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Abstract

In addition to the twelve links (nidānas) of dependent arising (paṭicca-samuppāda), 
early Buddhist texts record a series of stages of the path to awakening, called 
“preconditions” (upanisās), which in the Pāli Upanisā Sutta (S 12: 23; pts ii.29–31) 
are joined in one series. Modern western Buddhists take this one series to imply that 
nidānas and upanisās exemplify an over-arching principle of conditionality. In 
this article I argue that the upanisās exemplify a distinctively teleological mode of 
conditionality. I investigate (i) the images of a tree coming to full growth and rain 
flowing to the seas used to illustrate the upanisās, (ii) the distinctly goal-directed 
language used in relation to the stages of the path, and finally (iii), I propose, via a 
discussion of Aristotle on teleology, that the upanisās represent a teleological mode 
of conditionality, such that each stage of the path becomes the condition for the next, 
in relation to an aim or goal of awakening. I argue that the series of upanisās has a 
normative, rather than phenomenological, character, and I compare the series to a recipe. 
I conclude with the suggestion that the similarity between  upanisās and nidānas 
lies in their being necessary conditions, and that this similarity constitutes a “family 
resemblance” (in Wittgenstein’s phrase). The over-arching principle of conditionality is 
not a feature of reality over and above such a family resemblance.
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Introduction

Dependent arising (paṭicca-samuppāda) or conditionality (idappacayatā) in early 
Buddhism is a general principle of which the twelve nidānas are the standard 
expressions.1 But the early Buddhist texts also record a series of stages, called 
upanisās or “preconditions,” which in the Upanisā Sutta (at S 12: 23, pts ii.29–31) 
are uniquely joined with the twelve nidānas of paṭicca-samuppāda in a series of 
conditionally-arisen factors as follows:

[1] ignorance (avijjā), [2] formations (saṅkhārā), [3] consciousness (viññāṇa), [4] 
name-and-form (nāma-rūpa), [5] the six sense spheres (saḷāyatana), [6] contact 
(phassa), [7] feeling (vedanā), [8] craving (taṅhā), [9] appropriation (upādāna), [10] 
continuing existence (bhava), [11] birth (  jāti), [12] unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), [13] 
faith (saddhā), [14] gladness (pāmojja), [15] joy (pīti), [16] relaxation (passaddhi), [17] 
happiness (sukha), [18] concentration (samādhi), [19] knowing and seeing what 
is actually the case (yathābhūtañāṇadassana), [20] disenchantment (nibbidā), [21] 
dispassion (virāga), [22] liberation (vimutti), [23] knowledge about the ending (of 
the corruptions) (khaye ñāṇa). 

In previous articles ( Jones 2019a, 2019b) I have explored the context of the 
Upanisā Sutta in detail, and how, in the Nettippakaraṇa, an early exegetical 
text, the conditionality of the path is described as “transcendental dependent 
arising” (lokuttara paṭicca-samuppāda). In the present article I will further explore 
the significance of this series of conditionally-arisen factors of the path to 
awakening for an understanding of dependent arising in early Buddhism.

Apart from the single discussion in the Nettippakaraṇa of these factors of 
the path as “transcendental dependent arising,” there appears to be no further 
discussion of the topic in early Buddhism. Concerning this, I would surmise 
that, from the evidently early formulation of a standard formula for paṭicca-
samuppāda, the early Buddhists mainly settled on the twelve nidānas, in both 
their natural (anuloma) and contrary (paṭiloma) sequences, as giving sufficient 
expression to dependent arising. However, the existence of the Upanisā Sutta 
suggests that at least some early Buddhists understood dependent arising also 
to include the unfolding of the path to awakening. This theme has been taken 
up by modern western Buddhists. Following the lead of Mrs. Rhys Davids, in 
her pioneering English translation of the Saṃyutta Nikāya (1922 pp. viii–ix, p.26), 
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Sangharakshita (2018, 114) has drawn attention to the unique formulation of 
conditionality in the Upanisā Sutta. He explains how the discourse presents a 
complement to the better-known cessation sequence of dependent arising, an 
alternative in terms of “the production of positive factors which progressively 
augment one another until with the realization of sambodhi the whole process 
reaches its climax.” Bhikkhu Bodhi (1980) takes up this same interpretation 
in a study of the Upanisā Sutta, in which he argues that the Buddha teaches 
a universal principle of conditionality.2 In his interpretation, the application 
of this universal principle to the origination and cessation of suffering is 
expressed in the familiar twelvefold formulation; but several discourses, 
including the Upanisā Sutta, give expression to a less-well-known application 
of conditionality to the factors that structure the path leading to deliverance 
from suffering. Following the Nettippakaraṇa, Bhikkhu Bodhi calls the positive 
series of progressive stages of the path “transcendental dependent arising” in 
contrast to the “worldly dependent arising” (lokiya paṭicca-samuppāda) of the 
twelve links.3

The interpretation of dependent arising as a universal principle, applicable 
both to the workings of conditioned existence and to the unfolding of the path 
to awakening is understandably attractive to modern western Buddhists, who 
are accustomed to the naturalistic worldview of modern science.4 However, 
it remains an interpretation of early Buddhism, and indeed not one that later 
Indian Buddhists appeared to have made.5 My aim in this article is to re-
examine the early Buddhist discourses concerned with stages of the path, to 
draw out exactly how they represent the way in which, to quote one discourse, 
“states (dhammā) overflow into states, states fulfill states, in order to go from 
here to the beyond.”6 I will conclude that some early discourses can be 
understood as implicitly teaching a teleological mode of conditionality—a mode 
of conditionality of the utmost importance for those whose aim or purpose 
(telos) is awakening. This mode is to be distinguished from that of ordinary 
experience, rooted in ignorance (avijjā) and productive of unsatisfactoriness 
(dukkha). I shall approach it in three stages: 1) by examining the images by 
which it is illustrated, 2) by examining the language in which it is represented, 
and 3) by analyzing the concepts by which it may be expressed in terms of 
philosophical discourse. 
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Trees Growing and Water Flowing: Images of Full Development

Scattered throughout the Aṅguttara-Nikāya are eleven short discourses 
that present a series of between five and eleven factors, each of which is the 
upanisā, or “precondition,” as follows: [1] virtuous conduct (kusalāni silāni), [2] 
freedom from remorse (avippaṭisāra), [3] gladness (pāmojja), [4] joy (pīti), [5] 
relaxation (passaddhi), [6] happiness (sukha), [7] concentration (samādhi), [8] 
knowledge and vision of what is actually the case (yathā-bhūta-ñāṇa-dassana), 
[9] disenchantment (nibbidā), [10] dispassion (virāga), and [11] knowledge and 
vision of liberation (vimutti-ñāṇa-dassana) (some discourses are in the Madhyama 
Āgama). The discourses extent in the Chinese translations preserve the same 
series of eleven factors.7 Each of the eleven Pāli discourses includes a simile 
that initially illustrates the absence and then the presence of preconditions 
in relation to the goal of liberation. Firstly, the illustration of absence is as 
follows:    

Suppose there was a tree devoid of branches and leaves; its bark would not fully 
develop, nor would the inner bark, sapwood or the heartwood fully develop. 
In the same way, monks, for one of bad conduct and devoid of virtue, the 
precondition of freedom from remorse is ruined. When there is no freedom 
from remorse, for one devoid of freedom from remorse… the precondition of 
knowledge and vision of liberation is ruined.8

And, secondly, the illustration of presence:

Suppose there was a tree with perfect branches and leaves; its bark will fully 
develop, and its inner bark, sapwood and heartwood will fully develop. In 
the same way, monks, for one of virtuous conduct and perfect in virtue, the 
precondition of freedom from remorse is perfected. When there is freedom 
from remorse, for one of perfect freedom from remorse… the precondition of 
knowledge and vision of liberation is perfected.9

As is so often the case with similes in early Buddhist discourses, the Buddha 
takes an example familiar from everyday life in ancient India to illustrate an 
aspect of the Dharma. In this case, the example of a tree shows an observable 
natural process, that of a tree coming to its full natural development only 
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when its leaves and branches are in good health. By implication, should 
disease or disaster or a hungry elephant defoliate a young tree, that tree 
may not be able to reach the state of full growth which would otherwise be 
expected for its kind. Likewise, a human being’s full spiritual development 
comes about when the appropriate conditions are present, not when they are 
absent.     

