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in Theravada Buddhist Meditation
by
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ABSTRACT

This work provides an analytical study of the jhanas, an important set of meditative
attainments in the contemplative discipline of Theravada Buddhism. Despite their
frequent appearance in the texts, the exact role of the jhanas in the Buddhist path has not
been settled with unanimity by Theravada scholars, who are still divided over the
question as to whether they are necessary for attaining nibbana. The primary purpose of
this dissertation is to determine the precise role of the jhanas in the Theravada Buddhist
presentation of the way to liberation.

For source material the work relies upon the three principal classes of authoritative
Theravada texts — the Pali Tipitaka, its commentaries, and its sub-commentaries. To
traditional canonical investigations modern methods of philosophical and psychological
analysis are applied in order to clarify the meanings implicit in the original sources.

The examination covers two major areas: first the dynamics of jhana attainment, and
second, the function of the jhanas in realizing the ultimate goal of Buddhism, nibbana
or final liberation from suffering.

Regarding the first issue it is shown that Theravada Buddhism treats the process of
Jhana attainment from a philosophical perspective which views the mind as a complex
of factors alterable by methodical training. The eight attainments of jhana — four fine
material jhanas and four immaterial jhanas — are examined individually in terms of their
components and in their progressive scale of development. Also discussed are the
supernormal powers of knowledge (abhififias) resulting from jhana and the connections
between the jhanas and rebirth.

Regarding the second issue, the work brings to light several significant findings
concerning the soteriological function of the jhanas. Fundamental to the conclusions in
this area is the discovery that the Theravada tradition distinguishes two kinds of jhana,
one mundane (lokiya), the other supramundane (lokuttara). Mundane jhana, comprising



the eight attainments, belongs to the concentration group of the threefold Buddhist
discipline — morality, concentration, and wisdom. Supramundane jhana is the mental
absorption immediately concomitant with the higher realizations called the
supramundane paths and fruits, which issue from the full threefold discipline.

Theravada Buddhism regards the mundane jhana as neither sufficient nor indispensable
for reaching liberation. They are insufficient as they only suppress the defilements and
must be supplemented by wisdom. They are optional rather than indispensable since
they need not be developed by all practitioners. Meditators belonging to the “vehicle of
serenity”’ utilize jhana to produce the concentration required as a basis for wisdom,
meditators belonging to the “vehicle of bare insight” can employ a lower degree of
concentration without achieving mundane jhana. But supramundane jhana pertains to
the experience of all meditators who reach the paths and fruits, since these latter always
occur at a level of jhanic absorption.

The dissertation also explains the two approaches to meditation and shows how they
lead by stages to the higher realisations. The supramundane jhanas are examined
analytically both in themselves and in comparison with their mundane counterparts.
Also discussed are two additional attainments connected with the jhanas — fruition and
cessation.

Finally, by means of a canonical sevenfold typology, the relation of the various grades of
liberated individuals to the accomplishment of mundane jhana is investigated. The
conclusion emerges that though liberation from suffering, the ultimate goal of the
discipline, is attainable by wisdom with or without mundane jhdana, Theravada
Buddhism places additional value on liberation when it is accompanied by mastery over
the jhanas and skill in the modes of supernormal knowledge.
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PREFACE

The teaching of the Buddha is essentially a path leading to the cessation of suffering.
Central to this path is the practice of meditation. Meditation may be considered the heart
of applied Buddhism, to which all the preliminary stages of the path lead and out of
which the higher stages flow. One of the most important aspects of Buddhist meditation
is a set of attainments called, in Pali, the jhanas. The jhanas are encountered repeatedly
in the scriptural texts of early Buddhism. They were instrumental in the Buddha’s own
achievement of enlightenment and recurrently enter into the course of training he
formulated for his disciples — in the stage of the path preparatory to the higher insights,
in immediate association with the liberating wisdom, and again in the end as a spiritual
endowment of the fully liberated man.

It is the purpose of the present work to examine the jhanas in order to determine their
role in the Buddhist spiritual discipline. The perspective from which they are viewed is
that of Theravada Buddhism, the Buddhist school to which the author belongs as a fully
ordained monk. Theravada Buddhism is probably the oldest continuous Buddhist
tradition, maintaining the most accurate record of what the Buddha himself actually
taught. Theravada Buddhist meditation, inclusive of the jhanas, has been reliably treated
by several contemporary writers of scholarly stature. The present work, however,
approaches the jhanas from a different angle. Whereas most scholars deal principally
with the topics of meditation and only incidentally with the jhanas themselves, in our
dissertation we focus primarily upon the jhanas as they are in their own nature, treating
the topics of meditation only in a summary way. Our approach is psychological and
analytical, our intent to look into the inner constitution of the jhanas, lay bare their inner
dynamics, and see how they contribute to the purification and liberation of mind which
is the goal of the Buddhist discipline.

Our work draws principally upon the scriptures and exegetical literature of Theravada
Buddhism. These sources, composed almost entirely in Pali, fall into three primary
layers of differing degrees of authoritative weight. The first and most authoritative is the
Pali Canon. This is the Tipitaka — the three “baskets” or collections of scripture: the
Vinayapitaka, the collection of monastic discipline; the Suttapitaka, the collection of the
Buddha’s discourses; and the Abhidhammapitaka, the collection of psycho-
philosophical treatises. The texts in these collections belong to different chronological
strata, but a good portion, particularly of the Vinaya and suttas, can be reasonably
ascribed to the Buddha himself.

The Suttapitaka was the most useful of the three for our purposes. This collection is
divided into five sections: the Digha Nikaya (long discourses), the Majjhima Nikaya
(middle length discourses), the Samyutta Nikaya (topically related discourses), the
Anguttara Nikaya (numerically arranged discourses), and the Khuddaka Nikaya
(miscellaneous discourses). We have relied most heavily on the first four and parts of the
fifth as being the most ancient parts of the Pali Canon.



The Abhidhammapitaka gives the appearance of being a somewhat later scholastic
attempt at systematization, but its teachings are fully consistent with the suttas and help
shed light on many points requiring precise analysis and fine definition. We have found
particularly helpful the first two books of the Abhidhamma, the Dhammasangani and the
Vibhanga, which in conjunction with their commentaries clarify a number of knotty
points concerning the jhanas. The difference between the suttas and the Abhidhamma is
that between a practical pedagogical approach and a philosophically rigorous one. But
the two standpoints are found to harmonize and to repeatedly illuminate each other.

The second layer of Pali literature is the commentaries (afthakatha). The commentaries
were composed for the purpose of elucidating the words of the Tipitaka and for drawing
out their implications. Their origins go back to very ancient times but they were edited
and cast into final standardized versions in the Sth century A.C. by the great Buddhist
commentator Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa, who came from India to Sri Lanka
expressly for that purpose. Fundamental to the entire commentarial collection is
Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa’s own original work, the Visuddhimagga (Path of
Purification), a massive masterpiece which orders the complex field of Buddhist
meditation into an organic comprehensive whole.

The third class of Pali texts we drew upon is the Tikas. The Tikas are subcommentaries,
composed with three principal purposes in view: to elucidate difficult points in the
commentaries, to explore important side issues, and to systematize still further the
material of the Tipitaka. The most useful of these has been the great Tika to the
Visuddhimagga, the Mahatika called Paramatthamaiijiisd, composed by Acariya
Dhammapala who lived in South India in the 6th century A.C. This same teacher is also
the author of the Tikas to the Digha Nikaya, the Majjhima Nikaya, and the Samyutta
Nikaya.

For passages from the Suttapitaka we have principally relied upon the editions of the
Pali Text Society. For the commentaries and subcommentaries we have used the editions
of the Burmese Buddha Sasana Samiti, which started its work in connection with the
Sixth Buddhist Council held in Burma in 1956. Sinhalese and Devanagari editions were
also consulted when available. Our secondary sources were English and Sinhalese
treatises relating to the subject. For the sake of easy cross-reference we refer to
commentaries and subcommentaries by their full scriptural titles rather than by their
individual names; e.g. we refer to the commentary to the Majjhima Nikaya as Majjhima
Nikaya Atthakatha rather than as Papaiicasiidani, to the Tika to the Visuddhimagga as
Visuddhimagga Mahatika rather than as Paramatthamarfijisa, etc. Both names for
commentarial works can be found in the list of abbreviations of works used.

Some words are called for concerning the translation of material from the original Pali
sources. Whenever a Pali text was available in English we have consulted the translation,
but in a large number of cases we have found the English renderings unsatisfactory, due
either to inaccurate translation or to the use of archaic language. Therefore we have often
preferred to give our own translations indicated by the phrase “writer’s translation”
(Wr. tr.). Fortunately this procedure was not necessary in the case of the Visuddhimagga,
which has been excellently translated by the Venerable Bhikkhu Nanamoli under the title



The Path of Purification. In some instances, where we present a passage translated by
another writer using different renderings for technical terms than those we prefer, we
give either our own preference or the Pali terms in brackets following the other’s
rendering; but where the context makes it clear what term is intended we leave the
passage as it stands. In all cases of doctrinally important passages translated from the
Pali, by ourselves or others, we give the Pali original below in the footnotes. For the
convenience of the reader a Pali-English Glossary is provided in the back giving our
usual preferred renderings of technical terms connected with Buddhist meditation
appearing in the text.

Footnote and bibliographical references to books published in Sri Lanka use “Ceylon” or
“Sri Lanka,” as indicated on the title page; the latter is used when no country is
mentioned. The systems of transliteration used in citations of Pali texts in the Sinhalese
and Burmese scripts are based upon those used by the Pali Text Society.

Our sincere thanks are due to Professor David F. T. Rodier, Director of the Dissertation,
Department of Philosophy and Religion, The American University, and to the other
readers, Professor Charles S. J. White of The American University and Professor
Cornelia Dimmitt of Georgetown University, for reading the dissertation and for making
valuable suggestions. We are also sincerely grateful to the Venerable Dr. Bhikkhu Bodhi
who made many very valuable suggestions and helped polish the style and structure of
the work. Last but not least we must sincerely thank Dr. Hazel Marie Griffin for her kind
hospitality and valuable suggestions in arranging the footnotes and bibliography.



Chapter One

INTRODUCTION

The Doctrinal Context of Jhana

In the discourses the Buddha says that just as in the great ocean there is but one taste,
the taste of salt, so in his doctrine and discipline there is but one taste, the taste of
freedom (vimuttirasa).l The taste of freedom that flavors the Buddha’s doctrine and
discipline is the taste of spiritual freedom and it is to the full experience of this taste that
the entire teaching of the Buddha is directed. Spiritual freedom, from the Buddhist
perspective, means freedom from suffering. The problem of suffering is the wellspring
out of which the whole current of Buddhist teaching arises; freedom from suffering is
the end towards which it moves. Thus the Buddha could say throughout his ministry:
“Previously, monks, as also now I make known only suffering and the cessation of
suffering.”2 (Wr. tr.).

This focal concern with the issue of suffering is evident from the formula of the four
Noble Truths.” The doctrine of the Four Noble Truths deals entirely with the problem of
suffering, looked at from four different angles. The first Noble Truth exposes the forms
and the range of suffering. It shows suffering to be an inextricable ingredient of life
itself, tied on the physical side to the vital processes of birth, aging, sickness and death,
cropping up on the psychological side as sorrow, grief, dejection, and despair. Suffering,
moreover, in the Buddha’s picture of the world, becomes multiplied to infinite
proportions due to the fact of rebirth. The cycle of pain and sorrow does not turn only
once; for all but the enlightened it turns over and over through beginningless time in the
form of samsara, the round of repeated becoming.

1. Richard Morris and E. Hardy, eds. The Anguttara-Nikaya. [Pt. 1: Ekanipata, Dukanipata, and
Tikanipata, edited by Richard Morris. 2d ed. Revised by A. K. Warder; pt. 2: Catukka-Nipata, edited by
Richard Morris; pt. 3: Paficaka-Nipata and Chakka-Nipata, edited by E. Hardy; pt. 4: Sattaka-Nipata,
Atthaka-Nipata, and Navaka-Nipata, edited by E. Hardy; pt. 5: Dasaka-Nipata and Ekadasaka-Nipata,
edited by E. Hardy; pt. 6: Indexes by Mabel Hunt; Revised and edited by C. A. F. Rhys Davids]. (Pali Text
Society [Publications], vols. 10, 20, 35, 44, 46, 66. 6 vols. 1885-1910; reprint ed., London: Luzac &
Co., 1956-67), 4:203 (hereafter cited as AN.).

2. “Pubbe caham bhikkhave etarahi ca dukkhaficeva panfiapemi dukkhassa ca nirodham.” V. Trenckner and
Robert Chalmers, eds., The Majjhima-Nikaya. [Vol. 1: edited by V. Trenckner; vols. 2-3: edited by Robert
Chalmers; vol. 4: Index of Words, edited by Mrs. Rhys Davids]. (Pali Text Society [Publications], vols. 17,
39, 45, 47, 51, 99. 6 vols in 4, 1888-1925; reprint, 4 vols.; London: Luzac & Co., 1960-64) 1:140 (hereafter
cited as MN.).

3. Hermann Oldenberg, ed. The Vinaya Pitakam: One of the Principal Buddhist Holy Scriptures in the Pali
Language. (Pali Text Society [Publication Series], vols. 147-48, 160-62. 5 vols., London:
Luzac & Co., 1879-1964), 1:10ff (hereafter cited as Vinp.).
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Having exposed the range and modes of suffering in the First Noble Truth, in the
remaining three the Buddha points out the cause of suffering, its cessation, and the way
to its cessation. The cause is craving, the insatiable drive for enjoyment and existence
that keeps the wheel of rebirths in constant motion. The cessation of suffering is the
reversal of this genetic relation, the complete abandoning and destruction of craving.
The way to the end of suffering is the middle way of ethical and mental training that
avoids all extremes of conduct and views — the Noble Eightfold Path made up of right
view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mind-
fulness, and right concentration.

Whereas the first three truths provide the doctrinal perspective of the Buddha’s teaching,
the fourth truth, the truth of the path, prescribes its practical regimen. This regimen
focusses upon personal experience. The Buddha does not come into our midst as a
savior descended from on high. He comes as an enlightened teacher, a man who has
found the way to the end of suffering and who points the way out to others. The path
itself every man must follow for himself. It is each man’s own delusions and defilements
that chain him to the cycle of suffering, and again each man’s own efforts at inner
purification that pave the road to his deliverance. Since bondage ultimately springs from
ignorance (avijja) the key to liberation, for Buddhism, is found in wisdom (paiiiid), a
wisdom which must be generated inwardly as an immediate personal understanding of

realized by the wise within themselves).

It is because personal realization of truth is needed to reach the end of suffering that
meditation assumes a position of such crucial importance in the Buddhist formulation of
the liberating path. Meditation, for Buddhism, is the means of generating the inner
understanding required for deliverance from suffering. Its diversity of techniques stems
from the differences in the people to be taught, but its purpose and procedure is the
same for all: to produce that purity of mind and clarity of vision needed for the
liberating wisdom to arise.

The methods of meditation taught in the Pali Buddhist tradition are based on the
Buddha’s own experience, forged by him in the course of his own quest for enlight-
enment. They are designed to re-create in the disciple who practices them the same
essential discovery the Buddha himself made when he sat beneath the Bodhi tree — the
discovery of the Four Noble Truths.

The various subjects and methods of meditation expounded in the Pali scriptures divide
into two inter-related systems. One is called the development of serenity (samatha-
bhavana), the other the development of insight (vipassanabhavand). The former also
goes under the name of the development of concentration (samadhibhavana), the latter
under the name of the development of wisdom (pafiiabhavana). The practice of
serenity-meditation aims at developing a calm, concentrated, unified state of conscious-
ness as a means of experiencing inner peace and for generating wisdom. The practice of
insight-meditation aims at gaining direct understanding of the real nature of phenomena.
Of the two, the development of insight is regarded by Buddhism as the essential key to
liberation, the direct antidote to the ignorance underlying bondage and suffering.
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Whereas serenity-meditation is recognized as common to both Buddhist and
non-Buddhist contemplative disciplines, insight meditation is held to be the unique
discovery of the Buddha and an unparallelled feature of his path. However, because the
growth of insight presupposes a certain degree of concentration (samadhi), and
serenity-meditation serves to secure this concentration, the development of serenity
claims an incontestable place in the Buddhist meditative process. Together the two types
of meditation work to make the mind a fit instrument for enlightenment. With his mind
unified by means of the development of serenity, made sharp and bright by the
development of insight, the meditator can proceed unobstructed to reach the end of
suffering.

Focal to both systems of meditation. though belonging inherently to the side of serenity,
is a set of meditative attainments called the four jhanas. The Pali word jhana has been
rendered by translators into English in various ways. The Venerable Bhikkhu Nanamoli
and 1. B. Horner have used “meditation,” which to us seems too general. T. W. Rhys
Davids offers “rapture” and “ecstasy,” which suggest a degree of elation and exuberance
inappropriate to the higher jhanas. F. L. Woodward’s “musing” is too weak and archaic,
while Edward Conze’s “trance” misleadingly implies a sub-normal state, quite the
opposite of jhana. The word “absorption,” used by the Venerables Soma Thera,
Nyanaponika Thera, and others, is the most suitable of the lot, but that is needed for the
Pali appand, which includes the jhanas and corresponds closely to ‘“absorption” in
literal meaning. For obvious reasons, therefore, we prefer to leave the Pali jhana
untranslated.

The jhanas themselves are states of deep mental unification characterized by a total
immersion of the mind in its object. They result from the centering of the mind upon a
single object with such a degree of attention that inner verbalization, the discursive
function of thought, is arrested and eventually silenced, brought to a stop.

The members of the fourfold set of jhanas are named simply after their numerical
position in the series: the first jhana, the second jhana, the third jhana, and the fourth
jhana. The four appear repeatedly in the suttas described by a stock formula showing
their process of attainment:

Here, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu, quite secluded from sense pleasures, secluded
from unwholesome states of mind, enters and dwells in the first jhana, which
is accompanied by applied thought and sustained thought with rapture and
happiness born of seclusion.

With the subsiding of applied thought and sustained thought he enters and
dwells in the second jhana, which has internal confidence and unification of
mind, is without applied thought and sustained thought, and is filled with
rapture and happiness born of concentration.

With the fading away of rapture, he dwells in equanimity, mindful and
discerning; and he experiences in his own person that happiness of which the
noble ones say: ‘Happily lives he who is equanimous and mindful’ — thus he
enters and dwells in the third jhana.

12



With the abandoning of pleasure and pain, and with the previous dis-
appearance of joy and grief, he enters and dwells in the fourth jhana, which
has neither-pain-nor-pleasure and has purity of mindfulness due to equan-
imity.l (Wr. tr.).

As this passage indicates, the mind entering upon the jhanas draws inwardly more
deeply into itself — away from the sense objects impinging on the senses from the
external world, upwards to a level of heightened awareness, calm, and purity far
surpassing that of discursive thought.

The Importance of Jhana

The importance of the jhanas in the Buddhist path to deliverance can readily be gauged
from the frequency with which they are mentioned throughout the suttas. The jhanas
figure prominently both in the Buddha’s own experience and in his exhortations to
disciples. In his childhood, while attending an annual ploughing festival, the future
Buddha spontaneously entered the first jhana. It was the memory of this childhood
incident, many years later after his futile pursuit of austerities, that revealed to him the
way to enlightenment during his period of deepest despondency.2 After taking his seat
on the banks of the Nerafjara, the Buddha entered the four jhagnas immediately before
directing his mind to the threefold knowledge that issued in his enlightenment.3
Throughout his active career the four jhanas remained ‘“his heavenly dwelling”
(dibbavihara) to which he resorted in order to live happily here and now." His
understanding of the corruption, purification and emergence in the jhanas, liberations,
concentrations, and meditative attainments is one of his ten powers which enable him to
turn the matchless wheel of the Dhamma.” Just before his passing away the Buddha
entered the eight attainments in direct and reverse order; the passing away itself took
place directly from the fourth jhdna.6

The Buddha is constantly seen in the suttas encouraging his disciples to develop jhana.
The four jhanas are invariably included in the complete course of training laid down for
disciples.7 They figure in the training as the discipline of higher consciousness
(adhicittasikkha), right concentration (samma samadhi) of the Noble Eightfold Path, and

1. T. W. Rhys Davids and J. Estlin Carpenter, eds., The Digha-Nikaya. [Vols. 1-2: edited by T. W. Rhys
Davids and J. Estlin Carpenter; vol. 3: edited by J. Estlin Carpenter]. (Pali Text Society [Publications],
vols. 22, 52, 67. 3 vols. 1880-1910; reprint, London: Luzac & Co., 1960-67), 2:314-15 (hereafter cited as
DN.). MN. 1:182.

2. MN. 1:246-47.

3. Ibid.

4. DN. 3:220.

5. MN. 1:68-83.

6. DN. 2:156.

7. DN. 1:47-86. MN. 1:175-84, 256-80
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the faculty and power of concentration (samdadhindriya, samadhibala). Though a vehicle
of dry insight can be found, indications are that this path is not an easy one, lacking the
aid of the powerful serenity available to the practitioner of jhana. The way of the jhana
attainer seems by comparison smoother and more plealsuralble.1

The Buddha points to the bliss of the jhanas as his alternative to sense pleasures. He
says:

There are, Cunda, four pursuits of pleasure which lead to ultimate dis-
enchantment, dispassion, cessation, peace, direct knowledge, enlightenment,
and nibbana. Which four? Here, Cunda, secluded from sense pleasures, a
bhikkhu enters and dwells in the first jhana... the second jhana... the third
jhana... the fourth jhana.” (Wr. tr.).

His own disciples live devoted to these four pursuits of pleasure, and for them four fruits
and benefits are to be expected, namely, attainment of the four stages of deliverance —
stream-entry, once-returning, non-returning, and arahaltship.3 Just as the river Ganges
slopes, inclines and flows to the east, a bhikkhu who develops and cultivates the four
Jjhanas slopes, flows, and inclines to nibbana.* The Buddha even refers to the four
Jhanas figuratively (pariyayena) as a kind of nibbana; he calls them immediately visible
nibbana (sanditthikanibbana), final nibbana (parinibbana), a factor of nibbana
(tadanganibbana), and nibbana here and now (di,t,thadhammanibbdna).5

1. AN. 2:150-52.

2. “Cattaro’'me Cunda sukhallikanuyogo ekanta-nibbidaya viragaya nirodhaya upasamaya abhififiaya
sambodhaya nibbanaya samvattanti. Katame cattaro? Idha Cunda bhikkhu vivicc’eva kamehi... pathamam
jhanam upasampajja viharati... dutiyam jhanam... tatiyam jhanam... catuttham jhanam...” DN. 2:131-32.

4. Ibid.

5. M. Léon Feer, ed. The Samyutta-Nikaya of the Sutta-Pitaka. [Pts. 1-5: Sagatha-Vagga, Nidana-Vagga,
Khandha-Vagga, Salayatana-Vagga, and Maha-Vagga, edited by M. Léon Feer; pt. 6: Indexes, by Mrs.
Rhys Davids], (Pali Text Society [Publications], vols, 8, 19, 25, 31, 42, 56. 6 vols. 1884-1904, reprint.
London: Luzac & Co., 1960-70), 5:308 (hereafter cited as SN.).

6. AN. 4:453-54.
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Overview

Although the jhanas claim a place of such overriding importance in the Theravada
Buddhist system of meditation, works on Theravada Buddhist meditation, beginning
even with the commentaries, generally subordinate their accounts of the jhanas to the
subjects of meditation intended to induce them. Thence the jhanas have received little
detailed attention in their own right. The present work attempts to correct this deficiency
by a close-up examination of the jhanas themselves. Our primary objective is to
determine the precise role played by the jhanas in the Buddhist spiritual discipline
directed to final deliverance from suffering. Since the jhanas have the immediate aim of
producing a progressive purification of the mind, our handling of this general topic
proceeds via the working out of solutions to two inter-connected problems. One is the
question of how the jhanas bring about this purification of consciousness, the other the
question of the way and the degree to which this purification contributes to the ultimate
goal of Theravada Buddhism, the attainment of nibbana. Let us consider each of these
in turn.

1. The solution to the first problem requires reference to the analytical and psychological
standpoint of early Buddhist thought, prominent in all the strata of the Theravada
Buddhist tradition. As is well known, Buddhism dispenses with the notion of an
enduring self as a unifying principle of experience. Instead of positing a self-identical
cognizer behind the workings of the mind, the Buddhist thinkers prefer to treat
consciousness as a complex of mental factors coming together in momentary com-
binations. The jhanas, as states of consciousness, are therefore regarded in Theravada
Buddhism as congeries of evanescent factors. The task confronting us is to investigate
this analytical approach to the understanding of the jhanas. We must see how these
meditative states have been dissected into multiple components, scrutinize the internal
relations obtaining between their factors, and determine how the jhanas link together to
purify and refine the level of conscious awareness.

These issues are addressed principally in Chapters II through VI of our treatise. In these
chapters we will see the attainment of jhdana to be a dynamic process by which the mind
is gradually purified of its taints. In Chapter II we take a look at certain preliminaries
which must be fulfilled as preparation for the practice of meditation. Then in Chapter III
we turn to examine the process of jhana attainment itself. The attainment of jhana, we
will see, starts with the elimination of the defilements obstructing mental collectedness,
grouped together as the five hindrances, (paficanivarana): sensual desire, ill will, sloth
and torpor, restlessness and worry, and doubt.' In this chapter we will examine the five
hindrances both collectively and individually, determine the extent to which they must
be overcome as a prerequisite for entering the jhanas, and discuss the methods laid down
in the Pali texts for bringing about their elimination.

1. In Pali: Kamacchanda, byapada, thinamiddha, uddhaccakukkucca, vicikiccha.
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In Chapter IV we consider the first jhana in terms of its positive factors of endowment.
These are principally the five components — applied thought, sustained thought, rapture,
happiness, and one—pointedness1 — called the jhana factors because they lift the mind to
the level of absorption and remain in the first jhana as its defining constituents. The five
factors will be examined individually in detail, then we will see how, together with the
other mental phenomena present in the jhana, they function to bring about the mind’s
absorption in its object.

After reaching the first jhana the ardent meditator can go on to reach the higher jhanas.
This is done by eliminating the coarser factors in each jhana, those that remain being in
each case the defining factors of the successive jhanas. In Chapter V we will explore at
length the dynamics of this gradual purification of consciousness, discussing not only
the jhana factors present in each higher jhana but also the new elements that come to
prominence with the ascending refinement of awareness. Having discussed the higher
Jjhanas and their factors, we will close this chapter with some remarks on the relation
between the tetradic scheme of jhdnas found in the suttas and a pentadic scheme found
in the Abhidhamma.

Beyond the four jhanas lies another fourfold set of higher meditative states which
deepen the element of serenity developed in the jhanas. These attainments, known as the
immaterial states (aruppa) because they correspond ontologically to the immaterial
realms of existence, are the base of boundless space, the base of boundless con-
sciousness, the base of nothingness, and the base of neither perception nor non-per-
ception.2 In the Pali commentaries this set comes to be called the four immaterial jhanas
(aripajjhana), the four preceding stages being renamed, for the sake of clarity, the four
fine material jhanas (ripajjhana). Often the two sets are joined together under the
collective title of the eight jhanas or the eight attainments (attha samapattiyo).

