respectively, those of Sāriputta’s and the Buddha’s. There are many more 
details that we can learn by practising with a proper teacher. The idea of this study is to encourage us 
to make some practical effort to master the early Buddhist teachings, and to build up that practice so 
that we will reach the path in this life itself. 
 

15 CULTIVATING VIPASSANA 

 
15.1 VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE333 
 
15.1.0 Introduction  

We will here look at Vipassana Knowledge (pariccheda ñāṇa) and how to develop them to see 
nirvana. There are 16 Vipassana Knowledges that we should progressively cultivate. The 1st Vipassana 
Knowledge is the Mentality-Materiality Definition Knowledge (nāma,rūpa pariccheda ñāṇa). This Know-
ledge was explained when we discussed how to discern mentality and materiality [12+13]. The 2nd 
Vipassana Knowledge is the Cause-Apprehending Knowledge (paccaya pariggaha ñāṇa), which was 

 
333 See Pa-Auk 2019 ch 7. 
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explained in last section, when we discussed how to discern the conditioned relationship between 
mentality-materiality of the past, present and future, which is to discern dependent arising [14]. 
 When cultivating these 2 Knowledges, we should make sure that they are complete, by again dis-
cerning all mentality, all materiality, and all the links of dependent arising, according to their individual 
characteristic,334 function, manifestation and proximate cause [8.2.2.1; 11.5.11]. This cannot be briefly 
explained, and it is best fully learned as we see and understand them during our practice. 
 Let us now look briefly at the remaining Knowledges. 
 
15.1.1 How to cultivate Comprehension Knowledge 
 
 15.1.1.1  The 3rd  Vipassana Knowledge is Comprehension Knowledge (sammasana ñāṇa), that is, 
to comprehend formations by categories: to see the 3 characteristics—impermanence, suffering and 
nonself—in formations according to different categories, thus:335 
 
2 categories, as  mentality and materiality [name-and-form] nāma,rūpa [13.01] 
5 categories, as  the 5 aggregates pañca-k,khandha [12.8.1] 
12 categories, as  the 12 bases saļ-āyatana [14.3.1.1] 
12 categories, as  the 12 links of dependent arising paṭicca,samuppāda [14, esp 14.3.2] 
18 categories, as  the 18 elements aṭṭhārasa dhatu [14.3.1.1] 
 
 15.1.1.2  For example, in the case of the 5 categories, the Buddha teaches in the Anatta,lakkhaṇa 
Sutta (S 22.59)336 to discern the 5 aggregates—form (all materiality), feeling, perception, formations 
and consciousness—with right view in 3 ways, as: “This is not mine” (n’etaṁ mama), “This I am not” 
(n’eso’ham asmi), and “This is not my self” (na m’eso attā).337 
 In S 22.59, the Buddha then continues by stating that each of the 5 aggregates, that is, all form 
(materiality) and name (mentality), are, in every way—past, future, and present; internal and exter-
nal; gross and subtle; inferior and superior; far and near338 [13.1.3.2]—nonself. The totality formula is 
also given in the (Dve) Khandha Sutta (S 22.48).339 
 
 15.1.1.3  To develop Comprehension Knowledge [15.1.1.1], we first attain the 4th dhyana to ob-
tain mental radiance [8.5.2.1]. If we are a pure-vipassana practitioner, we may have cultivated only 
the 4-element meditation; then, we must work at mental concentration until the light is bright and 
strong. In either case, we take materiality as our 1st category. That is, we discern concrete materiality 
[Table 12.8] of each of the 6 sense doors [12.7.2.2], see its arising and ceasing, and know it as being 
impermanent. We need to do this internally and externally, alternately, again and again. While doing 
this externally, we should gradually extend our range of perception from near to far, and to the whole 
universe. 
 Then, following the same procedure, see the pain and suffering that we have to constantly experi-
ence because of that materiality’s arising and ceasing, and know it as suffering. Lastly, see the mater-
iality as devoid of a permanent self, and know it as nonself.  
 The next category in which we need to see impermanence, suffering and nonself is mentality. First 
discern all the mentality at the 6 sense-doors that we discerned before: that is, the consciousness and 
the mental factors in each mind-moment of each sense-door process (vīthi), and the mind-door 

 
334 On individual (or natural) characteristics, see (11.6.2 (7) n). 
335 Vism 20.9/608. VismMṬ:Be ch 14 Paññā,kathā. 
336 S 22.59,12-16/3:67 f (SD 1.2). 
337 These 3 statements reflect, respectively, overcoming the power of the 3 graspings (gaha), ie, those of crav-

ing (taṇhā) (SD 19.3), of conceit (māna) (SD 19.2a) and of views (diṭṭhi) (SD 19.1). 
338 S 22.59,17-21/3:68 (SD 1.2). This set of 11 categories is the “totality formula” on the nature of each of the 5 

aggregates [13.1.3.2]. 
339 S 22.48/3:47 f (SD 17.1a). 
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(bhavaṅga) consciousnesses that occur between them. Then, follow the same procedure as with 
materiality. 
  
