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 I have to admit that on first encounter the early Buddhist texts 
struck me as abstruse and disconnected, and that – given their 
antiquity and obscure history – I fully expected them to remain 
so. With further engagement over time, however, I was delighted 
to discover a brilliant, methodical and consistent mind shining 
through those profound teachings and now marvel at how well 
time has treated these ancient texts. Among other things, I 
recognized the coherence of the Buddha’s methodology.

Every field of at least intellectual interest sets parameters for what
it investigates and how it investigates it. We’ve had the scientific 
method since the seventeenth century that bounces between 
empirical discovery/verification of objective data, and hypothesis 
formation. Mathematics, art criticism, philosophy, law music, 
psychology and so on have methods appropriate to their fields, 
sometime explicitly stated, sometimes with an implicit culturally 
sustained understanding. The characteristic method reflects, but 
also shapes, the character of the respective field, by setting 
parameters on its scope of concern and on its means of 
explanation. It is the same with the Buddhadhamma.1 

The Buddha’s method breaks down into four recognizable 
parameters, each of which the Buddha articulates explicitly and 
carefully. Bringing them together and then pointing out how they 
logically cohere is the task of the current paper. The parameters of
the Buddha’s method are:

1 I will use the word ‘Buddhadhamma’ to refer to the Dhamma represented 
in the early Buddhist texts (EBT), sometimes called Nikāya Buddhism, and
apply ‘Dhamma’ more generally to later traditions as well.
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• Practicality. The Buddhadhamma serves to support 
practice and practice serves to bring benefit. What lies 
beyond that has little place in the Buddhadhamma.

• Subjectivity. The realm of Buddhadhamma, its practice 
and its benefit is the world as we experience it. 
Underlying mechanisms that stand behind our experience 
have a marginal role in Buddhadhamma.

• Insubstantiality. What we presume experientially to be 
true or to exist “out there” independently of our cognition 
of it is of dubious validity.

• Conditionality. Conditional relations constitute a 
privileged way to explain the world meaningfully without 
resort to underlying mechanisms.

The Buddha is not rigidly consistent, but rather consistently 
deliberate in imposing these parameters. They are sometimes 
finessed, but when they are, a practical overriding concern is 
either clearly stated, or easily discernable. Practicality overrides 
the other parameters. These parameters also express themselves 
differently among the widely diverse fields of practice, for 
instance, in daily mindfulness, meditation, devotional rites and 
ethical precepts. In fact, the method is clearest in teachings 
concerned with cognition and contemplative practice.

Although time has preserved the earliest stratum of Buddhist texts
well, it has not always interpreted those texts faithfully, nor 
always upheld the Buddha’s method in the scriptures of later 
traditions. In fact, what we find is a kind of ebb and flow, in 
which principles are obscured during one period, only to be 
rediscovered at a later time.
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Practicality
The Buddhadhamma is practical in the sense that it functions 
entirely as a support for practice, and that practice in accord with 
the Buddhadhamma produces benefit. A teaching would be 
impractical if it promoted no practice, or if it promoted a practice 
that has no prospect of benefit. Roughly, the Buddhadharma 
works like this:

BENEFITS

PRACTICE

BUDDHADHAMMA

Practice is how we live our lives, encompassing ethical practices 
like generosity and precepts, contemplative practices such as 
studying Dhamma and reflecting on how it plays out in our lives; 
mental development like jhāna practice, maintaining constant 
kindness and mindfulness; encouragments to practice like 
remembrance of the Buddha-Dhamma-Sangha; and so on. Like a 
cookbook, the Buddhadhamma provides the guidance and 
conceptual understanding necessary to develop and maintain a 
range of skillful activities. These activities tend toward spiritual 
attainments, ultimately awakening, but also more immediate well-
being for self and others – or, in the case of cooking, good things 
to eat. The proof of the pudding is in the eating.2

The recollection of the Dhamma (dhammānussati) attributes six 
qualities of the Dhamma as follows:

2 Cintita (2020) explains that mindfulness (sati) in the Buddhist context is 
the lower hand in the figure, bearing the Dhamma in mind in our lives of 
practice. Kammic fruitition would be the upper hand.
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The Dhamma is well expounded by the Blessed One, directly 
visible, immediate, inviting one to come and see, applicable, 
to be personally experienced by the wise. 

