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On-ramps to the Spiral Path. 
Jayarava, Dec 2010.

1
  

 

 

In 1957 when Sangharakshita first wrote about what he calls the „Spiral Path‟ in the first 

edition of his A Survey of Buddhism, he was under the impression that the Upanisā Sutta (SN 

12.23) was one of a kind. Carolyn Rhys Davids (1922) had highlighted the Upanisā Sutta in 

the introduction to her Saṃyutta Nikāya translation: 

 

"Yet more refreshing is it to find that oasis on p.26, where a causal sequence of joy and 

happiness is, for this once only, harnessed to the scheme [of paṭicca-samuppāda]! How 

might it not have altered the whole face of Buddhism to the West if that sequence had 

been made the illustration of the causal law!
2
 

 

This seems to have made an impression on Sangharakshita who quotes Rhys Davids‟s words 

in his first written mention of this sequence.
3
 The appeal and importance of the Upanisā Sutta 

in this context is obvious, and it has become a major plank in Sangharakshita‟s presentation 

of the Buddhadharma. He has refered to the sequence variously as “Spiral Path”, “Positive 

Nidānas”
4
, and “Higher Evolution”. Unfortunately Rhys Davids‟s assertion that the sequence 

occurs “for this once only” was incorrect. Subsequently several scholars in the Triratna 

Order, including myself, have independently identified a number of other suttas which 

contain the progressive form of paṭicca-samuppāda with minor variations.
5
 Of particular 

interest are the first five suttas of the chapter of tens in the Aṅguttara Nikāya, repeated almost 

verbatim in the chapter of elevens. These use different metaphors for the functioning of this 

series, and in particular highlight different ways of getting into the flow of the series. Hence 

the „on-ramps‟ of my title.  

The existence of alternative ways into the Spiral Path allows us to step back and 

acknowledge that though the Upanisā Sutta is the locus classicus, it is not without problems. 

In particular the relationship between dukkha and saddhā is puzzling since dukkha of itself 

does not lead directly to saddhā, and this means that to make sense of the sequence we must 

always insert one or more additional item into the sequence as Sangharakshita does in his 

exposition. Though it is possible to make sense of the Spiral Path in these terms, it is not 

intellectually satisfying to have to insert extra elements in order to make the model function. 

                                                
1 In preparing this essay I am drawing on unpublished translations and notes by Dhīvan, as well as study of the 

texts he lead in our community in 2010, and subsequent conversations with him. I am very much aware that as 
I write Dhīvan‟s book on paṭicca-samuppāda, which will deal with some of these issues, is in the final stages 

of being published. My research into this topic dates to May 2004 when I wrote my essay A Footnote To 
Sangharakshita’s „A Survey of Buddhism‟ clarifying my own thinking about the presentation of the spiral path 

after studying the Survey at Padmaloka with Aśvajit. At that time I was unaware of essays by Sāgaramati and 
Ratnaprabha on this subject, or that others had identified other versions of the spiral path. I have read all of the 
texts mentioned in Pāli, and formally translated some of them myself. 

2 Rhys Davids and Woodward 1922, Part II, „The nidāna book‟ p.viii. [my italics] 
3
 Sangharakshita 1993, p.136 

4 Strictly speaking the items in the list are referred to as dhammas, and nidāna refers to how they are related. 

The neologism positive-nidānas,  by analogy with the more familiar twelve-fold nidāna sequence, is logical 
enough, but I will argue below that upanisās is a better term for this sequences. 

5 See Jayarava 2004; Sāgaramati 2010;  Ratnaprabhā 1996; See also Dhīvan forthcoming.  
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This dissatisfaction becomes more acute when one realises that the sequences with only ten 

or eleven steps from the Aṅguttara Nikāya do not require any additional nidānas, but make 

sense on their own terms. In this essay, therefore, I will examine the various metaphors used 

in AN 10.1-5 and some related texts, looking at the ways that the Spiral Path works in these, 

especially in its first few steps.  