 15.1.1.4  Having seen these 2 categories (the materiality and mentality of the 6 sense-doors of the 
present), we need now to see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of the materiality and mental-
ity of this life that we discerned, from the rebirth-linking consciousness up to the death-consciousness. 
Here again, we see the 3 characteristics one at a time, again and again, both internally and externally. 
 After completing for this life, we need to see the impermanence, suffering, and nonself of the past, 
present and future lives that we discerned for dependent arising. Here too, we see the 3 characteris-
tics one at a time, internally and externally, again and again, in all the materiality and mentality that 
we discerned of the past, present and future. 
 Then, we need also to see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of the links of dependent aris-
ing for the past, present and future, according to the 1st method of dependent arising [14.3], one at a 
time, again and again, internally and externally. 
 At this stage, we may find that we are cultivating the higher Vipassana Knowledges quickly, stage 
by stage, even up to the attainment of arhathood. Otherwise, we should use other exercises (several 
of them) to develop our vipassana. 
 
15.2 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE BY OTHER MEANS: THE 40 PERCEPTIONS 
 
15.2.1 The 40 perceptions 
 
 15.2.1.1  The 10 perceptions of impermanence  
 The 40 modes of contemplations (cattārīs’ākāra anupassanā) are to see the impermanence, suf-
fering and nonself of mentality and materiality, internally and externally, in the past, the present and 
the future. In Pali, they all end with the suffix -to (that is, the ablative -ato), translated idiomatically “as 
impermanence,” and so on: hence, we shall call them the “40 -to’s.” 
 There are 10 perceptions of impermanence, that is, in terms of: 
 
 (1)  impermanence    aniccato  
 (2)  the disintegrating.     palokato 
 (3)  the fickle       calato 
 (4)  the perishable     pabhaṅguto 
 (5)  the unenduring     addhuvato 
 (6)  a changeable nature   vipariṇāma,dhammato 
 (7)  the essenceless [coreless]  asārakato 
 (8)  the extinguishable    vibhavato 
 (9)  of a mortal nature     maraṇa,dhammato 
 (10)  the conditioned [the formed] saṅkhatato 
 
 15.2.1.2 The 25 perceptions of suffering 
 There are 25 perceptions of suffering, that is, in terms of: 
 
 (11)  suffering       dukkhato 
 (12)  a disease       rogato 
 (13)  misery       aghato 
 (14)  a tumour       gaṇḍato 
 (15)  a dart        sallato 
 (16)  an affliction      ābādhato 
 (17)  a disaster       upaddavato 
 (18)  a fearsome thing     bhayato 

http://dharmafarer.org/


SD 60.1b                                                Samatha and Vipassana 

   http://dharmafarer.org  228 

 (19)  a plague       ītito 
(20)  a menace       upasaggato 
(21)  no protection      atāṇato 
(22)  no shelter       aleṇato 
(23)  no refuge       saraṇato 
(24)  murderous      vadhakato 
(25)  the root of calamity    agha,mūlato 
(26)  a danger       ādīnavato 
(27)  the tainted      s’āsavato 
(28)  Mara’s bait     mār’āmisato 
(29) of a born nature     jāti,dhammato 
(30)  of an ageing nature    jarā,dhammato 
(31)  of an ailing nature    vyādhi,dhammato 
(32)  of a sorrowful nature    soka,dhammato 
(33)  of a lamentable nature   parideva,dhammato 
(34)  of a despairing nature    upayāsa,dhammato 
(35)  of a defiled nature     saṅkilesika,dhammato 
 
 15.2.1.3 The 5 perceptions of nonself 
 There are 5 perceptions of nonself, that is, in terms of: 
 
(36)  nonself       anattato 
(37)  void        suññato 
(38)  alien        parato 
(39)  empty        rittato 
(40)  vain        tucchato 
 
 The suttas have mentioned that some, while seeing one of the 40 -to’s in mentality and materiality, 
internally and externally, in the past, present and future, progressed in their insight (vipassana) to 
attain arhathood. For others, there are the exercises called the 7 ways for materiality (rūpa,sattaka) 
and the 7 ways for mentality (arūpa,sattaka).340 
 
15.3 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: THE 7 WAYS OF REFLECTING ON MATERIALITY 
 
 We have examined materiality according to the 4 ways it arises, that is, the karma-born, the tem-
perature-born, the consciousness-born and the nutriment-born materiality) [11.3] Now, we discern 
materiality in 7 ways, that is, in terms of their universal characteristics (being impermanent, suffering 
and nonself), as follows. 
 
 (1) In the 1st of the 7 ways of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and non-
self of the materiality of this entire lifetime, from rebirth-linking to death, both internally and externally. 
 
 (2) In the 2nd way of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of the 
materiality of different periods in this lifetime, both internally and externally. We consider this life-
time to be 100 years, and divide it into 3 periods of 33 years each. Then, we see that the materiality in 
one period arises and ceases there, and does not pass on to the next period, which means it is imper-
manent, suffering and nonself. 
 We then divide this lifetime into progressively smaller periods, and do the same. Divide the 100 
years of this lifetime into: 10 periods of 10 years, 20 periods of 5 years, 25 periods of 4 years, 33 
periods of 3 years, 50 periods of 2 years, and 100 periods of 1 year; then 300 periods of 4 months, 600 

 
340 Vism 20.46-75/618-626 + 76-88/626-629, respectively. 
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periods of 2 months, and 2,400 periods of half-a-month; and finally divide each day into 2 periods 
(night and day), and then into 6 periods or “watches” (yāma) of 4 hours each.341  
 If this timing schemes seem somewhat overwhelming, we may just reflect on the impermanence 
of the day in 2 or in 6 periods. In each case, we see that the materiality in one period arises and ceases 
there, and does not pass on to the next period, which means it is impermanent, suffering and nonself. 
 We reduce the periods further to the duration of each of the 6 movements of the body: the mom-
ents of going forth and going back, looking ahead and looking aside, and bending a limb and stretching 
a limb.342 Then, we similarly divide each footstep into 6 phases: lifting, raising, moving forward, lower-
ing, placing and pressing.343 Again, see the impermanence, suffering and nonself in the materiality of 
each period in this 100-year lifetime. 
 
