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In our subjective experiences Buddhist conceptual structures suggest various categories for processing these experiences called cetasikas (chih-tah-see-kahs).  They function as storehouses for personal memories, and the fundamental product of these functions are described as universal cetasikas—every moment of experience is affected by these cognitive formations.  Psychologically, they are categories within which memories shape a sense of self in the world.  A conceptual term synonymous with cetasikas is sankharas (sahn-kah-rahs), traditionally translated as mind conditioning factors. As such, these categories don’t store procedural memories, such as how to tie a shoe or recognize a person with a name.  Their function is solely existential, that is, the operation of the Universal Cetasikas is instinctual, creating a basic sense of being.  The categories of cetasikas that follow the Universals--the Particulars (often termed “Occasionals”), the Unwholesome and Wholesome, rise above the instinctual, creating our social identities and beliefs about the world.

There are seven Universal Cetasikas:  feeling (vedana), perception (sanna), contact (phassa), volition (cetana), focusing (ekaggata), vitality (jivitindriya) and attention (manasikara).  These seven functions are ethically impressionable, that is, when they are accompanied by unwholesome cetasikas, the manifestation is the experience of distress and confusion; when accompanied by wholesome cetasikas, the manifestation is the experience of clarity and benevolence.  Here are descriptions of the cetasikas:

Feeling:  The Pali word for feeling is vedana, (vwey-da-nah—yes, it is pronounced with the combination of v and w), which is the transitional experience as a physical stimulus begins to be processed in the mind.  In this way, vedana can be experienced as a physical sensation, and also as a mental reaction.  This is sensation and affect--simple reactivity, not emotion; the range of feeling extends on a continuum from exceedingly pleasant through neutral or indifferent to exceedingly unpleasant.  Feelings arise as the result of the activation of the original stimulus, typically sensing light, sound, odor, flavor and other body sensations and the consciousness that reflects it, through the appropriate sense door—there is a feeling associated with seeing, hearing, and so on.  Each sensory process is organized in different areas of the brain.  The feelings are partially channeled through an emotional processing function of the midbrain through the amygdala, a cluster of neurons located in each hemisphere.  This feeling is instinctual and goes way back in the history of life.  Simple amoebas will approach a pleasant stimulus and avoid an unpleasant stimulus.  When a feeling is experienced without the conditioning shaped by wholesome sankharas, it manifests as craving, either for pleasant feeling to be acquired and sustained or for unpleasant feeling to be avoided or eliminated. The key Buddhist concept of paticca samuppada, dependent origination, states that when vedana isn’t negatively impacted by craving, there is no dukkha, no unwholesome karma developed, and this insight is a fundamental goal of vipassana practice.  Because of this aspect of feeling, it is included in the Four Foundations of Mindfulness as vedanupassana, mindfulness of feelings as feelings, not as a self.  

Perception: The Pali word for this function is sanna, (san-yah), and it functions as recognition.  This part of the mental process distinguishes a particular part of experiential flow from the background.  An early representation of this was the action of a woodworker, who would measure the dimensions of an area to install a piece of wood.  He would find another piece and mark the same length, then cut it to fit.  The measuring ensured a good fit, and this represents the function of perception.  An originating stimulus is channeled through a part of the brain called the hippocampus.  As with the amygdala, there are two such neural clusters, one in each hemisphere of the brain.  As is the case with the amygdala, their function is to mark the object of attention for more elaboration—that is, to put the mental stimulus into a context so memory can be applied to the emerging selfing structure.  Perception is also a fundamental, instinctual function of the mind, and, like feeling, doesn’t create dukkha unless it is handled unskillfully, manifesting as clinging.  Craving and clinging are the characteristic causes for dukkha.

How does the interaction of feeling and perception operate?  The initial stimulation activates both the amygdala and hippocampus; a signal is transmitted to areas of the brain where associations are established with similar feeling tone and contextual cues (The areas where the associations of memories are stored are analogous to the other cetasikas and the sankharas associated with them).  The associations are further processed and transmitted to parts of the brain involved with planning for action.  Meanwhile, more data is activating the amygdala and hippocampus and the association cortex; this cycle is repeated multiple times a second, and the results begin to emerge into consciousness.