 

The links 
 

There are various different lists of links distributed through the canon though they do 

converge. Below I list the various sequences and note the differences.
6
 

 

1. Upanisā Sutta 

dukkha > saddhā > pamojja > pīti > passadhi > sukha > samādhi > yathābhūta-

ñāṇadassana > nibbidā > virāga > vimutti > khaye ñānaṃ 

 

2. Dasuttara Sutta (DN 34) 

yonisomanasikara > pamojja > pīti > passadhi > sukha > samādhi > yathābhūta-

ñāṇadassana > nibbidā-virāga > vimutti. 

 

3. AN 10.1-5
7
; AN 11.1-5 

kusalāni sīlāni > avippaṭisāra > pamojja > pīti > passadhi > sukha > samādhi > 

yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana > nibbidā-virāga
8
 > vimutti-ñānadassana. 

 

4. Visuddhimagga (Vism i.32)
9
 

vinaya > saṃvara > pamojja > pīti > passadhi > sukha > samādhi > yathābhūta-

ñāṇadassana > nibbidā > virāga > vimutti > vimutti-ñānadassana 

 

5. AN 8.81
10

 

Satisampajañña > hirottappa
11

 > indriya-saṃvara
12

 > sīla > sammā-samādhi > 

yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana > nibbidāvirāga > vimuttiñāṇadassanaṃ 

 

We can see that most of the lists converge at pamojja, except the last. They diverge again 

at the last two links and though the difference here is relatively minor it does present a minor 

                                                
6 I have identified a number of other suttas which either use a fragment of this series (S iv.78-9, S v.396-9, D 

ii.214), or which present another list, e.g. the eight-fold path, in terms of a progression (D ii.218). See also 

Jayarava 2004. 
7 These are also known respectively as The Kimatthiya (What is the Point?), Cetanākaraṇīya (Making an 

Effort), Paṭhama-upanisa (First Precondition), Dutiya-upanisa (Second Precondition), and Tatiya-upanisa 

(Third Precondition) Suttas. The equivalent suttas with 11 steps are identically named. 
8 At AN 11.1-5, AN 10.1-5 are repeated with nibbidā and virāga listed separately to give eleven links. 
9 Ñāṇamoli p.13 
10

 this sequence beginning with hirotappe is found at AN 7.65; with indriya-saṃvara at AN 6.50, and beginning 
with sīla at AN 5.24 and 5.168. 

11 hiri and ottappa are roughly shame at having done something unskilful, and the fear of doing so which results 
in moral restraint. 

12 i.e. „restraint of the sense faculties‟. Equivalent to „guarding the gates of the senses‟ (indriyesu gutta-dvāratā). 
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problem. This gives us four different routes to pamojja which then leads onto vimutti, and 

five on-ramps to the Spiral Path in total. See the diagram below. 

 

 

 1. 2. 3.  4. 5. 

 
 dukkha yonisomanasikara  kusalāni sīlāni  vinaya satisampajaññe 
 

 
 saddhā    saṃvara hirottappe 
 

 
   avippaṭisara 
      indriya-saṃvara 

    
   pamojja    
    

   pīti   sīla 
   
   passadhi 

   
   sukha 
   
   samādhi   sammā-samādhi 

   
   yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana 
   

   nibbidā 
   
   virāga 

   
   vimutti 
 

 
  khaye ñāṇa  vimutti-ñāṇadassana 

 

 

The Upanisā Sutta. 
 

From the above we can see that the Upanisā Sutta is not in fact representative of the majority 

of suttas in the canon, but begins and ends idiosyncratically. The beginning of the sequence 

of items in the Upanisā Sutta requires some exegesis, and some assumptions must be made 

about how saddhā arises out of dukkha. In the Survey Sangharakshita does not address this 

problem, only talking about the sequence in general terms. In The Three Jewels he says that 

saddhā “develops when, as a result of our experience of the painful, unsatisfactory and 

frustrating nature of saṃsāric experience, we begin to place the heart… not so much on the 

conditioned as on the Unconditioned”. (p.112) This statement in turn requires some 

unpacking as what Sangharakshita means by the Unconditioned (capital U) is not 

immediately clear, and in recent interviews he has changed his mind using this kind of 

terminology as it seems to have been misunderstood. However let us say that by the 