 (3) In the 3rd way of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of 
nutriment-born materiality.344 That is, we see them in the materiality of the periods when hungry, 
when satisfied, and see that it does not pass on from a period of hunger to a period of satiety (and vice 
versa), every day in this 100-year lifetime. 
 
 (4) In the 4th way of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of 
temperature-born materiality. That is, we see them in the materiality of the periods when hot, when 
cold, and see that it does not pass on from a period of feeling hot to a period of feeling cold (and vice 
versa), every day in this 100-year lifetime. 
 
 (5) In the 5th way of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of 
karma-born materiality. That is, we see that the materiality of each of the 6 sense-doors arises and 
ceases there, and does not pass on to another door, every day in this 100-year lifetime. 
 
 (6) In the 6th way of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of con-
sciousness-born materiality. That is, we see them in the materiality of the periods when happy and 
pleased, when unhappy and sad, every day in this 100-year lifetime. 
  
 (7) In the 7th way of discerning materiality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of 
present inanimate materiality. Materiality is inanimate when it is without karma-born materiality 
such as the life-faculty and the 5 sensitivities. That is, for example, iron, steel, copper, gold, silver, 
plastic, pearls, gemstones, shells, marble, coral, soil, rocks, concrete and plants. Such materiality is 
found only externally. 
 
 These are the 7 ways of discerning  materiality according their characteristics. 
  
15.4 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: THE 7 WAYS OF REFLECTING ON MENTALITY 
 

In the 7 ways of discerning mentality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of the  
vipassana-minds (the mentality) that saw these 3 characteristics in the 7 ways for materiality (see fol-

 
341 Traditionally, in India of the Buddha’s time, the “24-hour” day was divided into 4 parts: the day into fore-

noon (pubb’aṇha) and afternoon (apar’aṇha); and the night into 3 watch(es) (of the night): the 1st watch (6-10 
pm) (paṭhama,yāma or purima,yāma), the 2nd or “middle” watch (10 pm-2 am) (majjhima,yāma), 3rd or “last” 
watch (2-6 am) (pacchima,yāma). See D 16,4.38 n (SD 9); SD 25.3 (4.1); SD 32.13 (1.1). 

342 These actions are found in the section on “clear knowing” (sampajañña) of Satipaṭṭhāna S (M 10,8/1:57), 
SD 13.3. 

343 On walking meditation, see SD 17.2a (11.2) Diagram 6. 
344 This means that we discern all the 4 types of materiality that have arisen owing to the support of nutriment-

born materiality. This principle applies to the discernment of karma-born, consciousness-born and temperature-
born materiality. 
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lowing). This means our object is, in each case, a  vipassana-mind which we see with a subsequent 
vipassana-mind.345 

 
 (1) In the first of the 7 ways of discerning mentality, we see the impermanence, suffering and non-
self of the materiality by way of a group (kalāpa) each time. We then see the impermanence, suffering 
and nonself of the mentality that sees this. That means that we see the grouped materiality as being 
impermanent, and then see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of that vipassana-mind itself 
with, in each case, a subsequent  vipassana-mind. We do the same with the grouped materiality seen 
as suffering and nonself. 
 
 (2) In the 2nd way of discerning mentality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of the 
mentality for each of the 7 ways for materiality. That means, we see again the materiality in each of 
the 7 ways for materiality as being impermanent, and then see the impermanence, suffering and 
nonself of that vipassana-mind itself with, in each case, a subsequent vipassana-mind. We do the same 
with the materiality seen as suffering and nonself. 
 
 (3) In the 3rd way of discerning mentality, we see again the impermanence, suffering and nonself of 
the mentality for each of the 7 ways for materiality, but do so 4 times in succession. That means, we 
see again the materiality in each of the 7 ways for materiality as being impermanent, and then see the 
impermanence, suffering and nonself of that 1st vipassana-mind with a 2nd vipassana-mind, and a 2nd 
with a 3rd, and so on, until we see a 5th vipassana-mind sees the impermanence, suffering and nonself 
of the 4th vipassana-mind.  
 We do the same with the materiality seen as suffering and as nonself. 
 
 (4) In the 4th way of discerning mentality we do as before, but continue until we have an 11th vipas-
sana-mind seeing the impermanence, suffering and nonself of the 10th vipassana-mind. 
 
 (5) In the 5th way of discerning mentality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of men-
tality for the removal of views (diṭṭhi). Here again, we see the  vipassana-minds of the 7 ways for mat-
eriality. Then, once the perceptions of impermanence and suffering have become strong, we intensify 
the perception of nonself. With the support of the other 2 perceptions, the intensified perception of 
nonself removes views, especially the view of self. 
 
 (6) In the 6th way of discerning mentality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of men-
tality for the removal of conceit (māna). Again, we see the vipassana-minds of the 7 ways for material-
ity. Then, once the perceptions of suffering and nonself have become strong and powerful, we intensi-
fy the perception of impermanence. With the support of the other 2 perceptions, the intensified per-
ception of impermanence removes conceit. 
 