In some parallel discourses, preserved in Chinese translation, the tree simile 
is handled in a slightly different way. MĀ 46 begins with damage to the bark 
of the tree:

Venerable friends, it is just as with a tree. If the outer bark is damaged, then 
the sapwood does not develop successfully. If the sapwood does not develop 
successfully, then the trunk, stem, heartwood, boughs and branches, leaves, 
flowers, and fruit all cannot develop successfully. Venerable friends, know that it 
is the same with a monk.10 

In the same way as the parallel discourse in Pāli, MĀ 46 goes on to present 
the example in its positive form:    

Venerable friends, it is just as with a tree. If the outer bark is not damaged, the 
sapwood can develop successfully. If the sapwood develops successfully, then 
the trunk, stem, heartwood, boughs and branches, leaves, flowers, and fruit all 
can develop successfully.11 

However, in MĀ 48, the example starts with damage to the tree’s roots. Here 
I combine negative and positive versions, and include the series of factors with 
which the tree is compared:

Venerable friends, it is just as with a tree. If its roots are damaged, then the 
trunk, stem, heartwood, boughs and branches, leaves, flowers, and fruit all 
cannot develop successfully. Venerable friends, know that it is the same with 
a monk… Venerable friends, it is just as with a tree. If its root is undamaged, 
then the trunk, stem, heartwood, boughs and branches, leaves, flowers, and 
fruit can all develop successfully. Venerable friends, you should know that it is 
the same with a monk. If he keeps the precepts, the condition exists for being 
without regret, experiencing gladness, joy, relaxation, happiness, integration, 
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knowledge and vision of what is actually the case, disenchantment, dispassion, 
and liberation. And if there is liberation, the condition exists for [attaining] 
nirvana.12

The differences between the versions of the same discourse, preserved in 
Pāli and in Chinese translation, are instructive for a fuller understanding of 
the Buddha’s simile of a growing tree. One need not take too literally the 
dependence of the tree’s growth on the health specifically of its branches 
and leaves (as in the Pāli); one could equally consider the dependence of the 
tree’s growth on the health of its bark, or on the health of its roots (as in 
the Chinese translations). In each of these cases, the comparison shows that 
the tree’s ability to come to full development depends on the health and 
integrity of its various parts. Likewise, the presence or absence of any of 
the preconditions for awakening would affect the ability of a practitioner 
to come to full spiritual development, just as the presence or absence of 
any part of a tree, whether roots, bark or leaves, would affect its ability to 
develop.     

Nevertheless, the preconditions for spiritual growth in the discourses, 
whether in Pāli or in Chinese translation, are presented in a consistent and 
unvarying sequence, implying an order among the states to be developed. This 
linear presentation is reflected in a second image of development. The Upanisā 
Sutta (S 12: 23; pts ii.29–31) concludes with this second image, the simile of 
water flowing stage by stage to the sea:

Just as, monks, when it rains huge drops on the tops of mountains, the water 
pouring down the slopes fills up the branching clefts of mountain gullies; the 
full-up branching clefts of mountain gullies fill up ponds; the full-up ponds fill 
up lakes; the full-up lakes fill up streams; the full-up streams fill up rivers; and 
the full-up rivers fill up the great ocean, the sea.13

The Buddha goes on to explain that, likewise, ignorance (avijjā) is the 
precondition for formations (saṅkhārā) and the other nidānas, as well as the 
factors of the path from faith (saddhā) to knowledge about ending (of the 
corruptions) (khaye ñāṇa). The image of flowing waters suggests the consistent 
and unvarying downward direction of water that has fallen as rain, flowing 
down to its final destination, the sea.
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Although this image complements that of a tree coming to full growth in 
illustrating preconditions on the path to awakening, one might wonder how 
it is supposed to apply to the twelve nidānas of dependent arising, that are 
not usually represented as constituting factors whose unfolding will inevitably 
lead to the cessation of dukkha.14 But an analysis of the image of water 
flowing in the context of parallel and comparable discourses suggests instead 
that this image should in fact be understood to relate only to the series of 
preconditions, as well as more generally to the path to awakening, and not to 
the nidānas.    

A parallel to the Upanisā Sutta (S 12: 23; pts ii.29–31) preserved in Chinese 
translation (MĀ 55), does not include the simile of water flowing to the sea.15 
However, MĀ 52 and 53 do include the simile.16 These discourses each concern 
two complementary series of “sustenances.” Association with bad friends is 
the sustenance of hearing wrong teachings, which is the sustenance of lack of 
faith, lack of right attention, lack of right mindfulness and right attentiveness, 
failure to guard the sense-faculties, the three types of wrong conduct,17 the five 
hindrances, and ignorance, which is the sustenance of beginningless craving for 
existence. Likewise with the great ocean,

It too has its sustenance; it is not without sustenance. What is the sustenance 
of the great ocean? The answer is: the rain is its sustenance. At times it rains 
heavily and after the rain the mountain creeks and the marshes of the plains 
are filled with water. The mountain creeks and the marshes of the plains 
being filled, the small streams are filled. The small streams being filled, the 
large streams are filled. The large streams being filled, the small rivers are 
filled. The small rivers being filled, the large rivers are filled. The large rivers 
being filled, the great ocean is filled. This is how, step by step, the great ocean 
is filled.18    

The same image is then repeated after the exposition of a positive series of 
ten sustenances. These discourses in Chinese translation are very similar to two 
Pāli discourses in A 10: 61–2 (pts v.113–9).19 The positive series of sustenances 
partially overlap with the factors (in bold type) that are preconditions, as shown 
in the following table:



JONES • A Teleological Mode of Conditionality in Early Buddhism  127 

[Table 1]  Comparison of preconditions with sustenances.

upanisās (preconditions)
S 12: 23 [A 11: 3]

āhāras (sustenances)
A 10: 61–2, MĀ 52–3

knowledge about ending (khaye 
ñāṇa)

wisdom and liberation (vijjāvimutti)

liberation (vimutti) seven factors of awakening (satta bojjhaṅgā), which 
include joy, relaxation and concentration

dispassion (virāga) four establishments of mindfulness (cattāro 
satipaṭṭhānā)

disenchantment (nibbidā)

knowing and seeing what is actually 
the case (yathābhūtañāṇadassana)

three kinds of good conduct (tīṇi sucaritāni)

concentration (samādhi) restraint of the sense faculties (indriyasaṃvara)

happiness (sukha) mindfulness and clear knowing (satisampajañña)

relaxation (passaddhi) wise attention (yoniso manasikāra)

joy (pīti) faith (saddhā)

gladness (pāmojja) hearing good teaching (saddhammassavana)

faith (saddhā)
[freedom from remorse (avippaṭisāra)
virtuous conduct (sīla)]

associating with good people (sappurisasaṃseva)

This comparison suggests, however, that the function of the list of the 
sustenances of liberation differs from that of the preconditions. They indicate a 
series of practices, or practical activities, each of which sustains the next, while 
the preconditions indicate which factor needs to be present in order for the full 
development of the next.