Unconditioned he means something like „the possibility of liberation‟ (vimutti) which is in 

keeping with the terminology of the texts we are discussing. As a result of our experience of 
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dukkha we develop faith in the possibility of awakening. But it‟s not clear that saddhā does 

develop directly from the experience of dukkha or Buddhism would be spontaneously break 

out everywhere. More recently in What is the Dharma? Sangharakshita has filled in the gaps 

a little. Awareness of dukkha gives rise to “restlessness”, which sets us “searching for 

something higher”, and once we contact something higher then faith arises. Sangharakshita, 

in effect, introduces three intermediate steps: restlessness, searching, and contact with 

something higher. (p.109). We could call these nidānas 1a, 1b, and 1c. In A Guide to the 

Buddhist Path Sangharakshita defines faith as: 

 

“The emotional response of what is ultimate in us to what is ultimate in the universe. 

Faith is an intuitive response to what is of ultimate value.
13

 

 

It is difficult to see how to square this statement with saddhā arising from dukkha (the 

very opposite of „something higher‟), and we can see why so many extra steps are needed get 

from one to the other. Unfortunately this exposition appears to make the spiral to loop back 

on itself because surely „contact with something higher‟ is very like yathābhūta-

ñāṇadassana. Subhuti‟s recent presentation of Sangharakshita‟s ideas on doctrine makes it 

clear that saddhā requires some experience of the path itself. He says: “We need to be 

confident that it is possible to go beyond our present level of consciousness…”, and 

confidence is supported by reason, intuition and experience; but paradoxically he says that it 

is only when we have faith that we will practice in a way which will bring about that shift in 

consciousness “Without that confidence we will not apply ourselves to assembling the 

necessary conditions [for new levels of consciousness emerge].
14

 This creates a tautology – 

knowledge & vision arises with faith as a pre-condition, but faith itself depends on something 

very like knowledge & vision. Sangharakshita might argue that the two are of a different 

order and that knowledge & vision refers to a decisive insight that takes us past the point of 

no return (to use his „gravitational‟ metaphor), whereas contact with “something higher” 

merely confirms that there is something other than dukkha to aspire to. I can see an argument 

for making the distinction between reaching the point of no return and lesser insights, but if 

something higher is not yathābhūta then what is it? Compare the lokuttara and lokiya aspects 

of the Eightfold-path. As Sangharakshita says: 

 

“The point of distinction is the difference between a virtue consciously and deliberately 

practised, with more or less success, as a discipline, and a virtue that is the natural 

expression, the spontaneous overflow, of an inner realization.”
15

 

 

This kind of distinction would seem to apply to faith and knowledge & vision as well. 

My main response to these kinds of arguments would be that the complexity of the exposition 

required to iron out the apparent contradictions, goes against the description of the Dharma as 

„immediately apparent‟ (sandiṭṭhiko). That saddhā arises from dukkha is not apparent, let 

alone immediately apparent. 

                                                
13 Sangharakshita 1990a, p.95. 
14 Subhuti 2010, p.14. 
15 Sangharakshita 1993, p.159. 
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Bhikkhu Bodhi has also written about the way that saddhā depends on dukkha.
16

 Bodhi‟s 

scheme is similar to Sangharakshita‟s but a little more elaborate. He sees dukkha as 

stimulating a need to make a break from our “instinctual urges”, leading to “a search for 

something different”, and an “arousing of religious consciousness”. To this point he appears 

to be thinking along the same lines as Sangharakshita, but he further characterises the 

arousing of religious consciousness in terms of an “act of understanding” and an “adoption of 

a new perspective”.
 17

 Bodhi says: “The urge for liberation can only set in when pain and 

sorrow have been confronted with reflective awareness and recognised as symptoms of a 

deeper ailment…”.
18

  I make this a total of four extra steps between dukkha and saddhā, 

which is even less satisfactory. 