 (7) In the 7th way of discerning mentality, we see the impermanence, suffering and nonself of men-
tality for the removal of attachment (nikanti). Again, we see the vipassana-minds of the 7 ways for 
materiality. 
 Then, once the perceptions of impermanence and of nonself have become strong, we intensify the 
perception of suffering. With the support of the other 2 perceptions, the intensified perception of suf-
fering removes attachment.  
 

 
345 Vipassana-mind. The vipassana mind-door process is a one mind-door adverting consciousness and 7 im-

pulsions, sometimes followed by 2 registering consciousnesses. In the mind-door adverting consciousness, there 
are 12 mental formations, and in each impulsion consciousness, there are 34, 33 or 32 mental formations. See 
also Table 13.2.2 The mind-door process. 
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 These are the 7 ways for mentality. It is best, although not strictly necessary, to have done these 
exercises for the materiality and mentality of the present, past and future, internally and externally. 
With the exercises completed, materiality and mentality will have become very clear to us. 
 The explanation of how to cultivate the Knowledge of Formations in categories is now complete; 
let us go on to discuss how to cultivate the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing. 
 
15.5 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: KNOWLEDGE OF ARISING AND CEASING 
 
15.5.0 Introduction 
 
 15.5.0.1  The Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing (or of Rise and Fall)346 is to know the arising and 
ceasing of formations: mentality-materiality, the 5 aggregates, the 12 bases, the 18 elements, the 4 
noble truths, and dependent arising, internally and externally, in the present, past and future.347 Sim-
ply, it is knowing true reality. 
 This knowledge comprises 2 kinds: 
 

(1)  Knowledge of the condition (paccayato):  the conditioned arising and ceasing of formations  
(2)  Knowledge of the momentary (khaṇato):  the momentary arising and ceasing of formations  
 

 We can see the conditioned arising and ceasing of formations, for example, using the 5th method 
of  dependent arising [14.1.2]. To see the momentary arising and ceasing of formations, we see how 
the 5 aggregates arise and cease in every mind-moment of the mental processes, in daily life, from 
rebirth to death of every life, that we have discerned. 
 
 15.5.0.2  There are 2 methods for cultivating the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing: the brief 
method (seeing only the momentary nature of formations), and the detailed method (seeing both the 
conditioned and the momentary nature of formations). We shall examine only the detailed method. 
 The detailed method of cultivating the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing is done in 3 stages, that 
is, we see: 
 

(1)  only the arising (udaya) the conditioned and momentary arising of formations       [15.5.1] 
(2)  only the ceasing (vaya) the conditioned and momentary ceasing of formations [15.5.2] 
(3)  both the arising and ceasing both the conditioned and the momentary arising and  
  ceasing of formations [15.5.3.] 
  
15.5.1 Detailed discerning the nature of arising: The 5th method dependent arising  
 
 15.5.1.1  To begin a detailed discerning of formations for cultivating the Knowledge of Arising and 
Ceasing, we should carefully see, again and again, the conditioned and the momentary arising of form-
ations. This is the contemplation of the nature of arising (samudaya dhammânupassanā); for example, 
we see the conditioned arising of materiality according to the 5th method of  dependent arising, as al-
ready described [14.2].   
 This means that we look back again to the near-death moments of our past life, to see the 5 past 
conditions (of dependent arising) that caused the arising (udaya), in this life, of karma-born materiality 
[11.3.1]. One by one, we see the arising of: (1) ignorance, (2) craving, (3) clinging, (4) volitional forma-
tions, and (5) karma, each conditioning, in this life, the arising of karma-born materiality. 
 
 15.5.1.2  We then see the momentary arising of karma-born materiality in every mind-moment of 
the mental processes that we have discerned, from rebirth to death. This means that we see the 5 

 
346 “Arising and ceasing” (udaya-b,baya = udaya + vaya); “ceasing” (vaya) is the same as “ending” (nirodha).  
347 Vism 20.93-104/629-633.  
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aggregates at the arising (udaya) of the process-free consciousnesses (vīthi,mutta citta),348 and at the 
arising of each mind-moment in all the intervening 6 sense-door processes (vīthi) that we have dis-
cerned. We see this in every past life that we have discerned, and will discern in all our future lives up 
to our parinirvana.349 
 We must then see, one after the other, the conditioned arising of temperature-born, of conscious-
ness-born, and of nutriment-born materiality [11.3]. We will then see how:  
 

• consciousness  conditions the arising of  consciousness-born materiality 
• temperature   conditions the arising of  temperature-born materiality 
• nutriment   conditions the arising of  nutriment-born materiality 
 
 In each case, we see also the momentary arising of the particular type of materiality.  
 After this, we must see, in the same way, both the conditioned and the momentary arising of men-
tality, and see the arising of both materiality and mentality in all the mental processes that we have 
discerned, in all the past and future lives that we have discerned. It would, however, take some time 
to list the details, so we shall pass them over, and in each case explain the details for only materiality. 
 
15.5.2 Discerning the nature of ceasing 
 
 15.5.2.1  After seeing the conditioned and the momentary arising (udaya) of both materiality and 
mentality, we now see again and again only their ceasing (vaya). This is the Contemplation of the 
Nature of Ceasing. The ceasing of ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional formations and karmic poten-
cy350 occurs when we attain arhathood, and the cessation of the 5 aggregates takes place at our pari-
nirvana.  
 Whereas the conditioned arising is the individual type of ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional 
formation and karmic potency that we discern at each life where it takes place, the cessation is always 
in the same life: when the 5 aggregates at parinirvana no longer arise. But actual nirvana and the arhat-
path is not evident to us because we have not yet realized the 4 Path Knowledges (magga,ñāṇa) and 4 
Fruition Knowledges (phala,ñāṇa): we understand that our parinirvana has taken place because there is 
no more arising of the aggregates. 
  