The simile of flowing water is also found elsewhere in the Pāli discourses. 
In S 55: 38 (pts v.396), the simile is used to illustrate the way the qualities 
(dhammas) of confirmed confidence in the Buddha, Dharma and Saṅgha and 
the virtues that please the noble ones “go to the beyond and lead to the ending 
of the corruptions.”20 In A 4: 147 (pts ii.140), the simile is used to illustrate 
how spending time listening to the teaching, discussing it, considering it and 
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gaining insight, gradually brings about the goal.21 But in A 3: 95 (pts ii.242–4), 
the simile is used to illustrate how living in a harmonious assembly (sammaggā 
parisā) is a divine abiding, and leads to gladness, joy, relaxation, happiness and 
concentration—qualities of the five of the preconditions for full development. 
In short, the simile of flowing water is used quite generally to illustrate various 
ways in which the goal is gradually reached, as well as, more specifically as an 
image of the way factors act as preconditions.22

Therefore, although the Pāli Upanisā Sutta illustrates the onward flow 
and progress of the nidānas and upanisās with the simile of flowing water, 
this simile is in fact of more general application. I would speculate, from its 
absence in the discourse parallel in MĀ 55, that the simile has been “attracted” 
to S 12: 23 (pts ii.29–31) from A 10: 61–62 (pts v.113–119). By contrast, the 
simile of a tree coming to full development is used specifically and uniquely 
to illustrate the series of preconditions, both in Pāli discourses other than the 
Upanisā Sutta, and in parallel discourses preserved in Chinese translation. To 
conclude this section on images: the preconditions for the full development of 
the practitioner of Dharma are comparable to the health of the roots, or outer 
bark, or the leaves and branches of a tree, without which it would not be able 
to come to its full size. And more generally, the way that the path unfolds, 
whether in terms of these preconditions (as in the Upanisā Sutta, S 12: 23 (pts 
ii.29–31)), or in terms of the practical activities necessary for progress (as in A 
10: 61–62; pts v.113–9 and other parallels), or in terms of ways of spending time (as 
in A 4: 147; pts ii.140), or in terms of how the qualities of stream-entry lead to 
progress (as in S 55: 38; pts v.396), are comparable to how rain falls and flows in 
stages to the sea.23

The Use of Language in Relation to Preconditions

The images of a tree growing and of water flowing illustrate a distinct, positive 
mode of conditionality, connected with reaching a goal. I want now to consider 
the role of language in relation to how conditionality is discussed in early 
Buddhism. I will argue that the conditionality of the path to awakening is 
expressed through the use of a vocabulary that is distinct from that used for 
the conditionality of saṃsāra, although there are continuities between the two 
forms of expressions.
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I will begin by discussing the continuities. In the most general level, there 
are three distinct ways in which causal or conditional relations are expressed 
in Pāli discourses: (i) using a grammatical construction called the “locative 
absolute,” (ii) using the ablative case, and (iii) using words for causes and 
conditions. The first two of these ways of expressing causal and conditional 
relations are used as much for expressing the processes leading to dukkha as for 
those leading to awakening. Hence, (i) include discourses in which the twelve 
nidānas, describing the production of dukkha, are related using locative absolute 
constructions.

When there is ignorance (avijjāya sati), the determining factors come into being 
(saṅkhārā honti) … [up to] … when there is birth (jātiyā sati), ageing-and-death 
come into being (jarāmaraṇaṃ hoti).24

And in the “upanisā family” of discourses the factors of the path to awakening 
are similarly related using locative absolute constructions as follows:

When there is freedom from remorse (avippaṭisāre sati), for one of 
perfect freedom from remorse, the precondition of gladness is perfected 
(upanisasampannaṃ hoti pāmojjaṃ) … [up to] … When there is dispassion (virāge 
sati), for one perfect in dispassion, the precondition of knowledge and vision of 
liberation is perfected.25

Likewise, (ii) there are discourses in which the ablative case is used to express 
both positive and negative types of causal and conditional dependence. Both 
of these are illustrated in a discourse in the Aṅguttara Nikāya, in which the 
venerable Mahākaccāna explains in full a brief teaching of the Buddha on what 
is the way (dhamma) and what is not the way (adhamma), in terms of the ten 
paths of good action. For instance, Mahākaccāna explains the ninth of these:

Ill-will, my friends, is not the way; non-ill-will is the way. From ill-will 
as a condition (byāpāda-paccayā)26 many evil unwholesome states originate 
(sambhavanti), and this is not beneficial. From non-ill-will as a condition 
(abyāpāda-paccayā) many wholesome states come to fulfilment through 
development, and this is beneficial.27
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Finally, (iii) causes and conditions are expressed through the use of specific 
words. These words include “reason” (hetu), “condition” (paccaya), “source” (nidāna), 
“cause” (kāraṇa) and “precondition” (upanisā). In the example just given, the word 
paccaya was used (in the ablative case, in a kind of double expression of causation), 
to express both negative conditions involving ill-will that produce more 
dukkha, and to express positive conditions involving non-ill-will or kindness, 
that lead to fulfilment. The words hetu, paccaya, nidāna and kāraṇa regularly 
appear in Pāli discourses to express how dukkha and the ever-revolving cycle 
called saṃsāra arises on conditions. But only the word “precondition” is used 
to express how one factor is the condition for the next in relation to the 
conditionality of the path to awakening. Although the Pāli Upanisā Sutta 
employs the word “precondition,” to express the causal relationships in both 
the series of factors leading to awakening and in the usual series of twelve 
nidānas, the parallel discourse in Chinese translation uses two different words 
for the conditionality involved in the two series.28 In sum, there is, the Upanisā 
Sutta aside, a clear distinction between the use of upanisā in relation to the 
conditionality of the path and the use of paccaya, kāraṇa, hetu and so on in 
relation to the conditionality of saṃsāra. 

Nevertheless, the Buddhist commentarial tradition has regarded these 
words as synonymous. The Theravādin commentary on the Upanisā Sutta 
glosses upanisā as paccaya (condition) and kāraṇa (cause).29 The same overlap of 
meaning is recognised in the Sautrāntika tradition.30 It is such an overlap of 
meaning, evidently long recognised in the Buddhist tradition, which makes it 
possible for modern Buddhist scholars to interpret the Buddha’s teachings in 
terms of an over-arching principle of conditionality. And yet the distinctiveness 
of the conditionality of the path to awakening is evident in the vocabulary 
used to express it, especially the use of the word “precondition” to express the 
distinctive kind of conditionality of the factors leading to awakening.

Elsewhere I have argued that the word upanisā in early Buddhist discourse 
has the connotations of (i) an inner state of the person or agent that is (ii) 
a necessary condition (iii) for the sake of attaining a purpose or aim.31 Two 
discourses in the Aṅguttara Nikāya further develop these connotations, in 
terms of the purposive orientation of the conditionality of the path, and in 
terms of the appropriate effort required to attain an aim. In A 11: 1 (pts 
v.311–2),32 Ānanda is represented as asking the Buddha, “What is the purpose, 
what is the benefit, good sir, of virtuous conduct (kusalāni sīlāni)?”33 The Buddha 



JONES • A Teleological Mode of Conditionality in Early Buddhism  131 

replies, “Ānanda, the purpose (attha) and benefit (ānisaṃsa) of virtuous conduct 
is freedom from remorse.”34 Something similar is said for each of those factors 
which, in A 11: 3–5 (pts v.313–7), are called upanisās: [1] virtuous conduct, 
[2] freedom from remorse, [3] gladness, [4] joy, [5] relaxation, [6] happiness, 
[7] concentration, [8] knowing and seeing what is actually the case, [9] 
disenchantment, [10] dispassion, and [11] knowledge and vision of liberation. 
Thus, what in A 11: 3–5 (pts v.313–7) is called an upanisā is a precondition of 
what in A 11: 1 (pts v.311–2) is called a purpose and benefit. For example:

                                        
 

virtuous conduct  freedom from remorse
upanisā (precondition)  attha (purpose), ānisaṃsa (benefit)

Although each factor is a precondition of the next, it is also the aim or purpose 
of the previous factor. These factors are preconditions within the context of a 
purposive enterprise, namely, progressing along the path to awakening. This is 
not to deny that, for instance, virtuous conduct, is valuable in and for itself, but 
that virtuous conduct, when undertaken as part of the Buddhist life, is not the 
end of the path but a precondition for the next step on that path, freedom from 
remorse, which is its purpose and benefit. The Buddha concludes the discourse 
in this way.