The Upanisā Sutta as a model of the spiritual life is problematic because it does not 

mention ethics (sīla) at all! It is true that there are many ways into the Dharma, many paths 

which converge, but ethics is central to Sangharakshita‟s presentation of the Dharma. Faith is 

also important, but in practical terms we cannot leave ethics out. It is precisely from the 

experience of practicing ethics and meditation and reflecting on the results that saddhā, faith 

in the possibility of liberation, arises. 

A further problem occurs at the end of the Upanisā Sutta sequence. The move from 

vimutti to khaye ñānaṃ involves an abrupt shift of metaphor. We move from the positive tone 

of „liberation‟ (vimutti), having become fed-up (nibbidā) with the kāmaloka, and turned away 

(virāga) from it; to the negative language of the knowledge of „destruction‟ (khaye). I note 

that Rhys Davids filled in the blank with respect to question „destruction of what?‟ by 

translating khaye ñāṇa as “knowledge about extinction (of intoxicants)”.
19

 Sangharakshita 

himself goes one step further in The Three Jewels, and cites the Pāli term as 

„āsavakkhayañāṇa‟. Though this is almost certainly what is intended, and how Buddhaghosa 

understands it in the commentary,
20

 the  term does not occur in the Upanisā Sutta.
21

 

The Upanisā Sutta has two virtues. Firstly it is the only sutta where the progressive 

upanisā sequence occurs in the same context as the cyclic nidāna sequence, and this helps to 

legitimise the use of the phrase „positive nidānas‟, but also gives us a vital clue that the two 

trends in conditionality were already seen as two aspects of one process by the time the canon 

was collated. However we do need to note how the two were linked. The progressive 

sequence is tacked onto the end of the cyclic: 

 

… taṇha > upādāna  > bhava > jati > dukkha > saddhā > pamojja > pīti… 

 

This is substitution is to some extent consistent with other texts which describe the 

nidāna chain as the origin of this whole mass of suffering (kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa 

samudayo),
 22

 and the whole mass of suffering by definition includes death. However we will 

                                                
16 Bodhi 1980, p.11-13. 
17 Bodhi 1980, p.11. 
18

 Bodhi 1980, p.11. 
19 cited in Sangharakshita 1993, p.138. 
20 SA 2.51.  
21 Sangharakshita 1991 p.129; c.f. p.110 where he cites the term as khayañāṇa. SN 12.23 has khaye ñāṇa. 
22 e.g. Kaccānagotta Sutta, S ii.16. 
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also see below that when composing a meditation practice combining reflection on the two 

trends, Sangharakshita did not follow the pattern of the Upanisā Sutta. 

The second virtue is the simile that occurs at the end of the sutta to illustrate the 

principle. Many people respond more easily to images, and this image nicely conveys the 

point of the progressive sequence. I will discuss this together with another simile below. 

 

Other On-ramps 
 

One of the characteristic ways of presenting the Buddhist path to freedom is in terms of 

ethics, meditation and wisdom. The series beginning with virtuous behaviour (kusalāni sīla) 

shows how ethics feed into positive mental states that prepare the mind for the deep 

concentration of samādhi, in which state one can see through (vipassana) intoxication with 

sensuous pleasure, and see things as they are (yathābhūta), which in turn leads to liberation 

and the knowledge of liberation. AN 10.2 in particular neatly fits our pre-existing ideas of 

how ethics feeds the spiritual life.  AN10.1-5 begin with virtuous conduct, the benefit and 

reward of which is non-remorse, what we might call a clear conscience. A clear conscience 

has gladness as its benefit and reward, which in turn has joy as its benefit and reward and so 

on up to liberation (vimutti). I will discuss the nature of the links under the heading „Linking 

the Elements‟ below. 