(SN 11.3, AN 3.70, AN 11.12, AN 11.13, Thag 6.2) 

The two qualities most immediately expressive of the practicality 
of Buddhadhamma are that it is:

(1) well-expounded (subhāsita), and

(5) applicable (openeyyika).

We will find that the remaining four qualities are all related to 
subjectivity below. To be well-spoken requires that a teaching 
must, among other things, be of benefit. To the point, the Buddha 
tells us:

Upāli, those things which you might know thus: “These 
things do not lead exclusively to disenchantment, to 
dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct knowledge, to 
enlightenment, to nibbāna,” you should definitely recognize: 
“This is not the Dhamma; this is not the discipline; this is not 
the teaching of the Teacher.” But those things which you 
might know thus: “These things lead exclusively to 
disenchantment, to dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct
knowledge, to enlightenment, to nibbāna,” you should 
definitely recognize: “This is the Dhamma; this is the 
discipline; this is the teaching of the Teacher.” (AN 7.83)

The Buddha’s speech should always produce benefit, it should not
uselessly overshoot. ‘Applicable’ is really synonymous with 
‘practical.’ Openeyyika  is from the verb upaneti, which means 
‘conduce to,’ ‘present,’ ‘give,’ in other words ‘productive,’ and in 
particular suggests bringing to conclusion, and thereby of leading 
to nibbāna, achieving the soteriological benefits of practice.
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You may understand as the teacher’s doctrine those things 
which you know lead to the goal. (AN 7.83)

Practicality naturally entails that the Buddha would take care not 
to teach more than was necessary, and indeed parsimony is 
characteristic of the Buddhadhamma, which consistently 
discourages useless speculation and is agnostic toward views 
irrelevant to the practice of the Dhamma. Other factors of the 
Buddha’s method enforce this agnosticism as well. This narrow 
focus on what is practical is made most clear in the famous hand-
ful-of-leaves simile.

What do you think, monks? Which are the more 
numerous, the few leaves I have here in my hand, or those 
up in the trees of the grove?”

“Lord, the fortunate one is holding only a few leaves: 
those up in the trees are far more numerous.”

“In the same way, monks, there are many more things 
that I have found out, but not revealed to you. What I have
revealed to you is only a little. And why, monks, have I 
not revealed it? Because, monks, it is not related to the 
goal, it is not fundamental to the holy life, does not 
conduce to disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, tran-
quility, higher knowledge, awakening or nibbāna. That is 
why I have not revealed it.” (SN 56.31)

Similarly, the Kālāma Sutta promotes embracing those teachings 
and practices that produce benefit:

Kālāmas, when you yourselves know: “These things are 
good, these things are not blamable, these things are 
praised by the wise, undertaken as a whole these things 
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lead to benefit and happiness,” then enter on and abide in 
them. (AN 3.65)

Speculative philosophy, irrelevant to spiritual development, is not 
Buddhadhamma. But even Dhamma should not be clung to once 
it has outlived its usefulness, that is, once it has produced 
awakening. The Buddha famously provides a simile for this 
mistake as building a raft in order to cross a body of water, then 
once on the other shore to be so pleased with the raft as to carry it 
hither and thither on one's back.3 

Subjectivity
Practicality narrows the focus of the Buddhadhamma squarely 
onto beneficial practice. Our practice, in turn, occurs squarely in 
the world as we experience it, for it is in this world that suffering 
arises, in which our incentive for practice arises, in which the 
factors arise that inform our kammic decisions that constitute our 
practice, in which we experience the fruits of practice, in which 
we are able to track our progress, in which we gain confidence in 
the Dhamma, and it is in this world that we awaken.4 

The world of experience, fundamental to practice, contrasts with 
what we normally think of “the world,” as something objective, 
mostly beyond normal sensual experience, the field of science and
scholarship, where things manage to persist or play out whether 
we experience them or not. In fact, the word for ‘world’ (loka) is 
itself understood in the Buddhadhamma precisely as this world of
experience.