In the first part of Chapter V1 we examine the immaterial jhanas, viewing them in terms
of their internal structure and sequence of attainment. The second part of the chapter
deals with certain super-normal powers of knowledge, called the abhiiiids, that become
available with the mastery of the eight jhanas. Then we close the chapter with some
remarks on the cosmological implications of the jhanas, considered in connection with
the doctrines of kamma and rebirth.

2. Since the refinement of consciousness produced by the jhanas is not pursued as an
end in itself, but remains subordinated to the goal of liberation from suffering, the
investigations of these early chapters lead directly into our second area of concern, the
precise function the jhanas exercise in accomplishing the goal of the Buddhist path. The
question whether or not the jhanas are needed to attain nibbana is a problem which has
long vexed scholars of Theravada Buddhism. Some insist that they are absolutely
necessary, others that they can be entirely dispensed with; both sides claim equal
canonical support for their positions. The controversy has been further complicated by
the recognition the Theravada tradition gives to two approaches to the development of

1. In Pali: Vitakka, vicara, piti, sukha, ekaggata.

2. In Pali: Akasanaiicayatana, vififianaficayatana, akificaiifidyatana, nevasafifianasanfiayatana.
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the path — one, the “vehicle of serenity” (samathayana), emphasizing the attainment of
the jhanas, the other, the “vehicle of insight” (vipassanayana), apparently
de-emphasizing them. In the light of this distinction of vehicles it becomes incumbent
upon us to determine exactly to what extent jhana is required to fulfill the development
of the path. We must clarify the differences between the two vehicles, show the
different-kinds of jhana, define the place of the jhanas in each vehicle, and explain why,
to the extent that jhana is not absolutely necessary, its attainment should still be
regarded in Theravada Buddhism as desirable and worthy of the effort required.

These issues will be dealt with principally in Chapters VII and VIII. The practice of
serenity meditation, as we mentioned already, has the primary purpose of providing a
basis for the development of wisdom, which alone has the power to actually eradicate
the fetters.

In Chapter VII, therefore, we consider the nature of wisdom and its relation to the
cultivation of the jhanas. We will here deal with the two vehicles of serenity and insight
and the way concentration is developed in each. Then we will outline the seven stages of
purification in terms of which the Theravada tradition has ordered the successive stages
of the path to liberation.

In Chapter VIII we turn to the relation between the jhanas and the higher attainments
that result when wisdom reaches full maturity. Here we bring to the fore a distinction
between two levels at which the jhanas can occur — the mundane (lokiya) and the
supramundane (lokuttara). This distinction, we will see, is of paramount importance for
resolving the controversy over the question as to whether or not the jhdnas are needed
for the attainment of deliverance.

Briefly, the mundane jhanas are states of deep concentration and serenity pertaining to
the preliminary stage of the path, helping to provide the base of concentration needed for
wisdom to arise. The supramundane jhanas are the levels of concentration pertaining to
the four stages of enlightenment called the supramundane paths (lokuttaramagga) and to
their consequent stages of deliverance resulting from them, the fruits (phala).1 In this
chapter we will explore in detail the differences between the two kinds of jhana and the
relations of both to the paths and fruits. Then we will take a look at two special higher
meditative attainments — the attainment of fruition and the attainment of cessation —
available only to noble persons standing on the higher planes of liberation. Finally we
turn to another question long debated in Theravada Buddhist circles — the extent to
which the noble persons possess the jhanas in their mundane form. We will close our
examination with some remarks on the place of the jhanas among the accomplishments
of the arahat, the fully liberated man. This final discussion will enable us to evaluate the
position assigned to the jhanas in the spiritual discipline of Theravada Buddhism.

1. The four paths are the path of stream-entry (sofapattimagga), the path of the once-returner
(sakadagamimagga), the path of the non-returner (anagamimagga), and the path of arahatship
(arahattamagga) they will be explained at length below. The fruits are named after their respective paths,
i.e. the fruit of stream-entry, etc.
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Etymology of Jhana

The great Buddhist commentator Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa traces the Pali word
jhana (Skt. dhyana) to two verbal forms. One, the etymologically correct derivation, is
the verb jhayati, meaning to think or to meditate. Buddhaghosa explains: “By means of
this yogins meditate, thus it is called jhana... The meaning is that they cognize a given
object.”1 (Wr. tr.). The commentator offers in addition a more playful derivation of
Jjhana, intended to illuminate its function rather than its verbal source. This derivation
traces the word jhana to the verb jhapeti meaning “to burn up”, the reason being: “It
burns up opposing states, thus it is called jhdna.”2 (Wr. tr.). The purport of this second
account is that jhana “burns up” or eliminates the mental obscurations preventing the
development of serenity and insight. In this connection a later Pali commentator,
Acariya Mahanama, writes with specific reference to supramundane jhana: “He who has
this jhana born in himself burns up the passions; thus he destroys and eradicates them”

”’3

hence this state (lokuttara jhana) is said to be jhana in the sense of ‘to burn’.

Buddhaghosa says that jhana has the characteristic mark of contemplation (upanijj-
hanalakkhana). Contemplation, he states, is twofold: the contemplation of the object
(arammaniipanijjhana) and the contemplation of the characteristics of phenomena
(lakkhaniipanijjhana). The former type of contemplation is exercised by the eight
attainments of serenity together with their access, since these contemplate the object
taken as the basis for developing concentration. For this reason these attainments,
particularly the first four, are given the name ‘“jhana” in the mainstream of Pali
meditative exposition. However, Buddhaghosa also allows that the term can be extended
loosely to insight, the paths, and the fruits, on the ground that these perform the work of
contemplating the characteristics. The commentator explains:

Here, insight contemplates the characteristics of impermanence, [suffering and
selflessness]. Insight’s task of contemplation is perfected by the path, thus the
path is called the contemplation of characteristics. The fruit contemplates the

1. “Imina yogino jhayanti ti pi jhanam... gocaram va cittenti ti attho.” Buddhaghosa, [Vinaya-Atthakatha
(Samanta Pasadika)], [Vols. 1-2:] Parajikakanda Atthakathatha [vol. 3:] Pacityadi Atthakatha; [vol. 4:]
Culavaggadi Atthakatha. [Pali Text in Burmese script]. 4 vols. (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti,
1961), 1:116 (hereafter cited as Vin.A.).

2. “Paccanikadhamme jhapeti ti.” Ibid.

3. Saddhammappakasant, cited in Vajirafiana Mahathera, Buddhist Meditation in Theory and Practice: A
General Exposition According to the Pali Canon of the Theravada School, (Colombo, Ceylon: M. D.
Gunasena & Co., 1962), pp. 24-25 (hereafter cited as BMTP.). “Ajatam jhapeti jhanena jhanam tena
pavuccati ti attano santane patubhiitena tena tena lokuttarajjhanena tam samangipuggalo ajatameva tam
tam kilesam jhapeti dahati samucchindati. Tena karanena tam lokuttaram jhananti pavuccati ti attho.”
Mahanama, [Patisambhidamagga Atthakatha Saddhammapakasini Nama Patisambhidamaggatthakatha.
[Pali Text in Burmese script], 2 vols. (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1958), 1:257-58 (hereafter
cited as Pts.A.).
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actual characteristic of cessation, thus it is called the contemplation of
characteristics.' (Wr. tr.).

In brief the twofold meaning of jhana as “contemplation” and “burning up” can be
brought into connection with the meditative process as follows. By fixing his mind on
the object the meditator reduces and eliminates the lower mental qualities such as the
five hindrances and promotes the growth of the higher qualities such as the jhana
factors. These, as they emerge, fix upon the object with increasing force, leading the
mind to complete absorption in the object. Then, by contemplating the characteristics of
phenomena with insight, the meditator eventually reaches the supramundane jhana of
the four paths. With this jhana he burns up the defilements and attains the liberating
experience of the fruits.

Jhana and Samadhi

In the vocabulary of Buddhist meditation the word jhana is closely connected with
another word, samadhi, generally rendered as “concentration.” Samadhi derives from the
prefixed verbal root sam-a-dhd, meaning to collect or to bring together, thus suggesting
the concentration or unification of the mind. The word samadhi is almost
interchangeable with the word samatha, “serenity”, though the latter comes from a
different root, sam (Skt. Sam), meaning “to become calm.”

In the suttas samadhi is defined as mental one-pointedness, cittass’ekaggatd,2 and this
definition is followed through with technically psychological rigor in the Abhidhamma.
The Abhidhamma treats one-pointedness as a distinct mental factor (cetasika) present in
every state of consciousness. It is a universal mental concomitant with the function of
unifying the mind upon its object, ensuring that each state of consciousness takes one
and only one object. Those occasions of one-pointedness which go beyond the bare
stabilizing of the mind on an object to give the mind some degree of steadiness and
non-distraction are subsumed under the name samddhi. Thus the Dhammasangani
equates these more prominent types of one-pointedness with a string of synonyms
inclusive of serenity (samatha), the faculty of concentration (samadhindriya), and the
power of concentration (samddhibala). From this strict psychological standpoint
samadhi can be present in unwholesome states of consciousness as well as in
wholesome and neutral states. In the former it is called “wrong concentration”
(micchasamadhi), in the latter “right concentration” (sammdsamda’hi).3

As a technical term in expositions on the practice of meditation, however, samdadhi is
limited to one-pointedness of the wholesome kind. Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa, in the

1. “Ettha hi vipassana aniccalakkhanadini upanijjhayati. Vipassanaya upanijjayanakiccam pana maggena
sijjhatiti maggo lakkhaniipaniijhananti vuccati. Phalam pana nirodhassa tathalakkhanam upanijjhayati ti
lakkhantipanijjhananti vuccati.” Vin.A. 1:116.

2. MN. 1:301.

3. Dhammasanganipali, [Pali Text in Burmese script], (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1961),
pp. 19, 92 (hereafter cited as Dhs.).
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Visuddhimagga, defines samddhi as wholesome one-pointedness of mind (kusala-
cittass’ ekaggata), and even here we can understand from the context that it is only the
wholesome one-pointedness involved in the deliberate transmutation of the mind to a
heightened level of calm that is intended by the word samadhi.' Buddhaghosa explains
samadhi etymologically as “the centering of consciousness and consciousness
concomitants evenly and rightly on a single object.”2 He calls it “the state in virtue of
which consciousness and its concomitants remain evenly and rightly on a single object,
undistracted and unscattered.”

Despite the preciseness of this definition, the word samadhi is used in the Pali literature
on meditation with varying degrees of specificity of meaning. In the narrowest sense, as
defined by Buddhaghosa, it denotes the particular mental factor (cetasika) responsible
for the concentrating of the mind, namely, one-pointedness. In a wider sense it can
signify the states of unified consciousness that result from the strengthening of
concentration, i.e. the meditative attainments of serenity and the stages leading up to
them. And in a still wider sense the word samadhi can be applied to the method of
practice used to produce and cultivate those refined states of concentration, here being
equivalent to the development of serenity (samathabhavana).

It is in the second sense that samadhi and jhana come closest in meaning, sharing to a
large extent the same reference. The Buddha equates right concentration
(sammasamadhi) with the four jhanas, and in doing so allows concentration to
encompass the meditative attainments signified by the jhanas. However, even though
Jjhana and samadhi can overlap in denotation, certain differences in their suggested and
contextual meanings prevent unqualified identification of the two terms. Firstly, behind
the Buddha’s use of the jhana formula to explain right concentration lies a more
technical understanding of the terms. According to this understanding samadhi can be
narrowed down in range to signify only one factor, the most prominent in the jhana,
namely one-pointedness, while the jhana itself must be seen as encompassing the state
of consciousness in its entirety, or at least the whole group of mental factors
individuating that meditative state as a jhana.

In the second place, when samddhi is considered in its broader meaning it involves a
wider range of reference than jhana. The Pali exegetical tradition recognizes three levels
of samadhi.* The first is preliminary concentration (parikammasamadhi), which is

1. Buddhaghosa, The Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga), translated from the Pali by Bhikkhu
Nanamoli. (Colombo, Ceylon: R. Semage, 1956), p. 84 (hereafter cited as PP.).

2. Ibid., p.85. “Ekarammane cittacetasikanam samam samma ca adhanam.” Buddhaghosa,
Visuddhimagga, edited by Henry Clarke Warren, and revised by Dhammananda Kosambi, Harvard
Oriental Series, vol. 41 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1950), p. 68 (hereafter cited as
Vism.).

3. PP. p.85. “Tasma yassa dhammass’anubhavena ekarammane cittacetasika samam samma ca
avikkhepamana avippakinna ca hutva titthanti, idam samadhananti veditabbam.” Vism., p. 68.

4. Anuruddha, A Manual of Abhidhamma, Being Abhidhammattha Sangaha of Bhadanta Anuruddha-
cariya, edited in the Original Pali Text with English Translation and Explanatory Notes, translated by
Narada Mahathera. (Colombo, Ceylon: Vajirarama, 1956. Rev. 3d ed. Kandy, Sri Lanka (Ceylon): Buddhist
Publication Society, 1975) pp. 389, 395-96 (hereafter cited as Narada, Manual).
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produced as a result of the novice meditator’s initial efforts to focus his mind on his
meditation subject. The second is access concentration (upacarasamadhi), marked by
the suppression of the five hindrances, the manifestation of the jhana factors, and the
appearance of a luminous mental replica of the meditation object called the “counterpart
sign” (patibhaganimitta). The third is absorption concentration (appandsamadhi), the
complete immersion of the mind in its object effected by the full maturation of the jhana
factors. Absorption concentration is equivalent to the eight attainments, the four jhanas
and the four aruppas, and to this extent jhana and samdadhi coincide. However, samadhi
still has a broader scope than jhana, since it includes not only the jhanas themselves but
also the two preparatory degrees of concentration leading up to them. Further, samadhi
also covers a still different type of concentration called “momentary concentration”
(khanikasamddhi), the mobile mental stablization produced in the course of
insight-contemplation on the passing flow of phenomena.

Jhana and the Constituents of Enlightenment

The principles of meditative training expounded by the Buddha during his teaching
career were organized by him into seven basic categories comprising altogether
thirty-seven partly identical factors. These factors are known as the thirty-seven
bodhipakkhiya dhamma, ‘‘states pertaining to enlightenment” or ‘“constituents of
enlightenment”. The seven categories among which they are distributed are: the four
foundations of mindfulness, the four right endeavors, the four bases of success, the five
spiritual faculties, the five spiritual powers, the seven enlightenment factors, and the
Noble Eightfold Path.' The four Jhanas enter either directly or implicitly into all these
sets of training principles, and to appreciate their significance in the Buddhist discipline
it will be of value to see how they do so. We will consider first the place of the jhanas in
the Noble Eightfold Path, the most important and inclusive of the seven groups; then we
will go on to note briefly their relation to the other sets.

The eight factors of the Noble Eightfold Path are right view, right intention, right
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentra-
tion. These eight are frequently divided into three broader categories: the group of moral
discipline (silakkhandha), the group of concentration (samadhikkhandha) and the group
of wisdom (paﬁﬁdkldzcma’ha).2 The group of moral discipline comprises the factors of
right speech, right action, and right livelihood; the group of concentration the factors of
right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration; the group of wisdom the factors
of right view and right intention. Though wisdom is seen as emerging fully only after
concentration has been established its two factors are placed at the beginning of the path
because a certain modicum of right understanding and right intentions are needed to
embark upon the threefold discipline of morality, concentration and wisdom.

1. Note: the original Pali names for these categories and their members can be found in Appendix 1.

2. M. 1:301. DN 2:291-315. MN. 3:71-78.
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Of the three factors in the morality group, right speech is abstinence from false speech,
slander, harsh speech, and idle talk; right action is abstinence from killing, stealing, and
sexual misconduct; and right livelihood is avoiding a wrong means of earning one’s
living and following a righteous occupation. The Eightfold Path operates at the two
levels previously referred to, at the mundane level in the preliminary stages of
self-cultivation and at the supramundane level with the attainment of the four
supramundane paths. This twofold modality of the path applies to each of its eight
factors. The morality factors, considered in the Abhidhamma as three distinct cetasikas
or mental concomitants, arise at the mundane level whenever a person deliberately
abstains from some case of moral transgression. At the supramundane level the three
factors occur simultaneously in the states of supramundane path-consciousness,
performing the function of cutting off the tendencies towards their opposites.

The three factors of the concentration group also receive an analytical breakdown in the
suttas. Right effort is explained as four right endeavors: the endeavor to prevent the
arising of unarisen unwholesome mental states, to eliminate unwholesome states already
arisen, to cultivate unarisen wholesome mental states, and to increase wholesome states
already arisen. Right mindfulness consists in mindful contemplation of the four
“foundations of mindfulness” (satipatthana), namely, the body, feelings, states of mind,
and mental objects. Right concentration is the unification of the mind into
one-pointedness through the four jhanas. At the supramundane level right effort
becomes the energy factor in the paths and fruits, right mindfulness the factor of
attention, and right concentration the factor of mental unification. As we will see,
according to the Theravada commentators concentration in the mundane portion of
practice need not be developed to the degree of the four jhanas. However, because the
stronger the degree of concentration the stabler the basis for insight, the jhanas are still
commended as guaranteeing the most reliable groundwork of mental calm. And when
the supramundane paths and fruits are attained, consciousness occurs with a force of
absorption tantamount to the four (or five) jhanas. Thence the jhanas are included as
components of the Noble Eightfold Path, entering via the group of concentration.

Since the concentration group includes the three factors of right effort, right mindfulness
and right concentration, the question might arise about the exact inter-relationship of
these factors. In the Calavedalla Sutta the Bhikhunt Dhammadinna states:

The four foundations of mindfulness are the bases for concentration, the four
right endeavors are the requisites for concentration, the repetition, develop-
ment, and cultivation of those same states [i.e. mindfulness and effort] are the
development of concentration.' (Wr. tr.).

The commentary to the sutta explains why the three factors are grouped together under
the heading of the last member of the triad:

Concentration cannot become absorbed in its object with one-pointedness
entirely through its own nature. But it can do so when it gains the assistance of

1. “Cattaro satipatthana samadhinimitta, cattaro sammappadhana samadhiparikkhara, ya tesam yeva
dhammanam asavana bhavana bahulikammam ayam tattha samadhibhavana ti.” MN. 1:301.
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energy accomplishing its function of exertion and of mindfulness
accomplishing its function of non-forgetfulness... Therefore concentration
alone is included in the concentration group by virtue of its own genus; effort
and mindfulness are included by virtue of their functions.’ (Wr. tr.).

Concentration functions as a basis for wisdom. As the Buddha says: “Develop your
concentration: for he who has concentration understands things according to their
reality”.2 The wisdom group comprises the two factors of right view and right intention,
the former being an equivalent term for wisdom proper, the latter its accompaniment.
Right view is explained as the undistorted comprehension of the basic laws and truths
structuring actuality. At the mundane level it consists in an understanding of the law of
kamma, indicating the moral efficacy of action, as well as of the doctrinal contents of
the Dhamma — the three characteristics, dependent arising, and the Four Noble Truths.
At the supramundane level right view is the wisdom which directly penetrates the Four
Noble Truths by “seeing” nibbana, the unconditioned element. Right intention, its
companion in this group, consists in thoughts of renunciation, of benevolence, and of
non-injury. At the supramundane level right intention becomes the purified mental
function free from lust, ill will, and cruelty, which directs the mind towards nibbana and
fixes it upon this object.

The three groups of path factors lock together as inter-related stages of training which
work in harmony to accomplish the goal aspired to by the discipline, full liberation from
suffering. From this angle the groups are designated the three training (tisso sikkha).
The morality group makes up the training in the higher morality (adhisilasikkha), the
concentration group the training in the higher consciousness (adhicittasikkha) and the
wisdom group the training in the higher wisdom (aa’hipaﬁﬁdsikkhd).3 Each of these
trainings arises in dependence on its predecessor and provides the support for its
successor. Moral training provides the foundation for concentration, since mental
composure can only be established when the coarser impulses towards ethical
transgressions are controlled and restrained. Concentration provides the foundation for
wisdom, since clear perception of the true nature of phenomena requires the purification
and unification of the mind. Wisdom reaches its climax in the four paths and fruits,
which uproot the subtlest strata of defilements and issue in final liberation from
suffering.

From the Noble Eightfold Path we can now turn briefly to the other groups to see how
jhana fits in with their constituents of enlightenment. The four foundations of mind-

1. “Samadhi attano dhammataya arammane ekaggabhavena appetum na sakkoti. Viriye pana
paggahakiccam sadhente satiya ca apilapanakiccam sadhentiya laddhiipakaro hutva sakketi... tasma
samadhiyevattha sajatito samadhikkhandhena sangahito; vayamasatiyo pana kiriyato sangahita honti.” MN.
2:261.

2. Nyanatiloka, Com., trans., The Word of the Buddha: An Outline of the Teaching of the Buddha in the
Words of the Pali Canon, (Kandy, Ceylon: Buddhist Publication Society. 1959), p. 93 (hereafter cited as
Word of the Buddha). “Samadhim bhikkhave bhavetha. Samahito bhikkhave bhikkhu yathabhutam
pajanati.” SN. 3:13.

3. AN. 1:235-36.
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fulness and the four right endeavors are identical, respectively, with right mindfulness
and right effort of the Eightfold Path. Insofar as these are called the bases (nimitta) and
requisites (parikkhara) for concentration, and concentration includes the four jhanas,
Jjhana can be seen to arise from the training in these two groups of principles. The four
bases of success are the base of success consisting in zeal, the base consisting in energy,
the base consisting in consciousness, and the base consisting in inquiry.1 Since these
four constituents of enlightenment are said to be supports for obtaining concentration,
and to be directed towards the abbhifiias and the supramundane attainments, their
connection with the jhanas is evident.” The five faculties and powers comprise the five
identical factors — faith, energy, mindfulness, concentration, and wisdom.? These are
each classified as a faculty (indriya) in that they exercise dominance in a particular
sphere of spiritual endeavor and as a power (bala) in that they cannot be shaken in
confrontation with their opposites.4 The faculty and power of concentration are said to
be found in the four jhdnas.5 The seven enlightenment factors are mindfulness,
investigation of phenomena, energy, rapture, tranquility, concentration, and equanimity.6
Jhana can be fitted into this group explicitly as the enlightenment factor of
concentration; it is also closely associated with the factors of rapture, tranquility, and
equanimity, which each rise to prominence in the course of developing the jhanas.

1. SN. 5:249-93.

2. Ibid., 268.

3. Ibid., 193-252.
4. Dhs., pp. 162-67.
5. SN. 5:196.

6. Ibid., 63-140.
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Chapter Two

THE PRELIMINARIES TO PRACTICE

The jhanas do not arise out of a void but in dependence on the right conditions. They
are states of mind which can come to growth only when provided with the nutriments
conducive to their development. Therefore, prior to beginning meditation, the aspirant to
the jhanas must prepare a groundwork for his practice by fulfilling certain preliminary
requirements. He first has to purify his moral virtue, since virtue forms the irreplaceable
support for concentration. Then he must sever the outer impediments to practice and
place himself under a qualified teacher. The teacher will assign him a suitable subject
for developing jhana and explain to him the methods of contemplation. After learning
the methods the disciple must then seek out a congenial dwelling and diligently strive
for success. In this chapter we will examine in order each of the preliminary steps which
have to be fulfilled before commencing to develop jhana.

The Moral Foundation for Jhana

A disciple aspiring to the jhanas first has to lay a solid foundation of moral discipline.
As the Buddha says;

If a monk should wish ‘May I be one who obtains at will, without trouble or
difficulty, the four jhanas pertaining to the higher consciousness, dwellings in
happiness here and now’ — he should fulfill the observance of moral
discipline.l (Wr. tr.).

And again:

For one who is morally corrupt, lacking moral discipline, right concentration
is deprived of its supporting condition... But for one who is morally virtuous,
endowed with moral discipline, right concentration possesses its supporting
condition.’ (Wr. tr.).

From these two statements we can see that any effort to develop jhana in the absence of
moral purity is doomed to failure, while when moral discipline is fulfilled the condition
is laid for the practice to bear successful fruit.

1. “Akankheyya ce bhikkhave bhikkhu: catunnam jhananam abhicetasikAnam ditthadhamma-
sukhaviharanam nikamalabhi assam akicchalabhi akasiralabhi ti — siles’ev’assa paripiirakari.” MN. 1:33.

2. “Dussilassa bhikkhave silavipannassa hattipaniso hoti sammasamadhi... silavato bhikkhave silasampan-
nassa upanisasampanno hoti sammasamadhi.” AN. 3:19-20.
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Moral purity is indispensable to meditative progress for several deeply psychological
reasons. Firstly, moral purity is needed in order to safeguard against the danger of
remorse (vippatisara). Remorse is the nagging sense of guilt that crops up when the
basic principles of morality are ignored or deliberately violated. When it arises it brings
restlessness, anxiety, and self-reproach, which threaten to disrupt inner calm. Scrupulous
conformity to virtuous rules of conduct protects the meditator from this obstacle to his
practice. Therefore the Buddha states that wholesome moral principles (kusalani silani)
have non-remorse as their benefit and reward, non-remorse has joy and rapture as its
benefit and reward, and joy and rapture lead to a succession of purifying states
culminating in concentration.'

A second reason necessitating a moral foundation for meditation follows from an
understanding of the purpose of concentration. Concentration, in the Buddhist
discipline, aims at providing a base for wisdom by cleansing the mind of the dispersive,
distracting influence of the defilements. In order for the concentration exercises to
effectively combat the defilements, the coarser expressions of the latter through the
instruments of bodily and verbal action have to first be checked. Moral transgressions
being invariably motivated by defilements — by greed, hatred, and delusion — when a
person acts in violation of the precepts of morality he excites and reinforces the very
same mental factors his practice of meditation is intended to eliminate. This involves
him in a crossfire of incompatible aims which will render his attempts at mental
purification ineffective. The only way he can avoid frustrating his endeavor to purify the
mind of its subtler defilements is to prevent the unwholesome inner impulses from
breaking out in the coarser form of unwholesome bodily and verbal deeds. Only when he
establishes control over the outer expression of the defilements can he turn to deal with
them inwardly as mental obsessions that appear in the process of meditation. But the
relation of morality to concentration is not one-sided, for as meditation progresses it
brings about in turn a greater purification of morality. As the meditator’s mindfulness
gains in sharpness and duration it brings to light more clearly the hidden springs of his
behavior. This enables him to refrain from subtler types of bodily and verbal
transgression and to aspire for more purified modes of conduct.

The practice of moral discipline consists, negatively, in abstinence from immoral actions
of body and speech and, positively, in the observance of ethical principles of promoting
peace within oneself and harmony in one’s relations with others. The basic code of
moral discipline taught by the Buddha for the guidance of his lay followers is the five
precepts (paficasila): abstinence from taking life, from stealing, from sexual misconduct,
from false speech, and from intoxicating drugs and drinks. These principles are binding
as minimal ethical obligations for all practitioners of the Buddhist path, and within their
bounds considerable progress in meditation can be made. However, those aspiring to
reach the higher levels of the jhanas, and to pursue the path further to the stages of
liberation, are encouraged to take up the more complete moral discipline pertaining to
the life of renunciation.