The Vism sequence appears to be a monastic adaptation of AN10.2. The general concern 

with ethics is rephrased in the monastic language of discipline (vinaya) and restraint 

(saṃvara). Oddly, although Buddhaghosa traces the series through to vimutti and vimutti-

ñāṇadassana, he place the series as a whole in the context of mundane (lokiya) virtue which 

“brings about improvement in future becoming and is a prerequisite for the escape from 

becoming”. Supramundane (lokuttara) virtue, by contrast, “brings about the escape from 

becoming and is the plane of Reviewing Knowledge (paccavekkhaṇañāṇassa).”
 23

 Contrast 

this with the commentarial text Nettipakaraṇa which, as Bhikkhu Bodhi has noted, describes 

the Spiral Path as lokuttara or „beyond the world‟.
24

 The series is given no great prominence 

in Vism, and appears only once in this context. 

In AN 8.81 the sequence is first stated in the negative, ie without satisaṃpajañña the 

basis for hirotappa is destroyed (hatūpanisaṃ), etc; and then in the positive when there is 

satisaṃpajañña then there is a basis (upanisa) for hirotappa. The syntax here mirrors the 

general conditionality formula i.e. imasmiṃ sati, idam hoti.
25

 This on-ramp does not join the 

series of upanisās until yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana and so represents a distinct presentation of 

the principle. Similarly the progressive sequence in the Rathavinīta Sutta (MN 24) is 

                                                
23 Ñāṇamoli p.13. [my italics] Nyanatiloka (2004) explains paccavekkhaṇañāṇassa as “retrospective 

knowledge… any inner experience just passed” (p.136) – I think here it refers to vimuttiñāṇa, the knowledge 
of having just experienced of vimutti. 

24 Netti 65. The phrase „Transcendental Dependent Arising‟ (lokuttara paṭiccasamuppāda), used by Bodhi 
doesn‟t actually occur, but it is clearly stated that the path sīla > avippaṭisāro etc. is lokuttara, and contrasted 
with the twelve nidānas which are mundane (lokiya). Whether lokuttara is best translated as „transcendental‟ 

is a moot point, but in any case lokuttara is an adjective not a noun. Netti seems to follow AN10.1 though it 
drops the adjective kusalāni. (Esevanto dukkhassā’’ti paṭiccasamuppādo. So duvidho lokiyo ca lokuttaro ca. 

Tattha lokiyo avijjāpaccayā saṅkhārā, yāva jarāmaraṇā. Lokuttaro sīlavato avippaṭisāro jāyati, yāva 
nāparaṃ itthattāyāti pajānāti.) 

25 This type of construction is called a „locative absolute‟. 
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underscored by the same principle, but gets to yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana by quite a different 

route and emphasises purification for the sake of (yāvadeva). Thus: 

 

purification of virtue > purification of mind > purification of view > purification by over-

coming doubt > purification of knowledge & vision of what is and isn‟t the path > 

purification by knowledge & vision > parinibbāna with no remaining fuel for becoming 

(anupādaparinibbāna). 

 

These two examples show that the progressive sequence is an expression of the more 

fundamental principle of lokuttara paṭicca-samuppāda – just as the nidānas are seen to be an 

application of the principle of lokiya paṭicca-samuppāda. 

 

Linking the Elements : the Nature of Upanisā. 
 

The Upanisā Sutta, AN 10.3-4, and the variations on AN 8.81 all refer to the link between the 

elements of the sequence as an upanisā – a word which can mean „supporting condition‟, 

„precondition‟ or perhaps „secret connection‟.
26

 The commentary glosses upanisā with 

kāraṇa „cause‟ and paccaya „condition‟.
27

 Bhikkhu Bodhi translates „proximate cause‟ but it 

remains debatable whether „cause‟ is more appropriate than „condition‟ here. Elsewhere 

Bodhi is resistant to seeing the twelve nidānas as causal: 

 

 “The sequence of factors should not be regarded as a linear causal process in which each 

preceding factor gives rise to its successor through a simple exercise of efficient 

causality. The relationship among the factors is always one of complex conditionality 

rather than linear causation. The conditioning function can include such diverse 

relationships as mutuality (when two factors mutually support each other), necessary 

antecedent (when one factor must be present for another to arise), distal efficiency (as 

when a remotely past volitional formation generates consciousness in a new life), etc.”
28

  

 

In the Three Jewels Sangharakshita, following Rhys Davids, calls the link a “causal 

association”.
29

 There is an argument for the use of the language of causality, but it would be 

more typical to speak instead of conditionality. To say that avijjā causes saṅkhārā is to give 

avijjā itself agency. Whereas the nidānas in fact describe the process of experience, and so 

any agency should lie with the person. We can however say that agency tainted by avijjā 

gives rise to dukkha. 

