
Why Dependent Origination?



“So what is dependent origination?

●Dependent on ignorance, there are willed acts.

●Dependent on willed acts, there is consciousness.

●Dependent on consciousness, there are the mental aspects 

and form of a being.

●Dependent on the mental aspects and form of a being, there 

are the six senses.

●Dependent on the six senses, there are sense impressions.

●Dependent on sense impressions, there are sensations.

●Dependent on sensations, there is craving.

●Dependent on craving, there is fuel/taking up.

●Dependent on fuel/taking up, there is life.

●Dependent on life, there is birth.

●And dependent on birth, there come to be old age and death, 

and sorrow, grief, pain, sadness, and distress.







???



Common views

●“While the Four Noble Truths are not considered to be a 

difficult doctrine, the Dependent Origination formula has 

been held throughout Buddhist history to be profound and 

difficult.”

●“Dependent Arising is not merely one strand of doctrine 

[…], but the radical insight at the heart of the Buddha's 

teaching, the insight from which everything else unfolds.”



The Four Truths

“The footprints of all animals fit inside that of 

an elephant. Therefore the elephant's 

footprint is called the King of all footprints. 

Likewise, all skilful teachings can be 

included in the four truths seen by the noble 

one*. What are those four?

1. The truth of suffering,

2. the truth of the origin of suffering,

3. the truth of the cessation of suffering,

4. and the truth of the practice that makes 

suffering cease.” (Sariputta, MN28)

Steve Bloom



craving → rebirth → suffering

no craving → no rebirth → no suffering

The Buddha's first discourse

1) “The truth of suffering is the following: Birth is suffering. Old age is 

suffering. Sickness is suffering. Death is suffering. … In short, the five 

aspects of existence* which are taken up, are suffering.

2) The truth of the origin of suffering is the following: It is the craving that 

leads to a next life, which along with enjoyment and desire looks for 

happiness in all kind of things. That is to say: the craving for sense 

pleasures, the craving to exist, and the craving to annihilate yourself.

3) The truth of the cessation of suffering is the following: It is the 

complete cessation, fading away, relinquishment, giving up, non-

existence, and non-abiding of that very same craving.

4) The truth of the practice that makes suffering cease, as seen by the 

noble one, is the following: It is the noble eightfold path.” — SN 56.11



“And while this talk was given, Venerable Kondañña had the 
stainless, spotless insight into the Truth. He saw that 

whatever may originate, it's all bound to cease.”

What happened when the Buddha gave this teaching?



Sariputta: “The Lord Buddha said: ‘If you see dependent 

origination you see the Truth (dhamma); if you see the 

Truth, you see dependent origination.’

And what has dependently originated are these five 

aspects of existence (khandhas) which are taken up.

Wanting them, adhering to them, being attracted to 

them, and holding on to them, that will make suffering 

originate.  

Removing and abandoning the want and desire for 

them, that will make suffering cease.” (MN28)

craving → rebirth → suffering

no craving → no rebirth → no suffering



●craving  (taṇhā)

●taking up  (upādāna) (also means ‘fuel’)

●life  (bhava)

●birth (jāti)

●old age and death  (jarā-maraṇa)

1) “The truth of suffering, as seen by the noble one, is the 

following. Birth is suffering. Old age is suffering. Sickness 

is suffering. Death is suffering. … In short, the five aspects 

of existence which are taken up, are suffering.

2) And the truth of the origin of suffering, as seen by the 

noble one, is the following. It is the craving that leads to a 

next life ...”

Dependent Origination in the first discourse



A “simpler” Dependent Origination

“When you focus on the gratification of things, craving 

increases.

●Dependent on craving, there is fuel/taking up.

●Dependent on fuel/taking up, there is life.

●Dependent on life, there is birth.

●And dependent on birth, there come to be old age and 

death, and

●sorrow, grief, pain, sadness, and distress.

That is how this whole mass of suffering originates.” 

(SN12.57)



“So what is dependent origination?

●Dependent on ignorance, there are willed acts.

●Dependent on willed acts, there is consciousness.

●Dependent on consciousness, there are the mental aspects and 

form of a being.

●Dependent on the mental aspects and form of a being, there are 

the six senses.

●Dependent on the six senses, there are sense impressions.

●Dependent on sense impressions, there are sensations.

●Dependent on sensations, there is craving.

●Dependent on craving, there is fuel/taking up.

●Dependent on fuel/taking up, there is life.