 15.5.2.2  For example, we see the cessation (nirodha) of materiality, again, according to the 5th 
method of dependent arising [14.2.6]. This is when we look forward to the time when we become an 
arhat, and see that when we attain the arhat-path (arahatta,magga) and arhat-fruition (arahatta,-
phala), all defilements cease, and that, at the end of that life, all formations cease, too: it is directly 
seeing our parinirvana, after which neither new materiality nor new mentality arises or passes away.  
 Should we attain arhathood in this very life, all formations cease when our life ends: should we 
attain arhathood in one of our future lives, the same will happen, unless we attain arhathood upon 
dying.351 One by one, we see that the cessation (nirodha) of: (1) ignorance, (2) craving, (3) clinging, (4) 
volitional formations and (5) karma, respectively, each bringing the cessation of karma-born materiality. 

 
348 Process-free consciousnesses (vīthi.mutta,citta): the rebirth-relinking consciousness (paṭisandhi,citta); 

bhav’aṅga consciousness and death-consciousness (cuti,citta). See (12.2.3.4) + Table 12.2.3.4; (13) Discerning 
mentality. 

349 Discerning the 6 sense-door processes means that we are examining the present life, which means we will 
be able to discern out immediate past life, and then those before that [14.2.2]. Then, we go on to discern future 
lives (which will be tricky) [SD 142.6]. 

350 There is still, however, the karmic potency from the past volitional formations (before arhathood) that 
manifests as pleasure and pain. There is, however, no karmic potency in the present volitional formations to 
bear new results, as such. Cf Pa-Auk 2019:22 f. 
 351 The former is “the nirvana of the defilements” (kilesa,nibbāna), when there is no more clinging to the 5 
aggregates, and no new karma is created; the latter is “the nirvana of the aggregates” (khandha,nibbāna), when 
even the remaining 5 aggregates cease altogether: SD 45.18 (2.5.2.4). Also called, respectively, the nirvana-
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 15.5.2.3  Having, in that way, seen the conditioned cessation of karma-born materiality, we now 
see only its momentary ceasing. In due course, we see the momentary ceasing of karma-born mater-
iality in every mind-moment of the mental processes that we have discerned, from rebirth to death, in 
every past and future life that we have discerned [12.2.3.4 + Table].  
 This means that we again see the 5 aggregates at the cessation (vaya) of the process-free con-
sciousnesses, and at the cessation of each mind-moment in all the intervening 6 sense-door processes 
(vīthi) that we have discerned. [Table 12.2.3.4] 
  
 15.5.2.4  We must then see, one after the other, the conditioned cessation of consciousness-born, 
of temperature-born, and of nutriment-born materiality. We see how the cessation of consciousness 
causes the cessation of consciousness-born materiality. 
 The cessation of temperature [heat] causes the cessation of temperature-born materiality. 
 The cessation of nutriment causes the cessation of nutriment-born materiality. 
 In each case, we see also the momentary ceasing of that particular type of materiality.  
 
15.5.3  Discerning the nature of arising and ceasing 
 
 15.5.3.1  Once we have seen conditioned cessation of both materiality and mentality, we now see 
again and again both their arising and ceasing. This is the Contemplation of the Nature of Arising and 
Ceasing (samudaya,vaya dhammânupassanā). It involves seeing first their conditioned arising and 
ceasing, and then their momentary arising and ceasing. We see each one in 3 successive ways, thus: 
 
(1)  the arising     of the cause and its result; 
(2)  the ceasing     of the cause and its result; 
(3)  the impermanence   of the cause and its result. 
 
 15.5.3.2  For example, we see, one by one, how:  
 
(1)  the arising of each cause (1. ignorance; 2. craving; 3. clinging; 4. volitional formations; 5. karma) 

causes the arising of karma-born materiality; 
(2)  the cessation of each condition causes the cessation of karma-born materiality; 
(3)  each cause and the materiality it produced is impermanent. 
 
Likewise, we see, one by one, how: 
 
1) consciousness causes the arising of consciousness-born materiality; 
2) the cessation of consciousness causes the cessation of consciousness-born materiality; 
3) consciousness is impermanent, and consciousness-born materiality is impermanent. 
 
 15.5.3.3  We see the same cessation cycle for temperature-born and nutriment-born materiality. 
This is how we see both the conditioned and the momentary arising and ceasing of materiality. After 
that, we have to see the conditioned and the momentary arising and ceasing of mentality. 
 In the way just outlined, we see the conditioned and momentary arising and ceasing of also the 5 
aggregates, and see the 3 characteristics of impermanence, suffering and nonself in them. We should 
do this for the 5 internal aggregates, the 5 external aggregates, and the 5 aggregates of the past, pre-
sent and future. 
 