1. AN. 5:1-7.
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Pali Buddhism is unambiguous in its emphasis on the limitations of household life for
following the path in its fullness and perfection. Householders can achieve proficiency
in serenity and insight, and even reach the supramundane path and fruits. But by way of
providing the conditions for leading the holy life the inadequacy of household existence
as compared to the life of renunciation is clearly recognized.

Time and again the texts tell us of some householder or householder’s son who, after
gaining faith in the Buddha, begins to reflect:

The household life is confining, a path for the dust of passion. The going forth
into homelessness is like open space. It is not easy for one living at home to
lead the fully complete, fully purified holy life, bright as a conch shell.”
(Wr. tr.).

Then, following such reflections through, he takes up the course to which they point:

Sometime later, having abandoned his stock of possessions, great or small,
having left his circle of relations, great or small, he cuts off his hair and beard,
puts on the yellow robes, and goes forth from home into the homeless life.”
(Wr. tr.).

For those inclined to the homeless life of renunciation, Buddhism offers a supporting
communal structure in the form of the Bhikkhu-sangha, the order of monks. After
leaving the household life, therefore, the aspiring meditator, if he is free from
impediments, will generally seek admission into the order, taking first the lower
ordination of “going forth” (pabbajja) which makes him a samanera or novice, then the
higher ordination (upasampada) which makes him a bhikkhu, a fully ordained monk.
The monastic life, with its emphasis on purity, simplicity, and seclusion, was especially
designed by the Buddha to establish the optimal outward conditions for inner progress in
the practice of his teaching. The foundation for this practice is the training in the higher
moral discipline. The moral training for bhikkhus has been shaped into a scheme called
the fourfold purification of morality (catuparisuddhisila), made up of four components:

1. the moral discipline of restraint according to the Patimokkha;
2. the moral discipline of sense restraint;

3. the moral discipline of purity of livelihood; and

4

. the moral discipline concerning the use of the requisites.3 These provide a
neat compendium of monastic ethics and a base for meditation.

1. The moral discipline of restraint according to the Patimokkha (patimokkhasamvara-
sila) consists in scrupulous observance of the rules of the Patimokkha, the code of
training precepts promulgated by the Buddha to regulate the conduct of the bhikkhus.
The Buddha describes this aspect of moral discipline thus:

1. DN. 1:60ff. MN. 1:179ff.
2. DN. 1:60ff. MN. 1:179ff.
3. For a detailed treatment of the fourfold purification of morality see Vism., pp. 13-37; PP., pp. 16-46.
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Here a bhikkhu dwells restrained with the Patimokkha restraint, possessed of
the [proper] conduct and resort, and seeing fear in the slightest fault, he trains
himself by undertaking the precepts of training.1

The Patimokkha contains 227 rules incumbent upon all who receive full ordination into
the Order. The rules provide the backbone of discipline for the monks. Careful
adherence to them serves as the foundation of purified conduct needed to ensure success
in contemplation.2

2. The moral discipline of sense restraint (indriyasamvarasila) means exercising
restraint over the sense faculties in their reactions to their objective fields. The canonical
text reads:

On seeing a visible object with the eye, he apprehends neither the signs nor
the particulars through which if he left the eye faculty unguarded, evil and
unprofitable states of covetousness and grief might invade him, he enters upon
the way of its restraint, he guards the eye faculty, undertakes the restraint of
the eye faculty.3

The same is repeated for the remaining sense faculties and their objects. The purpose of
this training is to prevent sense experience from occasioning the rise of the defilements.
Because the untrained mind apprehends sense objects through the “signs” or false
notions that they are intrinsically attractive and repulsive, agreeable sights, sounds,
odors, tastes, touches, and ideas tend to arouse craving and attachment, disagreeable
ones to arouse aversion and grief. To conquer this dualistic pattern of emotional
involvement, so detrimental to the nascent pool of calm forming within his mind, it is
necessary for the aspiring meditator to guard his senses carefully in their encounter with
objects. By means of vigilant mindfulness he has to ward off the spontaneous impulses
to cling to the pleasant and reject the unpleasant, replacing them with a detached
equanimity which can look upon all sense objects equally.

3. The moral discipline of purified livelihood (Gjivaparisuddhi sila) requires that the
meditator avoid a wrong means of livelihood. For a bhikkhu this stricture has an even
more exacting application than the right livelihood binding on the laity. A bhikkhu
intent on purified livelihood has to obtain his basic requisites — robes, food, lodgings,
and medicines — only in ways consistent with the principles of the monastic life. He can
obtain them either as alms offerings freely given by the laity or by making requests on

1. PP, p.16. “ldha bhikkhu patimokkhasamvarasamvuto viharati, acaragocarasampanno anumattesu
vajjesu bhayadassavi, samadaya sikkhati sikkhapadesu.” Vibharngapali, [Pali Text in Burmese script],
(Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1958), p. 253 (hereafter cited as Vibh.).

2. A corresponding code of discipline containing about 350 rules was established for bhikkhunis, the
original order of Buddhist nuns, but as the Bhikkhuni-sangha has become defunct this code no longer
continues with its full force. However, there exist in Theravada lands independently ordained nuns who do
their best to live in accordance with the standards established by the original Patimokkha for bhikkhunis.

3. PP, p. 16. “So cakkhuna ripam disva na nimittaggaht hoti nanubyafijanaggahi, yatvadhikaranam enam
cakkhundriyam asamvutam — viharantam abhijjhadomanassa papaka akusala dhamma anvassaveyyum,
tassa samvaraya patipajjati, rakkhati cakkhundriyam cakkhundriye samvaram apajjati.” MN. 1;180.
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invitation from faithful supporters. It is strictly forbidden for a bhikkhu to put forth false
claims to spiritual achievement as a way of bolstering his prestige in the eyes of the laity.
He must also avoid resorting to such methods as scheming, persuasion, hinting,
belittling, and so forth as ways of gaining his means of subsistence.

4. The moral discipline concerning the use of the requisites (paccayasannissitasila)
follows naturally upon purified livelihood. After obtaining his requisites by righteous
means, the bhikkhu is enjoined to use them mindfully, cognizant of the real purpose they
serve in the framework of the holy life. To help him maintain this understanding, certain
formulas appropriate to each of the four supports — robes, alms-food, lodgings, and
medicine — are set down in the texts as subjects for reflection. The standard formulas for
these reflections are as follows:

Reflecting wisely, he uses the robe only for protection from cold, for
protection from heat, for protection from contact with gadflies, flies, wind,
burning and creeping things, and only for the purpose of concealing the
private parts. Reflecting wisely, he uses alms food neither for amusement nor
for intoxication nor for smartening nor for embellishment, but only for the
endurance and continuance of this body, for the ending of discomfort, and for
assisting the life of purity: ‘Thus I shall put a stop to old feelings and shall not
arouse new feelings, and I shall be healthy and blameless and live in comfort.’
Reflecting wisely, he uses the resting place only for the purpose of protection
from cold, for protection from heat, for protection from contact with gadflies,
flies, wind, burning and creeping things, and only for the purpose of warding
off the perils of climate and enjoying retreat. Reflecting wisely, he uses the
requisite of medicine as cure for the sick only for protection from arisen
hurtful feelings and for complete immunity from affliction.'

By using the requisites after making these reflections, the meditator can avoid the lure
of craving for comfort and enjoyment. Recognizing the material supports of life to be
subordinate in value to a spiritual goal, he is able to develop the virtues of contentment,
frugality, and simplicity with regard to his physical requirements.

1. pp., p.31. “Bhikkhu patisankha yoniso civaram patisevati. Yavad’eva sitassa patighatdya unhassa
patighataya damsa makasa-vatatapa-sirimsapa-samphassanam patighataya, yavadeva hirikopina-paticcha-
danattham. Patisamkha yoniso pindapatam patisevati, n’eva davaya na madaya na mandanaya na
vibhiisanaya, yavad’eva imassa kayassa thitiya yapanaya vihimstparatiya brahmacariyanuggahaya: iti
puranaii ca vedanam patihankhami navafi ca vedanam na uppadessami yatra ca me bhavissati anavajjata ca
phasuviharo cati. Patisankha yoniso senasanam patisevati, yavad’eva sitassa patighataya unhassa patigha-
taya damsamakasa-vatatapa-sirimsapasamphassanam patighataya, yavad’eva utuparissayavinodanam
patisallanaramattham. Patisankha yoniso gilanapaccaya bhesajjaparikkharam patisevati, yavad’eva
uppannanam veyyabadhikanam vedananam patighataya abyapajjhaparamataya.” MN. 1:10.
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Cutting off Impediments

After establishing a basis of purified morality, the aspirant is advised to sever any outer
impediments (palibodha) he may have that can hinder his efforts to lead a contemplative
life. The Visuddhimagga enumerates these impediments as ten: a dwelling, family, gain,
a class, building, travel, kin, affliction, books, and supernormal powers.l

1. A dwelling can be a single room, a hut, or a whole monastery. It becomes an
impediment for those who allow their mind to become excessively pre-occupied with
work and business connected with the dwelling, or with the belongings they have stored
there. Meditation requires the abandonment of concern with the comforts and
conveniences of residential life. Thus a meditator who finds his progress impeded by
attachment to his dwelling is urged to relinquish it, and to seek a simple, secluded place
of shelter where he can pursue his practice.

2. A family means either relatives or supporters. A disciple who lives in close
association with lay devotees develops emotional bonds which hinder his progress. He is
therefore advised to develop detachment towards them or to shift to a location where
intimate involvements are unlikely to arise.

3. Gains are the four requisites. A bhikkhu who achieves fame and distinction may be
frequently sought after by lay people to receive offerings of the requisites. To thank them
he must recite blessings and preach the doctrine, thus finding no chance to practice
meditation. In such a case he should cut off this impediment by leaving his group and
wandering to a place where he is unknown.

4. A class is a group of students. A bhikkhu constantly engaged in instructing students
has no time to undertake the work of contemplation. If he is intent on full time
meditation he should turn his students over to another teacher and go off by himself.

5. Building means new building work. This is always an impediment, since it demands
time and mental consideration. To sever this impediment the building work should be
completed as soon as possible or handed over to the community of monks.

6. Travel is going on journeys. This should be relinquished in favor of a stable residence
conducive to meditation.

7. Kin means specifically close fellows in the Order, such as teachers and pupils, and
close relations such as mother and father, who are afflicted with illness. They should be
nursed back to health as quickly as possible, or their care turned over to responsible
persons.

8. Affliction is any kind of illness, which should be dealt with by taking the appropriate
medicines or, if these fail, by persisting in the practice despite the illness.

1. PP, p. 91. “Avaso, kulam, labho, gano, kammam, addhanam, fiati, abadho, gantho, iddhi.” Vism., p. 73.
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9. Books means the study of scriptures. This is an impediment for those who find the
intellectual work of study obstructive to their meditation. It should be severed by leaving
off study and recitation during the period of intensified practice.

10. Supernormal powers are an impediment to insight, not concentration, since they are
the products of concentration. As an impediment they can be cut off simply by
neglecting to exercise them and by abandoning concern for their success.

Approaching the Good Friend

The path of practice leading to the jhanas is an arduous course involving specific
subjects of contemplation, precise techniques, and skillfulness in dealing with the
pitfalls that lie along the way. The knowledge of how to attain the jhanas has been
transmitted through a lineage of teachers going back to the time of the Buddha himself.
Each teacher passes his store of accumulated knowledge and experience on to his
successor pupils, thus ensuring the continuity of the tradition. A prospective meditator is
advised to avail himself of the living heritage of practice by placing himself under the
care of a qualified teacher. The teacher will assign him a subject of meditation
appropriate for his temperament, instruct him in the methods of developing it, and guide
his steps along the path.

Unlike other Indian traditions, which focus upon the guru figure as an embodiment of
divinity or a link between the disciple and the divine, Theravada Buddhism has always
stressed the pedagogic role of the teacher. This much is indicated by the term selected in
the Pali texts to designate the teacher of meditation, kalyanamitta, meaning “good (or
noble) friend.” The teacher is not the path or an incarnation of the divine, equipped with
the means to deliverance in his own person. He is essentially an elder friend and guide,
who gives guidance along the path he has travelled based on his superior wisdom gained
through personal experience. Even the Buddhas themselves can do no more than
indicate the path; the rest depends on the efforts of the aspirant.

Nevertheless, the importance of relying on a kalyanamitta is strongly emphasized in the
Theravada Buddhist tradition. When the Venerable Ananda approached the Buddha and
declared that it seemed to him that reliance on good friends is half of the holy life, the
Buddha corrected him with the words that reliance on good friends is the whole of the
holy life, for it is reliance on good friends that leads to the practice of the Noble
Eightfold Path." On another occasion, when his attendant Meghiya prematurely sought
permission to go off into solitary retreat, the Buddha explained that while the mind is
not yet ripe for liberation one thing that leads to its ripening is association with good
friends and companions.2 The Buddha in fact describes himself as the good friend par
excellence who leads living beings to freedom from birth, aging, suffering, and death.’

1. SN. 1:88.
2. AN. 4:354-58.
3. SN. 1:88.
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The good friend has the task of assigning the pupil a meditation subject. The Visuddhi-
magga points out that to do so the good friend must possess the proper qualifications,
such as being worthy of reverence and esteem, uttering profound speech, and having
solicitude for the welfare and progress of his disciples. It says that since the Buddha
himself is the ideal good friend, while he is alive a meditation subject should be sought
directly from him. But after the Buddha’s passing the qualified meditation teachers that
remain may be ranked in the following descending series: the great disciples that survive
him, an arahat who attains jhanas, a non-returner, a once-returner, stream-enterer, an
ordinary man who obtains jhanas, and various masters of the scriptures. After learning
of a qualified teacher, the prospective meditator should approach him and take up
residence in his monastery. He should not ask for a meditation subject immediately upon
arriving, but should first perform the duties of a pupil towards the teacher, doing them
with respect and humility. He should pay homage to the teacher in the evening and leave
when dismissed. Then after ten days or two weeks have passed, he should create an
opportunity to see the teacher. When all conditions are favorable, he can explain the
reason for his coming. He should dedicate himself to the Buddha and to the teacher, then
with a sincere inclination and resolution ask for a subject of meditation."

The teacher assigns a meditation subject that is suitable for the disciple’s temperament.
The ancient teachers of the Theravada tradition recognize six principal character types
(carita) into which prospective meditators can be classified: These are: the greedy
temperament, the hating temperament, the deluded temperament, the faithful
temperament, the intelligent temperament, and the speculative temperament.2 Which
temperament prevails in a particular person is determined by previously accumulated
kamma. On the basis either of the power of penetrating others’ minds, or by personal
observation, or by questioning, the teacher will size up the temperament of his new
pupil; then he will select a meditation subject for him appropriate to his temperament.

The Subjects of Serenity-meditation

The various meditation subjects that the Buddha prescribed on different occasions for
the development of serenity have been systematized in the commentaries into a set
called the forty kammatthanas. The word kammatthana means literally a place of work.
It is applied to the subjects of meditation since these are the places where the meditator
undertakes the work pertaining to his calling, the work of meditation. An equivalent
term occurring in the texts in arammana, meaning “object” in general, but in this
context the object focussed on in developing concentration.

1. PP, p. 100. Vism., p. 80.

2. PP, p. 102. “Ragacarito, dosacarito, mohacarito, saddhacarito, buddhicarito, vitakkacarito.” Vism.,

p. 82.
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The forty meditation subjects are distributed into seven categories. They are enumerated
in the Visuddhimagga as follows: ten kasinas, ten kinds of foulness, ten recollections,
four divine abidings, four immaterial states, one perception, and one defining.1

A kasina is a device representing a particular quality used as a support for concentration.
The ten kasinas are the earth kasina, water kasina, fire kasina, wind kasina, blue kasina,
yellow kasina, red kasina, white kasina, light kasina, and limited space kasina. The
word kasina has the meaning of “entirety” (sakalatthena). It is extended to these ten
objects of meditation in that each represents the entire quality appropriate to itself. As
used in the manuals of meditation, a kasina can signify any of three items: first the
mandala, the circle or other physical object used as the initial subject of concentration;
second the nimitta, the mental image of the object obtained from repeated contemplation
of the device; and third the jhana that arises from meditation on the nimitta. Here kasina
is used to indicate principally the physical basis for concentration. This can be either a
naturally occuring form of the element or color chosen, or an artificially produced
device such as a colored or elemental disk that the meditator can use at his convenience
in his meditation quarters.

The ten kinds of foulness are ten stages in the decomposition of a corpse. These are: the
bloated, the livid, the festering, the cut-up, the gnawed, the scattered, the hacked and
scattered, the bleeding, the worm-infested, and a skeleton. The primary purpose behind
these meditations is to reduce sensual lust by gaining a clear perception of the
repulsiveness of the body. In order to gain the “sign” of the corpses, actual dead bodies
have to be seen. Thence these subjects are also known as the cemetery meditations.

The ten recollections are: the recollections of the Buddha, the Dhamma, the Sangha,
morality, generosity, and the deities, mindfulness of death, mindfulness of the body,
mindfulness of breathing, and the recollection of peace. The first three are devotional
contemplations on the sublime qualities of the “three jewels”, the primary objects of
Buddhist veneration. The second three are reflections on two cardinal Buddhist virtues
and on the devas inhabiting the heavenly worlds, intended principally for those still
intent on a higher rebirth. Mindfulness of death is reflection on the inevitability of
death, a constant spur to spiritual exertion. Mindfulness of the body involves the mental
dissection of the body into thirty-two parts, undertaken with a view to perceiving its
unattractiveness. Mindfulness of breathing is awareness of the in-and-out movement of
the breath, perhaps the most fundamental of all Buddhist meditation subjects. And the
recollection of peace is reflection on the qualities of nibbana.

The four divine abidings are the development of boundless loving-kindness,
compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. These meditations are also called the
“immeasurables” (appamaiiiid) because they are to be developed towards all sentient
beings without qualification or exclusiveness.

1. PP, p. 112. Vism., p. 89. The Pali names for the forty kammatthanas are given in the Appendix 2.
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The four immaterial states are the base of boundless space, the base of boundless
consciousness, the base of nothingness, and the base of neither perception nor
non-perception. These are the objects leading to the four corresponding meditative
attainments called the imaterial jhanas (ariipajjhana), immaterial deliverances (aruppa
vimokkha) or immaterial attainments (aripasamapatti).

The one perception is the perception of the repulsiveness of food. The one defining is
the defining of the four elements, that is, the analysis of the physical body into the
elemental modes of solidity, fluidity, heat, and oscillation.

The forty kammatthanas are treated in the Pali commentarial texts from two important
angles — one their ability to induce different levels of concentration, the other their
suitability for different temperaments.

Not all meditation subjects are equally effective in inducing the deeper levels of
concentration. As we explained above, beyond the preliminary stage of initial concen-
tration (parikammasamadhi) concentration can occur either at the level of access
concentration (upacarasamadhi) or at the level of absorption concentration
(appandasamddhi), depending upon the strength of the jhana factors in the meditative
state. Absorption too, consisting in the eight attainments — the four lower jhanas and the
four aruppas — can occur at the different levels corresponding to these eight attainments.
Therefore the forty kammatthanas are first distinguished on the basis of their capacity
for inducing only access or for inducing full absorption as well; then those able to
induce absorption are distinguished further according to their ability to induce the
different levels of jhana.

Of the forty subjects, ten are capable of leading only to access concentration. These are
eight recollections — i.e., those excepting mindfulness of the body and mindfulness of
breathing — plus the perception of repulsiveness in nutriment and the defining of the four
elements. Cultivation of these subjects can cause the hindrances to subside and the
Jhana factors to become manifest. However, because they are occupied with a diversity
of qualities and involve an active application of discursive thought they cannot lead
concentration beyond the stage of access. The other thirty subjects can all lead to
absorption.

Of these latter, the ten kasinas and mindfulness of breathing bring all four jhanas their
efficiency in this regard due apparently to their simplicity and freedom from thought
construction. The ten kinds of foulness and mindfulness of the body bring only the first
Jjhana, being limited because consciousness can only hold onto them with the aid of
applied thought (vitakka), which is absent in the second and higher jhanas. The first
three divine abidings can induce the lower three jhanas but not the fourth, since they
arise in association with pleasant feeling (sukha), present in the first three jhanas but
replaced by neutral feeling in the fourth. Conversely, because it requires the company of
neutral feeling and cannot coexist with pleasant feeling, the divine abiding of
equanimity occurs only at the level of the fourth jhana, where neutral feeling gains
ascendency. The four immaterial states conduce to the respective immaterial jhanas
corresponding to their names; but because these latter are identical in factorial
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constitution with the fourth jhana, differing only in their objects, the four immaterial
states are said to lead to the fourth jhana.

Since in the main section of the present work we wish to follow the progress of
meditation through all four jhanas, we will presume the case of a meditator who has
taken as his meditation-subject either a kasina or mindfulness of breathing.

The forty kammatthanas are also differentiated according to their appropriateness for
different character types. The principal temperaments recognized for this purpose are, as
we said, six — the greedy, the hating, the deluded, the faithful, the intelligent, and the
speculative. The danger of oversimplification involved in this scheme has been
acknowledged by ancient teachers, and the possibility of complex combinations of traits
finds ready affirmation. But the sixfold typology is taken to be sufficient as a pragmatic
guideline for the purpose it is intended to serve, the assignment of a suitable subject to a
meditator.

The Visuddhimagga divides the forty kammatthanas among the different temperaments
as follows. The ten kinds of foulness and mindfulness of the body, clearly intended to
attenuate sensual desire, are eleven subjects suitable for those of greedy temperament.
Eight subjects, the four divine abidings and four color kasinas, are appropriate for the
hating temperament.1 Mindfulness of breathing is one recollection suitable for those of
the deluded and the speculative temperaments. The first six recollections are appropriate
for the faithful temperament. Four subjects — mindfulness of death, the recollection of
peace, the defining of the four elements, and the perception of repulsiveness in
nutriment — are especially effective for those of intelligent temperament. The remaining
six kasinas and the immaterial states are suitable for all kinds of temperaments. But the
kasinas should be limited in size for one of speculative temperament and large in size for
one of deluded temperament.2

Immediately after giving this breakdown Buddhaghosa adds a proviso to prevent
misunderstanding. He states that this division by way of temperament is made on the
basis of direct opposition and complete suitability, but actually there is no wholesome
form of meditation that does not suppress the defilements and cultivate virtuous mental
factors. He then cites a passage from the Meghiya Sutta advising a single meditator to
meditate on foulness to abandon lust, on loving kindness to abandon hatred, on
breat?ing to cut off discursive thought, and on impermanence to eliminate the conceit “I
am’.

1. Exactly why the color kasinas are offered as an antidote to hatred is not explained. Perhaps the
contemplation of color has a subtle psychological effect of reducing anger and aversion.

2. PP, pp. 117-18. Vism., p. 92-93.
3. PP, p. 118. AN. 4:358.
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Choosing a Suitable Dwelling

The teacher assigns a meditation subject to his pupil appropriate to his character, and
then explains the methods of developing it. He can teach it gradually to a pupil who is
going to remain in close proximity to him, or in detail to one who will go to practice it
elsewhere. If the disciple is not going to stay with his teacher he must be careful to select
a suitable place for meditation. The Visuddhimagga mentions eighteen kinds of
monasteries unfavorable to the development of jhana: a large monastery, a new one, a
dilapidated one, one near a road, one with a pond, leaves, flowers, or fruits, one sought
after by many people, one in cities, among timber or fields, where people quarrel, in a
port, in border lands, on a frontier, a haunted place, and one without access to a spiritual
teacher.' Unless he is already highly developed a novice meditator should avoid a
dwelling with these faults.

The factors which make a dwelling favorable to meditation are mentioned by the Buddha
himself. These are five in number:

1. it should be not too far from or too near a village that can be relied on as an alms
resort, and should have a clear path;

2. it should be quiet and secluded;

3. it should be free from inclemencies of weather and from harmful insects and
animals;

4. it should be easy to obtain the four requisites while dwelling there; and

5. the dwelling should provide ready access to learned elders and spiritual friends
who can be consulted when problems arise in meditation.” The types of dwelling
places commended by the Buddha most frequently in the suttas as conducive to
the jhanas are a secluded dwelling in the forest, at the foot of a tree, on a
mountain, in a cleft, in a cave, in a cemetery, on a wooded flatland, in the open
air, or on a heap of straw.” Having found a suitable dwelling and settled there, the
disciple should maintain scrupulous observance of the rules of discipline. He
should be content with his simple requisites, exercise control over his sense
faculties, be mindful and discerning in all activities and practice meditation
diligently as he was instructed. It is at this point that he meets the first great
challenge of his contemplative life, the battle with the five hindrances.

1. PP, p. 125. Vism., p. 99.
2. PP, pp. 125-26. AN. 5:15.
3. MN. 1:181, 269, 274.
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Chapter Three

THE CONQUEST OF THE HINDRANCES

In the suttas the Buddha expounds the jhdanas in a fourfold scheme, the members of
which are called the first, second, third, and fourth jhana. The qualified monk, after
fulfilling the preliminary requirements and going off into solitude, passes in turn first
from ordinary consciousness into the first jhana, and then from the first jhana into each
of the succeeding jhanas culminating in the fourth. The attainment of any jhana comes
about through a two-sided process of development. On one side is the elimination of the
factors obstructive to attaining the jhana, on the other the acquisition of the factors
producing its attainment. The former set is called its factors of abandonment
(pahanangani), the latter its factors of possession (samanndgatanigani). In the case of
the first jhana the factors of abandonment are the five hindrances (paficanivarana) and
its factors of possession the basic five jhana factors (paricajhanarngani). Both sets are
spelled out in a passage ascribed to the venerable Sariputta, the Buddha’s chief disciple:

Your reverence, in regard to the first meditation, five factors are abandoned,
five are possessed: if a monk has entered on the first meditation, desire for
sense pleasure is abandoned, malevolence is abandoned, sloth and torpor are
abandoned, restlessness and worry are abandoned, and doubt is abandoned,
but there is initial thought and discursive thought, rapture and joy and one-
pointedness of mind. Thus, your reverence, in regard to the first meditation,
five factors are abandoned, five factors are possessed.1

In this chapter we will focus upon the five hindrances, leaving a detailed consideration
of the jhana factors to the next chapter. The five hindrances comprise sensual desire
(kamacchanda), 11l will, (byapada), sloth and torpor (thinamiddha), restlessness and
worry (uddhaccakukkucca), and doubt (vicikiccha). This group of five merits special
attention because it is the principal classification the Buddha uses for the obstacles to
meditative development. The defilements included in this group obstruct not only the
first jhana, but the entire thrust of man’s aspiration for the purification and liberation of
his mind. They stand like a wall between man’s sensual and self directed
thought-patterns and his drive towards higher development, preventing progress in the
spheres of both serenity and insight.