So, Ānanda, the purpose and benefit of virtuous conduct is freedom from 
remorse; the purpose and benefit of freedom from remorse is gladness… 
joy… relaxation… happiness… integration… knowledge and vision of what is 
actually the case… disenchantment… dispassion… knowledge and vision of 
liberation. So, Ananda, virtuous conduct gradually goes onward (pareti) to what 
is highest (agga).35

The language emphasizes the step-by-step character of progress. The MĀ 
version of this discourse adds that this progress is for “crossing over from this 
shore to the other shore.”36 

In A 11: 2 (pts v.312–3), the Buddha comments on the conditioned 
relationship of factors of the path in terms of a suitable attitude towards each:

For someone who is ethical, monks, someone established in virtuous conduct, 
it is not necessary to be willful (na cetanāya karaṇīyaṃ), wishing “may I have 
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freedom from remorse.” It is natural (dhammatā), monks, that for someone who 
is ethical and who is established in virtuous conduct, freedom from remorse 
arises.37

To gloss this language, for a Buddhist practitioner whose inner state is, for 
instance, one of being established in virtuous conduct, one need not be wilful, 
one need not form the thought “may I be free from remorse” (na cetanāya 
karanīyaṃ), for it is natural, it is to be expected (dhammatā) that one state results 
in the next.38 But being established in virtuous conduct is a necessary condition 
for freedom from remorse in the context of the aim or purpose of awakening. 
Having repeated this same form of words for each of the factors of the path, 
from being established in virtuous conduct up to knowing and seeing of 
liberation, the Buddha adds that each factor is the “aim” or “purpose” (attha) 
and “benefit” or “reward” (ānisaṃsa) (as in A 11: 1; pts v.311–2) and concludes, “In 
this way, monks, states overflow into states, states fulfill states, in order to go 
from here to the beyond.”39

To say that states (dhammas) “overflow” (abhisandenti) into states suggests the 
image of water overflowing from pools into rivers,40 although the word used 
in S 12: 23 (pts ii.29–31) for water overflowing is paripūreti, “overflows, fulfils.” 
Here in A 11: 2 (pts v.311–2), to say that states “fulfil” (paripūrenti) states, also 
suggests the image of a tree coming into full development (pāripūriṃ gacchati) as 
in A 11: 3–5 (pts v.313–7). The language thus suggests progressive fulfilment, 
and to say “in order to go from here to the beyond” (apārā pāraṃ gamanāya) 
suggests an end or aim for this progressive fulfilment, namely, awakening.41 
In conclusion, discussion of upanisās in early Buddhism is discussion of (i) 
inner states (dhammas) of the Buddhist practitioner, which are (ii) necessary 
conditions for further states, in a process of progressive fulfilment, which (iii) 
has as its end or purpose the goal of the Buddhist spiritual life, nirvāṇa or 
awakening. 

The Concept of A Teleological Mode of Conditionality

Bhikkhu Bodhi, one of the few Buddhists to write about the Upanisā Sutta and 
its presentation of dependent arising, describes the conditionality of the stages 
of the path in that discourse, from faith (saddhā) to knowledge of ending (khaye 
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ñāṇa), as “teleological” in contrast to the “blind, efficient causality” of natural 
processes such as earthquakes or the formation of atoms. He explains,

The relationship between the path and the goal belongs to a more complex 
order of causality, one which can perhaps be pictured as a set of prior causes 
giving rise to an effect but can never be adequately and correctly comprehended 
in terms of this model. What we have here is not an instance of simple, one-
directional causality proceeding forward unmodified in a straight line; we 
have, rather, a species of teleological causality involving purpose, intelligence, 
and planned striving simultaneously projected towards and refracted from the 
aimed-at effect in a process of reciprocal determination.42

Ven. Bodhi goes on to describe a two-way relationship between path and goal, 
with “the path leading to the achievement of the goal and the goal giving form 
and content to the path.” He concludes with a vivid analogy for this reciprocal 
causation of path and goal in this way:

This relationship is analogous to the relation between a guided missile and 
its mobile target. The missile does not reach its target merely through its own 
initial thrust and direction. It finds it precisely because it is being controlled by 
signals the target is itself emitting.43

No doubt we should not take the example of a guided missile as anything other 
than an illustration of what Bhikkhu Bodhi calls “reciprocal causation”: just as 
a missile is caused to move, both by its own propulsive and guidance systems, 
as well by a constant orientation towards its goal, so a Buddhist practitioner 
advances along a path through his or her own efforts in a way which is at the 
same time oriented towards the goal of awakening.

At this point I propose to pause to reconsider. The concept of “teleology” 
needs to be defined, and the use of it in a Buddhist context explained. 
“Teleology” means the explanation (logos) of phenomena by the end, aim or 
purpose (telos) that they serve. To say, for instance, that right mindfulness 
(sammā sati) is a part (aṅga) of the Buddhist eightfold path (aṭṭhaṅgika magga), 
is to explain mindfulness in terms of its purpose in taking the practitioner 
to the end of the path, which is awakening. Such a teleological account of 
mindfulness differs from, for instance, giving a descriptive definition such as 
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Kabat-Zinn’s well-known “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in 
the present moment, and nonjudgementally.”44 Although as soon as one adds, 
“in the service of self-understanding and wisdom,” one adds an aim or end for 
mindfulness, hence a teleology, to the description.

Aristotle famously included “final causes” among his four causes (aitia) or 
explanations for things. The “final cause” of a bronze statue, for instance, is 
the end or purpose (telos) for which it was made. This is simply to say that, in 
answer to the question, why is there a bronze statue? one kind of answer is to 
explain the end or purpose for which it was made.45 While this is reasonable 
with regard to bronze statues, which are human artefacts, it would appear 
inappropriate for natural phenomena, since there is no obvious intelligence in 
and behind the workings of nature, whose aims and purposes they could be 
said to serve. We would not say, for instance, that it is raining because the crops 
need water to grow. Rather, we say that it is raining because of the precipitation 
of evaporated sea-water as rain (an efficient cause).46 Aristotle nevertheless 
defends the idea of final causes in nature. He notes, for instance, that seeds 
regularly develop into plants, so that an end or purpose is part of their nature, 
without implying that there is any agent directing the sprouting acorn towards 
its full development as an oak tree.47

The Buddha’s image of a tree coming to full development similarly 
suggests teleology, a natural end or purpose, implicit in the tree’s life and 
growth. To use Aristotelian language, the material causes of a tree’s life and 
growth are the earth, water, air, sunlight and so on, which sustain its biological 
processes, which are the efficient causes for its growth; and its final cause is the 
magnificent spread of the mature tree, which will produce seeds for the sake 
of the next generation of trees. The Buddha’s point is that the tree’s teleology 
depends on the continuing health and integrity of its parts, such as its roots, 
bark and leaves, and that as long as those parts are present, the tree will come 
to full development, but not if those parts are absent. Thus healthy roots, 
bark and leaves are teleological conditions in the sense of being necessary 
conditions for the tree to achieve its telos or end. The Buddha is not attempting 
an Aristotelian analysis of a tree, but nevertheless Aristotle’s differentiation of 
causes or explanations helps us to understand the Buddha’s point.

The image of water flowing also illustrates teleology, though not in such an 
obvious way. For contemporary people, taught to think in terms of naturalistic 
modern science, the downhill flow of water is a mechanical process involving 
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the mass of water, its fluid nature, and the force of gravity. For Aristotle, 
however, the downward flow of water was the natural motion of an element 
which was heavier than air yet lighter than earth, and which therefore tended 
to move towards the centre of the earth as its telos or aim, coming to rest above 
the heavier element.48 Let us suppose that the Buddha shared with Aristotle a 
pre-modern conception of the world as composed of the elements earth, water, 
air and fire, subject to an observable natural order that involved natural ends 
and purposes. I suggest that the Buddha’s image of flowing water was hence 
supposed to express the idea of water moving according to its nature, towards 
the natural goal or telos of that motion, which is the resting-place of water, the 
sea. Assuming something like this to be the case, the teleology of water can be 
seen in its natural tendency to find its way downwards as far as it can go, from 
stream to overflowing pools, to rivers and hence to the sea.