3 MN 22 i134-5,
4 Subjectivity is the primary theme of Hamilton’s (2000) second important 

book.
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In this fathom-long living body, along with its perceptions 
and thoughts, lies the world, the arising of the world, and 
the cessation of the world. (AN 4.45)

Notice that subjectivity – restricting the field of the 
Buddhadhamma, its practice and its benefits to what we actually 
experience, to the world – is a natural extension of practicality, 
for it effectively strips away most of what is not relevant to 
practice, in order to keep us narrowly focused on what is. It 
therefore avoids spinning out into pointless intellectual 
proliferation and speculation – which would, unfortunately, come 
to characterize much of later Buddhism. By the same token, 
subjectivity reinforces the characteristic agnosticism of the 
Buddhadhamma and the skepticism about underlying mechanisms
and substrata hidden behind actual experience. This is not to say 
that there are no unseen things – to take a simple example, 
modern science has found that elements of our experience of 
colors seems to have a neurological basis. However, speculating 
and debating about such underlying mechanisms can be a 
malignant distraction from practice. 

In this aspect the Buddha’s method is clearly distinguished from 
the scientific method, which to a great extend is exactly about 
explanation in terms of hypothesized underlying factors but 
whose goals are distinct from those of the Buddhadhamma. We 
will see that subjectivity therefore calls for an alternative means 
of explanation: conditionality.

The parameter of subjectivity is expressed in no less that four of 
the six qualities of the Dhamma mentioned above. Recall that in 
the Recollections of the Dhamma the Dhamma is, excluding the 
two factors already discussed: 

(2) visible (sandiḍḍhita), 
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(3) immediate (akālika), 

(4) to ‘come and see’ (ehipassika), 

(6) to be experienced by the wise (paccattaṃ veditabba 
     viññuhi). 

These four factors speak to accessibility and verifiability in actual
experience. 

Although the word ‘subjectivity’ is more suggestive of the 
cognitive realm of contemplative practice, it also applies, albeit 
less strikingly, to the realm of bodily and verbal behavior. For 
instance, kamma is understood not simply as action, but as 
intentional action. If we accidentally roll over our cat’s tail in a 
rocking chair (like I once did), we have not violated the precept 
against assaulting living things, for our intentions were pure in 
terms of what was given to us in our experiential world. This is in
distinct contrast, for instance, to the Jain understanding of 
kamma, whose metaphysics is less forgiving. Similarly, serious 
monastic transgressions generally have an insanity clause: they 
are not violations for those not of right mind. In short, kamma, 
which is practice, is made within the experiential world, not in 
some reality beyond what we know.

Within the cognitive teachings – of which the twelve links of 
dependent co-arising are the most comprehensive account – 
subjectivity is comparable to what would be an epistemological or
especially phenomenological perspective in western philosophy, 
with their focus on how we come to (think we) know what we 
(think we) know, rather than on what exists or is true in “objective
reality.” Most modern Buddhist practitioners find the subjective 
perspective gratifying in their practice, since it is based squarely 
on what we can see for ourselves directly, particularly in quiet 



9

meditative states, in a nuts and bolts fashion without obscure 
intellectual abstractions. 

Nonetheless, our practice does go deeper than a naive 
apprehension of experience, for we train ourselves to become 
atuned to many experiential phenomena that we once overlooked. 
For instance, where once we experienced the dog, now we 
experience our awareness of our dog as well, that is, where once 
the dog seemed to be simply there if we but show up, now we 
recognize that this is an experience that does not arise without 
turning some mental effort towards shapes and colors where our 
dog materializes. In fact, we may come to realize that experience 
consists of awareness events, each an awareness of something. 