1. I. B. Horner, trans. and ed., The Collection of the Middle Length Sayings (Majjhima-Nikaya. [Vol. 1:
The First Fifty Discourses (mitlapannasa); vol. 2: The Middle Fifty Discourses (majjhimapanndasa); vol. 3:
The Final Fifty Discourses (uparipannasa)]. (Pali Text Society [Translation Series nos. 29-31]. 3 vols.
1954-59; Reprint. London: Luzac & Co., 1970). 1:354-55 (hereafter cited as MLS.). “Pathamam kho avuso
jhanam paficangavippahinam paficangasamannagatam: Idh’avuso pathamam jhanam samapannassa
bhikkhuno kamacchando pahino hoti, byapado pahino hoti, thinamiddham pahinam hoti,
uddhacakukkuccam pahinam hoti, vicikiccha pahina hoti. Vitakko ca vattati, vicaro ca piti ca sukham ca
cittekaggata ca. Pathamam kho avuso jhanam evam paficangavippahinam paficangasamannagatam’ti.”
MN. 1:294-95.
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We will begin this chapter with a look at the standard canonical description for the
attainment of the first jaana, which opens with an allusion to the hindrances. Then we
will give a general overview of the five hindrances followed by a more specific account
of each hindrance in turn. From here we will go on to examine the abandonment of the
hindrances. This discussion will focus on the Buddha’s systematic approach to the
conquest of the hindrances, which views these defilements as originating from particular
conditions and to be abandoned by the elimination of their conditions.

The Entrance to the Jhana

The Buddha describes the attainment of the first jhana with a standard formula
recurring throughout the Pali Canon. The formula runs as follows:

Quite secluded from sense pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states of
mind, he enters and dwells in the first jhana, which is accompanied by applied
thought and sustained thought with rapture and happiness born of seclusion.'
(Wr. tr.).

Examination of the formula reveals that it divides into two parts, one indicating the
states which must be eliminated to attain the first jhana, the other the states which
accompany and define the jhana itself. The elimination of obstructive states is covered
by the expression “quite secluded from sense pleasures, secluded from unwholesome
states of mind” (vivicc’eva kamehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi). The Dhammasarngani
Atthakatha and the Visuddhimagga comment upon these expressions in almost identical
terms, seeking to relate them to the five hindrances. The commentaries view the phrases
“sense pleasures” and “unwholesome states” as an implicit reference to the hindrances, a
quite legitimate position since the Buddha has often stressed the need to overcome the
hindrances in order to enter the first jhana.

Basing themselves upon the Niddesa and Vibhar'lga2 the commentaries allow a twofold
interpretation of “sense pleasures” (kamehi). They can be understood in the present
context either as objective sense pleasures (vatthukama), i.e. enticing sense objects
which arouse the desire for sensual enjoyment, or as the defilement of sense pleasures
(kilesakama), i.e. the subjective desire for sensual enjoyment itself. According to the
commentator the phrase “quite secluded from sense pleasures” serves to show that to
attain the first jhagna the yogin must remove himself from sense pleasures, the first
hindrance and its objective basis. The need for such separation is dictated by two
considerations: first by the fact that sense pleasures are the “enemy” or contrary
opposite of the first jhana, which cannot exist in their presence “just as lamplight cannot
exist as long as darkness exists”’; and second by the fact that sense pleasures have to be

1. “Vivicc’eva kamehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkam savicaram vivekajam pitisukham
pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharati.” MN. 1:89. Vibh., p. 245.

2. Maha Niddesapali, [Pali Text in Burmese script], (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1960),
pp. 1-2 (hereafter cited as Nd.). Vibh., p. 256. PP., 146. Vism., p. 113.
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relinquished to reach the first jhana “just as the near bank must be relinquished to reach
the further bank.”'

If sense pleasures are understood objectively, then the phrase “unwholesome states”
(akusaladhamma) is interpreted to mean all unwholesome states, inclusive of sensual
desire. In such a case “seclusion from sense pleasures” will signify bodily seclusion
(kayaviveka), physical aloofness from contact with sensually provocative objects, and
“seclusion from unwholesome states” will signify mental seclusion (cittaviveka), mental
aloofness from obsession by defilements.” On the other hand, if sense pleasures are
understood subjectively, they will be equated specifically with one hindrance, the
hindrance of sensual desire; the unwholesome states will then be equated with all five
hindrances, including sensual desire insofar as it, too, is unwholesome. But to avoid
redundancy, the commentary says that when the first phrase is taken to indicate the
hindrance of sensual desire, the second should be taken to indicate the remaining four
hindrances. In both cases “seclusion” signifies mental seclusion through suppression of
the defilements; the use of the plural, kamehi and dhammehi, suggests the plurality of
forms either class of obsessions can assume.”

The Five Hindrances: General Account

The five defilements which the Buddha designates as the five hindrances are, as we

mentioned, sensual desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and worry, and doubt.

These five receive the name “hindrances” for the reason that they hinder and envelop the
.4

mind.

They hinder and envelop the mind by obstructing the development of meditation in
either of its two modes — the mode of serenity (samatha bhavana) and the mode of
insight (vipassana bhavana). Hence the Buddha calls the five hindrances “obstructions,
hindrances, corruptions of the mind, weakeners of wisdom.” Again he says: “These five

1. PP,p.145. “Andhakare sati padipobhaso viya, tesam pariccageneva c’assa adhigamo hoti,
orimatirapariccagena parimatirasseva.” Vism., p. 113.

2. PP, pp. 145-46. Vism., pp. 8§3-84.
3. PP, p. 147. Vism., p. 114.

4. “Cittam nivarenti pariyonandhanti ti nivararana.” Dhammasangani Atthakatha [Pali Text in Burmese
script] (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1960), p. 91 (hereafter cited as Dhs.A.).

5. C. A. F. Rhys Davids, and F. L. Woodward, trans. The Book of the Kindred Sayings (Samyutta-Nikaya)
or Grouped Suttas. [Pt. 1: Kindred Sayings with verses (Sagatha-Vagga), translated by Mrs. Rhys Davids
assisted by Suriyagoda Sumangala Thera; pt. 2: The Nidana Book (Nidana-Vagga), translated by Mrs.
Rhys Davids assisted by F. L. Woodward; pt. 3: translated by F. L. Woodward and edited by Mrs. Rhys
Davids; pt. 4: translated by F. L. Woodward with an Introduction by Mrs. Rhys Davids; pt. 5.
(Maha-Vagga), translated by F. L. Woodward with an Introduction by Mrs. Rhys Davids. (Pali Text Society
Translation Series, vols. 7, 10, 13-15]. 5 vols. 1927-30; reprint. London: Luzac & Co., 1956-71), 5:79
(hereafter cited as KS.). “Avarana nivarana cetaso upakkilesa pafifiaya dubbalikarana.” SN. 5:94.
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hindrances, monks, are causes of blindness, causes of loss of vision, causes of
. . . . . . . — 1
unknowing, opposed to wisdom, aligned with vexation, leading away from nibbana.”

In the suttas the Buddha offers two sets of similes to illustrate the detrimental effect of
the hindrances. The first compares the five hindrances unabandoned in oneself to five
types of calamity: sensual desire is like a debt, ill will like a disease, sloth and torpor
like imprisonment, restlessness and worry like slavery, and doubt like being lost on a
desert road. Release from the hindrances is to be seen as freedom from debt, good
health, release from prison, emancipation from slavery, and arriving at a place of safety.2
The second set of similes compares the hindrances to five kinds of impurities affecting a
bowl of water, preventing a keen-sighted man from seeing his own reflection as it really
is. The five impurities are appropriately paired off with the hindrances: sensual desire is
like a bowl of water mixed with brightly colored paints, ill will like a bowl of boiling
water, sloth and torpor like water covered by mossy plants, restlessness and worry like
water blown into ripples by the wind, and doubt like muddy water.” Just as the keen-eyed
man would not be able to see his reflection in these five kinds of water, so

when one dwells with his mind obsessed and overwhelmed by sensual desire
(ill will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and worry, and doubt), without under-
standing as it is the escape from these arisen obsessions, then one does not
know and see as it is one’s own good, the good of others, or the good of both.*
(Wr. tr.).

Because the five hindrances are the states especially obstructive to the first jhana they
are called the first jhana’s “factors of abandoning” (pahdnarngani). The factors of
abandonment are the states which have to be abandoned in order for the jhana to arise.”
But the singling out of these five factors should not be taken to imply that they are the
only states antithetical to the first jhana or the only defilements abandoned when the
Jjhana is attained. To forestall this suspicion Buddhaghosa points out, in his exegesis of
the first jhana formula, that the two phrases “secluded from sense pleasures” (vivicc’eva
kamehi) and “secluded from unwholesome states of mind” (vivicca akusalehi
dhammehi) cover other categories of defilements besides the hindrances. Of the three
unwholesome roots (akusalamiila), the first covers greed, the second hatred and
delusion. Of the floods (ogha), bonds (yoga), cankers (asava), clingings (upadana),
bodily ties (gantha), and fetters (samyojana), the first phrase covers the flood, bond,
canker, and clinging of sensual desire, the bodily tie of covetousness, and the fetter of
sensual desire; the second phrase covers the remaining members of these groups.

1. KS. 5:91. “Paficime bhikkhave nivarana andhakarana acakkhukarana afifianakarana pafifianirodhika
vighatapakkhiya anibbanasamvattanika.” SN. 5:97.

2.DN. 1:71-73.
3. SN. 5:121-24.

4. “Yasmim samaye kamaragapariyutthitena cetasa viharati kamaragaparetena. Uppannassa ca
kamaragassa nissaranam yathabhiitam nappajanati, attattham pi tasmim samaye yathabhiitam na janati na
passati. Parattham pi, ubhayattham pi tasmim samaye yathabhiitam na janati na passati.” SN. 5:121-22.

5. PP, p. 152. Vism., p. 118.
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Among the unwholesome states of consciousness mentioned in the Abhidhamma, the
first phrase indicates the eight classes of consciousness rooted in greed, the second the
remaining four classes of unwholesome cousciousness — those rooted in aversion and
strong delusion.'

Nevertheless, despite this diversity of defilements opposed to the first jhana, the five
hindrances alone are called its factors of abandoning. The principal reason behind this
selection, according to the Visuddhimagga, is that “although other unprofitable things
too are abandoned at the moment of jhdna, still only these are specifically obstructive to
jhdna.”2 Buddhaghosa goes on to show how each hindrance impedes the mind’s
capacity for concentration:

The mind affected through lust by greed for varied objective fields does not
become concentrated on an object consisting in unity, or being overwhelmed
by lust, it does not enter on the way to abandoning the sense-desire element.
When pestered by ill will towards an object, it does not occur uninterruptedly.
When overcome by stiffness and torpor, it is unwieldy. When seized by
agitation and worry, it is unquiet and buzzes about. When stricken by
uncertainty, it fails to mount the way to accomplish the attainment of jhana.
So it is these only that are called factors of abandoning because they are
specifically obstructive to jhe‘lna.3

A second reason for confining the first jhana’s factors of abandoning to the five
hindrances is to permit a direct alignment to be made between the hindrances and the
jhana factors (jhanangani). The jhana factors are five mental phenomena which
strengthen concentration and lift the mind to the level of jhana. The five are applied
thought (vitakka), sustained thought (vicara), rapture (piti), happiness (sukha) and
one-pointedness (ekaggata). Since the five remain in the first jhana they come to be
called its “factors of possession” (samannagatarngani). Buddhaghosa states that the
abandonment of the five hindrances alone is mentioned in connection with jhana for the
reason that the hindrances are the direct enemies of the five factors:

Only the hindrances are mentioned subsequently in the Vibhanga... in order to
show their opposition to, and incompatibility with, the jhana factors. For the
hindrances are the contrary opposites of the jhana factors: what is meant is

1. PP, p. 147. Vism., p. 114.
2. PP, p. 152. Vism., p. 118.

3. PP, p. 152. “Kamacchandena hi nanavisayapalobhitam cittam na ekattarammane samadhiyati;
kamacchandabhibhiitam vatam na kamadhatuppahanaya patipadam patipajjati; byapadena c’arammane
patihafiiamanam  na  nirantaram  pavattati;  thinamiddhabhibhitam  akammafilam  hoti;
uddhaccakukkuccaparetam avipasantam eva hutva paribbhamati; vicikicchaya upahatam jhanadhigama
sadhikam patipadam narohati. Iti visesena jhanantarayakarattd etan’eva pahanangani ti vuttani.”
Vism., p. 118.
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that the jhana factors are incompatible with them, eliminate them, abolish
them.'

To support his contention the commentator cites a passage he ascribes to the Petaka
demonstrating a one-to-one correspondence between the jhana factors and hindrances:

Concentration is incompatible with lust, happiness [rapture] with ill will,
applied thought with stiffness and torpor, bliss [happiness] with agitation and
worry, and sustained thought with uncertainty [doubt].?

Thus each jhana factor is seen as being assigned the specific task of eliminating and
abolishing a particular obstruction to the jhana. To correlate these obstructions with the
five jhana factors they are ordered into a scheme of five hindrances.

The same principle also serves to explain the rationale behind the coupling that takes
place in two of the hindrances, “sloth and torpor” and “restlessness and worry.” In an
important passage which anticipates the analytical precision of the Abhidhamma the
Buddha demonstrates a method by which the five hindrances become tenfold. This is
done by dividing three hindrances into two each according to whether they take internal
or external objects, and the two compound hindrances into two each by way of their
pairs of components:

What, monks, is the method of explanation according to which the five
hindrances become ten?

Sensual desire towards the internal, monks — that is a hindrance; sensual desire
towards the external — that is a hindrance. Thus the hindrance of sensual desire
that comes down in the summary by this method becomes twofold.

111 will towards the internal, monks — that is a hindrance; ill will towards the
external — that is a hindrance. Thus the hindrance of ill will that comes down
in the summary by this method becomes twofold.

Sloth, monks, is a hindrance; torpor is a hindrance. Thus the hindrance of
sloth and torpor that comes down in the summary by this method becomes
twofold.

Restlessness, monks, is a hindrance; worry is a hindrance. Thus the hindrance
of restlessness and worry that comes down in the summary by this method
becomes twofold.

1. PP, p. 147. “Vibhange upari jhananganam paccanika-patipakkha-bhavadassanato nivarana’eva vuttani.
Nivaranani hi jhanangapaccani-kani; tesam jhanangan’eva patipakkhani viddhamsakani vighatakani ti
vuttam hoti.” Vism., p. 114.

2. PP, p. 147. “Samadhi kamacchandassa patipakkho, piti byapadassa, vitakko thinamiddhassa, sukham
uddhaccakukkuccassa, vicaro vicikicchaya ti [ ] Petake vutta.” Vism., p. 114.

N.B. The Path of Purification’s “happiness” is our “rapture” (piti), and The Path of Purification’s “bliss”
is our “happiness” (sukha). The other differences in translation are more obvious, and can be checked in
Appendix 3.
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Doubt towards internal phenomena, monks, is a hindrance; doubt towards
externals is a hindrance. Thus the hindrance of doubt that comes down in the
summary by this method becomes twofold.

This, monks, is the method of explanation according to which the five
hindrances are ten.' (Wr. tr.).

Thus when analyzed into distinct mental factors (cetasika) the five hindrances break
down into seven separate states: sensual desire, ill will, sloth, torpor, restlessness, worry,
and doubt. This raises the question why the seven defilements obstructive to the first
Jjhana are presented as only five hindrances rather than as seven. The reason for this
peculiarity of arrangement again seems to lie in the economy required to set the
Jjhana-factors and hindrances in direct opposition. Since there are five jhana factors the
defilements they oppose must likewise be five. Sloth and torpor on the one side, and
restlessness and worry on the other, readily lend themselves to the required coupling. For
sloth and torpor share the common feature of mental ailment or indisposition, the former
of consciousness itself and the latter of its concomitants.” Restlessness and WOITY,
likewise, share the common feature of agitating or disturbing the mind. Thus it is natural
that a single jhana factor should be capable of opposing and silencing the two
hindrances in each set. According to the method cited in the Visuddhimagga, sloth and
torpor are both countered by applied thought, restlessness and worry are both countered
by happiness.3 In this way the mutual exclusion of hindrances and jhana factors
becomes the ground for the grouping of the hindrances into a fivefold set.

1. “Katamo, ca bhikkhave pariyayo yam pariyayam agamma pafica nivarana dasa honti?

Yad api bhikkhave ajjhattam kamacchando tad api nivaranam. Yad api bahiddha kamacchando tad api
nivaranam. Kamacchandanivaranam ti iti hidam uddesam agacchati, tadamina petam pariyayena dvayam
hoti.

Yad api bhikkhave ajjhattam byapado tad api nivaranam. Yad api bahiddha byapado tad api nivaranam.
Byapadanivaranam ti iti hidam uddesam agacchati. Tad amina petam pariyayena dvayam hoti.

Yad api bhikkhave thinam tad api nivaranam. Yad api middham tad api nivaranam.
Thinamiddhanivaranam ti iti hidam uddesam agacchati. Tad amina petam pariyayena dvayam hoti.

Yad api bhikkhave uddhaccam tad api nivaranam. Yad api kukkuccam tad api nivaranam. Uddhacca
kukkucca nivarananti iti hidam uddesam agacchati. Tad amina petam pariyayena dvayam hoti.

Yad api bhikkhave ajjhattam dhammesu vicikiccha tad api nivaranam. Yad api bahiddha dhammesu
vicikiccha tad api nivaranam. Vicikicchanivaranam ti iti hidam uddesam agacchati. Tad amina petam
pariyayena dvayam hoti.

Ayam kho bhikkhave pariyayo yam pariyayam agamma pafica nivarana dasa honti.” SN. 5:110.

2. “Thinam citta gelafifiam, middham cetasikagelanfiam.” Buddhaghosa, (Digha Nikaya Atthakatha
(Sumangalavilasini)]. [Vol. 1:] Silakkhandhavaggatthakathd; [vol. 2:] Mahavaggatthakatha; [vol. 3:]

Pathikavaggatthakatha. [Pali Text in Burmese script]. 3 vols. (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti,
1968), 1:189 (hereafter cited as DN.A.).

3. PP, p. 147. Vism., p. 114.
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The Five Hindrances: Specific Account

Sensual Desire (kamacchanda)

The hindrance of sensual desire is desire for sense pleasures, “sense pleasures” (kama)
here being equated with the “five strands of sense pleasures (pafica kc‘zmagund).1 The
five strands of sense pleasure are visible forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and tangibles
which are “desirable, lovely, agreeable, pleasing, sensuous, stimulating lust.”? (Wr. tr.).
Desire for sense pleasures appears in the suttas under a variety of names. The Dhamma-
sangani, the first book of the Abhidhamma-pitaka, collects together all these names in
its definition of the hindrance of sensual desire:

That sensual desire, sensual passion, sensual delight, sensual craving, sensual
fondness, sensual fever, sensual languishing, sensual rapacity which is excited
by the pleasure of the senses — this is called the hindrance of sensual desire.”

This first hindrance thus coincides in meaning with the canker (a@sava), flood (ogha),
and bond (yoga) of sensuality, with the fetter of sensual lust (kamardagasamyojana), and
with the clinging to sense pleasures (kamiijpadana). Sensual desire is a form of the
root-defilement of greed (lobha). The Visuddhimagga explains greed in terms of the four
defining categories commonly found in the commentaries — characteristic, function,
manifestation, and proximate cause — with an illustration given as a fifth:

Greed has the characteristic of grasping an object, like birdlime (lit. ‘monkey
lime’). Its function is sticking, like meat put in a hot pan. It is manifested as
not giving up, like the dye of lampblack. Its proximate cause is seeing
enjoyment in things that lead to bondage. Swelling with the current of craving,
it should be regarded as taking [beings] with it to states of loss, as a
swift-flowing river does to the great ocean.”

Sensual desire is distinct in nature from other types of desire. The Dhammasargani
Atthakatha differentiates it from the desire to accomplish some aim (kattukamyata) as
well as from the desire for Dhamma (dhammatcchana’a).5 As a form of greed the first is

1. Dhs.A., p. 402.

2. “Ittha kanta manapa piyariipa kamupasambhita rajaniya.” MN. 1:85.

3. Caroline A. F. Rhys Davids, trans. A Buddhist Manual of Psychological Ethics of the Fourth Century B.
C. Being a translation, Now made for the First Time from the Original Pali of the First Book in the
Abhidhamma Pitaka entitled Dhamma-Sangani (Compendium of States of Phenomena) with Introductory
Essay and Notes, Oriental Translation Fund, New Series, vol. 12, (London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1900),
pp. 292-93 (hereafter cited as Psy.Ethics). “Yo kamesu kamacchando, kamarago, kamanandi, kama tanha,
kamasineho, kama parilaho, kama muccha, kamajjhosana, idam vuccati kamacchandanivaranam.”
Dhs., p. 232.

4. PP, pp. 529-30. “Lobho arammanagahanalakkhano, makkatalepo viya; abhisangaraso, tattakapale
khittamansapesi ~ viya;  apariccagapaccupatthano, telafjanarago  viya;  sanyojaniyadhammesu
assadadassanapadatthano; tanhanadibhavena vaddhamano, sighasota nadi iva mahasamuddam, apayam eva
gahetva gacchatti ti datthabbo.” Vism., p. 396.

5. Dhs.A., p. 402.
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invariably unwholesome, the second can assume both wholesome and unwholesome
forms, the last is exclusively wholesome.

Il will (byapada)

I11 will is used in the suttas as an equivalent for hatred (dosa) and aversion (patigha). All
three signify resentment directed towards disagreeable persons or objects. Like the other
defilements, ill will can either remain inwardly contained or can express itself outwardly.
In the latter form it motivates actions such as killing, harsh speech, outbreaks of
violence, etc. Thus we find that in the Potaliya Sutta the word nivarana is given an
extended meaning capable of covering the actions manifesting the internal hindrance:
“This is indeed a fetter, this is a hindrance, that is to say onslaught on creatures...
slanderous speech... angry fault-finding... wrathful rage.”1 Such actions become fetters
and hindrances because they stir into activity the fetter and hindrance of ill will,
reinforcing its detrimental influence upon moral and spiritual development.

The Dhammasangani defines the hindrance of ill will in its usual way by bringing
together its numerous canonical synonyms:

What is the hindrance of ill will? When annoyance springs up at the thought:
‘He has done me harm, is doing, will do me harm; he has done harm, is doing
harm, will do harm to someone dear and precious to me; he has conferred a
benefit, is conferring, will confer a benefit on someone I dislike and object to;
or when annoyance springs up groundlessly: all such vexation, indignation,
hate, antipathy, abhorrence, mental disorder, detestation, anger, fuming,
irascibility, hate, hating, hatred, disorder, getting upset, derangement,
opposition, hostility, churlishness, abruptness, disgust of heart — this is called
the hindrance of ill will.”

The Visuddhimagga explains hatred thus:

It has the characteristic of savageness, like a provoked snake. Its function is to
spread, like a drop of poison, or its function is to burn up its own support, like
a forest fire. It is manifested as persecuting (dusana), like an enemy who has
got his chance. Its proximate cause is the grounds for annoyance.3

1. MLS. 2:27. “Etadeva kho pana samyojanam etam nivaranam yadidam panatipato... nindaroso...
kodhiipayaso...” MN. 1:361-64.

2. Psy. Ethics, pp. 282-83. “Tattha katamam byapadanivaranam? ‘Anattham me akar?’ti aghato jayati.
‘Anattham me carati’ti aghato jayati. ‘Anattham me carissati’ti aghato jayati. ‘Piyassa me manapassa
anattham acarT’ti..., anattham carati..., anattham carissati’ ti agato jayati. ‘Appiyassa me amanapassa
attham acari..., attham carati..., attham carissati’ti aghato jayati. Atthane va pana aghato jayati. Yo
evariipo cittassa aghato patighato patigham pativirodho, kopo, pakopo. sampakopo, doso, padoso,
sampadoso, cittassa byapatti, manopadoso, kodho, kujjana, kujjitattam, doso, dussana, dussitattam,
byapatti, byapajjana, byapajjitattam, virodho, pativirodho, candikkam, asuropo, anattamanata cittassa-idam
vuccati byapadanivaranam.” Dhs., p. 232.

3. PP, p. 532. “So candikkalakkhano pahatasiviso viya, visappanaraso visanipato viya, attano nissaya-
dahanaraso va davaggi viya, dusanapaccupatthano laddhokaso viya sapatto, aghatavatthupadatthano.”
Vism., p. 398.
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Sloth and torpor (Thinamiddha)

As we saw, the Buddha explains sloth and torpor as a compound hindrance which can be
regarded as twofold in terms of its components. The Dhammasangani follows this
suggestion through by breaking the compound down into its members and giving
separate definitions of sloth (thina) and of torpor (middha):

What is the hindrance of stolidity [sloth] and torpor? First distinguish between
stolidity [sloth] and torpor. In this connection, what is stolidity [sloth]? That
which is indisposition, unwieldiness of intellect (citta) adhering and cohering,
clinging, cleaving to, stickiness, stolidity [sloth], that is a stiffening, a rigidity
of the intellect — this is called stolidity [sloth].

What is torpor? That which is indisposition and unwieldiness of sense (lit.
body), a shrouding, enveloping, barricading within, torpor that is sleep,
drowsiness, sleep, slumbering, somnolence — this is called torpor.

Now this is the stolidity [sloth] and this is the torpor which are called ‘the
hindrance of stolidity [sloth] and torpor’.1

When the Dhammasangani speaks of sloth as cittassa akallatd akammarfiiata,
“indisposition and unwieldiness of intellect (or mind)”, this should be understood to
signify the incapacitation of the mind in its function as consciousness, the principal
instrument of cognition. And when the text speaks of torpor as kayassa akallata
akammannata, literally “indisposition and unwieldiness of the body,” this should be
understood to signify the incapacitation of the “mental body” (namakaya) made up of
the mental factors (cetasika) concomitant with consciousness. Thence the Dhamma-
sangani Atthakatha, in elucidating these definitions, equates kaya with the “mental body
consisting of the three aggregates,”2 i.e., the groups of feeling, perception, and mental
formations. Thus sloth represents a state of inertia on the cognitive or intellective side of
the mental process, torpor a corresponding condition on the affective, perceptual and
volitional sides. The same point is brought out by the Dighanikaya Atthakathd when it
glosses sloth as ““a sickness of consciousness” and torpor as “a sickness of the mental
factors” or ‘“sickness of the three aggregates,”3 (Wr. tr.) the mental factors being
identical with the three mental aggregates — feeling, perception, and volition —

1. Psy. Ethics pp. 311-12. “Tattha katamam thinamiddhanivaranam? Atthi thinam, atthi middham. Tattha
katamam thinam? Ya cittassa akallata, akammafiiata, oliyana, salliyana, linam, liyana, liyitattam, thinam,
thiyita, thiyitattam cittassa idam vuccati thinam. Tattha katamam middham? Ya kayassa asallata,
akammafifata, anaho, pariyonaho, antosamorodho, middham, soppam, pacalayika, soppam, supana,
supitattam, idam vuccati middham. Iti idam ca thinam, idam ca middham. Idam vuccati thinamiddha-
nivaranam.”