                                                
26 „Secret connection‟ is a suggestion by Dhīvan and draws on the identity of Pāli upanisā with Sanskrit 

upaniṣad. He notes that Aśvaghoṣa “uses upaniṣad in a close parallel to this sutta as Saundarananda 13:22-
26.” and that the translator of the Clay Sanskrit Library edition, Linda Covill, has translated „secret‟ at this 

point. [Personal communication]. Dhīvan (2009) discusses this issue in greater depth. The translation as 
„secret connection‟ is still rather speculative and, with respect to my friend, I prefer to note it as a possible 
connotation rather than adopt it as a main translation. 

27 SA 2.52 Saupanisanti sakāraṇaṃ sappaccayaṃ. 
28 Bodhi 2000. p. 523 (introduction to the nidāna-saṃyutta.) 
29 e.g. Sangharakshita 1991, p.111. “In causal association with dukkha arises… (ii) saddhā.” 
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If there is a generic technical term for the relationship between the items in the lokuttara 

paṭicca-samuppāda sequence, then it would appear to be upanisā rather than nidāna. 

Although the phrase „positive nidānas‟ has become current in the Triratna Order, I wonder 

whether upanisās, with its canonical credentials might not suit our purposes better. Using the 

same name for both sequences (i.e. nidānas) has emphasised Sangharakshita‟s view that the 

two trends are manifestations of one underlying „Reality‟, but they do need to be 

distinguished since they work differently, hence we prefix one with „positive‟ or 

„progressive‟, and the other with „cyclic‟. 

In AN10.1 and Vism the link is described in terms of attha, variously translated 

depending on the context as „benefit, reward, advantage; meaning, purpose.‟ This serves a 

useful methodological purpose as it deals with the motivation to practice – it sets out that 

Spiral Path as a series of positive benefits which accrue to the spiritual practitioner. In 

AN10.1 attha is paired with its synonym ānisaṃsa „reward, profit, merit, advantage‟. Each 

subsequent item in the list is the benefit and reward of the preceding item. 

In AN 10.2 the progress comes because it is „natural‟ (dhammatā) which means that 

being virtuous one need not make an effort of will (cetanāya karaṇīyaṃ) to bring about a 

clear conscience, it just happens. That a clear conscience is the natural outcome of being 

virtuous doesn‟t require any speculation on our part, it is within the range of everyone‟s 

experience. Neither does it require any extra steps. AN 10.4 and 10.5 phrase this negatively 

in that without virtue the basis for a clear conscience is destroyed (hatūpaniso). 

What is emphasised in AN 10.1-2 in particular is that ethics is where we put in the most 

effort. By behaving virtuously we set up the conditions for the Spiral Path to naturally and 

spontaneously arise. Being virtuous is not only its own reward, but continued effort to be 

ethical drives the whole of the spiritual life. This is consistent with the idea that if meditation 

is not going well, it is worth looking at our ethical practice. 

 

Similes 

 

The fact that the Spiral Path unfolds naturally (dhammatā) is a very attractive feature of the 

AN10/11 Suttas. The same point is made by the similes of flowing water in the Upanisā 

Sutta, and the simile of a healthy tree in AN 6.50.  