 
 

 
element with substrates remaining (sa,upādi,sesa nibbāna,dhatu) and the nirvana-element without substrates 
remaining (anupādi,sesa nibbāna,dhatu): SD 45.18 (2.5). 
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15.5.4 Cultivating the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing: The 1st method of dependent arising 
 
 15.5.4.1  Next, we cultivate the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing with the 1st method of  depend-
ent arising [14.3]. In this case, to see the conditioned arising of formations, we see the links of depend-
ent arising one-by-one in the forward order, thus:352 
 
 (1)  dependent on ignorance (avijjā),  formations (saṅkhārā) arise; 
 (2)  dependent on formations,  consciousness (viññāṇa) arises; 
 (3)  dependent on consciousness,  name-and-form [mentality-materiality] (nāma,rūpa) arises; 
 (4)  dependent on name-and-form,  the 6 sense-bases (saļ-āyatana) arise; 
 (5)  dependent on the 6 sense-bases,  contact (phassa) arises; 
 (6)  dependent on contact,  feeling (vedanā) arises; 
 (7)  dependent on feeling,  craving (taṇhā) arises; 
 (8)  dependent on craving, clinging (upādāna) arises; 
 (9)  dependent on clinging,  existence (bhava) arises; 
 (10)  dependent on existence,  birth (jāti) arises; 
 (11)  dependent on birth,     
(12)  decay-and-death (jarā,maraṇa), sorrow (soka), lamentation (parideva), physical pain (dukkha), 

 mental pain (domanassa) and despair (upāyāsā) arise. Such is the origin of this whole mass of 
 suffering. 

 
 15.5.4.2  To see the conditioned cessation of formations at arhathood, and the resultant parinir-
vana, we see the links of dependent cessation one-by-one in forward order, thus:353 
 (1)  with the remainderless fading away and ending of ignorance,  volitional formations cease; 
 (2)  with the ceasing of volitional formations,      consciousness ceases; 
 (3)  with the ceasing of consciousness,        name-and-form ceases; 
 (4)  with the ceasing of name-and-form,        the 6 sense-bases cease; 
 (5)  with the ceasing of the 6 sense-bases,       contact ceases; 
 (6)  with the ceasing of contact,          feeling ceases; 
 (7)  with the ceasing of feeling,          craving ceases; 
 (8)  with the ceasing of craving,          clinging ceases; 
 (9)  with the ceasing of clinging,          existence ceases; 
 (10)  with the ceasing of existence,          birth ceases; 
 (11)  with the ceasing of birth, 
 (12)  decay-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, mental pain, physical pain and despair cease.  
  Such is the cessation of this whole mass of suffering. 
 
 As before, we see both the conditioned and the momentary arising and ceasing of formations. We 
see the links of dependent arising and cessation one-by-one in forward order.  
 For example, in the case of ignorance, we see: 
 
 
(1)  ignorance conditions the arising of volitional formations; 
(2)  with the remainderless fading away and cessation of ignorance, volitional formations cease; 
(3)  ignorance is impermanent, volitional formations are impermanent. 
 

 
352 For these 12 links (arising), see (Nidāna) Vibhaṅga S (S 12.2,3-16/2:2-4), SD 5.15. The shorter cycle (6-

12) is found in Mahā Taṇhā,saṅkhaya S (M 38,30/1:267), SD 7.10. 
353 For these 12 links (ending), see (Nidāna) Vibhaṅga S (S 12.2,16.2/2:4), SD 5.15. The shorter cycle (6-

12) is found in Mahā Taṇhā,saṅkhaya S (M 38,40/1:270), SD 7.10. 
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 We see each of the links of dependent arising in the same way, internally and externally, in the 
past, present and future.  
 This is, very briefly, how we cultivate the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing of formations. 
 
15.6 CULTIVATING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: OVERCOMING THE 20 IMPERFECTIONS OF INSIGHT 
 
15.6.1  As we assert ourself in meditation and our insight (vipassanā) grows stronger, any or all of the 
10 imperfections of insight (vipassan’upakkilesa) may arise in us. This list of imperfections is found in 
the Paṭisambhidā,magga, the Visuddhi,magga and the Commentaries.354 

Buddhaghosa explains how we may experience light such as never experienced before; the Know-
ledge of Mentality-Materiality has never been so clear that we are overwhelmed in our exertion; esta-
blished mental presence; stable equanimity; and a deep attachment to insight.  

These are not, in themselves, impurities or imperfections; they are so when we mistake them as 
some kind of attainment, even as that of the path and its fruition. We then develop wrong view, and 
think that we have attained some very high levels: we project conceit onto others. In this way, we have 
turned them into “imperfections” for ourself. 
 
15.6.2  The 10 imperfections of vipassana (dasa vipassan’upakkilesa) are as follows: 
 
 (1)  light       obhāsa 
 (2)  knowledge     ñāṇa 
 (3)  joy       pīti 
 (4)  tranquillity     passaddhi 
 (5) happiness      sukha 
 (6)  confidence     adhimokkha 
 (7)  exertion      paggaha 
 (8)  mental presence   upaṭṭhāna 
 (9)  equanimity     upekkhā 
 (10)  attachment     nikanti 
 
 With the exception of light and attachment, the imperfections are actually wholesome states, and 
are, as such, not, in themselves, imperfections. But they can become the objects for unwholesome 
states when we become attached to them. We should simply regard them as being “mind-made” and 
conditioned; hence, they are impermanent, unsatisfactory and nonself. Or, simply disregard them and 
go on with our practice. 
 
15.7 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: THE KNOWLEDGE OF DISSOLUTION 
 
15.7.1 After we have developed the Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing, our insight into formations is 
steady and pure. Then, we have to cultivate the Knowledge of Dissolution (bhaṅga,ñāṇa). To do this, 
we concentrate only on the momentary ceasing (vaya) and dissolution (bhaṅga) of formations. 
 We see neither the arising (uppāda) nor the standing (ṭhiti) of formations, nor the signs (nimitta) 
of individual formations, nor the conditioned occurrence (pavatta) of formations. Using the power of 
our Vipassana Knowledge, we see only the dissolution of formations, and perceive them as imperma-
nence, suffering and nonself. 
 

