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We recently covered the topic of dependent arising in
the Pali Texts class at DRBU. In his new book Making
Sense of Mind Only', William Waldron asserts:

“Seeing phenomena in terms of patterns of relationships,
and the conditions they depend on to come about—to
arise—is to see them as dependently arising” (21).

We can understand dependent arising “by analyzing the
multiple conditions on which [causal relations] depend
and the patterns of interaction out of which they arise”
(25).

With X as a condition, there is Y. If there wasn’t X as a
condition, there would be no Y. Understanding patterns
of interactions and interactive processes shifts attention
away from our usual focus on agents and their actions, on
concepts and objects, and toward the complex, dynamic
interdependence of phenomena (Waldron 2023:25).
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Feeling (vedana) is defined as pleasant,
unpleasant, or neither-pleasant-nor-
unpleasant. Feeling is a universal mental
factor, meaning that it is present in every
moment of consciousness.
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In the Samyuttanikiya (SN 12.12), the Buddha says that
asking who craves is not a fit question (Waldron 2023:26). A
person, much like a car or a river, is a convenient designation
for a complex pattern of interconnected processes.

Thinking that some subject craves some object completely
misses one of the most fundamental teachings of Buddhism.
So then, what is a fit question? Conditioned by what
is craving is a fit question (Waldron 2023:26). And the
Buddha taught that craving is conditioned by feeling.

Feeling (vedana) is defined as pleasant, unpleasant, or
neither-pleasant-nor-unpleasant. Feeling is a universal
mental factor, meaning that it is present in every moment
of consciousness.

Consciousness arises dependent on conditioning factors
(samskaras), which in turn arise dependent on ignorance.
When we do not directly know our true mind, we think
that whatever we perceive in these fleeting moments of
consciousness is real, when in fact whatever we perceive is
entirely constructed by our mind.

So, not knowing our original mind enables us to
experience something else outside of ourselves, but of
course that something else doesn’t exist the way we think it
does. This is because whatever objects we perceive in those
moments of consciousness are cognized with the help of
various mental factors that arise dependent on past karma.

In addition to feeling, each moment of consciousness is
also equipped with at least contact—the coming together
of a sense faculty, a sense object, and a sense consciousness,
attention, conceptualization—the labels and marks applied
through language to identify the object being cognized, and
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Whatever objects we perceive in those moments of
consciousness are cognized with the help of various
mental factors that arise dependent on past karma.
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There’s nothing intrinsically pleasant, unpleasant, or
% neutral in sense objects. Our mind provides the feeling
Sow. e tone from past karma.
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intention—which, far from free will is limited to organizing
whatever mental factors are present in a given moment of
consciousness.

In addition to these five, there may be other additional
wholesome or unwholesome mental factors present in a given
moment of consciousness. These additional mental factors
present in any given consciousness change from moment to
moment.

This brings us to an important teaching: feeling, whether
we like or dislike the object being cognized, arises dependent
on contact. There is no agent choosing to like X and dislike Y.
The experience of an object as pleasant, unpleasant, or neither
automatically arises dependent on contact. There’s nothing
intrinsically pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral in sense objects.
Our mind provides the feeling tone from past karma.

In a sutta on the eight worldly conditions, one suffers from
becoming elated when experiencing pleasure and dejected
when experiencing pain (AN 8:6; IV 157-59). Pleasure and
pain continue to take hold of, to overpower, the mind, which
is attracted to pleasure and repelled by pain.

In contrast, one who is mindful trains to understand
the interactive processes as they really are. Conditions do
not continue to overpower the mind, which is not attracted
to pleasure or repelled by pain. Instead, attraction and
aversion are given up. This only happens if we see feeling as
dependently arisen. If we assign the cause of the pleasant or
unpleasant feeling to an external object, we will continue to
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amass unwholesome karma and fail to see things as
they are.

The Buddha is very clear that neither the sense
faculties nor the sense objects are fetters, but rather
the desire and greed (chandaraga) that arise from
the coming together of a sense faculty and object are
fetters (SN 35.232). There is desire and greed for the
delight experienced from a pleasant feeling and the
aversion experienced from an unpleasant feeling. The
sense object is just a vehicle to convey the feeling. The
ensuing delight is the result of clinging.

Take for example “The Greater Discourse on the
Destruction of Craving,” in which the Buddha contrasts
two types of people (MN 38: Mahaitanhdsankhaya
Sutta, tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi). First, one who still suffers:

“30. “On seeing a form with the eye, he lusts after
it if it is pleasing; he dislikes it if it is unpleasing. He
abides with mindfulness of the body unestablished,
with a limited mind, and he does not understand as it
actually is the deliverance of mind and deliverance by
wisdom wherein those evil unwholesome states cease
without remainder.