I now turn to the teleological language used for the conditionality of the 
Buddhist path. The purpose, aim or point (attha) of, for instance, virtuous 
conduct is freedom from remorse, and each of these factors of the path is 
fulfilled in a progressive series, which goes from here to the beyond, to the 
goal of awakening. This general teleological structure of the Buddhist path is 
illustrated by the natural teleology of a tree coming to full development and 
by water flowing to the sea, but this does not imply that the Buddhist path is 
itself an example of natural teleology. To suppose that awakening (bodhi) was 
the natural goal of human striving would imply that human beings, if not 
otherwise obstructed, would attain nirvāṇa. The rather more realistic Buddhist 
view is that human beings will continue to revolve in saṃsāra unless they make 
the effort to escape it.

The teleology of the Buddhist path is the teleology of conscious living 
beings attempting, in the light of faith (saddhā) in the Buddha’s teaching, to 
transcend the conditions in which they find themselves. While it is natural 
and to be expected (dhammatā) that, for someone who is established in virtuous 
conduct, they experience freedom from remorse, and so on, this does not mean 
that no effort is required. Rather, the effort required in order to progressively 
fulfil the stages of the path to awakening is to bring to fulfilment that factor 
which has not yet been perfected. Wishing or wanting the fulfilment of a 
factor, or indeed the entire path, is not necessary for that fulfilment. The 
Buddha is said to have illustrated this peculiar teleology of the path with 
another naturalistic metaphor, that of a hen incubating her eggs:
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Suppose, monks, there was a hen with eight, ten or twelve eggs, and that hen 
had properly sat on them, properly kept them warm, properly incubated them. 
And although the wish might not arise in that hen, “Oh, that my little chicks 
would break through the shells of their eggs with the sharp tips of their claws 
and hatch out safely!”, those little chicks are nevertheless capable of breaking 
through the shells of their eggs with the sharp tips of their claws and hatching 
safely. For what reason? Because the hen has properly sat on them, properly 
kept them warm, properly incubated them.

Likewise, monks, for a monk who lives devoted to development, although 
the wish might not arise, Oh, that my mind were liberated from the corruptions 
through non-clinging!”, his mind is nevertheless liberated from the corruptions 
through non-clinging. For what reason? Because of development. Development 
of what? The four establishments of mindfulness, the four right efforts, the four 
states of power, the five spiritual faculties, the five powers, the seven factors of 
awakening, and the noble eightfold path.49

This peculiar teleological structure means that one should distinguish 
between the causality and the conditionality of the Buddhist path. Its causality, 
meaning, the relationship between cause and effect, may for instance involve 
the development of those factors which constitute aspects of awakening. 
According to the discourse just quoted, for example, the effort to develop the 
four establishments of mindfulness is part of the cause of liberation. Now, 
thinking about the “upanisā family” of discourses, the effort to develop any 
one of the factors of the path, for instance, virtuous conduct, is the cause of 
the next one, in this case, freedom from remorse. To speak of “causality” here 
is a philosophical description of what appears as a natural process, in that the 
development of virtuous conduct is said to naturally result in freedom from 
remorse, and so on.50 But the conditionality of the Buddhist path concerns the 
presentation of the series of factors of the path in the order in which they may 
be fully developed. Each factor is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for 
the fulfilment of the next, and the order in which these factors appear is an 
invaluable guide to the teleology of the path. In the context of this teleological 
mode of conditionality, a practitioner may put aside wishing to achieve their 
goal, and instead focus their attention on the development of those factors 
which are not yet developed, confident that to do so is the appropriate attitude 
for reaching the goal.
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The teleological structure of the sequence of preconditions in the “upanisā 
family” of discourses and in the Upanisā Sutta ought not be understood, 
however, as descriptive or phenomenological. Rather, the structure represents 
an idealised, normative account of progress on the Buddhist path. That is to say 
that the sequence represents what factor ought to be developed as a condition 
for the next, for someone on the path to awakening. The sequence of factors or 
stages no doubt corresponds to some extent to the experience of the Buddhist 
practitioner, and hence describes what might happen in the experience of 
the step-by-step process of development, but the formulaic nature of the lists 
would appear primarily to prescribe the order of an ideal series of factors to be 
developed. This point becomes clearer when one considers the list of “nine very 
helpful states (dhammas)” in the Dasuttara Sutta that are identical to nine of the 
upanisās:

What are the nine very helpful (bahukāra) states? The nine states rooted in 
wise attention: from wise attention gladness is born; for one who is glad, joy 
is born; for one whose heart (manas) is joyful, the body relaxes; one whose 
body is relaxed experiences happiness; for one who is happy the mind (citta) 
becomes concentrated; with a concentrated mind one knows and sees what is 
actually the case; knowing and seeing what is actually the case, one becomes 
disenchanted; being disenchanted, one becomes dispassionate; from dispassion 
one is liberated. These are the nine very helpful states.51

In the Daśottara Sūtra, preserved in Sanskrit and in Chinese, the states are 
listed under the heading of the nine states “to be developed” (bhāvitavyāḥ) rather 
than as being of great help.52 While each state is the condition for the next in 
this list, implying a progressive fulfilment of states, the teleological structure 
of the sequence is not emphasised. Rather, the opening of the Dasuttara Sutta 
presents the point of the series of mnemonic lists of which the whole discourse 
is composed.53 It is said to have been taught by Sāriputta, who, in the Pāli 
version of the discourse, says that he will teach the audience of monastics “for 
the attainment of nirvāṇa.”54 The lists as such are therefore “teleological” in the 
sense of having nirvāṇa as their aim or goal. But it is not the content of the lists 
which has nirvāṇa as its goal; it is rather the very hearing and memorising of 
the lists which has such a goal. In the Daśottara Sūtra, preserved in Chinese 
translation, Śāriputra advises his audience: “All of you, listen attentively, and 
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think about and remember what I say.”55 By remembering the list of “nine 
states that greatly help,” the practitioner has ready access to a normative 
account of the path to the goal, an account which is very useful for deciding 
what quality needs to be developed for the attainment of nirvāna. 

By way of a conclusion to this section, I would like to offer an alternative 
analogy for what I have called the teleological mode of conditionality. 
Arguments by analogy seek to justify their conclusion by the use of a relevant 
comparison. The conclusion to be reached in this case is that the stages of the 
path presented in the Upanisā Sutta and elsewhere form a series of conditions 
aiming at nirvāṇa as their telos or end, and are to be understood as normative, 
as to be practised, rather than descriptive or phenomenological. Whereas 
Bhikkhu Bodhi compares the teleological mode of conditionality with the 
guidance system of a missile, I suggest a comparison to a recipe. In order to 
cook a certain dish—a vegan apple cake, for instance—one should consult a 
recipe. There is a list of ingredients, and then instructions to be followed. Each 
stage of the recipe is the necessary condition for carrying out the next and each 
is done for the sake of the next and the recipe as a whole has an end or a goal—
serving the cooked dish. The stages of the recipe represent those stages that 
ought to happen for the dish to be cooked. A recipe therefore has a normative 
sequence of stages, arranged according to a teleological mode of conditionality. 
Likewise, the presentation of the Buddhist path, in the discourses of the 
“upanisā family,” consists of a normative sequence of states or factors, arranged 
in an order culminating in awakening, according to a teleological mode of 
conditionality.56

Conclusion

I have explored the role of images, of language, and of teleology in the Upanisā 
Sutta and in the “upanisā family” of discourses, and found a coherent teaching 
concerning a progressive series of states, each the fulfilment of the last, and 
culminating in awakening. But only in the Upanisā Sutta is this sequence of 
factors explicitly linked to the nidānas of dependent arising, although the 
language of upanisās clearly implies some kind of conditionality. So, what 
exactly is the relationship between the conditionality of the nidānas and the 
conditionality of the upanisās? By way of a conclusion, I propose a new answer 
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to this question.
Let us suppose that the teaching of the twelve nidānas, called dependent 

arising (paṭicca-samuppāda), has a certain place and purpose within the Buddha’s 
teaching. It is a formula that invites practitioners to contemplate how 
unawakened experience works, the conditioned nature of unsatisfactoriness 
(dukkha) and the cycle of continued existence. Likewise, the teaching of the 
upanisās has a certain place and purpose within the Dharma. It is a formula 
that invites practitioners to contemplate the orderly sequence of states to be 
developed on the path to awakening. Nowhere in early Buddhist texts are these 
two teachings related or reconciled, other than in a purely schematic way in the 
Upanisā Sutta, for the very good reason that the Dharma is not a philosophical 
system, but a record of the varied practical teaching methods of the Buddha 
and his awakened followers. 