Two prominent teachings of the Buddha serve to reenforce this 
deeper subjective perspective: The five aggregates (khaṅdha)  
provide a scheme to divide up the world of experience with 
reference to modes of awareness: appearance, feeling, perception,
formations and congnizance.5 The sixfold sphere (saḷāyatana, aka 
the (six) sense spheres) does much to the same thing, but arrays 
the world in terms of sense channels: our eyes, our ears, our nose, 
our tongue and our body. In either case it defines a world of 
experience that is a complete basis for practice, one that always 
bears in mind the mental component of experience: 

In the six the world has arisen, 
In the six it holds concourse.
On the six themselves depending, 
In the six it has woes. (SN 1.70) 

The experiential world is dysfunctional for most of us and gives 
rise to suffering. The subjectivity of Buddhadhamma and practice 
gives us the opportunity to understand this dysfunction, through 

5 Hamilton (2000, 26-31), Cintita (2017, 48-49).
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practice to learn experience in a more wholesome way, and 
thereby to limit or overcome this dysfunction.

Sometimes hidden mechanisms seem to lie just below the surface 
or right on the margin of subjectivity, such that we cannot 
describe what we experience without at least hinting at an 
underlying mechanism that we do not entirely experience directly.
Memory, for instance, would seem necessary to connect various 
awareness events to the same dog, our dog, on various occasions. 
Moreover, the description of fermentations (āsava), kamma, habit 
patterns (anusaya) and formations (sankhārā) call for some form 
of memory, for these represent dispositions that (1) (in most 
cases) are habituated by previous experience, (2) lie dormant for 
long periods (an anusaya is literally a ‘sleep-along’), but then (3) 
manifest in the future as a condition for perceptual and intentional
responses. In fact, Buddhist practice is substantially about 
rehabituating or abandoning such dispositions, so that we act 
progressively in kammically more skillful ways. The point is, we 
experience retrieval from memory (step 3), but not the actual 
storage; the mechanism seems at least partially hidden, but barely,
from the subjective world.

Rebirth and nibbāna would seem to constitute clearer exceptions 
to subjectivity in the Buddhadhamma, along with the teaching 
saṃsāra (the cycle of birth and death) and nibbāna (the cessation 
of that cycle),6 for these seem to be well beyond experiential 
verification for the great mass of us. We can even add the Buddha
to this list, whom none of us has the opportunity to meet in 
person. The Buddha’s justification for this teaching is instructive.

6 Many would add to this the concept of the fruits of kamma, often pictured 
as involving some kind of cosmic accounting system with an occasional 
balancing of the books, but I have argued (Cintita, 2018, 69-71) that – 
rebirth aside – the fruits of kamma can be adequately accounted for in 
terms of learned habit patterns of the kind we just discussed.
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To begin with, he holds that saṃsāra is in fact subject to 
experiential verification, albeit in very deep states of meditative 
contemplation achieved by very few, but seems to recognize that 
this evidence does not suffice for those with no prospect of seeing
for themselves. Therefore, he argues that saṃsāra, if accepted at 
least as a working assumption, provides an essential context 
framing our practice in order to inspire commitment and 
wholeheartedness.7 

This is a case in which practicality trumps subjectivity, in the 
particular realm of developing our motivation for practice. But 
even here, the Buddha is reluctant to speculate on specific 
mechanisms for how the heck the experiential world extends 
through multiple lives.8 In general, when a teaching goes beyond 
the parameter of subjectivity, we should always be able to ask for 
what practical basis the Buddha would teach that, and expect an 
answer to that question.