Engaged as he is in favoring and opposing, whatever
feeling he feels — whether pleasant or painful or
neither-painful-nor-pleasant — he delights in that
feeling, welcomes it, and remains holding to it.> As he
does so, delight arises in him. Now delight in feelings is
clinging. With his clinging as condition, being [comes
to be]; with being as condition, birth; with birth as
condition, aging and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain,
grief, and despair come to be. Such is the origin of this
whole mass of suffering.”

The first type of person delights in or opposes
whatever he feels. Such delight is said to be the same
as clinging or grasping, which sets into motion new
karma and suffering. Now, one who breaks down
experience in terms of the five aggregates does not

amass new karma or additional suffering.

“40. “On seeing a form with the eye, he does not lust
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after it if it is pleasing; he does not dislike it if it is unpleasing.
He abides with mindfulness of the body established, with
an immeasurable mind, and he understands as it actually is
the deliverance of mind and deliverance by wisdom wherein
those evil unwholesome states cease without remainder.

Having thus abandoned favoring and opposing, whatever
feeling he feels, whether pleasant or painful or neither-painful-
nor-pleasant, he does not delight in that feeling, welcome it,
or remain holding to it.

As he does not do so, delight in feelings ceases in him.
With the cessation of his delight comes cessation of clinging;
with the cessation of clinging, cessation of being; with the
cessation of being, cessation of birth; with the cessation of
birth, aging and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief, and
despair cease. Such is the cessation of this whole mass of
suffering.”

The same goes for the other sense faculties.

Another sutta speaks of developing both body and mind,
so that when touched by a pleasant feeling, one does not
lust after pleasure (MN 36)3. The pleasant feeling arises, but
does not invade the mind and remain because the body is
developed. When the pleasant feeling ceases and painful
feeling arises, one does not become sad and distraught. The
painful feeling arises, but does not invade the mind and
remain because the mind is developed.

According to “The Greater Discourse on Causation” (DN
15, par 32, Mahanidana Sutta), one does not consider feeling
as self, nor self as without the experience of feeling. Because
one does not think, “My self feels; for my self is subject to
feeling,” one does not cling to anything in the world. Not
clinging, one is not agitated. Not agitated, one attains
nirvana. In this way, every skandha whatsoever is to be seen
as it actually is: it is not mine, not my self, not what I am (SN
22.93). Disenchanted with the aggregates, one becomes first
dispassionate toward the aggregates and then fully released.

To conclude, every moment of consciousness is equipped
with feeling—whether pleasant, unpleasant, or neither-
pleasant-nor-unpleasant. If we fail to understand that this
feeling dependently arises on the basis of contact from a
storehouse of past karma, then, in confusion, we might
erroneously think that that feeling comes from the sense
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object being experienced. It does not. Moreover,
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in that feeling, then more karma and suffering are
created. The sense object does not give pleasure,
but rather dependently arisen feeling is always
present in our cognition of the sense object. We
don’t have to repress it, but it is for our benefit to
train not to delight in, crave, and cling to it.

The Buddha encouraged us to break down
our experience of things in terms of interactive
processes, to see the aggregates as what we identify
with and take as our own. Let’s train to break
down our experience of people and things in
terms of the aggregates in order to see experience
as the interaction of multiple factors in discernible
patterns without an underlying subject. When the
mind understands events as processes and does not
attach and become agitated, the mind naturally
expands knows experience as it really is (DN 15,
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1. Waldron, William. Making Sense of Mind Only: Why Yogacara Buddhism Matters. Wisdom Publications: 2023.
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2. Bhikkhu Bodhi notes: “MA explains that he delights in the painful feeling by clinging to it with thoughts of “I” and “mine.” In
confirmation of the statement that a worldling may delight in painful feelings, one thinks not only of full-fledged masochism but
also of the common tendency of people to put themselves into distressing situations in order to reinforce their sense of ego.”
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3. MN 36: The Greater Discourse to Saccaka: “9. “And how, Aggivessana, is one developed in body and developed in mind? Here,
Aggivessana, pleasant feeling arises in a well-taught noble disciple. Touched by that pleasant feeling, he does not lust after pleasure
or continue to lust after pleasure. That pleasant feeling of his ceases. With the cessation of the pleasant feeling, painful feeling
arises. Touched by that painful feeling, he does not sorrow, grieve, and lament, he does not weep beating his breast and become
distraught. When that pleasant feeling has arisen in him, it does not invade his mind and remain because body is developed. And
when that painful feeling has arisen in him, it does not invade his mind and remain because mind is developed. Anyone in whom,
in this double manner, arisen pleasant feeling [240] does not invade his mind and remain because body is developed, and arisen
painful feeling does not invade his mind and remain because mind is developed, is thus developed in body and developed in

mind.” (tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi).
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