I propose that the two teachings are related insofar as they share a “family 
resemblance,” to use Wittgenstein’s phrase.57 This is to say that we can think 
of the twelve nidānas of dependent arising and the sequence of upanisās as 
related insofar as they resemble each other in the way that family members do. 
The way that they resemble each other is that the nidānas and the upanisās in 
their respective formulae are each the necessary condition for the next. Because 
the two formulae involve series of necessary conditions, one can think of both 
of them as examples of conditionality. But it would be a mistake to think 
that over and above the similarity of the two formulae there was a feature of 
reality named “conditionality.” That would be to reify the “family resemblance” 
between them.

To claim that the nidānas and the upanisās exemplify a universal principle 
of conditionality may risk reifying the common feature of necessary conditions 
in these formulae. However, as long as this “universal principle” is not conceived 
as a feature of reality, but rather as a form of words, it can be understood as a 
useful interpretation of early Buddhist teachings for the modern world. After 
all, the Upanisā Sutta itself implies exactly such an interpretation, and the 
concept of “transcendental dependent arising” in the Nettippakaraṇa likewise 
suggests the usefulness of a broad sense of conditionality, as a way of thinking 
about experience that includes both the way living beings are trapped in 
continued existence, as well as how the path to awakening leads “from here to 
the beyond.”58
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Appendix: Vegan Apple Cake Recipe and Stages of the Path

The following table may allow the reader to draw their own conclusions about 
the comparison of the stages of the path and its form of conditionality with a 
recipe. There is no suggestion that there are any specific parallels to be drawn 
between the stages of a recipe and the stages of the Buddhist spiritual life. Rather, 
the comparison is between the very natures of a recipe and the stages of the path. 
The comparison of a specific recipe and the stages of the path as given in the 
Upanisā Sutta serves to draw attention to the purpose of the Buddha’s teaching 
on stages of the path in relation to the practical task of spiritual development.59     

[Table 2]  Comparison of a recipe with stages of the path

Ingredients: Initial	Qualities:

200g self-raising flour
100g muscovado sugar
1 tsp cinnamon
1 tsp baking powder
150g non-dairy milk
75g oil
1 tbs apple cider vinegar
1 tsp vanilla essence
2 apples

Faith (saddhā) (S 12: 23)
Wise attention (yoniso manasikāra) (D 34)
Mindfuless and clear knowing (sati-sampajañña) 
(A 8: 81)
Shame and remorse (hiri-otappa) (A 7: 65 etc.)
Restraint of the sense-faculties (indriya-
saṃvara) (A 6: 50 etc.)
Virtuous conduct (kusala-sīla) (A 5: 24 etc.)

Instructions: Stages	of	the	Path:	(from	A	11:	3	etc.)

(1) Pre-heat the oven to 180ºC (1) Freedom from remorse (avippaṭisāra)

(2) Mix the dry ingredients in a bowl (2) Gladness (pāmojja)

(3)  Mix the wet ingredients in a 
measuring jug

(3) Joy (pīti)

(4)  Whisk wet and dry ingredients into a 
batter

(4) Relaxation (passaddhi)

(5) Pour into a cake tin (5) Happiness (sukha)

(6) Add sliced apples (6) Integration (samādhi)

(7) Bake for 30 minutes (7)  Knowledge and vision of what is actually the 
case (yathā-bhūta-ñāṇa-dassana)

(8) Remove from oven and take out of tin (8) Disenchantment (nibbidā)

(9) Allow to cool (9) Dispassion (virāga)

(10) Serve with vegan cream or ice cream (10) Knowledge of liberation (vimutti-ñāṇa)
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Notes

1  In S 12: 20 (pts ii.25), dependent arising (paṭicca-samuppāda) is described as the 
natural lawfulness of how experience works (dhamma-niyāmatā) and as conditionality 
(idappaccayatā), and is conceptually distinguished from the twelve nidānas, which 
are referred to as dependently-arisen states (paṭicca-samuppannā dhammā). A parallel 
discourse in SĀ 296, preserved in Chinese translation, makes the same distinction (studied 
in Choong 2000,150–156).

2  See also the introductory comments in Bodhi (2000, 524) and also Sangharakshita (2018 
88–97).

3  This topic is explored more fully in Jones (2019a).
4  The Sri Lankan scholar and teacher, Ven Ñāṇananda, remarks that “most educated 

westerners prefer this explanation [of dependent arising] which leads you on a positive 
track” (Ñāṇananda 2016, 457), rather than the explanation of liberation in terms of 
cessation.

5  It is hard to be sure of an absence. But the commentarial tradition, exemplified in the 
Theravādin aṭṭhakathās and in Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, as well as in Vasubandhu’s 
Abhidharmakośabhāśya, do not interpret the Upanisā Sutta, nor those discourses 
which present related sequences of dependently-arisen stages of the path, in terms of 
conditionality. The Nettippakaraṇa’s discussion of transcendental dependent arising is the 
exception rather than the rule.

6  See A 10: 2 (pts v.2): dhammā dhamme abhisandenti, dhammā dhamme paripūrenti apārā 
pāraṃ gamanāya.

7  I analysed this “Upanisā family” of discourses in Jones (2019b).
8  A 11: 3 (pts v.314) etc.: seyyathā pi bhikkhave rukkho sākhāpalāsavipanno tassa 

papaṭikā pi na pāripūriṃ gacchati taco pi pheggu pi sāro pi na pāripūriṃ gacchati. evam 
eva kho bhikkhave dussīlassa sīlavipannassa hatūpaniso hoti avippaṭisāro avippaṭisāre asati 
avippaṭisāravipannassa hatūpanisaṃ hoti… pe… vimuttiñāṇadassanaṃ. The wording is 
exactly the same in the other discourses of the “Upanisā family.” All translations from 
Pāli are by the author unless otherwise noted.

9  A 11: 3 (pts v.314) etc.: seyyathā pi bhikkhave rukkho sākhāpalāsasampanno tassa 
papaṭikā pi pāripūriṃ gacchati, taco pi pheggu pi sāro pi pāripūriṃ gacchati. evam eva kho 
bhikkhave sīlavato sīlasampannassa upanisasampanno hoti avippaṭisāro avippaṭisāre sati 
avippaṭisārasampannassa upanisasampannaṃ hoti… pe… vimuttiñāṇadassanaṃ.

10  MĀ 46 (T 1, 486b), trans. Bingenheimer and Bucknell (2013, 324). In this discourse, 
Śāriputra is speaking, as he does in Pāli. Parallel discourse is in A 5: 168 (pts iii.200–
201), A 10:4 (pts v.5) and A 11: 4 (pts v.315–316).

11  T 1, 486b, trans. Bingenheimer, Anālayo, and Bucknell (2013, 324). 
12  MĀ 48 (T 1, 486c), translated in Bingenheimer et al. (2013, 326–327). I have adjusted 

Bingenheimer’s translations of the factors of the path to match those of comparable 
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terms from the Pāli. The “Upanisā family” of discourses preserved in Chinese translation 
are found together in MĀ Division 5, apart from one in SĀ 495 (T 2, 129a), in which, 
again, the speaker is Śāriputra, and again the example concerns a tree with undamaged 
roots whose branches, leaves and flowers may develop successfully.

13  S 12: 23 (pts ii.32): seyyathāpi bhikkhave uparipabbate thullaphusitake deve vassante 
taṃ udakaṃ yathāninnaṃ pavattamānaṃ pabbatakandarapadarasākhā paripūreti. 
pabbatakandarapadarasākhāparipūrā kusobbhe paripūrenti. kusobbhā paripūrā mahāsobbhe 
paripūrenti. mahāsobbhā paripūrā kunnadiyo paripūrenti. kunnadiyo paripūrā mahānadiyo 
paripūrenti. mahānadiyo paripūrā mahāsamuddaṃ paripūrenti.