Insubstantiality
Most of us find the Buddha’s teachings on topics like emptiness 
and non-self the hardest aspects of Dhamma to comprehend, and 
the Buddha predicted they would be the first to be forgotten.9 
These are actually natural consequences of the parameter of 
insubstantiality, which provides a natural entry point for these 
teachings. To begin with, we recognize that our world rolls by in 
our experience continuously as two apparently relatively separate 

7 Cintita (2019s).
8 The three-life model of dependent co-arising provides a detailed account of

consciousness passing into the womb at conception, but many, including 
myself, have argued that this is an erroneous later interpretation of what 
the Buddha taught, one that, in particular, oversteps the parameters of 
practicality and subjectivity. See Cintita (2019b).

9 SN 20.7.
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tracks, seemingly as two worlds: inner and outer. 
In the first, the inner world “in here,” mental events like 

awareness, hearing, seeing, lust, pleasure, interest, attention, 
anger, pain, thinking, craving, intentions, plans, urges, ideas, 
bodily sensations and so on arise and vanish. The inner world is 
rather chaotic and unpredictable, a flood of activity, if we are 
paying attention at all, and a whirling, bubbling fog if we are not.

In the second, the outer world “out there,” substantial objects 
like trees, keys, bees, and waterfalls, cars and airplanes, dogs and 
cats, bank accounts, yoga classes, other people and the moon exist
or happen. The outer world seems to have a typical structure: It 
consists of objects that exist substantially with a degree of 
stability, substantialiality, reliability and persistence, mostly 
physical things in time and space. These objects exist by 
themselves, independent of one another, holding on to their 
properties, until they are affected by other objects in predictable 
ways. There is even a prominent “me” out there, among the 
objects, interacting with other objects. Most importantly, these 
objects are still out there even when we look the other way, or 
never happen to experience them at all, for the outer world 
represents a natural reality beyond experience

Insubstantiality is a parameter having to do with the status this 
sovereign outer world. Our first impulse, given subjectivity, might
be to dismiss the outer world as of no concern to Dhamma. But 
then we realize we do experience it; how else would we know 
about it? Besides, that “me” out there in the outer world needs to 
know about the objects it is interacting with in order to plan its 
actions and not bump into things. When we do experience or are 
aware of an object of the outer world, that is called contact 
(phassa), an apparent meeting of cognition with object, and also a 
link in the center of dependent co-arising.
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Contact allows us to experience the outer world rolling by, but 
contact causes us serious problems. What we contact tends to be 
appealing, or threatening, to us, precisely because it seems so 
substantial. As the further links of dependent co-arising tell us, we
then feel these reliable objects of contact, then go on to crave and 
appropriate them, which produces becoming someone in this 
round of saṃsāra, subject to this mass of suffering. Heavy stuff. 
Contact is therefore an important locus of practice.

We tend to take the outer world at face value, presuming that it 
simply reflects natural reality directly. This is what 
phenomenologists aptly call the natural attitude. However, if this 
were so, then our contact with substantial objects would be 
irrevocably fixed by natural reality.  Nonetheless, we can only 
presume the natural attitude, we cannot actually get behind 
natural reality to see directly for ourselves what is out there. All 
we experience is how it appears to us. Presumption is a cognitive 
event; our whole notion of a natural reality is a presumption that 
is cognitively constructed. This is a critical pivot for the Buddha, 
who states, right at the beginning of the Dhammapada, 

All phenomena are preceded by mind, led by mind, made by 
mind. (Dhp 1-2)

The Pali word for presumption is maññanā, from the verb 
maññati ‘presume.’ Ñāṇānanda defines presumption as a stage in 
sense perception when one egotistically fancies a perceived 
“thing” to be out there in its own right, which results in the 
subject/object duality, and perpetuates conceit “I” and “mine.”10 
Since presumption is a cognitive event, whatever appears as real 
in the outer world is dependent on mind, or cognitively produced, 
even if it might have at the same time an indirect, relation to the 

10 Ñāṇānanda (2007, 10).
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hidden substratum of natural reality. About presumption the 
Buddha said,

Presumption is a disease, presumption is a tumor, 
presumption is a dart. By overcoming all presumptions, 
bhikkhu, one is called a sage at peace. And the sage at peace 
is not born, does not age, does not die; he is not shaken and 
does not yearn. For there is nothing present in him by which 
he might be born. (MN 140 iii246)