A useful analogy might be considering a large pile of trash, some of which is iron.  A strong magnet is passed back and forth over the pile, and each passage stirs the contents of the pile and picks up more iron.  Of course, with a pile of trash the amount of iron that can be retrieved diminishes over time, but with the process of papanca/proliferation, the sorting process goes on and on.  Instead of a magnet drawing iron to itself, the process of craving and clinging draws self-state organizations, then “dumps” them into conscious awareness, and the process is rapidly repeated over and over again.  Through craving and clinging, this repetitive process appears as the subjective experience of an enduring and autonomous self, not a repetitive and interdependent phenomenon.  This misperceiving process creates dukkha, distress and confusion.

The antidote to dukkha, as recommended in the Four Foundations of Mindfulness discourse, is to be mindful that the feeling is just a more or less urgent impulse, either toward what the mind is creating or to avoid what the mind is creating if the feeling is unpleasant.  The Second Foundation, vedanupassana (vwey-duh-new-pah-suh-nah), mindfulness of feelings as feelings, interrupts the buildup of craving.  In terms of clinging, in the Fourth Foundation of Mindfulness, dhammanupassana (dah-mah-new-pah-suh-nah), mindfulness of mental phenomena as mental phenomena, focuses on mindfulness of the Five Aggregates of Clinging.  The teaching is to notice the interactions of the aggregates, (form, feelings, perceptions, sankharas, as reflected in consciousness), and to notice the conditioned impermanence of each, that is, the arising of perception, its operation, and its subsidence, without attributing an enduring self in that process.  In this way, the abhidhamma teachings cultivate deconstructing the misperception of an enduring, autonomous self.

Here is a graphic representation of the transition of sensory stimuli into meaningful “selfing”; the arrows show the transference of interactions between the mental world factors, multiple times per second.  The papanca (puh-pahn-chuh) is the process that rapidly fabricates a sense of coherence through the blending of the repetitive fabrications of the sankharas in order to respond meaningfully to the stimuli.   Mindful awareness reveals the transitory nature of these self-states and provides opportunities for spiritual awakening through the cooperative operation of the wholesome cetasikas/sankharas:
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This interactive dynamic process is termed namarupa (nah-mah-roo-pah) in Pali, with nama representing the mental world and rupa the sensory world.  Typically, it is translated as name-and-form; becoming clearly aware of these as connected by functionally different processes is an important skill in the process of Awakening.  Another important consideration is that the operation of the cetasikas is nonlinear.  Even though language requires that the factors be listed sequentially, they are all co-occurring.  Feeling and perception are more directly linked to sensational stimulation (see contact below), however, as the following processes interact, what emerges into consciousness is more influenced by the cooperation of the remaining 50 cetasikas.  Feeling and perception are not responsible for dukkha, as they simply reflect in that bridging the world of sensation.  

The remaining Universal Cetasikas play a role in either creating dukkha or providing liberation from dukkha, as they are ethically malleable cetasikas, that is, they can aggregate in their functioning with either unwholesome or wholesome cetasikas.  Here are the Universal Conditioning Factors:

Contact:  the term phassa (fah-sah) literally is translated as impression; a contemporary understanding of contact suggests a material impression, such as cloth contacting skin.  The most useful terms I think of are stimulation or activation.  Since phassa represents a mental rather than physical function, it is helpful to consider how it operates through the 6 sensory processes: light stimulates the optic nerve, sound the auditory nerve, and so on.  As soon as the stimulation begins, after the bridging function of feeling and perception are stimulated, a mental process is activated.  Phassa is also part of paticca samuppada (pah-tee-chah sah-moo-pah-dah), typically translated as dependent origination, a core concept of Buddhist psychology.  Another important consideration regarding phassa is that the stimulation is an ongoing process, that is, not “one thing stimulating another thing”, but rather the ongoing, dynamically changing simultaneous stimulation of various cetasikas in their functioning (such as the wholesome or unwholesome cetasikas), such as how pushing a large boulder at the top of a slope of other stones begins a cascading landslide that spreads out as it descends.

Volition:  Cetana represents a key function of consciousness.  The literal translation of cetana is volition or intention.  Here is a quote from Bhikkhu Bodhi’s “Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma”, page 80:

Cetana...is the mental factor that is concerned with the actualization of a goal, that is, the conative or volitional aspect of cognition. Thus it is rendered volition. The Commentaries explain that cetana organizes its associated mental factors in acting upon the object. Its characteristic is the state of willing, its function is to accumulate (kamma), and its manifestation is coordination. Its proximate cause is the associated states. Just as a chief pupil recites his own lesson and also makes the other pupils recite their own lessons, so when volition starts to work on its object, it sets the associated states to do their tasks as well. Volition is the most significant mental factor in generating kamma, since it is volition that determines the ethical quality of the action.