14  The Pāli commentary (Spk ii.54–55) deals with this anomaly by limiting the application 
of the simile to the nidānas of cyclic existence: “With the words beginning ‘likewise, 
monks, with ignorance as their precondition there are formations,’ ignorance is to be 
seen as the mountain, preparations (abhisaṅkhārā) as the cloud, cyclic existence starting 
from consciousness as the gullies and so on, and liberation the ocean. As the rain falling 
on the top of a mountain, which gradually fills up the mountain gullies and so on, fills 
up the great ocean, the sea, in this way the rain of the cloud of the preparations should 
be understood as falling on the top of the mountain of ignorance. For the uninformed 
foolish ordinary person, being unaware of ignorance, creating desire for craving, pursuing 
wholesome and unwholesome courses of action, that wholesome and unwholesome 
action is the condition for relinking-consciousness, the relinking-consciousness and 
so on for name-and-form and so on. Thus the time it takes for the rain of the cloud of 
the preparations on the mountain top of ignorance to gradually fill up cyclic existence 
starting from consciousness through successive conditionality is like the time it takes for 
the rain on the top of the mountain having filled up the gullies and so on to reach the 
ocean.” The commentary goes on to gloss the factors of the path in terms of the “gradual 
training” (anupubbā sikkhā) familiar from D 2 (pts i.62–84) and elsewhere.

15  MĀ 55 (T 1, 490c–91a), trans. Bingenheimer et al. (2013, 346–349). I analyse the small 
differences between MĀ55 and S 12: 23 in Jones (2019b).

16  MĀ 52 (T 1, 487c–489a), trans. Bingenheimer et al. (2013, 332–339); MĀ 43 (T 1, 
489a–c), trans. Bingenheimer et al. (2013, 339–343).

17  Namely, conduct of body, speech and mind.
18  MĀ 53 (T 1, 489b), trans. Bingenheimer et al. (2013, 340), but replacing “nutriment” 

with “sustenance” (食 shí). In MĀ 52, the simile is spelled out more fully, in terms of how 
each stage of the water cycle is the sustenance of the next.

19  While A 10: 62 (pts v.116–9) is an exact parallel of MĀ 53, A 10: 61 (pts v.113–6) 
differs in starting with ignorance (avijjā) rather than craving for existence (bhavataṅhā). 
Both Pāli discourses include the short version of the simile of flowing water, as in MĀ 53.    

20  S 55: 58 (pts v.396): ime dhammā sandamānā pāraṃ gantvā āsavānaṃ khayāya 
saṃvattanti.

21  A 4: 147 (pts ii.140). The third of these “four times” (cattaro kālā) is samatho (serenity) in 



JONES • A Teleological Mode of Conditionality in Early Buddhism  143 

pts (and in translation by Bodhi and others) but sammasanā (consideration, reflection) in 
the Burmese ed. and in a note to pts. The latter reading seems better, given the cognitive 
emphasis of hearing the teaching (dhammasavanaṃ), discussing it (dhammasākacchā) and 
gaining insight (vipassanā) into it.

22  This is completely invisible in the Pāli commentaries, which only comment on the simile 
of flowing water in S 12: 23, and otherwise pass over it in silence.

23  Moreover, in S 46: 1 (pts v.63–4), the Buddha describes how a practitioner, by practising 
the seven awakening factors, may come to full development in terms of qualities 
(dhammas); a process comparable to the way in which the nāgas (mythical water-dwelling 
serpents) build themselves up, plunging downstream from the Himālaya, from ponds to 
streams to rivers to the ocean, where they come into their full bodily size.  

24  S 12: 50 (pts ii.78): avijjāya sati saṅkhārā honti. saṅkhāresu sati viññāṇaṃ hoti… jātiyā sati 
jarāmaraṇaṃ hotī’ti. so evaṃ pajānāti evam ayaṃ loko samudayatī’ti. Repeated in a related 
form in S 12: 51 (pts ii.79) and S 12: 52 (pts ii.81f ), and also in S 12: 4 (pts ii.5) and 
in the following discourses, both in natural and contrary sequences. In these examples, 
the words for birth (jāti) through to ignorance (avijjā) are in the locative case, along with 
the present participle of the verb “to be” (sat); locative absolutes are “absolute” in that they 
are grammatically independent of the rest of the sentences in which they occur.

25  A 11: 3 (pts v.314): avippaṭisāre sati avippaṭisārasampannassa upanisasampannaṃ hoti 
pāmojjaṃ…  virāge sati virāgasampannassa upanisasampannaṃ hoti vimuttiñāṇadassanaṃ.

26  The word “condition” (paccaya) is in the ablative, expressing cause. The ablative case can 
often be translated into English by the use of the preposition “from.”

27  A 10: 172 (pts v.258): byāpādo āvuso adhammo. abyāpādo dhammo. ye ca byāpādapaccayā 
aneke pāpakā akusalā dhammā sambhavanti. ayaṃ anattho. abyāpādapaccayā ca aneke kusalā 
dhammā bhāvanāpāripūriṃ gacchanti. ayaṃ attho. “Non-ill-will” (abyāpāda) is kindness 
(mettā). Vibh pts 86: yā sattesu metti mettāyanā mettāyitattaṃ mettācetovimutti ayaṃ 
vuccati abyāpādadhātu, “Kindness towards living beings, being kindly, kindliness, the 
liberation of heart through kindness: this is called the quality of non-ill-will.” 

28  The discourse parallel in MĀ 55, preserved in Chinese translation, uses the character 緣 
(Ch. yuán, Pāli paccaya, “condition”), rather than upanisā for the series from ignorance to 
suffering, and 識 (Ch. xí, equivalent of upanisā) for the series from faith to the attainment 
of nirvāna. Hence, 緣行識, “based on [yuán] karmic formations there is consciousness” 
(trans. Bingenheimer et al. 2013, 349); and 習苦便有信, “conditioned by [xí] suffering 
there is faith” (trans. Bingenheimer et al. 2013, 349). This suggests that the Indic original 
from which the Chinese version was translated differentiated the conditionality of the 
twelve nidānas from that of the stages of the path by the use of words equivalent to Pāli 
paccaya and upanisā.

29  Spk ii.53: saupanisanti sakāraṇaṃ sappaccayaṃ. The commentary glosses upanisā in other 
contexts in a variety of ways. 

30  Yaśomitra’s Spūtārtha Abhidharmakośavyākhyā includes upaniṣad in a list of synonyms: 
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hetu pratyaya nidāna kāraṇa nimitta liṅga upaniṣad iti paryāyāḥ (Wogihara 1936, 188).
31  See Jones (2019b).
32  A 11: 1 ≠ A 10: 1, with a parallel in MĀ 42 preserved in Chinese translation in T 1, 

485a–b.
33  A 11: 1 (pts v.311): kimatthiyāni bhante kusalāni sīlāni kimānisaṃsānī’ti. DOP i.602 q.v. 

“kim-atthiya, mfn., with what purpose? to what end? of what use?” The word atthiya, (DOP 
i.80 “having a purpose or goal”) is an adjective from attha (DOP i.73 attha2: 1. “aim, 
purpose, goal; advantage, profit, benefit”). The word ānisaṃsa means (DOP i.304) “profit, 
advantage; benefit, blessing.”

34  A 11: 1 (pts v.311): avippaṭisāratthāni kho ānanda kusalāni sīlāni avippaṭisārānisaṃsānī’ti.
35  A 11: 1 (pts v.312): iti kho ānanda kusalāni sīlāni avippaṭisāratthāni avippaṭisārānisaṃsāni. 

avippaṭisāro pāmojjattho pāmojjānisaṃso… pīti… passaddhi… sukhaṃ… samādhi… 
yathābhūtañāṇadassanaṃ… nibbidā… virāga… vimuttiñāṇadassana. iti kho, ānanda, 
kusalāni sīlāni anupubbena aggāya parentī’ti.