 

Streams 

 

Just as, monks, when rain pours down in thick droplets on a mountain top, the water 

flows down along with the slope, and fills the clefts, gullies, and creeks; these being 

filled fill up the pools; these being filled fill up the lakes; these being filled fill up the 

streams; these being filled fill up the rivers; and these being filled fill up the great 

ocean.
30

 

 

Here our sīla is like rain pouring down on the mountain side. The effects of each small 

ethical act might be small like a single rain drop amongst a shower, but morality is a 

                                                
30 Bodhi (2000) p.556 
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cumulative process – the effects of our actions accumulate and gain momentum as we 

become more ethically aware and astute. This is sometimes described in terms of 

accumulating „merit‟ (puñña). 

 

Tree 

 

[With sense control in place, this] is like a tree with branches and foliage intact: the buds 

will mature, and also the bark, the greenwood and the heartwood will mature.
31

 

 

In the tree simile sīla is the branches and leaves of the tree that keep it healthy, and make 

it possible for buds to grow and mature. An even better simile would have been to liken sīla 

to the roots of the tree. 

The similes, particular the flowing water simile, are a valuable for presentations of the 

Dharma. The main sense of both of these similes is that if we set up the conditions for 

spiritual growth then spiritual growth is not only possible, but will naturally occur – 

significantly both of the similes draw on the natural world. 

 

Practice  
 

In the Triratna Order we do an insight practice based on the two types of nidāna chain.
32

 

These two only occur together in the Upanisā Sutta where dukkha replaces the usual jarā-

maraṇa in the nidāna sequence (as discussed above). However, in composing a nidāna 

reflection for the Order, Sangharakshita did not follow the pattern in the Upanisā Sutta. Our 

practice begins with the Spiral Path upanisās from dukkha up to yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana. 

The content of the yathābhūta insight is the nidāna chain, so at this point we go forward 

through the 12 links from avijjā to maraṇa in terms of arising, then backwards from maraṇa 

to avijjā in terms of ceasing. We then continue through the remaining links in the Spiral Path 

from nibbidā to khaye-ñānaṃ. Although not canonical this is an efficacious way of 

approaching the practice.  

There would be no conflict with any of the alternate on-ramps since they are all 

canonical and express different aspect of the spiritual path. However the suttas which begin 

with virtuous conduct giving rise to a clear conscience and thence to gladness etc., would 

seem to have some clear advantages as explored above.  

 

Conclusion 

 

I‟ve tried to show that despite the historical importance of the Upanisā Sutta to the Triratna 

Order it does not serve us as well as it might as a canonical source for the teaching of the 

Spiral Path. If not for an infelicitous remark about its uniqueness in 1922 the sutta might have 

played a smaller role in our movement. Ideally I would like to see the Triratna Order adopt a 

version of the spiral which flows more naturally, which is sandiṭṭhiko, and which is more 

                                                
31 Nyanaponika & Bodhi 1999, p.166. AN 6.50; PTS AN iii.359. 
32 This is briefly described in Kamalashila 1992, p.217-223. 
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consistent with the body of our doctrinal teachings, which emphasise the threefold path of 

ethics, meditation and wisdom. Specifically I think AN10.2/11.2 – sometimes known as the 

Cetanākaraṇīya Sutta or „The Discourse on Making an Effort‟ – should replace the Upanisā 

Sutta as our locus classicus in our doctrinal presentations, though we could call the sequences 

„the upanisās‟ in contra-distinction to the nidānas which continue to refer to the traditional 

twelvefold formula. The Cetanākaraṇīya Sutta integrates well with our organising 

paradigms: the higher evolution, the three-fold path, the five orders of conditionality, levels 

of going for refuge, and the system of meditation. (see table below) 

 

Evolution Going for 

Refuge 

Orders of 

Conditionality 

Upanisās Three-fold  

Path 

System of  

meditation 

lower cultural 

physical  

biological 

psychological 

(12 nidānas) 

  

higher 

provisional 

 

shading  

into 

 

effective 

karmic 

kusalāni sīlāni 
ethics  

avippaṭsāra 

pamojja 

meditation 

integration  

&  

positive 

emotion 

pīti 

passadhi 

sukha 

samādhi 

real 

transcendental 

yathābhūta – 

ñāṇadassana 

wisdom 

spiritual 

death nibbidā 

virāga 

transcendental 
vimutti spiritual 

rebirth vimutti ñāṇa 

 