2. Buddhaghosa, The Expositor (Atthasilini), Buddhagosa’s Commentary on the Dhammasangani, the
First Book of the Abhidhamma Pitaka. Translated by Pe Maung Tin. Revised and edited by C. A. Rhys
Davids. Pali Text Society Translation Series, nos. 8, 9. 2 vols. (London: Luzac & Co., for the Pali Text
Society, 1920-58), 2:485 (hereafter cited as Expositor. “Kayassati khandhattaya sankhatassa namakaya-
ssa.” Dhs.A., p. 409.

3. “Thinam cittagelanfiam.” DN.A. 1:189. “Middham cetasikagelafiiam; middham khandhattaya
gelafitam.” Ibid., 3:210.
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co-existing with consciousness. Though the Dhammasangani defines torpor with a
number of synonyms suggestive of physical sleep, its commentary takes pains to point
out that what is intended as a hindrance is not the physical tiredness which necessitates
sleep, but the indolence and mental obscuration which accompany sleepiness in the case
of unliberated individuals.

The Visuddhimagga follows the lead of the suttas and Abhidhamma in also giving
separate definitions of sloth and torpor consistent with those in the other commentaries:

Herein, stiffness [sloth] has the characteristic of lack of driving power. Its
function is to remove energy. It is manifested as subsiding. Torpor has the
characteristic of unwieldiness. Its function is to smother. It is manifested as
laziness, or it is manifested as nodding and sleep. The proximate cause of both
1S unwise attention to boredom, sloth, and so on.'

Restlessness and Worry (Uddhaccakukkucca)

As in the previous case, here too the Buddha divides this compound hindrance into its
two components before recombining them into one: “Restlessness, monks, is a
hindrance; worry is a hindrance. Thus the hindrance of restlessness and worry that
comes down in the summary by this method becomes twofold.” The Dhammasangani
again picks up on this method and defines the two terms separately:

What is the hindrance of excitement [restlessness] and worry? What is
excitement? That excitement of mind which is disquietude, agitation of heart,
turmoil of mind: that is called excitement [restlessness].

What is worry? Consciousness of what is lawful in something that is
unlawful; consciousness of what is unlawful in something that is lawful;
consciousness of what is immoral in something that is moral; consciousness
of what is moral in something that is immoral: all this sort of worry, fidgeting,
overscrupulousness, remorse of conscience, mental scarifying — this is what is
called worry. Now this is excitement [restlessness] and this is the worry which
are what is called ‘the hindrance of excitement [restlessness] and worry.’3

The Visuddhimagga also gives separate treatment to restlessness and worry, explicating
each in terms of the familiar defining categories. With regard to restlessness the treatise
says:

1. PP, p.530. “Tattha thinam anussahalakkhanam, viriyavinodanarasam, samsidanapaccupatthanam;
middham akammafifatalakkhanam, onahanarasam, linatapaccupatthanam, pacalayika-niddapaccu-
patthanam va; ubhayam pi arativijambhikadisu ayoniso manasikarapadatthanam.” Vism., p. 397.

2. See above, p. 64.

3. Psy. Ethics, p. 312-13. “Tattha katamam uddhaccakukkucca nivaranam? Tattha katamam uddhaccam?
Yam cittassa uddhaccam avupasamo cetaso vikkhepo bhantattam cittassa. Idam vuccati uddhaccam.

Tattha katamam kukkuccam? Akappiye kappiya saniiita, kappiye akappiya saifiita, avajje vajja safifiita;
vajje avajja saffiita; yam evarupam kukkuccam kukkuccayana, cetaso vippatisaro, manovilekho, idam
vuccati kukkuccam. Iti idam ca uddhaccam idam ca kukkuccam idam vuccati uddhaccakukkuccanivara-
nam.” Dhs., p. 233.
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It has the characteristic of disquiet, like water whipped by the wind. Its
function is unsteadiness, like a flag or banner whipped by the wind. It is
manifested as turmoil, like ashes flung up by pelting with stones. Its
proximate cause is unwise attention to mental disquiet. It should be regarded
as distraction of consciousness."

Worry is explained in the following way:

It has subsequent regret as its characteristic. Its function is to sorrow about
what has and what has not been done. It is manifested as remorse. Its
proximate cause is what has and what has not been done. It should be regarded
as slavery”.2

Doubt (Vicikiccha)

The Buddha explains doubt as principally uncertainty and lack of conviction in regard to
four items: the Buddha, the Dhamma, the Sangha, and the training.3 Elsewhere he
speaks of perplexity regarding the past, the present, and the future, and again about the
removal of doubt in regard to dependent alrising.4 The Dhammasangani says:

To doubt, to be perplexed about the Master... the Doctrine... the Order, about
the Discipline, about the past, the future, about both the past and the future, as
to whether there be an assignable cause of states causally determined — it is
this kind of doubt, this working of doubt, this dubiety, puzzlement, perplexity,
distraction, standing at cross-roads; collapses, uncertainty of grasp; evasion,
hesitation, incapacity of grasping thoroughly, stiffness of mind, mental
scarifying that is called perplexity [hindrance of doubt].’

The Dhammasangani Atthakatha explains that doubt in regard to the Master is doubt as
to whether or not any person has existed endowed with the physical and spiritual quali-
ties of a Buddha. Doubt regarding the Doctrine is doubt about the existence of the supra-
mundane paths, fruits, and nibbana. Doubt regarding the Sangha is skepticism with
respect to the existence of holy persons or the fruitfulness of gifts to the Order. Doubt
regarding the discipline questions the effectiveness of morality, concentration, and

1. PP,p.530. “Tam avipasamalakkhanam, vatabhighatacalajalam viya; anavatthanarasam.
Vatabhighatacaladhajapatakaviya; bhantattapaccupatthanam, pasanabhighatasamuddhatabhasmam viya;
cetaso aviipasame ayoniso manasikarapadatthanam; cittavikkhepo, ti datthabbam.” Vism., p. 397.

2. PP,p.532. “Tam pacchanutapalakkhanam, katakatanusocanarasam. Vippatisarapaccupatthanam,
katakatapadatthanam, dasabyam iva datthabbam.” Vism., p. 398:

3. MN. 1:101.
4. 1bid., pp. 8, 260.

5. Psy. Ethics. p.260. “Tattha katamam vicikicchanivaranam? Satthari kankhati vicikicchati; dhamme
kankhati vicikicchati; sanghe kankhati vicikicchati; sikkhaya kankhati vicikicchati; pubbante kankhati
vicikicchati; aparante kankhati vicikicchati; pubbantaparante kankhati vicikicchati; idappaccayata
paticcasamuppannesu dhammesu kankhati vicikicchati: sa evartipa kankha kankhayana kankhayitattam,
vimati, vicikiccha, dvelhakam, dvedhapatho, samsayo, anekamsaggaho, asappana, parisappana,
apariyodahana, thambhitattham, cittassa mano vilekho, idam vuccati vicikicchanivaranam.”
Dhs., pp. 233-34.
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wisdom in leading to the end of suffering. Doubt regarding the past, future, and both
applies to past lives, future lives, and both. And doubt regarding causally determined
states is perplexity over the twelvefold formulation of dependent arising.1

It is evident from these definitions and descriptions that the species of doubt classed as a
hindrance is skeptical indecision with respect to the fundamental tenets of Buddhist
doctrine and practice. The doubt to be abandoned is not the freedom of philosophical
inquiry, which the Buddha openly encouraged in those who sought to gain personal
conviction of truth, but stubborn disbelief and perplexity regarding the principles needed
for higher development. As long as such doubt persists, the mind is too obscured by
confusion to embark on the path leading to higher attainments. As the Visuddhimagga
says, doubt has the function of wavering, the manifestation of indecisiveness, and it acts
as an obstruction to practice.2

Seclusion from the Hindrances

Kinds of Seclusion

The stock passage describing the attainment of the first jhana, with which we began the
present chapter, says that the jhana is attained by a bhikkhu who is “secluded from sense
pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states of mind’.’> Now that we have determined
the purport of the phrase “unwholesome states of mind” to be the five hindrances, we
must inquire into the meaning of the word “seclusion” (viveka). The Visuddhimagga in
its gloss of this passage, explains that there are three kinds of seclusion relevant to the
present context — namely, bodily seclusion (kayaviveka), mental seclusion (cittaviveka),
and seclusion by suppression (vikkhambhanaviveka).4 These three terms allude to two
distinct sets of exegetical categories, which must be considered to bring their meaning to
light.

The first two terms pertain to a threefold arrangement made up of bodily seclusion,
mental seclusion, and “seclusion from the substance” (upadhi viveka). The first means
physical withdrawal from active social engagement into a condition of solitude for the
purpose of devoting time and energy to spiritual development. The second, which
generally presupposes success in the first, means the seclusion of the mind from its
entanglement in defilements and distracted thoughts; it is in effect equivalent to jhana,
or at least the access level of concentration (upacara samadhi). The third, “seclusion
from the substance,” is nibbana, liberation from the elements of phenomenal existence.’
The achievement of the first jhana does not depend on the third, from which it is still
quite remote, but it does require physical solitude and the separation of the mind from

1. Dhs.A., pp. 388-89.

2. PP, p. 533. Vism., p. 398.
3. See p. 56.

4. Vism., p. 113.

5. MLS. 1:135. MN. 1:104.
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obsessions. Hence the Visuddhimagga mentions bodily and mental seclusion as
pre-conditions for entering the jhana, the former applying particularly to sense stimuli.
the latter to the hindrances.

The third type of seclusion pertinent to the context, seclusion by suppression, belongs to
a different scheme generally discussed under the heading of “abandonment” (pahana)
rather than “seclusion.” The basis for this classificatory set is a passage in the canonical
exegetical work, the Patisambhidamagga, recording five kinds of abandoning:
“abandoning by suppression, by substitution of opposites, by cutting off, by tranquil-
ization, and by deliverance.”’ (Wr. tr).

The Patisambhidamagga explains them as follows:

For one developing the first jhana, the hindrances are abandoned by way of
suppression. For one developing concentration partaking of penetration,
wrong views are abandoned by way of substitution of opposites. For one
developing the supramundane path that leads to their destruction,
(defilements) are abandoned by way of cutting off. At the moment of fruition
they are abandoned by way of tranquillization. And abandoning by deliverance
is nibbana, cessation.” (Wr. tr.).

These five types of abandonment are elucidated more fully in the commentaries.

1. The Visuddhimagga says that “abandoning by suppression” occurs whenever “any of
the mundane kinds of concentration suppresses opposing states such as the hindrances,”
as illustrated by the pressing down of water-weed by placing a porous pot on weedfilled
water. Though the canonical text mentions only the first jhdna as an example,
Buddhaghosa remarks that this is mentioned because suppression is obvious then, but
suppression also occurs before and after the jhana, when the hindrances do not invade
consciousness by reason of the force of concentration.*

2. The “abandoning by substitution of opposites” is defined as

the abandoning of any given state that ought to be abandoned through the
means of a particular factor of knowledge, which as a constituent of insight is
opposed to it, like the abandoning of darkness at night through the means of
light.”

1. “Pafca pahanani: vikkhambhanappahanam, tadangappahanam, samucchedappahanam, patippassaddhi-
ppahanam, nissaranappahanam.” Patisambhidamaggapali [Pali Text in Burmese script], (Rangoon,
Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1962), p. 26 (hereafter cited as Pts.).

2. “Vikkhambhanappahana ca nivarananam pathamam jhanam bhavayato, tadangappahana ca
ditthigatanam  nibbedhabhagiyam samadhi bhavayato, samucchedappahanafi ca lokuttaram
khayagamimaggam bhavayato, patippassaddhippahanafica phalakkhane, nissaranappahanafica nirodho
nibbanam.” Ibid., pp. 26-27.

3. PP, p. 812. “Tena tena lokiyasamadhina nivaranadinam paccanikadhammanam vikkhambhanam, idam
vitkkhambhanappahanam nama.” Vism., p. 596.

4. PP, p. 812. Vism., p. 596.
5. PP, p. 813. Vism., pp. 596-97.
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This type of abandoning, in other words, represents a form of factor-substitution in
which the arising of a particular species of insight-knowledge cancels out and
vanquishes a corresponding kind of error. The Visuddhimagga cites as examples the
abandoning of the perceptions of permanence, pleasure, and self through the
contemplations of impermanence, suffering, and non-self, the principal forms of
insight—knowledge.1 Its commentary adds that insight is not the only type of abandoning
by substitution of opposites, since the latter can also occur in other ways such as through
the purification of morality, which replaces unwholesome states with wholesome ones.”

3. “Abandoning by cutting off” is a name for “the abandoning of the states beginning
with the fetters by the noble path knowledge in such a way that they never occur again,
like a tree struck by a thunderbolt.”® This mode of abandoning comes about when the
supramundane wisdom of the noble path consciousness eradicates the seeds or latencies
of the defilements severing the possibility of their re-occurrence.

4. “*Abandoning by tranquillization’ is the tranquillizing or subsiding of the defilements
at the moments of ‘fruition’ following the noble path consciousness” (Wr. tr.). It marks
the release consequent upon the destruction of defilements effected by the path.

5. “‘*Abandoning by deliverance’ is nibbana, in which all that is conditioned is
abandoned by deliverance from all that is conditioned.”” (Wr. tr.).

Thus when the Visuddhimagga says that the achievement of the first jhana is contingent
on seclusion by suppression, we must understand this to mean that it requires the
abandonment of the hindrances by way of the abandoning by suppression.

The Plane of Abandonment

The abandoning of the five hindrances is a necessary condition for the attainment of the
first jhana. The abandoning of the hindrances does not by itself necessarily indicate that
the first jhdna has been achieved, but in order for the jhana to be achieved the
hindrances have to be abandoned. The type of abandoning relevant to the attainment of
Jjhana is abandoning by suppression. The suppression of the hindrances prepares the
mind for entrance upon the jhana by creating a situation conducive to its actualization.
The jhana and suppression can thus be understood to exist in a relationship where the

1. Ibid.

2. Dhammapala, [Visuddhimagga Maha Tika] Paramatthamariijisa Nama Visuddhimagga Mahatika. [Pali
Text in Burmese script]. 2 vols. (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1960), 2:208-209 (hereafter
cited as Vism.T.).

3. PP, p. 816. “Yam pana, asanivicakkhabhihatassa rukkhassa viya ariyamaggafianena samyojanadinam
dhammanam yatha na puna pavattanti evam pahanam, idam samucchedappahanam nama.” Vism., p. 598.

4. “Yam pana phalakkhane patippassaddhattam kilesanam etam patippassaddhippahanam nama.”
Buddhaghosa, [Majjhima Nikaya Atthakatha (Paparficasidanit)], [Vol. 1-2] Milapannasatthakatha; [vol. 3:]
Majjhimapannasatthakatha; [vol. 4:] Uparipannasatthakatha. [Pali Text in Burmese script]. 4 vols.
(Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1957), 1:24-25 (hereafter cited as MN.A.).

5. “Yam sabbasankhatanissatatta pahina sabbasankhatam nibbanam etam nissaranapahanam nama.”
Ibid., 25.
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arising of the jhana is dependent on the prior suppression of the hindrances, and the
persistence of the hindrances is obstructive to the attainment of the jhdna.

The work of suppressing the hindrances begins with the first efforts to focus the mind in
concentration upon one of the prescribed objects for the development of jhana, such as
the kasinas. As the meditator fixes his mind on the initial object, a point is reached
where he can apprehend the object as clearly with his eyes closed as with them open.
This visualized object is called the “learning sign” (uggahanimitta).1 As he concentrates
on the learning sign, his efforts call into play certain mental factors intermittently
present in normal consciousness but which now grow in force, duration, and prominence
as a result of the meditative exertion. These mental factors activated by the preliminary
work of concentration are applied thought (vitakka), sustained thought (vicara), rapture
(piti), happiness (sukha), and one-pointedness (ekaggata). When they reach full maturity
they will become the jhana-factors, but in the preliminary stage of concentration they
represent the jhana only in embryonic form. These factors are incompatible with the
hindrances and function as their precise antidotes. Thence their repeated cultivation
excludes the hindrances, attenuates them, and holds them at bay. As the Visuddhimagga
explains:

The hindrances are the contrary opposites of the jhana factors: what is meant
is that the jhana factors are incompatible with them, eliminate them, abolish
them. And it is said accordingly in the Petaka: ‘Concentration is incompatible
with lust, happiness with ill will, applied thought with stiffness and torpor,
bliss with agitation and worry, and sustained thought with uncertainty’.2

With continued practice the “learning sign” gives rise to a purified luminous
reproduction of itself called the “counterpart sign” (patibhaga nimitta).3 The
manifestation of the counterpart sign marks the complete suppression of the hindrances
and the attainment of a degree of concentration known as ‘“access concentration”
(upacarasamadhi): “But as soon as it (counterpart sign) arises the hindrances are quite
suppressed, the defilements subside, and the mind becomes concentrated in access
concentration.™

All three events — the suppression of the hindrances, the arising of the counterpart sign,
and the entrance upon access concentration — take place at precisely the same moment,
without interval. And though previously the process of mental cultivation may have
required the elimination of different hindrances at different times, when access is
achieved they all subside together:

1. PP, p. 130. Vism., p. 101-102.

2. PP, p. 147. “Nivaranani hi jhanangapaccanikani; tesam jhananganeva patipakkhani viddhansakani
vighatakani ti vuttam hoti. Tatha hi, ‘samadhi kamacchandassa patipakkho, piti byapadassa, vitakko
thinamiddhassa, sukham uddhaccakukkuccassa, vicaro vicikicchaya’ti [ ] Petake vuttam.” Vism.,
p. 114.

3. PP, p. 130. Vism., p. 102.

4. PP, p. 131. “Uppannakalato ca pan’assa patthaya nivaranani vikkhambhitani eva honti, kilesa sannisinna
va, upacarasamadhina cittam samahitam eva ti.” Vism., p. 102.
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Simultaneously with his acquiring the counterpart sign his lust is abandoned
by suppression owing to his giving no attention externally to sense desires (as
object). And owing to his abandoning of approval, ill will is abandoned too, as
pus is with the abandoning of blood. Likewise stiffness and torpor is
abandoned through exertion of energy, agitation and worry is abandoned
through devotion to peaceful things that cause no remorse; and uncertainty
about the Master who teaches the way, about the way, and about the fruit of
the way, is abandoned through the actual experience of the distinction
attained. So the five hindrances are abandoned.'

The term “access concentration” does not appear as such in the four main nikayas of the
Suttapitaka, but only in the commentaries. However, a state intermediate between
normal consciousness and full concentration, in which the hindrances are overcome, is
clearly implied by a number of passages. Thus in the Samaifinaphala Sutta it is said:

But when these five hindrances have been put away within him, he looks upon
himself as freed from debt, rid of disease, out of jail, a free man, and secure.

And gladness springs up within him on his realising that, and joy arises to him
thus gladdened, and so rejoicing all his frame becomes at ease, and being thus
at ease he is filled with a sense of peace and in that peace his heart is stalyed.2

The state where the hindrances are abandoned but the mind has not yet become fully
concentrated in the first jhana seems to be the canonical paradigm for access
concentration. Though the mental factors determinative of the jhana are present in
access concentration, they do not as yet possess sufficient strength to give this state the
full qualification of the first jhana. They are strong enough only to exclude the
hindrances and hold them at bay. This preliminary state, as we said, iS a necessary
prelude to the attainment of jhdana, but does not itself possess a powerful enough degree
of mental unification to actually place the mind in full absorption. With continued
practice, however, the nascent jhana factors will grow in strength until they gain
sufficient force to issue in the first jhana.

1. PP,p.196. “Tassa patibhaganimittapatilabhasamakalam eva, bahiddha kamanam amanasikara
vikkhambhanavasena kamacchando pahiyati; anunayappahanen’eva’assa lohitappahanena pubbo viya
byapado pi pahiyati; tatha araddhaviriyataya thinamiddham avippatisarakarasantadhammanuyogavasena
uddhaccakukkuccam, adhigatavisesassa paccakkhataya patipattidesake Satthari patipattiyam patipattiphale
ca vicikiccha’ti pafica nivaranani pahtyanti.” Vism., p. 155.

2. T. W. Rhys Davids and C. A. F. Rhys Davids, trans. Dialogues of the Buddha (Digha Nikaya). [Vol. 1:
translated by T. W. Rhys Davids; vols. 2-3: translated by T. W. Rhys Davids and C. A. F. Rhys Davids.
(Sacred Books of the Buddhists, vols. 2-4]. 3 vols. 1889-1921; reprint, London: Luzac & Co., 1956-77),
1;84 (hereafter cited as Dial.). “Seyyatha pi maha raja ananyam yatha arogyam yatha bandhana mokkham
yatha bhujissam yatha khemanta bhiimim, evam eva kho maha-raja bhikkhu ime pafica nivarane pahine
attani samanupassati.

Tassa ime pafica nivarane pahine attani samanupassato pamujjam jayati, pamuditassa piti jayati, piti-
manassa kayo passambhati, passaddha kayo sukham vedeti, sukhino cittam samadhiyati.” DN. 1:72.
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Thus, beginning from the ordinary distracted condition of the untrained mind, a yogin
begins developing concentration. This initial practice arouses certain mental factors
which counter the hindrances and unify the mind upon its object. The complete
suppression of the hindrances marks the achievement of access concentration. The
attainment of jhana then lies close at hand. When, through further application, these
factors can unify the mind to the degree of immersion in its object, the jhana is actually
attained.

The Causal Arising of the Hindrances

The five hindrances, the Buddha teaches, are like all other phenomena causally
conditioned, arising and subsiding in correlation with other things which serve as their
supports. When these supports are present the hindrances spring up and grow, when the
supports are removed they fade away and disappear. Since the hindrances thus depend
on other factors for their origination and cessation, the suppression and elimination of
the hindrances requires an understanding of these factors, what they are and how to
overcome them.

As part of his program for the conquest of the hindrances, the Buddha has taken special
care to provide an exact account of their genetic groundwork. This account proceeds at
both the general and particular level, laying bare the causes for the hindrances as a group
and for each individual member of this group. In the Anguttara Nikaya, the Buddha
includes the five hindrances in a sequence of conditions nourishing and sustaining
ignorance, itself the fundamental root of samsara:

Ignorance, I declare, monks, has its nutriment. It is not without nutriment.
And what is the nutriment of ignorance? ‘The five hindrances’ should be the
reply. I declare, monks, that the five hindrances have their nutriment, are not
without nutriment. And what is the nutriment of the five hindrances? ‘The
three wrong ways of practice’ should be the reply. They too have their
nutriment. What? ‘Nonrestraint of the sense faculties’ should be the reply.
They too have their nutriment. What? ‘Lack of mindfulness and
self-composure’ should be the reply. That, too, has its nutriment, I declare.
What? ‘Lack of thorough work of mind’ [unwise consideration] should be the
reply. And what is the nutriment of that? ‘Lack of faith’ should be the reply.
What is the nutriment of that? ‘Not listening to true Dhamma’ I declare,
monks. That not listening to true Dhamma has its nutriment, is not without
nutriment. And what is the nutriment of not listening to true Dhamma? ‘Not
following after the very man’ should be the reply.1

1. F. L. Woodward and E. M. Hare, trans. The Book of the Gradual Sayings (Anguttara-Nikaya) Or
More-Numbered Suttas. [Vol. 1: (Ones, Twos, Threes), translated by F. L. Woodward with an Introduction
by Mrs. Rhys Davids; vol. 2: (The Book of the Fours), translated by F. L. Woodward with an Introduction
by Mrs. Rhys Davids; vol. 3: (The Books of the Fives and Sixes), translated by E. M. Hare with an
Introduction by Mrs. Rhys Davids; vol. 4: (The Books of the Sevens, Eights and Nines), translated by E. M.
Hare with an Introduction by Mrs. Rhys Davids; vol. 5: (The Book of the Tens and Elevens), translated by
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As this statement points out, the five hindrances while ‘“nourishing” ignorance are
nourished in turn by the three wrong ways of practice, non-restraint of the senses, lack of
mindfulness and self-composure, unwise consideration, and so on. Through unwise
consideration a man fails to control his mind. Lacking mindfulness he allows his senses
to roam unchecked in their objective fields, seeking sensual gratification. Obsessed by
sense stimuli, he then engages in the three wrong ways of practice — bodily, verbal, and
mental misconduct — and these actions reinforce the hindrances, which then maintain the
ignorance that holds him in bondage.

The Buddha often calls attention to the crucial role played by “unwise consideration”
(ayoniso manasikara) in the arising of unwholesome states. Unwise consideration is
“inexpedient reflection, reflection on the wrong track” (anupayamanasikara). It is
reflection which apprehends its object through the four “perversions” (vipallasa),
considering the impermanent as permanent, pain as pleasure, non-self as self, and the
foul as beautiful.' This wrong reflection is particularly instrumental in causing the
arising and growth of all the five hindrances:

In him who practices unmindful observation sensual desire, ill will, sloth and
torpor, excitement and flurry [restless and worry], and doubt, if not already
arisen, arise, and if already arisen, sensual desire, ill will, sloth and torpor,
excitement and flurry [restlessness and worry], and doubt are conducive to
increasing, and growth thereof.” (Wr. tr.).

But unwise consideration functions not only as a general cause for the hindrances as a
group; it is a specific cause for each of the hindrances individually as well. As the
general phenomenon of incorrect attention unwise consideration serves as the common
ground for all the hindrances. Acts of incorrect attention, however, always take on

F. L. Woodward with an Introduction by Mrs. Rhys Davids. (Pali Text Society Translation Series nos. 22,
24, 25-27]. 5 vols. 1932-36; reprint, London: Luzac & Co.,1936-79), 5:79 (hereafter cited as GS.).
“Avijjamp’aham bhikkave saharam vadami. No anaharam. Ko caharo avijja? Pafica nivaranati’ssa
vacaniyam. Paficap’aham bhikkhave nivarane sahare vadami. No anahare. Ko caharo paficannam
nivarananam? Tini duccaritaniti’ssa vacaniyam. Tini p’aham bhikkhave duccaritani saharani vadami, no
anaharani. Ko caharo tinnam duccaritanam? Indriyasamvaroti’ssa vacaniyam. Indriyasamvaram p’aham
bhikkhave saharam vadami no anaharam. Ko caharo indriyasamvarassa? Asatasampajaiifianti’ssa
vacaniyam... Asatasampajafiia p’aham bhikkhave saharam vadami; no anaharam... Ko caharo
asatasampajaifiassa? Ayoniso manasikaroti’ssa vacaniyam. Ayonisomanasikaram p’aham bhikkhave
saharam vadami; no anaharam. Ko caharo ayonisomanasikarassa? Assaddhiyanti’ssa vacaniyam.
Assaddhiyam p’aham bhikkhave saharam vadami; no anaharam. Ko caharo assaddhiyassa?
Asaddhammasavananti’ssa vacaniyam. Asaddhammasavanam p’aham bhikkhave saharam vadami; no
anaharam. Ko caharo asaddhamasavanassa? Asappurisa samsevoti’ssa vacaniyam.” AN. 5:113.