●Dependent on life, there is birth.

●And dependent on birth, there come to be old age and death, and 

sorrow, grief, pain, sadness, and distress.

That is how this whole mass of suffering originates.” (SN12.1)

The “difficult” Dependent Origination



ignorance & craving (=defilements) → rebirth → suffering

no defilements → no rebirth → no suffering

“The current body of a fool has originated by him being obstructed by 

ignorance and tied [to samsara] by craving. And he hasn't abandoned 

that ignorance nor ended that craving. ... Therefore, when he dies, 

the foolish person will move on to another body. Moving on to another 

body, he will not be freed from birth, old age, death, sorrow, grief, 

pain, sadness, and distress. He will not be freed from suffering.

The current body of a wise person has also originated by him being 

obstructed by ignorance and tied by craving. But he has abandoned 

that ignorance and ended that craving. .. Therefore, when he dies, 

the wise person will not move on to another body. Not moving on to 

another body, he will be freed from birth, old age, death, sorrow, grief, 

pain, sadness, and distress. He will be freed from suffering.” 

(SN12.19)

Another “simpler” Dependent Origination



“So what is dependent origination?

●Dependent on ignorance, there are willed acts.

●Dependent on willed acts, there is consciousness.

●Dependent on consciousness, there are the mental aspects and 

form of a being.

●Dependent on the mental aspects and form of a being, there are 

the six senses.

●Dependent on the six senses, there are sense impressions.

●Dependent on sense impressions, there are sensations.

●Dependent on sensations, there is craving.

●Dependent on craving, there is fuel/taking up.

●Dependent on fuel/taking up, there is life.

●Dependent on life, there is birth.

●And dependent on birth, there come to be old age and death, and 

sorrow, grief, pain, sadness, and distress.

That is how this whole mass of suffering originates.” (SN12.1)

The “difficult” Dependent Origination



ignorance craving

willed acts fuel/taking up

consciousness life

the mental aspects and    

form of a being

birth

the six senses

sense impressions old age and death etc.

sensations

Defilements

Rebirth

Suffering

defilements → rebirth → suffering

no defilements → no rebirth → no suffering





In a rosewood forest near Kosambi the Buddha picked up some 

rosewood leaves and said: “Mendicants, tell me which is more: 

the leaves in my hand or the leaves in the forest canopy?”

“Venerable, there are just a few leaves in your hand. There are 

many more in the forest canopy.”

“Likewise, compared to the few things I have taught you, there are 

many more things I know but haven't taught. Why haven't I taught 

those things? Because they are unhelpful and do not underlie the 

holy life. ...

But what have I taught you? I taught you what suffering is, 

what its origin is, what its cessation is, and what the practice that 

makes it cease is. Why have I taught those things? Because they 

are helpful and underlie the holy life. ...” (SN56.31)

Why these 12 factors?



“A frontier fort has many weapons 

stored up in order to protect its 

inhabitants and keep out 

invaders. That's like noble 

disciples who learn much. They 

remember what they learn and 

store it in their minds. They learn 

many of the teachings … With 

learning as their weapons they 

abandon what is unskillful and 

blameable and develop what is 

skilful and blameless.” (AN7.67)

Teaching are weapons





“Right view assisted by five factors has liberation of mind 

as its fruit ... What five? Ethics, learning, discussion, calm, 

and seeing clearly.” (AN5.25)

“When you recollect the teachings, your mind is not 

preoccupied by desire, anger, or delusion. Instead, it 

becomes focused on the teaching. With a focused mind 

you find inspiration in the theme and it's meaning.” 

(AN6.10)

Teaching are tools



Brahmanism vs. Buddhism



Response to Brahmanism

●Creation myth

●Non-self

●Redefining the factors of 

existence



Creation myth

●Creation of world vs. rebirth

●Self vs. nonself

●Desirable vs. undesirable

●Abstract vs. concrete

●Redefinition + polemic



So why Dependent Origination?

●explains the four truths

●provides more weapons

●responds to Brahmanism



●“While the Four Noble Truths are not considered to be a 

difficult doctrine, the Dependent Origination formula has 

been held throughout Buddhist history to be profound and 

difficult.”

●“Dependent Arising is not merely one strand of doctrine 

[…], but the radical insight at the heart of the Buddha's 

teaching, the insight from which everything else unfolds.”

Common views



Dependent Origination...

●why so intellectual / difficult?

●why the different interpretations?
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