36  MĀ 42 (T 1, 485b), trans. Bingenheimer et al. (2013, 321), replacing “bank” with “shore” 
for 岸 (àn).

37  A 11: 2 (pts v.312): sīlavato bhikkhave sīlasampannassa na cetanāya karaṇīyaṃ avippaṭisāro 
me uppajjatū’ti. dhammatā esā bhikkhave yaṃ sīlavato sīlasampannassa avippaṭisāro 
uppajjati. A 11: 2 ≠ A 10: 2, with a close parallel in MĀ 43 (T 1, 485b–c).

38  DOP ii.471 q.v. dhammatā “1. normal custom, habit; what is to be expected; the usual 
way.” The Pāli commentary understands dhammatā in a stronger sense: “this is dhammatā 
means that it is the nature of dhamma, this is a causal necessity.” dhammatā esā’ti 
dhammasabhāvo esa kāraṇaniyamo ayaṃ (Mp v.1).

39  A 11: 2 (pts v.313): iti kho bhikkhave dhammā dhamme abhisandenti dhammā dhamme 
paripūrenti apārā pāraṃ gamanāya.

40  DOP i.220 q.v abhisandeti “makes overflow; floods, drenches.” The commentary merely 
glosses the word as “produces.” abhisandentī’ti pavattenti (Mp v.1). 

41  The commentary in Mp v.2 adds: “for the sake of going from being on the near 
shore, which is the cycle of existence on the three planes, to the far shore of nirvana.” 
orimatīrabhūtā tebhūmakavaṭṭā nibbānapāraṃ gamanatthāya. 

42  Bodhi (1980, 16) (my italics).
43  Bodhi (1980, 18).
44  Kabat-Zinn (2004, 4).
45  Aristotle, Physics, 194b–195a (trans. Waterfield 1996, 38–40).
46  This is Aristotle’s example, slightly modified: Physics, 198b (trans. Waterfield 1996, 50).
47  Aristotle, Physics, 199b (trans. Waterfield, 1996, 52–3).
48  Aristotle, On the Heavens, I.viii (277a) on the natural movements of the four elements 

(trans. Guthrie 1939, 81); II.iv (287b) water is found around the earth (trans. Guthrie 
1939, 161); IV.iv (311a) water is less heavy than earth (trans. Guthrie 1939, 353). 

49  S 22: 101 (pts iii.153) = A 7: 71 (pts iv.126–7): seyyathā pi bhikkhave kukkuṭiyā aṇḍāni 
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aṭṭha vā dasa vā dvādasa vā, tān’assu kukkuṭiyā sammā-adhisayitāni sammāpariseditāni 
sammāparibhāvitāni, kiñcāpi tassā kukkuṭiyā na evaṃ icchā uppajjeyya ‘aho vata 
me kukkuṭapotakā pādanakhasikhāya vā mukhatuṇḍakena vā aṇḍakosaṃ padāletvā 
sotthinā abhinibbijjeyyun’ ti. atha kho bhabbā’va te kukkuṭapotakā pādanakhasikhāya 
vā mukhatuṇḍakena vā aṇḍakosaṃ padāletvā sotthinā abhinibbijjituṃ. taṃ kissa hetu? 
tathā h’amūni bhikkhave kukkuṭiyā aṇḍāni sammā-adhisayitāni sammāpariseditāni 
sammāparibhāvitāni. evam eva kho bhikkhave bhāvanaṃ anuyuttassa bhikkhuno viharato 
kiñcāpi na evaṃ icchā uppajjeyya ‘aho vata me anupādāya āsavehi cittaṃ vimucceyyā’ti atha 
khvāssa anupādāya āsavehi cittaṃ vimuccati. taṃ kissa hetu? bhāvitattā ti’ssa vacanīyaṃ. 
kissa bhāvitattā? catunnaṃ satipaṭṭhānānaṃ catunnaṃ sammappadhānānaṃ catunnaṃ 
iddhipādānaṃ pañcannaṃ indriyānaṃ pañcannaṃ balānaṃ  sattannaṃ bojjhaṅgānaṃ 
ariyassa aṭṭhaṅgikassa maggassa. There is a parallel discourse preserved in Chinese 
translation in SĀ 263; T 2, 67a.

50  This is the “blind, efficient causality” to which Bhikkhu Bodhi refers; Aristotle had 
distinguished “efficient” causes from material, formal and final causes. The modern 
concept of causality is limited to efficient causes, in line with the mechanistic physics of 
the scientific revolution. However, there is no reason to think of such causality as “blind” 
when it involves the conscious motivation to develop.

51  D 34 (pts iii.288): katame nava dhammā bahukārā? nava yonisomanasikāramūlakā 
dhammā, yonisomanasikaroto pāmojjaṃ jāyati, pamuditassa pīti jāyati, pītimanassa kāyo 
passambhati, passaddhakāyo sukhaṃ vedeti, sukhino cittaṃ samādhiyati, samāhitena cittena 
[Be samāhite citte] yathābhūtaṃ jānāti passati, yathābhūtaṃ jānaṃ passaṃ nibbindati, 
nibbindaṃ virajjati, virāgā vimuccati. ime nava dhammā bahukārā. There is a parallel to 
the Dasuttara Sutta, preserved in Chinese translation, as well as two further discourses 
preserved in Chinese translation without Pāli parallels consisting of similar lists: D 34 ≠ 
DĀ 10 (T 1, 52c–57b) (trans. Ichimura 2015, 307–339); without parallel are DĀ 11 (T 
1, 57b–59b) (trans. Ichimura 2016, 3–15; trans. Anālayo 2017, 399–418); DĀ 12 (T 1, 
59b–60a) (trans. Ichimura 2016, 17–22; trans. Anālayo 2017, 436–443).

52  DĀ 10 (section 9.2), preserved in Chinese translation in T 1, 56a, (trans. Ichimura 2015, 
330) as “to be practised”; the  Sanskrit fragments of the Daśottara Sūtra 9.2 (Mittal, 1957) 
include the words nava dharmā bhāvitavyāḥ (“nine states to be developed”) although the 
list of dharmas has not been preserved. The list in DĀ 10 is repeated in DĀ 11 (section 9.2) 
in T 1. 58c as “nine states to be cultivated” (trans. Anālayo 2017, 413); and in DĀ 12 and 
T 1, 60a as “nine states that lead towards nirvāna” (trans. Anālayo 2017, 442).

53  On the role of lists in the Dasuttara Sutta, see Gethin (1992, 157); cf. Anālayo (2014, 33 
n.63).

54  D 34 (pts iii.272): dhammaṃ nibbānapattiyā.
55  DĀ 10 (T 1, 52c) (trans. Ichimura 2015, 307). A version of the Daśottara Sūtra preserved 

in Sanskrit (Mittal, 1957) reads only “listen well and pay good attention” (śṛṇuta sādhu 
ca suṣṭhu ca manasikuruta). 
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56  This comparison of conditionality with a recipe is developed further in the Appendix. 
57  The idea of “family resemblances” is introduced in Philosophical Investigations 

(Wittgenstein, 1958 §57).
58  My conclusion leaves open some questions. What exactly does the sequence of upanisās 

mean? Are there specific significances in the various conditional relationships the 
sequence contains? I will tackle these questions in future articles, exploring the structure 
of the sequence, its division into an “integration series” and an “insight series” of states, 
and the precise significance of these series.

59  The recipe is by Philipp, and was found at https://www.exceedinglyvegan.com. 
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Abbreviations

A Aṅguttara Nikāya (Morris & Hardy, 1885–1900).
D Dīgha Nikāya (T. W. Rhys Davids & Carpenter, 1890–1911).
DĀ  Dīgha Āgama (CBETA, Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association, 1998–

2019).
DOP  Dictionary of Pāli (Cone, 2001;  2010).
MĀ  Madhyama Āgama (CBETA, Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association, 1998–

2019).
Mp Manorathapūraṇī (Walleser & Kopp, 1936–1973).
S Saṃyutta Nikāya (Féer, 1884–1898).
Spk Sāratthappakāsinī (Woodward, 1929–1937).
T  Taishō Shinshū Daizōkyō 大正新脩大藏經. Tokyo: Taishō issaikyō kankōkai, 1924–

1935.
Vibh  Vibhaṅga (C. A. F. Rhys Davids, 1904). 
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