1. Soma Thera, trans., The Way of Mindfulness, being a translation of the Satipatthana Sutta of the
Majjhima Nikaya; its Commentary, the Satipatthana Sutta Vannana of the Papaiicasiadani of Buddhaghosa
Thera; and Excerpts from the Linatthapakdsana Tika, Marginal Notes, of Dhammapala Thera on the
Commentary, (Kandy, Ceylon: Buddhist Publication Society, 1941-1967), p. 116 (hereafter cited as Soma
Thera, Way of Mindfulness).

2. “Ayoniso bhikkhave manasikaroto anuppanno ceva kamachando uppajjati uppanno ca kamacchando
bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya samvattati. Anuppanno ceva byapado uppajjati... Anuppannam ceva
thinamiddham..., uddhaccakukkuccam..., Ayoniso ca bhikkhave manasikaroto anuppannaceva vicikiccha
uppajjati, uppanna ca vicikiccha bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya samvattati.” SN. 5:93-94.
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particular forms which can be correlated with particular hindrances. Differences in the
modes in which unwise consideration occurs are determined by the variations in its
objects and associated factors. Depending on these variations, unwise consideration
becomes a cause for each separate hindrance:

Just as this body, monks, is sustained by nutriment, stands in dependence on
nutriment, and does not stand without nutriment, in the same way the five
hindrances are sustained by nutriment, stand in dependence on nutriment, and
do not stand without nutriment.

1. What, monks, is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen sensual desire,
and for the growth and expansion of sensual desire that has already arisen?
There is, monks, the beautiful appearance of things. Habitual unwise
consideration of that is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen sensual desire,
and for the growth and expansion of sensual desire that has already arisen.

2. And what, monks, is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen ill will, and
for the growth and expansion of ill will that has already arisen? There is,
monks, the repulsive appearance of things. Habitual unwise consideration of
that is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen ill will...

3. And what, monks, is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen sloth and
torpor...? There is, monks, discontent, drowsiness, langour, surfeit after
meals, and sluggishness of mind. Habitual unwise consideration of them is the
nutriment for the arising of unarisen sloth and torpor...

4. And what, monks, is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen restlessness
and worry...? There is, monks, non-tranquility of mind. Habitual unwise
consideration of that is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen restlessness
and worry.

5. And what, monks, is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen doubt...?
There are, monks, matters which are grounds for doubt. Habitual unwise con-
sideration of them is the nutriment for the arising of unarisen doubt...'
(Wr. tr.).

1. “Seyyathapi bhikkhave ayam kayo aharatthitiko aharam paticca titthati anaharo no titthati. Evam eva kho
bhikkhave pafica nivarana aharatthitika aharam paticca titthanti, anaharam no titthanti.

[1] Ko ca bhikkhave aharo anuppannassa va kamacchandassa uppadaya uppannassa va
kamacchandassa bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya? Atthi bhikkhave subhanimittam; tattha ayonisomana-
sikarabahulikaro ayam aharo anuppannassa va kamacchandassa uppadaya uppannassa va kama-
cchandassa bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya.

[2] Ko ca bhikkhave aharo anuppannassa va byapadassa uppadaya uppannassa va byapadassa
bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya? Atthi bhikkhave patighanimittam. Tattha ayonisomanasikarabahulikaro
ayam aharo anuppannassa va byapadassa uppadaya uppannassa va byapadassa bhiyyobhavaya
vepullaya.

[3] ... thinamiddhassa... ? Atthi bhikkhave arati tandivijambhita, bhattasammado, cetaso ca lina-
ttam; tattha...

[4] ... uddhaccakukkuccassa...? ... cetaso aviipasamo...

[5] ... vicikicchaya uppadaya...? Atthi bhikkhave vicikicchatthaniya dhamma, tattha ayoniso
manasikarabahulikaro ayam aharo anuppannaya va vicikicchaya uppadaya uppannaya va viciki-
cchaya bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya.” SN. 5:64-65.
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Thus we see that the five hindrances arise and increase, in general, through engagement
in the three wrong ways of practice, lack of sense control, lack of mindfulness, and
unwise consideration. Specifically, sensual desire arises through unwise consideration of
the attractive appearance of things, ill will through unwise consideration of the repulsive
features of things, sloth and torpor through unwise consideration of states conducive to
lethargy, restlessness and worry through unwise consideration of disturbing states, and
doubt through unwise consideration of matters provocative of doubt.

The Elimination of the Hindrances

Once the genetic basis for the rise and growth of the hindrances becomes clear, the way
to counteract and eliminate them follows as a matter of course. Since the hindrances
occur in dependence on specific causes and conditions, their control and conquest
requires simply that their generative causes be removed. Though the actual achievement
of such a stoppage may be difficult and require diligent effort, it is the fundamental
optimism of Buddhism that the qualities needed to overcome the hindrances are not
beyond man’s capacity for development, provided only that he is given the proper
methodology. It is the purpose of the Buddha’s discipline to provide precisely that
methodology which leads to the conquest of the hindrances and thereby of ignorance
itself.

The final conquest of the hindrances is effected exclusively by the four supramundane
paths. To reach the path the development of insight (vipassana) is indispensable, since
insight into the true characteristics of phenomena issues in the supramundane wisdom of
the path. But in order for insight to arise, the hindrances have to be attenuated to a
degree where they no longer disrupt the process of contemplation.

The canonical texts offer two basic approaches to the preliminary overcoming of the
hindrances. One is the suppression of the hindrances by the development of serenity
(samatha), either access concentration or jhana; the other is their elimination in the
course of developing insight. The former is described in the discourses of the Buddha
expounding the stages of the “gradual training,” the latter in the discourses on the
practice of satipatthana, “the foundations of mindfulness”.'

Two different approaches are offered because of the differing mental dispositions of
disciples. Disciples of a contemplative bent generally incline to first attain concentration
by suppressing the hindrances through jhdna and then move on to the development of
insight. These are called practitioners of the vehicle of serenity (samathayanika) who
develop “insight preceded by serenity.” Other disciples, of an intellectual bent, are
generally disposed to strive immediately for insight, leaving until later the task of
deepening concentration. These are called practitioners of the vehicle of insight

1. For the gradual training, see DN. 1:47-86. MN. 1:175-84; 271-80. For satipatthana, see DN. 2:290-315
and MN. 1:55-63.
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(vipassanayanika) who develop “serenity preceded by insight.” Both types must
eventually cultivate insight by practising the foundations of mindfulness, since insight-
wisdom is needed to reach the supramundane path. They differ, not with respect to the
inclusion of insight, but in the sequence they follow to develop insight. The practitioner
of serenity attains jhana then cultivates insight, and finally reaches the path. The
practitioner of insight reaches the path directly by cultivating insight, without relying on
a foundation of jhana.

We will now consider in turn each of the two approaches to the overcoming of the
hindrances, taking first the approach of the gradual training, in which the attainment of
serenity is emphasized, and then the approach of the foundations of mindfulness, which
emphasizes the direct development of insight. Finally we will briefly note the way the
hindrances are eradicated by the four supramundane paths.

The Way of the Gradual Training

We saw above that the hindrances are maintained by a series of conditions beginning
with failure to follow after superior men and continuing on through not listening to the
true Dhamma, lack of faith, unwise consideration, absence of mindfulness and self-
possession, non-restraint of the senses, and engagement in the three wrong ways of
practice. The standard canonical presentation of the gradual training, as found for
example in the Samafifiaphala Sutta, shows the way this originative pattern is reversed.'
The presentation begins with the appearance in the world of the Buddha and his
teaching of the doctrine, which make available the opportunity to follow after superior
men and to hear the true Dhamma. The gain of faith in the teaching leads to
commitment to the training, which proceeds according to a graded step-by-step structure
designed to lead the practitioner gradually to the goal of liberation.

The most elementary step along the path is the observance of moral discipline. The
moral precepts, varying in range from the five precepts for the laity to the full code of
Vinaya rules for monks, have the purpose of inculcating restraint of body and speech.
Since the unwholesome mental states motivating bodily and verbal misconduct grow
stronger when such actions are indulged in, to overcome the defilements it is necessary
to begin by controlling their coarser expressions by way of physical and verbal activity.
This control is exercised by acting in conformity with the rules of conduct. By careful
observance of the moral code, the disciple can eliminate the bodily and verbal modes of
misconduct which nourish the five hindrances, thereby weakening their outer impulsive
force.

The mere observance of moral rules, however, is not sufficient to combat the hold of the
defilements upon the interior processes of the mind. The defilements must be dealt with
at their own level by being subjected to a thoroughgoing mental discipline. This training
begins with the restraint of the senses (indriya samvara). Seeing a visible form with the
eye, or cognizing any object with any sense faculty, the disciple does not seize upon its

1. Dial., 1:3-26; DN. 1:64-69.
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general appearance or details, but controls, guards, and masters his sense faculties.'
Since apprehension of the general appearance and details of sensually attractive and
repulsive objects can become a ground for attachment and aversion, the meditator has to
avoid this entrancement with sense objects, confining his attention to the bare data
without elaborating upon them through subjective commentary. Then, endowed with
this self-restraint, the disciple develops mindfulness and discernment (satisampajaiiiia)
in all his activities, movements, and modes of deportment.2 By examining everything he
does with full awareness and clear comprehension, he can prevent these activities from
becoming bases for the arising of the hindrances. To avoid attachment and aversion with
respect to the physical supports of life, he is further enjoined to cultivate contentment
(santutthi) with a bare minimum of robes, food, medicine, and shelter.’

These preliminary trainings in morality, restraint of the senses, mindfulness and
discernment, and contentment provide the necessary preparation for the cultivation of
the higher consciousness through the practice of meditation. Once he has fulfilled these
preliminaries the disciple is prepared to go into solitude to develop the jhanas, and it is
here that he meets the hindrances in direct confrontation.

He, returning from alms-gathering after his meal, sits down cross-legged
holding the back erect, having made mindfulness rise up in front of him. He,
having got rid of covetousness for the world, lives with a mind devoid of
coveting, he purifies the mind of coveting. By getting rid of the taint of ill
will, he lives benevolent in mind; and compassionate for the welfare of all
creatures and beings, he purifies the mind of the taint of ill will. By getting rid
of sloth and torpor, he lives devoid of sloth and torpor; perceiving the light,
mindful and clearly conscious, he purifies the mind of sloth and torpor. By
getting rid of restlessness and worry, he lives calmly, the mind subjectively
tranquillised, he purifies the mind of restlessness and worry. By getting rid of
doubt, he lives doubt-crossed; unperplexed as to the states that are skilled, he
purifies his mind of doubt.*

The elimination of the hindrances requires, first of all, that the meditator honestly
appraises his inner condition by way of introspective self-scrutiny: “If a monk while
considering knows thus: ‘the five hindrances have not been got rid of by me,” he should

1. DN. 1:70. MN. 1:180-81.
2.DN. 1:70. MN. 1:181.
3. DN. I:71. MN. 1:180.

4. MLS. 1:227. “So pacchabhattam pindapata-patikkanto nisidati pallankam abhujitva ujum kayam
panidhaya parimukham satim upatthapetva. So abhijjham loke pahaya vigatabhijjhena cetasa viharati,
abhijjhaya cittam parisodheti. Vyapada-padosam pahaya avyapanna-citto viharati, sabba-pana-
bhiitahitanukamp1 vyapada-padosa cittam parisodheti. Thinamiddham pahaya vigata-thinamiddho viharati,
alokasaififif sato sampajano thina-middha cittam parisodheti. Uddhacca-kukkuccam pahaya anuddhato
viharati, ajjhattam viipasanta citto uddhacca-kukkucca cittam parisodheti. Vicikiccham pahaya tinna
vicikiccho viharati, akathamkatht kusalesu dhammesu vicikicchaya cittam parisodheti.” MN. 1:181. DN.
1:71.
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make an effort to get rid of them.”' When sensuality, ill will, and the other hindrances
are present, “he knows with understanding that they are present.”2 Then, when their
presence has been detected, what is required is knowledge of their appropriate antidotes.
Since all the hindrances arise, as we saw, through unwise consideration, it follows that
the most efficient general way to overcome them is to alter the manner in which things
are attended to. This means, in effect, to replace unwise consideration with wise
consideration (yonisomanasikara). Wise consideration is consideration which accords
with the true nature of things; it is “expedient reflection, reflection going on the right
track,... reflection that considers the facts of impermanence, suffering, soullessness, and
impurity according to reality.”3 By correcting the subtle perceptual and cognitive
distortions which supply the hindrances with food for growth, the constant cultivation of
wise consideration removes the hindrances and holds them at bay: “But, monks, in him
who gives systematic attention, sensual desire (... doubt) which has not arisen does not
arise, and if it has arisen it is abandoned.””

Just as each hindrance has its individual nutriment in the particular kind of unwise
consideration corresponding to its own unique operative mode, so each hindrance has its
“non-nutriment” (anahara), the cause for its elimination, in the appropriate kind of wise
consideration.

And what, monks, is no food for the arising of sensual lust not yet arisen, or
for the more-becoming and growth thereof, if already arisen? There is, monks,
the repulsive feature of things. Systematic attention thereto, if made much of,
is no food for the arising of sensual lust, if not yet arisen, or for its
more-becoming and growth if already arisen.’

Similarly, wise consideration of the mental liberation of loving kindness (metta-
cetovimutti) counteracts ill will; wise consideration of the elements of effort
(arambhadhatu), exertion (nikkamadhatu), and striving (parakkamadhdtu) counteracts
sloth and torpor; wise consideration of tranquility (cefaso viipasama) counteracts
restlessness and worry; and wise consideration of wholesome and unwholesome states
(kusalakusaladhamma) counteracts doubt.’

1. MLS. 3:344. “Sace, bhikkhu paccavekkhamano evam janati: ‘Appahina kho me pafica nivarana’ti, tena,
... bhikkhuna paficannam nivarananam pahanaya vayamitabbam.” MN. 3:295.

2. DN. 2:300-301.

3. Soma Thera, Way of Mindfulness, p. 117. “Yoniso manasikaro nama upayamanasikaro patha manasikaro
anicce aniccanti va dukkhe dukkhanti va anattani anattati va asubhe asubhanti va manasikaro.” MN.A.
1:286.

4. KS. 5:71. “Yoniso ca kho bhikkhave manasikaroto anuppanno ceva kamacchando (... vicikiccha)
nippajjati. Uppanno ca kamacchando (... vicikiccha) pahiyati.” SN. 5:85.

5. KS. 5:88. “Ko ca bhikkhave anaharo anuppannassa va kamacchandassa uppadaya uppannassa va
kamacchandassa bhiyyobhavaya vepullaya? Atthi bhikkhave asubbanimittam. Tattha yonisomanasikara-
bahulikaro ayam anaharo anuppannassa va kamacchandassa uppadaya uppannassa va kamacchandassa bhi-
yyobhavaya vepullaya.” SN. 5:105.

6. Ibid., pp. 105-106.
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In the commentaries the Buddha’s miscellaneous suggestions on the elimination of the
hindrances are organized into a systematic exposition of six measures conducive to the
vanquishing of each hindrance. Sensual desire is to be abandoned by:

Taking up the sensuously inauspicious subject of meditation; application for
the development of the jhana on the sensuously inauspicious subject of
meditation; the guarded state of the controlling faculties of sense; moderation
in food; the sympathy and support of good men in the endeavour; stimulating
talk that helps the accomplishment of the object in view.'

I11 will or anger is overcome by the following six measures:

Taking up the practice of the love subject of meditation; applying oneself to
the development of jhana on the thought of love; reflection on one’s action as
one’s own property; abundance of wise consideration; sympathetic and helpful
companionship of the good; and stimulating talk that assists the development
of the thought of love and the overthrow of alnger.2

The six things leading to the conquest of sloth and torpor are:

The seeing of the reason of sloth and torpor in the fact of eating too much, or
gluttony; the changing of the postures completely; reflection on the perception
of light; staying in the open; sympathetic and helpful companionship of the
good; and stimulating talk that assists in dispelling sloth and torpor.3

The six things conducive to eliminating restlessness and worry are:

Knowledge; questioning; understanding of disciplinary rules; association with
those more experienced and older than oneself in the practice of things like
virtue; sympathetic and helpful companionship; and stimulating talk that helps
the rejection of mental agitation and Worry.4

And the following six measures lead to the transcendence of doubt:

The state of being learned in the Buddha’s teaching; of inquiring about the
Buddha, the Teaching, and the Order of Real Saints; of understanding
thoroughly the nature of the Discipline; of being decided about the truth of the
Buddha, the Teaching, and the Order of the Real Saints; sympathetic and
helpful companionship; and stimulating talk that helps to dispel doubt.

1. Soma Thera, Way of Mindfulness, p. 117. “Asubhanimittassa uggaho asubhabhavananuyogo indriyesu
guttadvarata bhojane mattafifiuta kalyanamittata sappayakatha’ti.” MN.A. 1:286.

2. Soma Thera, Way of Mindfulness, p.120. “Mettanimittassa uggaho mettabhavananuyogo
kamassakatapaccavekkhana patisankhanabahulata kalyanamittata sappayakatha’ti” MN.A. 1:287.

3. Soma Thera, Way of Mindfulness, p. 123. “Atibhojane nimittaggaho iriyapathasamparivattanata aloka-
safilamanasikaro abbhokasavaso kalyanamittata sappayakatha’ti.” MN. A. 1:288.

4. Soma Thera, Way of Mindfulness, p. 124. “Bahussutata paripucchakata vinaye pakataiifiuta vuddhasevita
kalyanamittata sappayakatha’ti.” MN.A. 1:289.

5. Soma Thera, Way of Mindfulness, p. 126. “Bahussutata paripucchakata vinaye pakatafifiuta adhimokkha-
bahulata kalyanamittata sappayakatha’ti.” MN.A. 1:290.
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The suppression of hindrances effected by these techniques is necessary not only as a
preliminary for entering upon jhana, but also to ensure the ability to extend the
attainment and make it last long. Even if a meditator can overcome the hindrances by
force of sheer concentration, if he has not weakened their grip on the subliminal layers
of the mind by right reflection and mental application, they will tend to break through
the absorption and dispel his concentration. Therefore his enjoyment of jhdana will be
short and superficial.

When a bhikkhu enters upon a jhana without (first) completely suppressing
lust by reviewing the dangers in sense desires, etc., and without (first)
completely tranquillising bodily irritability by tranquillising the body, and
without (first) completely removing stiffness and torpor by bringing to mind
the elements of initiative, etc., and without (first) completely abolishing
agitation and worry by bringing to mind the sign of serenity, etc., and without
(first) completely purifying his mind of other states that obstruct
concentration, then that bhikkhu soon comes out of that jhana again, like a
bee that has gone into an unpurified hive, like a king who has gone into an
unclean park.1

The Way of Mindfulness

In the Satipatthana Sutta, the “Discourse on the Foundations of Mindfulness,”* the
Buddha proposes a different technique for overcoming the hindrances, one which utilizes
direct, mindful observation of the hindrances themselves as a method for loosening their
hold upon the mind. This approach presupposes the same basic set of preliminaries
observed in following the gradual training: moral discipline, restraint of the senses,
mindfulness and discernment, and contentment. However, instead of employing a variety
of techniques to counteract the hindrances with the aim of reaching jhdana, the method of
mindfulness proceeds directly to the contemplation of mental and bodily phenomena
with the aim of arousing insight. The diverse phenomena of body and mind are
classified into four “foundations of mindfulness”: the body (kaya), feelings (vedana),
states of mind (citta), and mental objects (dhamma). The confrontation with the
hindrances enters into the last set, the contemplation of mental objects
(dhammanupassana), where it comes as the first exercise in this group:

Here, O bhikkhus, a bhikkhu lives contemplating the mental objects in the
mental objects of the five hindrances.

How, O bhikkhus, does a bhikkhu live contemplating mental objects in the
mental objects of the five hindrances?

1. PP, p. 157. “Yo hi bhikkhu kamadinavapaccavekkhanadihi kamacchandam na sutthu vikkhambhetva,
kayapassaddhivasena kayadutthullam na sutthu patipassaddham katva, arambhadhatumanasikaradivasena
thinamiddham na sutthu pativinodetva, samathanimittamanasikaradivasena uddhaccakukkuccam na sutthu
samiihatam katva, afifie pi samadhiparipanthe dhamme na sutthu visodhetva jhanam samapajjati, so
avisodhitam asayam pavitthabhamaro viya, avisuddham uyyanam pavittharaja viya ca, khippam-eva
nikkhamati.” Vism., p. 122.

2. DN. 2:290-315. MN. 1:55-63.
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Here, O bhikkhus, when sensuality is present, a bhikkhu with understanding
knows: ‘I have sensuality,” or when sensuality is not present he with
understanding knows: ‘I have no sensuality’. He understands how the arising
of the non-arisen sensuality comes to be; he understands how the abandoning
of the arisen sensuality comes to be; and he understands how the non-arising
in the future of the abandoned sensuality comes to be... anger is present...
sloth and torpor are present... agitation and worry are present... When doubt
is present, he with understanding knows: ‘I have doubt’. He understands how
the arising of non-arisen doubt comes to be; he understands how the
abandoning of the arisen doubt comes to be; and he understands how the
non-arising in the future of the abandoned doubt comes to be.!

Since it is impossible for a meditator to completely avoid situations tending to provoke
the hindrances into activity, he requires a technique which enables him to deal with them
effectively at the causal level — to prevent them from arising if possible, or to eliminate
them swiftly and surely if they should arise. Mindful observation provides him with just
such a technique. Through bare attention to the hindrances, he is able to gain clear
comprehension of their individual nature and to discern their causes and conditions.
Contemplation of the hindrances is a means both to calm and insight. By directly facing
each hindrance that presents itself, the meditator is able to divest it of the destructive
power it can freely exercise when it escapes undetected. Repeated introspective
self-examination, performed with complete sincerity, gives him the self-knowledge
required to transform and purify the direction of his mental life. In this way mindfulness
of the hindrances becomes a means to the development of concentrated calm.

The same contemplation, when directed towards the hindrances as bare instances of
phenomena exhibiting the universal features of phenomena, becomes a means for
gaining insight (vipassana). By observing the rise and fall of the mental processes
associated with the hindrances, the meditator gains insight into the fact of
impermanence (anicca). By attending to their restless nature and disturbing effects, he
sees the truth of suffering (dukkha). And by viewing the hindrances as mere impersonal
events, devoid of any substance or ego-oriented reference point, he comes to an
appreciation of the truth of selflessness (anatta). If these insights are pursued and
developed to the deeper levels they imply, they could even issue in the attainment of the
supramundane path. In this way the method of mindfulness is able to transform even
obstacles to meditation into integral parts of the meditative process.

1. Dial., 2:334-35. “Idha bhikkhave bhikkhu santam va ajjhattam kamacchandam ‘atthi me ajjhattam
kamacchando’ti’ pajanati, asantam va ajjhattam kamacchandam ’n’atthi me ajjhattam kamacchando’ti
pajanati. Yatha ca anuppannassa kamacchandassa uppado hoti tam ca pajanati, yatha ca uppannassa
kamacchandassa pahanam hoti tam ca pajanati, yatha ca pahinassa kamacchandassa ayatim anuppado hoti
tam ca pajanati... ajjhattam vyapadam... thinamiddham... uddhaccakukkuccam... vicikiccham ’atthi me
ajjhattam vicikiccha’ti pajanati, asantam va ajjhattam vicikiccham ’n’atthi me ajjhattam vicikiccha’ti
pajanati. Yatha ca anuppannaya vicikicchaya uppado hoti tam ca pajanati, yatha ca uppanaya vicikicchaya
pahanam hoti tam ca pajanati, yatha ca pahinaya vicikicchaya ayatim anuppado hoti tam ca pajanati.”
DN. 2:300-301.
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In the practice of insight meditation no deliberate effort is made to develop
concentration. Since the practitioner does not confine his attention to a single object, the
arising of concentration at the access or absorption level is impossible. Insight
meditation involves the contemplation of the constantly changing flow of phenomena.
its object is shifting from moment to moment, as one phenomenon passes away to be
replaced by the next. Thus the stability of a single focal point essential to attaining jhana
is absent.

Nevertheless, the practice of insight does produce a spontaneous kind of concentration
existing concurrently with itself. This kind of mental unification, called “momentary
concentration” (khanika samadhi) comes into being through the fixity with which the
mind attends to the changing phenomena. As the mind examines undistractedly the
phenomenal process, the successive moments of contemplation acquire a concentrative
power equal to the task of suppressing the hindrances. Though it does not possess the
force needed to attain jhana, this momentary concentration arisen through
insight-practice is sufficiently strong to prevent the hindrances from disturbing
contemplation and to allow the wisdom of insight to arise. Thus even without
developing jhana the practitioner of bare insight can build up concentration moment by
moment, giving him enough mental unification to serve as a basis for insight and
attainment of the path.

In sum, the practitioner of serenity first suppresses the hindrances by access
concentration or jhana, then begins to develop insight. The practitioner of bare insight
begins by contemplating the four foundations of mindfulness. He incidentally develops
momentary concentration which eliminates the hindrances, then he arouses insight.

The Eradication of the Hindrances

In the jhana the hindrances are abandoned only by way of suppression. Though inactive,
they still remain as dormancies in the mental continuum, capable of cropping up again if
sufficiently stimulated. The actual eradication of the hindrances requires the wisdom of
the supramundane paths, which abandons the hindrances by cutting them off at the root.
This abandonment by cutting off (samucchedappahana) is accomplished with respect to
different hindrances by different paths in the four stages of supramundane development.
According to the Visuddhimagga, the first path, the path of stream-entry
(sotapattimagga), cuts off the hindrance of doubt. The second, the path of the
once-returner (sakadagami magga), weakens all the hindrances but cuts off none. The
third, the path of the non-returner (anagami magga), cuts off the hindrances of sensual
desire, ill will, and worry. And the fourth, the path of arahatship (arahatta magga), cuts
off the remainder — sloth and torpor and restlessness.’ Thus it is only the arahat who has
completely overcome all the hindrances. In the arahat, the Buddha explains, “these five
hindrances are abandoned, cut down at the root, made like a palmtree stump, made
something that has ceased to be, so as not to grow again in future time.”

1. PP, p. 802. Vism., p. 589.

2. “Tesam pafica nivarana pahina ucchinnamila talavatthukata anabhavakata ayatim anuppadadhamma.”
SN. 5:327.