(1)  We see the cessation, fall and dissolution of formations, to see their impermanence. 
(2)  We see the continuous dissolution of formations as fearful, to see the suffering in them. 
(3)  We see the absence of any permanent essence in formations, to see their nonself nature. 
 

 
354 Pm 2:100-103; Vism 20.107-130/633-638; AA 3:143. See SD 32.7 (2.1.3.2); 32.10 (2.5.3); SD 56.22 (8.2.5). 
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15.7.2 We have to see the impermanence, suffering and nonself in not only the dissolution of mental-
ity-materiality, but also in the dissolution of those vipassana-minds that saw this. That means that we 
see the dissolution of materiality and know that it is impermanent. This is our 1st vipassana mind. Then, 
with a 2nd vipassana-mind, we see the dissolution of the 1st vipassana-mind, and thus know it, too, is 
impermanent.  
 We do the same for mentality, and then again for materiality and mentality to know them as suf-
fering and nonself. We do these exercises again and again, alternating between internal and external, 
materiality and mentality, conditioned formations and resultant formations: past, present and future. 
 As we continue to discern the ceasing and dissolution of formations in this way, our strong vipas-
sana will progress through the next 6 Vipassana Knowledges. 
 
15.8 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: THE 1ST 11 KNOWLEDGES 
 
15.8.1  At this stage, we will have developed the first 11 of the 16 Vipassana Knowledges. The first 5 
Knowledges that we have already developed are: [12.7.1.2] 
 
(1)  Knowledge of the Definition of Mentality-Materiality nāma,rūpa pariccheda ñāṇai [11; 13] 
(2)  Knowledge of Cause-apprehending Knowledge paccaya,pariggaha ñāṇa [14] 
(3)  Comprehension Knowledge sammasana ñāṇa [15.1.1] 
(4)  Knowledge of Arising and Ceasing udaya-b,baya ñāṇa [15.5] 
(5)  Knowledge of Dissolution bhaṅga ñāṇa [15.7] 
 
15.8.2  And the next 6 Knowledges that we will progress through are: 
 
 (6) Knowledge of the Fearful (viz, the dissolving states) bhaya ñāṇa 
 (7) Knowledge of Dangers (viz, the fearful states) ādīnava ñāṇa 
 (8) Knowledge that is Revulsion (with all formations) nibbidā ñāṇa 
 (9) Knowledge that is the Desire for Freedom muñcitu,kamyatā ñāṇa 

(10)  Knowledge that is Reflective Contemplation paṭisaṅkha ñāṇa 
(11)  Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations saṅkhār’upekkhā ñāṇa 
 
15.8.3  When we developed the first 5  Vipassana Knowledges thoroughly, these 6 Knowledges will 
develop quickly. These Knowledges have been described earlier [12.7.1.3], where we should read 
them, even look them up in the Visuddhi,magga and the Abhidhamm’attha,saṅgaha in the references 
given there. 
 
15.9 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: KNOWING AND SEEING NIRVANA 
 
15.9.1  After gaining these Knowledges, as we continue to see the ceasing and dissolution of each 
formation, with a wish for release from them, we will find that eventually all formations cease. Our 
mind knows and sees nirvana directly: it is fully aware of the unconditioned state, nirvana, as object. 
 This takes place with the arising of the Path-process: for this, we go through the remaining 5 Know-
ledges. They are: [12.7.1.2] 
 

(12)  Conformity Knowledge           anuloma ñāṇa 
(13)  Knowledge that is the Change of Lineage      gotra,bhū ñāṇa 
(14)  Path Knowledge            magga ñāṇa 
(15)  Fruition Knowledge           phala ñāṇa 
(16)  Review Knowledge           paccavekkhaṇa ñāṇa 
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15.9.2  The last 5 Knowledges [15.9.1] arise with the Path Process, consisting of a sequence of 7 types 
of consciousness: 
  

(1)  A mind-door adverting consciousness arises that sees formations as impermanence, suffering or 
nonself, depending on how the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations [12.7.1.3 (11)] 
arose. Afterwards, there arise 3 preparatory impulsion consciousnesses (javana) which see form-
ations in the same way. 

(2)  Preparation   parikamma355 
(3)  Access     upacāra 
(4)  Conformity    anuloma 
 
15.9.3  These 3 impulsion consciousnesses comprise, in fact, the 12th Knowledge: the Conformity 
Knowledge. Conformity to what? To what came before, and to what will come after. Thus, they may be 
said to function as preparation for, access to and conformity with the Change of Lineage. Their repeti-
tion prepares the way for transition from the 8 Insight Knowledges that came before (from the Know-
ledge of Arising and Ceasing to the Formations-Equanimity Knowledge) with the formed as object to 
the 37 dharmas356 of the Path and Fruition Knowledges with the Unconditioned (nirvana) as object. The 
Conformity Knowledge is the last Knowledge that has formations as its object. 
 
(5) A 4th impulsion consciousness arises, with nirvana as object.  
 

 This is the 13th Knowledge: Change-of-Lineage Knowledge. Although this consciousness knows the 
unconditioned, nirvana, it does not destroy the defilements: its function is to change the lineage from 
ordinary (worldly) person to the noble (saint); specifically, this refers to streamwinning, that is, the 
very 1st path. 
 

