
 

Study and Discussion Questions for Early Buddhist Discourses 

 

 

Chapter Three: The Greater Discourse on Cause (Mahānidāna Sutta) 
 

Study Questions 

 

1) List the ten factors in the formula of dependent arising (pa�iccasamuppāda) in forward order. 

2) What are the evil and unwholesome states that arise because of protecting possessions? 

3) What are the moral factors that protecting possessions leads to (i.e., forming a secondary 

sequence of dependent arising)? 

4) How are consciousness and psycho-physicality (nāma-rūpa) reciprocally related? 

5) In what four ways do other philosophers declare a permanent Self (attā)? 

6) What are the theories offered by other philosophers that relate feeling to the permanent Self? 

7) What are the Buddha’s arguments against the various theories that relate feeling to a 

permanent Self? 

8) What does a bhikkhu achieve by rejecting the theories that relate feeling to a permanent Self? 

9) What speculative views does the freed bhikkhu consider improper?  What is the reason that 

such speculative views are considered improper? 

10) List and summarize the seven stations of consciousness and the two spheres.  Does the 

bhikkhu who understands the seven stations and two spheres delight in these?  How is 

such a bhikkhu referred to? 

11) List and summarize the eight stages of liberation. 

12) Where (on what level of reality) does the bhikkhu achieve liberation? 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

 

1) Dependent arising—the doctrine that all things are conditioned by causes or that all things are 

impermanent (arising and decaying), the world of change where nothing has a permanent 

essence is the only verifiable reality—is the central insight of the Buddhist tradition.  Yet, 

this doctrine runs counter to the teachings of almost all religious traditions and many 

philosophical systems.  Christians, Platonists and Hindus would all argue (against the 

Buddhist position) that there is a permanent, transcendent and ultimate Reality beyond 

the appearances of a changing world.  Why does the Buddha believe in dependent 

arising?  What are some of the major objections other traditions would raise against the 

doctrine of dependent arising?  Which side of this crucially important metaphysical 

debate has the stronger position? 

2) Is the tenfold formula of dependent arising a reasonable account of how suffering arises?  

Should the causal pattern be seen in a linear fashion?  Is suffering a matter of causal 

connections/linkages (nidāna) as the formula suggests? 

3) Psycho-physicality and consciousness are said to be dependent on the each other (or “mutually 

conditioning”).  Why?  Is this a plausible position? 

4) Why are craving and feeling key links in the causal chain?  (Hint: how does one use the chain 

of causes to bring about positive religious results?) 



 

5) The tenfold formula is supposed to explain the arising and ceasing of suffering without any 

metaphysical commitments to a permanent Self—is that possible?  Who is it, then, that 

suffers? 

6) The denial of a permanent Self is perhaps Buddhism’s most notable departure for other 

religious and philosophical traditions.  Christians and Platonists believe in an immortal 

soul; Hindus believe in the permanent ātman—but the Buddhist tradition denies these 

views of a permanent Self as pernicious lies.  What arguments do the Buddhists offer to 

support this position?  How might a Christian or Hindu reply to the Buddhist analysis?  

What specific type of permanent Self do the various traditions declare 

(material/immaterial, limited/unlimited)? 

7) What depends on the view of a permanent Self or soul? 

8) Why would “feeling” be so closely associated with a person’s self?  What are the Buddha’s 

counterarguments to such a view?  Are his counterarguments effective? 

9) Why is it not proper to speculate about the existence of the Tathāgata after death?  Should not 

the Buddha make some commitment to the status of a Tathāgata after death?  Is it not the 

proper function of a religious tradition to offer some answers (or even solace) on the 

matter of death? 

10) Is there any reasonable way to justify the Buddha’s claims about the “seven states of 

consciousness and the two planes” without experiencing these oneself?  Must one accept 

these teachings on faith? 

11) Do other religious and philosophical traditions have “stages of liberation” like Buddhism?  

Do other traditions focus on psychological development in ways similar to the Buddhist 

path? 

12) In the early Buddhist tradition, the one who is liberated continues to dwell in this world.  

How is this different from the image of liberation in other religious and philosophical 

traditions?  Is there any reason to think liberation can be achieved without removing 

oneself from this world (after all, even Buddhist see this world as a place fraught with 

suffering and woe)? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jean Whitman
 By John J. Holder.  Copyright © Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.