64



The Benefits of Abandoning the Hindrances

From the perspective of Pali Buddhism, the reduction and elimination of the five
hindrances is essential not only to the attainment of jhana, but to all aspects of man’s
moral and spiritual development. The hindrances represent an entire spectrum of defiled
mental states. Their presence implies the presence as well of the unwholesome roots, the
floods, bonds, cankers, clinging, ties and fetters." They are like a debt, a disease,
imprisonment, slavery, and a desert road.” When they overpower the mind a man can
perceive neither his own good, the good of others, or the good of both.” Under their
influence he will do what he should not do and neglect what he ought to do.* They
corrupt the mind and weaken wisdom.” They cause spiritual blindness and ignorance,
destroy wisdom, lead to vexation, and distract from nibbana.® Just as gold impaired by
five impurities — iron, copper, tin, lead, and silver — is not pliant and wieldy, lacks
radiance, is brittle, and cannot be wrought well, so the mind, corrupted by the five
hindrances, “is not pliant and wieldy, lacks radiant lucidity and firmness and cannot
concentrate well upon the eradication of the taints.”’ Therefore the Buddha can say of
them: “Rightly speaking a person, bhikkhus, would call the five hindrances ‘a heap of
demerits’, for indeed one entire mass of demerit are the five hindrances.”®

The abandonment of the hindrances marks the beginning of freedom: “But when these
five hindrances have been put away within him, he looks upon himself as freed from
debt, rid of diseases, out of jail, a free man, and secure.” With the hindrances
abandoned, there is no limit to the possibilities for spiritual growth. Just as gold free

1. PP, p. 147. Vism., p. 87.
2. Dial., 1:84. DN. 1:73.

3. KS. 5:103. “Atthattham pi... parattham pi... ubhayattham pi tasmim samaye yathabhiitam na janati na
passati.” SN. 5:121-22.

4. AN. 2:67
5. KS. 5:79. “Cetaso upakkilesa pafifiaya dubbalikarana.” SN. 5:94.

6. KS. 5:81. “Nivarana andhakarana acakkhukarana afifianakarana pafifianirodhika vighatapakkhiya
anibbanisamvattanika.” SN. 5:97.

7. Nyanaponika Thera, trans. and ed., The Five Mental Hindrances And Their Conquest, Selected Texts
from the Pali Canon and the Commentaries. (Kandy, Ceylon: Buddhist Publication Society, 1961), p. 2
(hereafter cited as Nyanaponika, Five Mental Hindrances). “Evam eva kho bhikkhave paficime cittassa
upakkilesa, yehi upakkilesehi upakkilittham cittam na ceva mudu hoti, na ca kamaniyam na ca
pabhassaram pabhangu ca na ca sammasamadhiyati asavanam khayaya.” AN. 3:16.

8. KS. 5:124. “Akusalarasi ti bhikkhave vadamano paficanivarane sammavadamano vadeyya. Kevalo
hayam bhikkhave akusalarasi yadidam paficanivarana.” SN. 5:145.

9. Dial. 1:84. “Seyyatha pi maharaja ananyam yatha arogyam yatha bandhana mokkham yatha bhujissam
yatha khemantabhimim, evam eva kho maharaja bhikkhu ime pafica nivarane pahine attani
samanupassati.” DN. 1:73.

65



from the five impurities will be pliant and supple, radiant and firm, and can be wrought
well, so, the Buddha says:

If the mind is freed of these five impurities, it will be pliant and supple, will
have radiant lucidity and firmness, and will concentrate well upon the
eradication of the taints. To whatever state realizable by the higher mental
faculties one may direct the mind, one will, in each case, acquire the capacity
of realization, if the (other) conditions are fulfilled.'

The abandonment of the five hindrances is the precondition, not only for the attainment
of jhana, but for all other higher achievements. It is by the abandoning of the hindrances
that the four Brahmaviharas® become possible, as the meditator must purge his mind of
the hindrances prior to suffusing the world with the sublime emotions of loving
kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity.3 Before teaching a receptive
disciple the Four Noble Truths, the Buddha always made sure that his mind was “ready,
malleable, devoid of the hindrances™ (vinivaranacitta) in order to ensure his ability to
grasp this profound doctrine, inaccessible to a defiled mind. Freedom from the
hindrances is thus a requisite for the arising of the “eye of Dhamma,” the direct insight
into the truth which leads to the first level of liberation, the stage of stream-entry
(sotaparti). Those who have entered the stream and are training to attain ‘“‘supreme
security from bondage” dwell having abandoned the five hindrances.” It is when his
mind has become “composed, quite purified, quite clarified, without blemish, without
defilement, grown soft and workable, fixed, immovable,”6 that the disciple can direct it
to attain the triple knowledge (tevijja) — the recollection of former lives, the knowledge
of the passing away and reappearance of beings, and the knowledge of the destruction of
the cankers.” All who reach liberation first abandon the hindrances:

All those who are emancipated from the world, who were emancipated or will
be emancipated, are emancipated by abandoning the five hindrances which are
corruptions of the mind and weakening of wisdom, establishing their minds

1. Nyanaponika, Five Mental Hindrances, pp.2-3. “Yato ca kho bhikkhave cittam imehi paficahi
upakkilesehi vimuttam hoti, tam hoti cittam mudu ca kammaniyam ca pabhassaram ca na ca pabhangu
samma samadhiyati asavanam khayaya. Yassa yassa ca abhififiasacchikaraniyassa dhammassa cittam

abhinnameti abhififasacchikiriyaya tatra tatra’eva sakkhibhabbatam papunati sati sati ayatane.” AN.
3:17-17.

2. To speak of the Brahmaviharas as an alternative to the attainment of jhana is perhaps misleading. The
emotional states comprised by the Brahmaviharas are meditation subjects used to achieve serenity, and the
full development of the Brahmaviharas issues in the jhanas.

3. DN. 3:49-50.
4. DN. 1:110. MN. 1:380.

5. KS. 5:29. “Ye te avuso Mahanama bhikkht sekha appattamanasa anuttaram yogakkhemam
patthayamana viharanti, te pafica nivarane pahaya viharanti.” SN. 5:327.

6. MLS. 1:228-29. “So evam samabhite citte parisuddhe pariyodate anangane vigatiipakkilese mudubhtite
kammaniye thite anejjappatte,” MN. 1:182.

7. “Pubbenivasanussatiiianaya... sattanam cutlpapatafianaya... asavanam khayafanaya cittam abhininna-
meti.” MN. 1:183.
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well in the four foundations of mindfulness; and developing correctly the
seven factors of enlightenment.1 (Wr. tr.).

Even the perfectly enlightened Buddhas of the past, present, and future awaken to
supreme, perfect enlightenment by having first abandoned the five hindrances.” Thus the
Buddha can prescribe his teaching for the destruction of these impediments: “It is for the
full comprehension, entire understanding, destruction, elimination of these five
hindrances that the Noble Eightfold Path should be cultivated.’

1. “Ye kho keci lokamha niyyimsu va niyyanti va niyyissanti va, sabbe te pafica nivarane pahaya cetaso
upakkilese pafinaya dubbalikarane catusu satipatthanesu supatitthitacitta sattabojjhange yathabhiitam
bhavetva evam ete lokamha niyyimsu va niyyanti va niyyissanti va.” AN. 5:195.

2. Dial. 2:89. DN. 2:83.

3. KS. 5:49-50. “Imesam kho bhikkhave paficannam nivarananam abhififiaya parifildya parikkhayaya
pahanaya ayam ariyo atthangiko maggo bhavetabbo’ti.” SN. 5:60.
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Chapter Four

THE FIRST JHANA AND ITS FACTORS

The attainment of jhdana, as we said at the outset of the last chapter, can be understood
from two points of view: one is the elimination of the states obstructive to its attainment,
the factors to be abandoned (pahanargani); the other the acquisition of the states
constituting its attainment, the factors of possession (samanndagatarigani) or jhana
factors (jhananigani). In the case of the first jhana the factors to be abandoned are the
five hindrances. As the meditator strives with diligence to develop concentration he
eventually succeeds in suppressing the hindrances, entering the threshold stage of access
concentration (upacarasamadhi) where the jhana factors are contained in fledgling
form. Then, with continued exertions, the jhana factors ripen to the point where they can
thrust the mind into the first jhana, the initial stage of absorption (appanasamadhi).

The jhana factors are the five mental states: applied thought (vitakka), sustained thought
(vicara), rapture (piti), happiness (sukha), and one-pointedness of mind (cittass’-
ekaggata). Four of these are mentioned in the formula for the jhana; the fifth,
one-pointedness, is added elsewhere.' Having led the mind to the jhana, these five
phenomena remain in the jhana as its constituting factors. They do not enter the first
Jjhana as mere extrinsic adjuncts, but as defining properties, giving it a distinct shape
and character. Thence to understand the first jhana it is necessary to approach it via a
study of its factors.

In the present chapter we will examine in detail each of the five factors belonging to the
first jhana. We will give special attention to the specific qualities and functions these
phenomena possess in the structure of the jhana, as opposed to their occurrence
elsewhere. Then we will take a general overview of the jhana itself in order to make it
clear that the first jhana is not just a chance combination of unconnected factors but an
organic unity of many coordinate states. This will be followed by a look at the place of
the jhana in the process of consciousness, the cognitive series used to show the dynamic
nature of experience. We will conclude the chapter with some remarks on the ways of
perfecting the first jhana, a necessary prelude to the higher development of
concentration.

Vitakka: A. General

The word vitakka, derived from the Pali root fak (Skt. tark) meaning “to think,”
frequently appears in the texts in conjunction with the other word vicara, which derives
from the root car (P. & Skt.) meaning “to move.” The two together signify two
interconnected but distinct aspects of the thought process. The primary word fakka

1. For the formula, see Chapter III, p. 52.
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means literally “thinking”; the prefix vi gives it a strengthened sense, so that vitakka
means pronounced or decisive thinking.1

The word vitakka is often found in the suttas in various contexts all suggestive of this
meaning of thought. It appears in several places as the final term in a sequence preceded
by feeling (vedanda) and perception (safifia). Thus referring to himself, the Buddha states
that he is aware in every case of the arising, persistence, and passing away of feelings,
perceptions, and vitakkas:

Here, Ananda, in the Tathagata feelings are understood as they arise, as they
remain present, as they pass away; perceptions are understood as they arise, as
they remain present, as they pass away; applied thoughts (vitakka) are
understood as they arise, as they remain present, as they pass away.2 (Wr. tr.).

Vitakka takes the same objects as perception. It is divided into six classes by way of its
objects; thus there are thoughts about forms, thoughts about sounds, thoughts about
smells, thoughts about tastes, thoughts about tangibles, and thoughts about ideas.
Because vitakka has the same objects as perception, but follows the latter in the account
of the cognitive process, it is clearly a development and advance beyond the perceptual
function. This is borne out by the Madhupindika Sutta where vifakka is shown following
perception in the process by which mental impediments (paparica) come to obsess the
mind. The great disciple Mahakaccayana explains that in dependence on the sense
faculties and their objects consciousness arises. The meeting of the faculty, object, and
consciousness is contact (phassa). In dependence on contact feeling arises. Then: “What
one feels one perceives; what one perceives one thinks about; what one thinks about
becomes an impediment.”3 (Wr. tr).

The understanding of vitakka as thought is further supported by an important passage
from the Culavedalla Sutta. Here the wise bhikkhuni Dhammadinna describes vitakka
and vicara as “activity of speech” (vacisamkhara), giving as the reason: “Having first
had applied thought and sustained thought, one subsequently breaks out into speech,
therefore applied thought and sustained thought is activity of speech.”4 (Wr. tr.). The
commentary defines “activity of speech” as that which “causes, creates, or activates
speech,”5 (Wr. tr.), and classifies as activities causing speech vitakka, vicara, and the
wholesome and unwholesome volitions motivating verbal expression. The
sub-commentary to the sutta explains that vitakka and vicara are said to activate speech
because “the mind without vitakka and vicara is unable to make a verbal sound.”'

1. “Balavatara takkassa etam namam.” Dhs.A., p. 187.

2. “Idha Ananda Tathagatassa vidita vedana uppajjanti, vidita upatthahanti, vidita abbhattam gacchanti;
vidita saiifia, vidita vitakka uppajjanti. vidita upatthahanti, vidita abbhattam gacchanti.” MN. 3:124.

3. “Yam vedeti tam safijanati, yam safijanati tam vitakketi, yam vitakketi tam papaficeti.” MN. 1:111-12.

4. Pubbe kho avuso vitakketva vicaretva paccha vacam bhindati. Tasma vitakka vicara vacisankharo.”
MN. 1:301.

5. “Vacam sankharoti karoti nibbatteti ti vacisankharo.” MN.A. 2:263.
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(Wr. tr.). Since the inner verbal formulation of ideas precedes and governs their
articulation through the apparatus of verbal expression, the key factors in the thinking
process are also the mainsprings of intelligible speech.

The thought element in vifakka again comes to light in the use of the doubly augmented
word parivitakka to mean ‘“reflection” or “ratiocination.” We frequently see in the texts
an individual sitting in solitude give rise to a chain of parivitakkas, reflections or
reasonings in his mind, which he then expresses outwardly at a later time. Thus, for
example, when the Buddha was considering the difficulties the average person would
meet in understanding the Dhamma, it is said: “Then as the Lord was meditating in
seclusion a reasoning arose in his mind thus...”” “Reflections on reasons”
(akaraparivitakka) is further mentioned as one of the inadequate grounds for adopting a
belief rejected in the famous passage of the Kalama Sutta.’

Elsewhere the Buddha speaks of eight thoughts of a great man (mahapurisa vitakka),
which he recommends to his disciples. These are the thoughts that the Dhamma is

1. for one who wants little.

2. for one who is contented.

3. for the secluded,

4. for the energetic,

5. for one who is mindful,

6. for the composed,

7. for the wise, and

8. for one who delights in freedom from irnpediments.4

Here the identification of vitakka with thought appears quite explicit.

Nevertheless, although vitakka does function as an essential ingredient in discursive
thinking, it would be premature to equate it flatly with verbally formulated thought. The
reason for this qualification is that vifakka also occurs in states of consciousness where
thought formulation is not in evidence, as for example in the consciousness of the first
jhana, in the supramundane consciousness of the noble path, as well as in more
primitive types of bare sense cognition. Thence the question arises as to whether vitakka
has a more elemental meaning than verbalized thinking, and if so, what that meaning is.

The answers to these questions are provided by the Abhidhamma, building upon a
suggested solution already found in the suttas. The suttas use the word samkappa —

1. “Na hi tam vitakka vicararahitacittam vacighosam nibbattetum sakkoti.” Dhammapala, [Majjhima
Nikaya Ttka] [vols. 1-2] Mulapannasa tika; [vol. 3:] Majjimapannasa tika... Uparipannasa tika. [Pali Text
in Burmese script]. 3 vols. (Rangoon, Burma: Buddhasasana Samiti, 1960-61], 2:383 (hereafter cited as
MN.T.).

2. 1. B. Horner, trans. The Book of the Discipline (Vinaya-Pitaka), Vols. 1-3: (Suttavibhanga), vol. 4:
(Mahavagga), vol. 5: (Cullavagga), vol. 6: (Parivara), [Sacred Books of the Buddhists Series, vols. 10-11,
13-14, 20, 25], 6 vols. (London: Luzac & Co., 1951-72), 4:6 (hereafter cited as BD.). “Atha kho bhagavato
rahogatassa patisallinassa evam cetaso parivitakko udapadi.” Vinp. 1:4.

3. AN. 1:189.
4. AN. 5:385.
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usually translated “thought,” “intention,” or “aim” — as an interchangeable equivalent of
vitakka. In one passage of the Mahacattarisaka Sutta the Buddha defines samma-
samkappa, the “right intention” occurring in the supramundane path, by a chain of
synonyms inclusive of vitakka.' The Dhammasangani, in its analysis of the states, picks
up these synonyms and gives a definition of wholesome vitakka identical in all respects
with the sutta definition except that it omits the phrases limited to the supramundane
path.

The ratiocination, the conception (vitakka), which on that occasion is the
disposition [intention], the fixation, the focussing, the application of the mind,
right intention — this is the “conception” (vitakka) that there then is.?

The Dhammasangani Attakatha elaborates upon these terms as follows:

“Intention” (samkappa) conveys the sense of thorough-designing. And
fixation is the applying the selective mind to the object. Next, “focussing” is a
term for “strong fixation,” intensified by a prefix. Then, “uplift of mind”
[application of the mind] is the elevating or setting up of consciousness on to
an object. And “right intention” is intention which is praiseworthy, which has
won to a moral state because of its veracity and progressiveness.3

The explicative phrase which reveals most about the actual nature and function of
vitakka 1is the expression cetaso abhiniropana, ‘“‘the application of mind,” which is
explained as the lifting or mounting of consciousness onto the object. The
Dhammasangani Attakatha singles out this aspect as the primary characteristic of
vitakka and illustrates it with a brief analogy:

Its [main] characteristic is the lifting of consciousness on to the object; having
an object, it lifts consciousness up to it. As someone depending on a relative
or friend dear to the king ascends the king’s palace, so depending on initial
application the mind ascends the object. Therefore it has been said that initial
application lifts the mind on to the object.4

This function of applying the mind to the object seems to be the unifying element
underlying the different modes in which vitakka occurs, giving it a single quality despite
the diversity of its applications. In the processes of discursive thinking, thought-
conception, and imagination the operation of vitakka may be more conspicuous than in
other cognitive processes. But wherever it occurs its directive function is at work,

1. MN. 3:73.

2. Psy. Ethics, pp. 10-11. “Yo tasmim samaye takko vitakko, samkappo, appana, byappana, cetaso
abhiniropana, samma samkappo, ayam tasmim samaye vitakko hoti.” Dhs., p. 18.

3. Expositor, 1:189. “Balavatara takkassetam namam. Sutthu kappanavasena samkappo. Ekaggam cittam
arammane appetiti appana. Dutiyapadam upasaggavasena vaddhitam. Balavatara va appana byappana.
Arammane cittam abhiniropeti cetaso abhiniropana. Yathavataya niyyanikataya ca kusalabhavappatto
pasattho samkappoti sammasamkappo.” Dhs.A., p. 187.

4. Expositor, 1:151. “Svayam arammane cittassa abhiniropanalakkhano. So hi arammane cittam aropeti.
Yatha hi koci rajavallabham fiatim va mittam va nissaya rajageham arohati. Evam vitakkam nissaya cittam
arammanam arohati.” Dhs.A., p. 157.
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becoming especially prominent in the first jhana, where discursive thought has subsided
but vitakka remains.

In an illuminating discussion, Shwe Zan Aung shows how the directing of the mind and
its concomitants to an object is the elemental meaning of vifakka, applicable in every
case where its operation is discernible. Aung explains:

[In cognition of sense objects] the element of vitakka is present as a directing
of concomitant elements to a sensible object. In imagination vitakka directs to
an image; in conception, to an idea; in symbolical conception, to a concept; in
judgments (vinicchaya-vithi), to a proposition; in reasoning (fakkavithi),
alluded to, but not discussed in my Essay (it belongs to the province of logic),
to a syllogism or an inference. In doubt, vitakka is a directing now to one
object, now to another, back again, etc. In distraction vitakka is a directing of
mind to several objects one after another. In first jhana, vitakka is a directing
of mind to the ‘after-image’ etc., and in transcendental consciousness, vitakka
is a directing of mind to nibbana, the Ideal. So engaged it is called samma-
samkappa, perfect aspiration.1

A problem seems to arise from the fact that, according to the abhidhammic system of
analysis, vitakka is not a universal concomitant of consciousness. It is not present in
every state of consciousness. So the question arises how, in those states of consciousness
devoid of vitakka, the mind can be mounted onto its object. The commentary to the
Majjhima Nikaya answers that when vitakka is absent the mind is directed upon its
object through its own nature (attano dhammataya), without dependence on other
states.” At the level of the second Jjhana, after vitakka has subsided, the mind remains
focussed on its object even more intensely than before, despite the absence of vitakka.
The Majjhima Nikaya subcommentary explains that a state of mind without vitakka can
mount upon the object by the power of vitakka itself through the force of previous
experience. Just as a person who has become familiar with a king can enter his dwelling
freely without hesitation, so the mind which has gained experience of the object by
means of vitakka can remain focussed on the object even after vitakka has left the mind.’

Vitakka: B. Specific

Vitakka can be divided into two kinds — the wholesome (kusala) and the unwholesome
(akusala). We will now examine each of these two types of vitakka, beginning with the
unwholesome, then deal with vitakka in the specific context of the first jhagna and as a
factor in the supramundane path.

1. Anuruddha, Compendium of Philosophy, Being a Translation Now made for the First Time from the
Original Pali of the Abhidhammattha Sangaha. Translated with Introductory Notes and essay by Shwe Zan
Aung. Revised and edited by Mrs. Rhys Davids (Pali Text Society Translation Series, vol. 2; London: H.
Frowde, 1910-63), p. 238 (hereafter cited as Compendium).

2. MN.A. 4:93.
3. MN.T. 3:307.
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Akusala Vitakka

In itself vitakka is neither unwholesome (akusala) nor wholesome (kusala). It is merely
the intrinsically indeterminate function of directing the mind and its concomitants onto
the object. Its moral quality is determined by its associated factors, especially its under-
lying roots. When it is associated with the unwholesome roots — greed (lobha), hatred
(dosa), and delusion (moha) — it becomes unwholesome vitakka, When it is associated
with the wholesome roots — non-greed (alobha), non-hatred (adosa), and non-delusion
(amoha) — it becomes wholesome vitakka. The vitakka influenced by these roots can
reach expression physically as unwholesome bodily action (akusalakayakamma) or
verbally as unwholesome verbal action (akusalavacikamma). If it does not express itself
outwardly it remains internal pertaining to unwholesome mental action (akusala-
manokamma).

Unwholesome vitakkas are enumerated in the suttas as threefold: thoughts of sensuality
(kamavitakka), thoughts of ill will (byapadavitakka), and thoughts of harming
(vihinsavitakka). The former is thought rooted in the factor of greed; the latter two are
differing expressions of thought rooted in hatred or aversion. In describing his practice
during his search for enlightenment the Buddha explains that he divided vitakkas into
two categories, the wholesome and the unwholesome. On the unwholesome side he
placed thoughts of sensuality, thoughts of ill will, and thoughts of harming. Whenever
one of these thoughts would arise in him he would dispel it by reflecting that these
thoughts lead to the harm of oneself, to the harm of others, and to the harm of both; they
are destructive of wisdom, conduce to vexation, and lead away from nibbana.' He then
explains that whenever one frequently thinks and ponders on these unwholesome
thoughts, the mind inclines to them and makes them habitual .’

Unwholesome thoughts (akusalavitakka) are also called unwholesome intentions
(akusalasamkappa), the words vitakka and samkappa being used interchangeably. Thus
the Buddha also declares that there are three unwholesome intentions — namely,
intentions for sense pleasures, for ill will, and for harming. In the Samanamandika Sutta
the Buddha states that these unwholesome intentions originate from perception:

And how, carpenter, do these unskilled intentions originate? Their origination
is spoken of too. It should be answered that their origination is in perception.
Which perception, for perceptions are many, various, diverse? Perception of
sense-pleasure, perception of malevolence, perception of harming — origin-
ating from these are unskilled intentions.’

In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha explains that intentions of sensuality arise in depen-
dence on sensual perceptions and issue in sensual desire (kamacchanda), the fever of
sensuality (kamaparilaha), and the search for sensual gratification (kamapariyesana).

1. MN. 1:115-18.
2. 1bid.

3. MLS. 2:226. “Ime ca, thapati, akusalasamkappa kim samutthana? Samutthana pi nesam vuttam.
Safifasamutthana ti’ssa vacaniyam. Katama safiia? Safifia pi hi bahu anekavidha nanappakarika,
kamasafina byapadasafina vihimsa safifia; itosamutthana akusalasamkappa.” MN. 2:27.
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Engaged in this sensual search the worldling practices wrongly in three ways: by body,
speech, and mind. The same pattern is repeated for intentions of ill will and intentions of
harming.1

Beyond these three, other minor types of unwholesome thoughts are spoken of in an
unspecified way as “evil unwholesome thoughts” (papaka akusala vitakka). The Buddha
declares that the suppression and elimination of all unwholesome thoughts and
intentions is one of the essential disciplines of the spiritual life. He says that a monk in
training

... wisely reflective, does not give in to thought about sense pleasures that has
arisen, he gets rid of it, he eliminates it, makes an end of it, sends it to its
ceasing; he does not give in to malevolent thought... to thought of harming...
to evil unskilled mental objects that have constantly arisen, he gets rid of
them, eliminates them, makes an end of them, sends them to their ceasing.2

He also states that when unwholesome perceptions arise in a recluse or brahmin, if he
does not quickly dispel them and eliminate them “he both fares ill here, with trouble,
despair, yearning, and at the separation of the body, after death, has to expect a bad
destiny.”3

In striving for jhana, a yogin will have to eliminate all unwholesome vitakkas. These
will be the vitakkas associated with the five hindrances. The vitakka associated with the
first hindrance, sensual desire, is clearly thought of sense pleasures. Thoughts of ill will
and thoughts of harming will cluster around the hindrance of ill will. The vitakkas
connected with the remaining hindrances can be seen as comprised in the “evil,
unwholesome states” which a monk has to overcome in the course of his training. The
texts record several minor distracting thoughts as “thoughts about relatives, thoughts
about one’s district, and thoughts about one’s reputation.”4 The Buddha declares that all
unwholesome thoughts cease without remainder in the first jhana, the practice for
eliminating unwholesome thoughts being the four right endeavors — the endeavor to
abandon arisen unwholesome states, to prevent unarisen unwholesome states from
arising, to arouse unarisen wholesome states, and to develop arisen wholesome states.

Kusala Vitakka
Kusala vitakka or wholesome thought occurs at three levels:
(a) the wholesome thought of ordinary morally virtuous states of consciousness,

(b) the wholesome thought of the first jhana, and

1. KS. 2:105-106. SN. 2:150-51.

2. MLS. 1:15. “... patisamkha yoniso uppannam kamavitakkam nadhivaseti pajahati vinodeti byantikaroti
anabhavam gameti,... byapadavitakkam..., vihimsavitakkam... uppannuppanne papake akusale dhamme
nadhivaseti pajahati vinodeti byantikaroti anabhavam gameti.” MN. 1:11.

3. KS. 2:106. SN. 2:152.
4. GS. 1:232. “Nativitakko janapada vitakko anavafifiatti patisamyutto vitakko.” AN. 3:254.
5. MN. 2:27.
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(c) the wholesome thought of the supramundane path consciousness present as
noble right intention (ariya samma samkappa).

Ordinary kusala vitakka

Vitakka becomes wholesome in association with the three wholesome roots, of
non-greed, non-hatred, and non-delusion. Kammically wholesome thoughts that do not
directly involve a higher spiritual experience are analyzed in the suttas as threefold:
thoughts of renunciation (nekkhammavitakka), thoughts of benevolence
(abyapadavitakka), and thoughts of harmlessness (avihinsavitakka). These three are the
direct antitheses of the three unwholesome thoughts. The thought of renunciation
opposes the thought of sensuality, the thought of benevolence the thought of ill will, the
thought of harmlessness the thought of harming. The Buddha explains that when he was
a Bodhisatta he established a category of wholesome thoughts into which he put the
three thoughts of renunciation, benevolence, and harmlessness. He understood that these
thoughts conduce neither to the harm of oneself, to the harm of others, or to the harm of
both, that they lead to the growth of wisdom, to freedom from vexation, and to the
attainment of nibbana. Moreover, he declares, by thinking and pondering on the thought
of renunciation one can expel thoughts of sensuality; by thinking thoughts of
benevolence one can expel thoughts of ill will; and by thinking thoughts of harmlessness
one can expel thoughts of harming.1

Wholesome thoughts are also spoken of in the suttas under the name “wholesome
intentions” (kusalasamkappa), which are of the same threefold nature.” The Buddha
declares that the intention of renunciation originates from the perception of renunciation
(nekkhammasannia). It issues in the desire for renunciation (nekkhammacchanda), the
yearning for renunciation (nekkhammaparildha), and the search for renunciation
(nekkhammapariyesand). Engaged in this search the noble disciple practices rightly in
three ways: by body, speech, and mind. The same pattern is repeated for intentions of
benevolence and harmlessness.’