Cetana functions in ways synonymous with karma and represents the urgent “push” away from unpleasant self-state organizations or “pull” towards pleasant self-state organizations.  Cetana is an instinctual impulse and a goal in the cultivation of mindfulness is to be clearly aware of cetana as an impersonal condition and that we can train the mind to let go of the impulsive reactivity, thereby cultivating equanimity, one of the Wholesome Conditioning Factors.

Focusing:  This function is synonymous with samadhi, traditionally translated as concentration.  I chose focusing as a descriptive because the word concentration suggests an ongoing process that is stable in focusing intentionally on a particular object.  The Pali word applied here is ekaggata, typically translated as “one-pointed attention”.  Here is a quote from Bhikkhu Bodhi’s “Comprehensive Manual of Abhiddhama”, page 80:

This is the unification of the mind on its object. Although this factor comes to prominence in the jhānas, where it functions as a jhāna factor, the Abhidhamma teaches that the germ of that capacity for mental unification is present in all types of consciousness, even the most rudimentary. It there functions as the factor which fixes the mind on its object. One-pointedness has non-wandering or non-distraction as its characteristic. Its function is to conglomerate or unite the associated states.

Another way to understand this term is that it represents the summation or peak organization of the various cetasikas, as organized by cetana/volition.  Samadhi is an important quality of mental processing to cultivate and is perfected in the experience of jhana.  In the jhanic experience, ekaggata is realized to its full potential, in that the other jhanic factors are persistently cooperating functionally, without intrusion by any unwholesome cetasikas.

Vitality:  The Pali word here is jivitindriya, and is derived from other terms:  Jīvitaṃ means “life”, and indriya means “controlling faculty”.  This conditioning factor brings biological activation to the aggregation of other factors in any moment of consciousness.  Here is a quote from Bhikkhu Bodhi’s “Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma”, page 81:

There are two kinds of life faculty, the mental, which vitalizes the associated mental states, and the physical, which vitalizes material phenomena. The mental life faculty alone is intended as a cetasika. It has the characteristic of maintaining the associated mental states, the function of making them occur, manifestation as the establishing of their presence, and its proximate cause is the mental states to be maintained.

Essentially, vitality activates the fundamental energy that flows through every cell of the body.  In this context, the transmission of neural stimulation throughout the brain can be understood as jivitindriya.  An exception to the presence of vitality is manifested in the hindrance of sloth and torpor—there is enough energy to maintain the “aliveness” of consciousness, but it is experienced as very low levels of mental and physical activation.

Its function is quite similar to viriya, which is found in the Particular Cetasikas category, and represented in the Noble Eightfold Path as “Right Effort”.  Other terms such as “vigor”, “persistent effort” and “diligence” can also help to understand the nature of viriya.  Viriya also represents one of the Seven Factors for Awakening.  I like to describe the human experience as transforming energy into information and action (following on the work of Dan Siegel).  In this way, meditation practice can be understood as channeling energy onto the path for awakening.  In the context of the cetasikas, it is important to keep in mind that viriya operates in every conscious moment, whether the accompanying cetasikas are wholesome or unwholesome.

Attention:  The Pali term here is manasikara, and its function is fostering awareness of a mental object.  There are two key applications of this function:  yoniso manasikara (wise attention), and ayoniso manasikara (unwise attention).  Wise attention includes mindfulness and investigation of the arisen aggregation of cetasikas to determine whether the manifestion of that accumulation is wholesome or unwholesome.  This is the goal of vipassana or insight practices.  Unwise attention doesn’t involve mindful investigation of the arisen aggregation of cetasikas and fosters ignorance, confusion and distress.  Yoniso manasikara is synonymous in its function with the process of Awakening; we cultivate vipassana insights to maximize the inclusion of yoniso manasikara in every possible moment of conscious awareness.

The interactive aggregation of these factors are associated with the Particular or Occasional Cetasikas, a group of six factors that will be discussed during the next talk.  
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