The parameter of insubstantiality excludes from Buddhadhamma 
anything presumed about natural reality, or about its relation to 
the outer world. It is to abandon doctrinally the natural attitude. 
Characteristically, insubstantiality is thereby an agnostic stance 
toward philosophical theories ranging from idealism (everything 
is a dream) to realism (everything is as it appears). Substantiality 
is also a special case of subjectivity, one called for by the 
dichotomous structure of the experiential world, one that regards 
natural reality as an underlying substratum behind our 
experiential world that we can speculate about, but that we know 
not of.11 

How does insubstantiality shape the Buddhadhamma? Our 
presumptions at contact are the source of our suffering. 
Accordingly, the Buddhadhamma guides our practice toward 
presuming otherwise and ultimately toward not presuming at all, 
to limit and then eliminate our suffering. The best know teaching 
in this regard has to do with impermanence, suffering and non-
self:

11 In the second century CE, the great philosopher-monk Nāgārjuna would 
demonstrate logically that what we are calling natural reality cannot be as 
we presume it without self-contradiction (Garfield 1995). In short, our 
presumptions, and in fact anything we conceive, necessary fall short of any
absolute truth.
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Perceiving permanence in what is impermanent,

perceiving pleasure in what is suffering,

perceiving a self in what is non-self,

perceiving beauty in what is foul,

… beings resort to wrong views, their minds deranged, their 
perception twisted. (AN 4.49)

This passage points out four particularly vexing presumptions. 
Our practice is to presume otherwise by learning to regard the 
outer world in terms of their opposites: (1) impermanence, (2) 
suffering, (3) non-self and (4) foulness. With mindful attention to 
these qualities we discover scant direct evidence in actual 
experience for permanence pleasure, self and beauty, we 
recognize, on the other hand, how presumpting these features 
causes suffering for us. And so we let go of these vexing 
presumptions, and thereby of our tendency toward the natural 
attitude. 

We should note that the Buddha offers teachings of 
impermanence, suffering and non-self as topics of contemplation, 
but nonetheless scrupulously avoids making direct statements 
about what natural reality might stand behind such presumptions. 
For instance, he nowhere states, “there is no self!”12 This would 
be to speculate about natural reality. 

A second way in which we train to presume otherwise is through 
samādhi. As we settle into samādhi  the outer world shifts 
markedly, objects become less distinct, conceptual content 
becomes more sparse, the outer world may disappear altogether as
something distinguishable from the inner world. This 
demonstrates the cognitive conditioning of the outer world, that it 

12  Fuller (2015, 37-8).
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is mind-made, preceded by mind. As an extension of samādhi, we 
can cultivate a particular mode of perception in which we view 
concepts or experience as empty (suñña). The Buddha claimed 
that he often dwelt in emptiness and explained what that meant:13 
If we are sitting in a village we are aware of many people. But if 
we shift our attention to the forest, our awareness can become 
empty of the people. If we shift our attention to the ground, our 
awareness can become empty of the forest. If  we shift it to space 
our awareness can become is empty of the ground, and so on. 
Effectively, at each step, what was previously in awareness 
retreats into the background, ultimately, bringing us to dwell in 
“pure, supreme, unsurpassed emptiness.” 

Thanissaro describes emptiness as “a mode of perception, a way 
of looking at experience. It adds nothing to and takes nothing 
away from the raw data of physical and mental events. You look 
at events in the mind and the senses with no thought of whether 
there's anything lying behind them.”14 This is to dwell without 
presumption, and particularly without the natural attitude.