In the Vitakkasanthana Sutta the Buddha recommends five methods of using wholesome
thoughts (kusalavitakka) to overcome unwholesome thoughts (akusalavitakka), here
classified by way of their roots as connected with desire, hatred, and delusion. One
method involves applying a wholesome thought to eliminate the unwholesome thought
directly opposed to it:

Like an experienced carpenter or carpenter’s apprentice, striking hard at,
pushing out, and getting rid of a coarse peg with a fine one, should the
bhikkhu in order to get rid of the adventitious object, reflect on a different
object which is connected with skill. Then the evil unskillful thoughts
connected with desire, hate and delusion are eliminated; they disappear. By

1. MLS. 1:150. MN. 1:116.
2. MLS. 2:227. MN. 2:27.
3. KS. 2:106. SN. 2:151-52.
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their elimination, the mind stands firm, settles down, becomes unified, and
concentrated, just within (his subject of meditation).1

The other four ways of overcoming unwholesome thoughts are
(1) pondering on their disadvantages (adinava),
(i1) trying not to pay any attention to them,

(ii1))  reflecting on the removal of the [thought] source of those unskilful thoughts,
and

(iv)  with clenched teeth and tongue pressing the palate, restraining, subduing, and
beating down the [evil] mind by the [good] mind.”

This advice is given to a bhikkhu who is training himself to attain the higher
consciousness (adhicitta), an equivalent term for jhana. When unwholesome thoughts
arise from time to time hindering his progress, he can develop wholesome thoughts to
overcome them. The commentary explains that he should reflect on an unlovely object
(asubhanimitta) in order to overcome lustful thought connected with living beings and
on impermanence in order to overcome thoughts of desire connected with inanimate
objects. He should cultivate loving kindness in order to overcome hatred towards living
beings and on the modes of materiality (dhatumanasikaro) to overcome hatred towards
inanimate objects.3

Kusalavitakka in jhana

The general function of vitakka, as we have seen, is to direct the mind and its associated
factors onto the object. In jhana this function becomes stronger and more pronounced
than on other occasions. On occasions of jhanic consciousness it would perhaps be more
exact to say that vitakka thrusts its concomitants into the object rather than that it directs
them onto the object. The Visuddhimagga thus characterizes the function of jhanic
vitakka to be “to strike at and thresh — for the meditator is said, in virtue of it, to have the
object struck at by applied thought, threshed by applied thought.”4

1. Soma Thera, Comp. trans. and ed., The Removal of Distracting Thoughts, Vitakka-Santhana Sutta. A
Discourse of the Buddha (Majjhima-Nikaya No. 20). (Kandy, Ceylon: Buddhist Publication Society, 1960),
p- 1. “Seyyathapi bhikkhave dakkho palagando va palagandantevasi va sukhumaya aniya olarikam anim
abhinthaneyya, abhinivajjeyya — evam eva kho bhikkhave bhikkhuno yam nimittam agamma yam nimittam
manasikaroto uppajjanti papaka akusala vitakka chanduipasamhita pi, dostipasamhita pi mohiipasamhita pi,
tena bhikkhave bhikkhuna tamha nimittd afilam nimittam manasikatabbam kusalipasamhitam; tassa
tamha nimitta afifiam nimittam manasikaroto kusaliipasamhitam ye papaka akusala vitakka
chandiipasambhita... te pahiyanti te abbhattham gacchanti, tesam pahana ajjhattam eva cittam santitthati
sannisidati ekodi hoti samadhiyati.” MN. 1:119.

2. Ibid. 119ft.

3. Reflection on materiality (dhatumanasikara) means the reflection on the elements of which all tangible
objects are made. When one reflects on the basic material elements one would realize that no one
particular element is responsible for the cause of his anger. This realization helps him eliminate hatred
toward material objects.

4. PP, p. 148. “Ahanana-pariyahananaraso, tathd hi tena yogdvacaro arammanam vitakkahatam
vitakkapariyahatam karofi ti vuccati.” Vism., p. 114.
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In the context of jhana, vitakka is qualified by another term, appand, meaning
absorption. The Milindapaiiha states this quality of absorption to be the salient
characteristic of vitakka: “Vitakka, your majesty, has the characteristic of absorption.
Just as a carpenter drives (appeti) a well-fashioned piece of wood into a joint so vitakka
has the characteristic of absorption.”1 (Wr. tr.). Shwe Zan Aung makes explicit the
distinction between vitakka in ordinary states of consciousness and vitakka on occasions
of jhana as follows:

Ordinary vitakka merely throws its concomitants onto the surface, so to speak,
of an object — i.e., it is the initiative element in cognition of a superficial kind.
But appana-vitakka is mind penetrating into the inwardness or import of its
object, and it has come to be applied to samddhi, ‘concentration’ or developed
individualization of thought.2

Vitakka at the level of absorption is compared to a solid body, which sinks to the bottom
of water and remains fixed there; the vitakka of ordinary consciousness is compared to a
hollow ball which stays under the water when held down by pressure but rises to the
surface when the pressure is removed.” The word appana used to define vitakka comes
to be applied to concentration of the jhanic level, called appana samadhi or “absorption-
concentration” in contrast to the pre-jhanic concentration called upacara samadhi or
“access concentration.”

The object of jhana into which vitakka thrusts the mind and its concomitants is the
counterpart sign (patibhaganimitta). We already met this object in our discussion of the
suppression of the hindrances, but its nature must now be further clarified. When a
meditator begins his practice for the attainment of jhana, he takes a preliminary object
such as a colored or elemental kasina and concentrates on it until he is able to visualize
it with his eyes closed as clearly as when he looks at it with eyes open. Whenever he
notices that the object is not clear he should open his eyes and look at the object again
until he is able to build up a clear mental impression of its mode of appearance. Then,
remembering the appearance of the object, he should shut his eyes again and repeat the
process of visualization as long as is required. When the object comes into focus when
he attends to it with eyes shut as clearly as it does when he looks at it with open eyes the
learning sign (uggahanimitta) is said to have arisen.” At this point the yogin should leave
off the physical object and focus solely on the learning sign, developing it “by reiterated
reaction to it and by striking at it with applied thought and sustained thought.”5

1. “Appanalakkhano maharaja vitakko. Yatha maharaja vaddhaki suparikammakatam darum sandhismim
appeti, evam kho maharaja appanalakkhano vitakkho’ti” V. Trenckner, ed. The Milindapaiiho, Being
Dialogues Between King Milinda and the Buddhist Sage Nagasena (Pali Text Society Publication Series
no. 69; London: Luzac & Co., for the Pali Text Society, 1880-1962), p. 62 (hereafter cited as Milp.).

2. Compendium, p. 57.

3. Ibid.

4. PP, p. 130. Vism., pp. 101-102.
5. PP, p. 130. Vism., pp. 101-102.
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As he practices thus the jhana factors grow in strength, each suppressing its respective
hindrance. Vitakka, as we saw, counters the hindrance of sloth and torpor, eventually
reducing it to a state of complete suppression. When the hindrances are suppressed and
the defilements subside the mind enters access concentration. At this time the learning
sign is replaced by the counterpart sign. The Visuddhimagga explains the difference
between the two signs thus:

In the learning sign any fault in the kasina is apparent. But the counterpart
sign appears as if breaking out from the learning sign, and a hundred times, a
thousand times, more purified, like a looking-glass disk drawn from its case,
like a mother-of-pearl dish well washed, like the moon’s disk coming out from
behind a cloud, like cranes against a thunder cloud. But it has neither colour
nor shape; for if it had, it would be cognizable by the eye, gross, susceptible of
comprehension [by insight] and stamped with the three characteristics. But it
is not like that. For it is born only of perception in one who has obtained
concentration, being a mere mode of appearance.l

The counterpart sign is the object of both access concentration and jhana. The
difference between the latter two consists, not in their object, but in the strength of their
respective jhana factors. In the former the jhana factors are still weak and not yet fully
developed. In the latter they are developed to the point where they can actually thrust the
mind into the object with the force of full absorption. In this process of thrusting, the
factor most responsible for bringing about the mind’s absorption in the counterpart sign
is the factor of vitakka.

Since vitakka in jhana is associated with the wholesome roots, it will take form as a
wholesome thought of renunciation, of benevolence and of harmlessness. Its occurrence
in these modes stems from the abandonment of the hindrances of sensual desire and ill
will, the defilements responsible for the three unwholesome thoughts of sensuality, ill
will, and harming. Since vitakka is needed to directly counter the hindrance opposite to
itself, it performs the task of suppressing sloth and torpor. And since vitakka has the
general function of directing the mind to the object, it will also thrust the mind into the
counterpart sign, keeping it fixed and focussed there with the intensity of
absorption-concentration.

Kusalavitakka in the Noble Path

The highest form of wholesome vitakka is the vitakka included in the Noble Eightfold
Path. The Noble Eightfold Path, with its eight factors, operates at two levels — the
mundane and the supramundane. The mundane (lokiya) path is developed on occasions
of wholesome consciousness when the aspirant is striving to reach penetration of the

1. PP, p. 130. “Uggahanimitte kasinadoso pafifiayati. Patibhaganimittam, thavikato nihatadasamandalam
viya, suddhotasankhathalam viya, valahakantara nikkhantacandamandalam viya, meghamukhe balaka
viya, uggahanimittam padaletva nikkhantam iva tato satagunam sahassagunam suparisuddham hutva
upatthati. Tam ca kho pana n’eva vannavantam, na santhanavantam. Yadi hi tam idisam bhaveyya,
cakkhuvififieyyam siya olarikam sammasantipagam tilakkhanabhahatam. Na pan’etam tadisam. Kevalam
hi samadhilabhino upatthanakaramattam safifidgjam etan ti.” Vism., p. 102.
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Four Noble Truths and to eradicate defilements. The supramundane (lokutara) path
arises when the practice is fully mature. When this path arises it penetrates the four
truths by realizing nibbana as its object, simultaneously eradicating defilements.

Wholesome vitakka figures on both levels of the noble path as sammasamkappa, “right
intention”, the second factor of the path. At the mundane stage it is the threefold
wholesome thought of renunciation, benevolence, and harmlessness. At the supramun-
dane level it is the directive factor of consciousness which thrusts the mind upon its
object, in this case nibbana, the unconditioned element. The Buddha clarifies the
twofold division of right intention in the Mahacattarisaka Sutta as follows:

And what, monks, is the right purpose that has cankers, is on the side of merit,
and ripens unto cleaving? Purpose for renunciation, purpose for non-ill will,
purpose for nonharming. This, monks, is right purpose that... ripens unto
cleaving.

And what, monks, is the right purpose that is ariyan, cankerless, super-
mundane, a component of the Way? Whatever, monks, is reasoning, initial
thought, purpose, an activity of speech through the complete focussing and
application of the mind in one who, by developing the ariyan Way, is of ariyan
thought, of cankerless thought, and is conversant with the ariyan Way — this,
monks, is right purpose that is ariyan, cankerless, supermundane, a compon-
ent of the Way.1

Right intention in this latter sense is still a wholesome thought of renunciation,
benevolence, and harmlessness, since it is associated with non-greed and non-hatred. Its
primary characteristic, however, is its ability to lead the mind into absorption upon its
supramundane object. Therefore it is this aspect which the Buddha emphasizes in his
definition of the ariyan sammdasamkappa.

Vicara

Although the word vicara and its derivatives almost invariably appear in the suttas in
conjunction with the word vitakka and its derivatives, the use of two distinct terms and
the occasional recognition that one can occur without the other suggest that they
represent different aspects of the thought-process. Since vicara always comes after
vitakka it would seem to be a more developed phase of thought, and this suspicion is
borne out by the Abhidhamma and commentaries. The Dhammasangani defines vicara
thus:

1. MLS. 3:116. “Katamo ca, bhikkhave, sammasamkappo sasavo pufiiabhagiyo upadhivepakko?
Nekkhammasamkappo, avyapadasamkappo avihimsasamkappo — ayam, bhikkhave sammasamkappo
sasavo puififiaabhagiyo upadhivepakko.

Katamo ca bhikkhave, sammasamkappo ariyo anasavo lokuttaro maggango? Yo kho, bhikkhave,
ariyacittassa anasavacittassa ariyamaggassa samangino ariyamaggam bhavayato takko vitakko samkappo
appana vyappana cetaso abhiniropana vacisamkharo, ayam bhikkhave sammasamkappo ariyo anasavo
lokuttaro maggango.” MN. 3:73.
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The process, the sustained procedure (vicara), the progress and access [of the
mind] which on that occasion is the [continuous] adjusting and focusing of
thought — this is discursive thought that there then is.!

The Dhammasangani Attakatha and Visuddhimagga clarify this somewhat cryptic
definition by analyzing vicara in terms of its characteristic, function, and manifestation:

Sustained thinking (vicarana) is sustained thought (vicara); continued sustain-

ment (anusaficarana), is what is meant. It has the characteristic of continued

pressure on (occupation with) the object. Its function is to keep conascent

[mental] states [occupied] with that. It is manifested as keeping consciousness
. 2

anchored [on that object].

From this explanation several features of vicara emerge. Firstly, by way of etymology,
vicara connotes continued movement; thus it is the mind’s continued movement in
focussing upon the object. Secondly, by way of function, vicara performs the task of
fixing the mind and its states upon the object; it keeps them anchored there, sustaining
the work of mental application effected by vitakka. And thirdly, vicara plays the role of
examination. Through its sustainment of the mind on the object it enables the mind to
inspect, examine and investigate the object’s properties. As Shwe Zan Aung says:
“Vicara 1s the continued exercise of the mind on that object.”3 And again: “Vicara may
largely operate in the stage of investigation and other processes, and would strongly
operate in all processes of comparison or discrimination.™

The commentaries spell out the differences between vitakka and vicara as follows:

And though sometimes not separate, applied thought is the first impact of the
mind in the sense that it is both gross and inceptive like the striking of a bell.
Sustained thought is the act of keeping the mind anchored, in the sense that it
is subtleswith the individual essence of continued pressure, like the ringing of
the bell.

Buddhaghosa gives six analogies to illustrate the relationship between vitakka and
vicara.

1. Vitakka is analogous to the movement of a bird taking off into the air by flapping its
wings, vicara to its moving through the air gracefully and leisurely with outspread
wings.

1. Psy. Ethics, p. 11. “Yo tasmim samaye caro vicaro anuvicaro upavicaro cittassa anusandhanata anupekk-
hanata. Ayam tasmim samaye vicaro hoti.” Dhs., p. 18.

2. PP, p. 148. Vism,, p. 114. “Vicaranam va vicaro. Anusaficarananti vuttam hoti. Svayam arammananu-
majjanalakkhano. Tatha sahajatanuyojana raso. Cittassa anuppabandhapaccupatthano.” Dhs.A., p. 158.

3. Compendium, p. 17.
4. Ibid., p. 40.

5. PP, p. 148. “Sante pi ca nesam katthaci avippayoge, olarikatthena pubbangamatthena ca ghantabhighato
viya cetaso pathamabhinipato vitakko; sukhumatthena anumajjanasabhavena ca ghantanuravo viya
anuppabandho vicaro.” Vism., p. 115.

80



2. Vitakka is comparable to a bee’s flying towards a flower, vicara to its buzzing around
the flower.

3. Vitakka is like the striking of a bell, vicara like its reverberation.

4. Vitakka is like the hand that holds firmly a tarnished metal dish that has to be cleaned;
vicara is like the other hand that rubs it with powder, oil, and a woolen pad.

5. Vitakka is like the supporting hand of a potter when he is making a pot, vicara like
the hand that moves back and forth.

6. Vitakka is like the compass pin that stays fixed to the center when one is drawing a
circle, vicara like the pin that revolves around.”

These similes make it clear that despite their constant concomitance, vitakka and vicara
perform different tasks, the former having a functional priority over the latter. Vitakka
brings the mind to the object, vicara fixes and anchors it there. Vitakka focuses the mind
on the object, vicara examines and inspects what is focussed on. Vitakka brings a
deepening of concentration by again and again leading the mind back to the same object,
vicara sustains the concentration achieved by keeping the mind anchored on that object.
In their union they are indispensable for the achievement and stabilization of the first
Jhana.

Piti

The third jhana factor present in the first jhana is piti, usually translated “joy” or
“rapture”. The Venerable Nanamoli, in his translation of the Visuddhimagga, renders it
by “happiness”, but this rendering seems misleading since most translators use
“happiness” as an English equivalent for sukha, the quality of pleasurable feeling
present in the jhana as its fourth factor. We will render piti by “rapture”, thus
maintaining the connection of the term with ecstatic meditative experience.

In the suttas piti is sometimes said to arise from another aligned quality called pamojja,
translated as “joy” or “gladness.” Thus the Buddha states that with virtuous rules of
conduct as support, freedom from remorse (avippatisara) arises; freedom from remorse
leads to gladness, gladness to rapture, and rapture to tranquility (pahsxvaalalhi).2

Again, he says that faith leads to gladness, gladness to rapture, and rapture to
tranquility.3 Gladness arises from seeing the abandonment of the hindrances. The
Buddha says that when the disciple sees the five hindrances abandoned in himself
“gladness (pamojja) springs up within him on his realising that, and joy (piti) arises to
him thus gladdened, and so rejoicing all his frame becomes at ease.” Tranquility
(passaddhi) follows rapture and leads to a feeling of happiness (sukha), on the basis of
which the mind becomes concentrated, entering the first jhana. Thus we can see that

1. Ibid.

2.GS. 5:5. AN. 5:4-5.

3. KS. 2:26-27. SN. 2:30
4. Dial. 1:84. DN. 1:73.
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rapture precedes the actual arising of the first jhana, but persists through the remaining
stages and continues on as a jhana factor up to the third jhana.

For an analytic treatment of piti, we must turn to the Abhidhamma pitaka and the
commentaries. The Dhammasangani defines the term thus:

What on that occasion is joy (piti)? The joy which on that occasion is
gladness, rejoicing at, rejoicing over, mirth and merriment, felicity, exultation,
transport of mind — this is the joy that there then is.!

The commentaries pinpoint piti in terms of its verbal derivation, characteristic, function,
and manifestation:

It refreshes (pinayati), thus it is [rapture]. It has the characteristic of
endearing. Its function is to refresh the body and the mind, or its function is to
pervade (thrill with rapture). It is manifested as elation.”

Rapture is closely associated with happiness (sukha), but remains different in nature.
Happiness is a feeling and thus belongs to the aggregate of feelings (vedanakkhandha).
Rapture, on the other hand, belongs to the aggregate of mental formations (sankhara-
kkhandha). It is not hedonic but directive, referring to the object of consciousness. Shwe
Zan Aung explains that “piti abstracted means interest of varying degrees of intensity, in
an object felt as desirable, or as calculated to bring happiness.”3 When defined in terms
of agency piti is that which creates interest in the object; when defined in terms of its
nature it is the interest created in the object. The Abhidhamma subcommentaries state:
“It is said that piti has, as its characteristic mark, grasping the object qua desirable.””
Because it creates a positive interest in the object, the jhana factor of piti is able to
counter and suppress the hindrance of ill will. I1l will is a state of aversion implying a
negative evaluation of the object. When piti as pleasurable interest arises in the object it
supplants the negative tendency towards aversion.

Both the Visuddhimagga and Dhammasarngani Attakatha present a gradation of piti into
five categories: minor rapture (khuddika piti), momentary rapture (khanika piti),
showering rapture (okkantika piti), uplifting rapture (ubbega piti), and pervading rapture
(pharana pz‘ti).5 Of these five types, minor rapture is said to be able to raise the hairs on
the body. Momentary rapture is like lightning produced moment by moment. Flooding
rapture descends on the body and disappears like the waves breaking on the seashore.
Transporting rapture is able to lift the physical body and cause it to move from one place
to another. All-pervading rapture pervades the whole body. To illustrate the power of
uplifting rapture, the commentaries relate the story of the elder Mahatissa, who “aroused

1. Psy. Ethics, p. 12. “Katama tasmim samaye piti hoti? Ya tasmim samaye piti pamojjam amodana
pamodana haso pahaso vitti odagyam attamanata cittassa; ayam tasmim samaye piti hoti.” Dhs., p. 18.

2. PP, p. 149. “Pitisukham ti ettha pinayati ti piti. Sa sampiyayanalakkhana; kayacittapinanarasa,
pharanarasa va; odagyapaccupatthana.” Vism., P. 115.

3. Compendium, p. 243.
4. “Arammanam kallato gahana lakkhana ti vuttam.” Three Tikas, p. 75. [quoted in Compendium, p. 243].
5. PP, p. 149. Vism,, pp. 115-16. Dhs.A., p. 158.
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uplifting [rapture] with the Enlightened One as object, and rose into the air like a
painted ball bounced off a plastered floor.”' They also relate the story of a young girl
who aroused uplifting rapture while contemplating the thought of a shrine and travelled
to the shrine through the air, arriving before her parents who went there by foot.”

The five kinds of rapture are evidently ranked in degrees of intensity, minor rapture
representing the weakest degree and all-pervading rapture the strongest. The five in
sequence bring about the gradual perfection of concentration:

Now this fivefold [rapture], when conceived and matured perfects the twofold
tranquility, that is, bodily and mental tranquility. When tranquility is
conceived and matured, it perfects the twofold bliss, that is, bodily and mental
bliss. When bliss is conceived and matured, it perfects the threefold
concentration, that is, momentary concentration, access concentration, and
absorption concentration.’

Minor rapture is generally the first to appear in the progressive development of
meditation, coming into being as defilements subside and the meditator experiences
indications of successful concentration. Momentary rapture comes next. Though
stronger in its impact than the earlier grade, momentary rapture, as its name indicates, is
still ephemeral and cannot be sustained for long. Showering rapture runs through the
body, producing a great thrill but without leaving a lasting impact. Uplifting rapture is
more sustained but still tends to disturb concentration. The form of rapture most
conducive to the deepening of concentration is all-pervading rapture. The
Dhammasangani Attakatha describes the effect of this rapture thus: “When
all-pervading rapture arises, the whole body is completely surcharged, blown like a full
bladder or like a mountain cavern pouring forth a mighty flood of water.”* The
Visuddhimagga states that what is intended by the jhana factor of rapture is this
all-pervading rapture, “which is the root of absorption and comes by growth into
association with absorption.”5

1. PP, pp 149-50. Vism., p. 116. Dhs.A., pp. 158-59.
2. Ibid.

3. PP, p. 150. “Sa pan’esa paficavidha piti gabbham ganhantt paripakam gacchanti duvidham passaddhim
paripiireti, kayapassaddhim ca cittapassaddhim ca. Passaddhi gabbham ganhanti paripakam gacchanti
duvidham pi sukham paripireti, kayikam ca cetasikam ca. Sukham gabbham ganhantam paripakam
gacchantam tividham samadhim paripureti, khanikasamadhim, upacara samadhim, appanasamadhim ti.”
Vism., p. 117.

4. Expositor, 1:154. “Pharana pitiya pana uppannaya sakala sariram dhamitva piritavatti viya mahata
udakoghena pakkhandappatakucchi viya ca anuparipphatam hoti.” Dhs.A., p. 160.

5. PP, p. 151. “Tasu ya appana samadhissa miilam hutva vaddhamana samadhisampayogamgata pharana
piti, ayam imasmim atthe adhippeta piti ti.” Vism., p. 117.
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Sukha

The next jhana factor is sukha (happiness). The word “sukha” is used both as a noun
meaning ‘“happiness”, ‘“ease”, “bliss”, or “pleasure”, and as an adjective meaning
“blissful” or “pleasant”. The Dhammasarngani Attakatha presents a number of canonical
uses of the term: “sukha” can mean pleasurable feeling (sukhavedana), the root of
happiness (sukhamiild), pleasurable object (sukharammand), a cause of happiness
(sukhahetu), an objective station occasioning happiness (sukhapaccayatthana), freedom
from trouble (abyapajjha), nibbanic happiness, etc.' In most contexts sukha means
pleasurable feeling. When it is said “The arising of the Buddhas is sukha,”* sukha
means root or basis of happiness. In the passage “Since, O Mahali, form is sukha, falls
and descends on sukha,” the word signifies a pleasurable object. In the statement
“Merit, monks, is a synonym for sukha,”* sukha means a cause of happiness. When it is
said: “They know not sukha who see not Nandana,” sukha signifies a station (or plane
of existence) occasioning happiness. In the statement “These states constitute a sukha
life in this very world,”® sukha means freedom from troubles. And in the phrase
“Nibbana is the supreme sukha,”” sukha is nibbanic happiness.

As a factor of the first jhana sukha signifies felt happiness or pleasant feeling. The word
is explicitly defined in this sense in the Vibhanga’s analysis of the first jhana: “Therein,
what is happiness? Mental pleasure, mental happiness, the felt pleasure and happiness
born of mind-contact, pleasurable and happy feeling born of mind-contact — this is
called ‘happiness’.”8 (Wr. tr.). The Visuddhimagga explains that happiness in the first
Jjhana has the characteristic of gratifying, the function of intensifying associated states,

and as manifestation, the rendering of aid (to its associated states).9

To understand precisely the nature of the happiness present in the first jhana, a brief
discussion of the Buddhist analysis of feeling is necessary. Feeling (vedana) is a mental
factor present in all types of consciousness; that is, it is a universal concomitant of
experience (sabbacittasadharana cetasika). Feeling has the characteristic of being felt
(vedayita lakkhana), the function of experiencing (anubhavana rasd), and as

1. Expositor, 1:52-53. Dhs.A., pp. 160-61.

2. Ambalangoda Polvatte Buddhadatta Mahathera, trans. and ed., Dhammapadam: An Anthology of
Sayings of the Buddha. (Colombo, Sri Lanka: Apothecaries Co., n.d.), v. 104 (hereafter cited as Dhp.).

3. SN. 3:69.

4. AN. 4:89.

5. SN. 1:5,200.

6. AN. 4:382.

7. Dhp., vs. 203,204.

8. “Tattha katamam sukham? Yam cetasikam sukham cetosamphassajam sukham vedayitam cetosam-
phassaja sata sukha vedana.” Vibh., pp. 83-84.

9. PP, p. 151. Vism., p. 117
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manifestation the gratification of the mental factors (cetasika—assddapaccupa_tfhdnd).1 It
is invariably said to be born of contact (phassa). Contact is the coming together
(sangati) of a sense object, a sense faculty, and the appropriate type of consciousness.
When these three come together consciousness makes contact with the object. It
experiences the affective quality of the object, an