(6)  A 5th impulsion consciousness arises, with nirvana as object. This is the 14th Knowledge, which 
destroys the appropriate defilements:357 this is Path Knowledge . 

 

(7)  A 6th and 7th358 impulsion consciousness arises, with nirvana as object. They are the 15th Know-
ledge: this is Fruition Knowledge (phala,ñāṇa). 

 
15.10 DEVELOPING VIPASSANA KNOWLEDGE: REVIEW KNOWLEDGE 
 
15.10.1  After this follows the last and 16th Knowledge, the Reviewing Knowledge (paccavekkhaṇa,-
ñāṇa). It comprises 5 separate reviewings (after attaining them): 
 

(1)  reviewing the Path Knowledge; 
(2)  reviewing the Fruition Knowledge; 
(3)  reviewing the defilements that have been destroyed; 

 
355 When the meditator’s vipassana is very strong, this consciousness does not arise; the 1st impulsion con-

sciousness is access (upacāra), which, in this case, is number 3. See Table 13.3.3. 
356 Simply put, this refers to the totality of the Buddha’s teachings. Conventionally, they are listed as the “7 

sets” totalling 37 teachings, viz, the 37 dharmas that are the limbs of awakening (bodhi,pakkhiya damma) or, 
simply, “the limbs of awakening,” ie: (1) the 4 focuses of mindfulness, (2) the 4 right efforts, (3) the 4 paths to 
success, (4) the 5 faculties, (5) the 5 powers, (6) the 7 awakening-factors, and (7) the noble eightfold path. See 
Vism 22.32-43/678-681; for details, see SD 10.1. 

357 Eg, streamwinning destroys the first 3 fetters (saṁyojana): (1) self-identity view (sakkāya,diṭṭhi), (2)  doubt 
about the 3 jewels (vicikicchā), (3).attachment to vows and rituals (sīla-b,bata parāmāsa)—which empowers us 
to keep the 5 precepts so that we would never be reborn into any state lower than a human one. Complete 
destruction of the defilements is attained only at arhathood. 

358 If no “preliminary work” (parikamma) consciousness arises, these consciousnesses will be a 5th, 6th and 7th 
(three) to complete the necessary 7 impulsion consciousnesses. See Table 13.2.2 the mind-door process. 
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(4)  reviewing the defilements that have yet to be destroyed; 
(5)  reviewing nirvana. 
 

Review knowledge 1+2 will arise automatically. However, for 3+4, we need some skill with some pro-
per understanding of the Dharma. 
 
15.10.2  Then, we will have attained true knowledge of the 4 noble truths, and will have realized nir-
vana for ourself. With this realization, our mind will have become purified and free from wrong views. 
We go on to attain arhathood and parinirvana.  
 There are many other details about this development of vipassana; this is just a brief mention. The 
best way to learn this practice is by undertaking a meditation course with an experienced teacher, be-
cause then we can learn in a systematic way, step by step. 
 
15.11 THE ESSENCE OF SAMATHA-VIPASSANA   
 

5.11.1  We have been taking a remarkable meditative journey, experiencing the profound panorama 
of samatha and vipassana: this is like the ancient Greeks listening the bard Homer (c 8th cent BCE) 
reciting the great epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey,359 which continue to inspire western and 
global learning, literature, music art and film.  
 Although Homer’s epics are based on historical events, they are related as human drama, high-
lighting the human spirit in the face of loss, tragedy and great challenges to life, and surviving it all the 
wiser. Above all, they celebrate the power of Homer’s great memory and remarkable genius in story-
telling. They are epic, not only is terms of narrative, but in their truth and timelessness in our social 
life and culture. 
 Pa-Auk’s great memory and remarkable understanding of the Buddha Dharma has given us an epic 
rendition of the Buddha Dharma, weaving together the canonical teachings, elaborating them with 
Abhidhamma and commentarial details to move us into Dharma practice, as has been the tradition in 
Myanmar for generations.  
 
5.11.2  Pa-Auk has here laid down in great practical detail how the ancient practitioners have progress-
ed to reach the path and going on to attain nirvana. Just as Weubu Sayadaw once famously pointed to 
his nose and declared that the Buddha’s teaching is all there, in the breath; in Pa-Auk’s teachings, we 
may see that singular truth and its path in renunciation. 

To truly succeed in meditation, we use both samatha and vipassana to know, tame and free the 
mind, just as the Buddha himself did, beginning with his great renunciation. We, too, must begin our 
journey of true renunciation (nekkhamma). After all, breath meditation is what brought awakening to 
the Buddha himself. Practising meditation, with this Dharma-spirited understanding of renunciation, 
we will attain what the Buddha and the early arhats have attained: awakening and liberation. 

This is our highest aspiration—for awakening and liberation—gained through direct insight, rather 
than seeking the powers or pleasures of meditation, or being blinded by a teacher’s learning and fame. 
This is the effort to let go of the world: there’s nothing in it that is ours nor anything worth seeking. 
We should not only be disenchanted with the world; we should be revulsed at it, for having entrapped 
us in its web of ignorance and craving for so very long. Meditation, with or without dhyana, can bring 
us the wisdom of non-identifying with the world (atam,mayatā), thus awakening ourself. 
 
 

211218 220330 220419 

 
359 While the Iliad is a poetic narrative set in the last few weeks of the Trojan War; the Odyssey recounts the 

10-year voyage home of Odysseus (Latin, Ulysses), king of Ithaca, after the fall of Troy. 
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