Subhuti (2010) has showed how Sangharakshita‟s presentation of the Five Orders of 

Conditionality, the so-called „niyāmas‟
33

, fits in with other ways we present the Dharma, 

especially the Spiral Path.
34

 In the table below I try to show this correspondence between the 

various schemes. The first three orders of conditionality – physical inorganic, physical 

organic, and psychological – are not part of the Spiral Path which is marked by conscious 

development.
35

 (here also is the cross-over from lower to higher evolution, and from cultural 

to provisional Going for Refuge). Hence the karmic order begins with sīla – with ethical 

awareness and finishes with “stream entry”, here equivalent to knowledge & vision which 

activates the transcendental order. 

I have already mentioned the good fit with the three-fold path model of ethics, 

meditation and wisdom. In terms of the System of Meditation the upanisās from pamojja to 

                                                
33 Although I agree that Sangharakshita has given us a useful teaching in the „niyāmas‟, I accept the argument 

by  Dhīvan (2009b) that this teaching is an innovation, probably based on an original innovation by Caroline 

Rhys Davids in her discussion of niyāma in Rhys Davids (1912), and owes little to the Pāli sources. There are 
problems with Subhuti‟s (2010) understanding of the term niyāma, and with his presentation of the Pāli 
sources. Niyāma, which means „restraint, limit‟ would appear to be an incorrect label for these five orders of 

conditionality. 
34 Subhuti 2010, esp. p.10ff. 
35 Subhuti 2010, p.10. 
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samādhi collectively represent the stages of integration and positive emotion, though it is not 

easy to separate them out because each step is progressively more integrated and more 

emotionally positive. Meditation culminates in yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana which also initiates 

the stage of „spiritual death‟. Spiritual death continues through nibbidā and virāga, while 

spiritual rebirth is represented vimutti and vimutti-ñāṇa. These are ideals of course as we 

experience (at least potentially) lesser forms of this in every moment. 

I‟ve tried to show that the Cetanākaraṇīya Sutta makes a better fit with our presentation 

of the Dharma general, and is more internally coherent. Having a version of the Spiral Path 

which shows that the spiritual life is a natural progression; fuelled by and based in our ethical 

behaviour; which shows how the spiritual life as a whole works without reference to faith, 

would be a significant improvement on the status quo. This is not to say I wish to banish faith 

from our discourse. I do think it might be better dealt with elsewhere for instance 

Sangharakshita places saddhā in the path of transformation under the heading of „Perfect 

Emotion‟ (Pāli sammā-saṅkappa; Sanskrit samyak-saṃkalpa) in his exposition of the 

Eightfold-path where it seems to naturally fit.
36

 

The  biggest problem for us in emphasising the Upanisā Sutta is that we have to go to 

great lengths to show how dukkha is a condition for saddhā, and in the end admit that it is not 

a direct condition: in Sangharakshita‟s exposition it is three steps removed. It is not 

sandiṭṭhiko, not immediately apparent. 

I suspect that given the emphasis that Sangharakshita has placed on the Upanisā Sutta in 

his writing that, despite the textual support I have rallied and the arguments I have made, it 

will continue to be the locus classicus for the Spiral Path teaching in the Triratna Order. Even 

so it would be advantageous to broaden the way we understand and present the Spiral Path to 

include the insights offered particularly by AN 10.1 & 2 because they make it clear that the 

Spiral Path has multiple on-ramps. 

 

Abbreviations 
 

AN Aṅguttara Nikāya 

DN Dīgha Nikāya 

MN Majjhima Nikāya 

Netti Nettipakaraṇa 

SA  Saṃyuttanikāya-aṭṭhakathā (Buddhaghosa‟s commentary on the Saṃyutta 

Nikāya) 

SN Saṃyutta Nikāya 

Vism Visuddhimagga 

 

All Pāli texts taken from Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyana Tipiṭaka. Version 4.0. 1995. Vipassana Research 
Institute. 
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