A third way in which we train to presume otherwise is to analyze 
in detail the cognitive processes that produce our presumptions, to
acquire a sense of the constructed nature of our presumed reality. 
In fact, this is really the function of six of the twelve links of 
dependent co-arising, the ones which carry us from ignorance, in 
which presumptions are free to proliferate, to contact, in which 
the natural attitude manifests fully, thence to give rise to craving, 
appropriation and this mass of suffering in saṃsāra. In this 
contemplation attention shifts to the inner world as the source of 
the outer, withdrawn from matters of ontology (“what exists?”) to 
focus on matters of epistemology (“what the heck makes me think

13  MN 121.
14  Thanissaro (2011).
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it exists?”). As Hamilton puts it, this is to acquire insight into the 
very nature of cognition, into how our experience operates.15 
which she equates with knowledge and vision of how things are,16 
which famously brings us oh so close to awakening. 

So far we’ve looked at objects and their properties in terms of 
insubstantiality. A further aspect of insubstantiality is the 
Buddha’s routine refusal to endorse views. For the Buddha, we 
never know if something is really true or false:

There are five things, Bhāradvāja, that may turn out in two 
different ways here and now. What five? Faith, approval, oral
tradition, reasoned cogitation, and reflective acceptance of a 
view.  These five things may turn out in two different ways 
here and now. 

Now something may be fully accepted out of faith, yet it may
be empty, hollow, and false; but something else may not be 
fully accepted out of faith, yet it may be factual, true, and 
unmistaken. [as for faith, so for approval, oral tradition, 
reasoned cogitation, and reflective acceptance of a view] 

(MN 95 ii170)

Right view then has been described not as a corrective to wrong 
views, but as a “detached order of seeing, to be put into practice, 
not to be believed in,”17 or as something “to be taken seriously, 
but held loosely.”18 Bhikkhu Bodhi describes views in 

15  Hamilton (2000 , 41-2).
16  Thanissaro (REF) and Shulman (2014, 62) point out that almost all 

scholars miss that the Buddha’s interest was psychological and 
soteriological, not in discovering universal ontological truths.

17  Fuller (2005, 1)
18  Cintita ( 2019s).
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Buddhadhamma as tangles, knots and matting in the works that 
prevent living beings from passing beyond samsāra.19 

A telling discourse illustrates how practicality, subjectivity and 
insubstantiality cohere:

[The wanderer Kokanada approached a monk, who would 
turn out to be Ānanada, to ask some questions about Buddhist
doctrine.]

“How is it, sir, do you hold the view ‘The world is 
eternal; this alone is true, anything else is wrong’?”

“I don’t hold such a view, friend.”

“Then do you hold the view ‘The world is not eternal; 
this alone is true, anything else is wrong’?”

“I don’t hold such a view, friend.”

[He then asks in this vein questions such as whether the 
world is finite or infinite, whether he soul and the body are 
the same or different, whether or not the Tathāgata exists after
death, and in each case Ānanda replies, “I don’t hold such a 
view, friend.”]

[Taken aback at the monk’s obliviousness, Kokanada 
asks,] “Could it then be that you do not know and see?”

“It isn’t the case, friend, that I do not know and see. I 
know and see.”

[Huh? Completely bewildered, Kokanada asks,] “How, 
friend, should the meaning of this statement be understood?”

“‘The world is eternal; this alone is true, anything else is 
wrong,’ friend: this is a speculative view.” [And so on for the 
other suggested views.] “To the extent, friend, that there is a 

19  Bodhi (1995, 29).
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speculative view, a basis for views, a foundation for views, 
obsession with views, the origination of views, and the 
uprooting of views, I know and see this. When I know and 
see this, why should I say: ‘I do not know and see.’ I know, 
friend, I see.” (AN 10.96)

In fact, Ānanda’s answers follow naturally from the parameters
of practicality, subjectivity and insubstantiality and their 
consequent agnosticism. For Ānanda, speculative views are 
not practical: they do not form a basis of practice and benefit. 
Speculative views are not subjective: their presumed content 
lies in natural reality beyond what can be immediate 
experienced, yet they arise. Speculative views are 
insubstantial: the interesting question is not ontological, 
whether they are true or not, but rather epistemic: How do they
arise? This Ānanda knows and sees. 

Conditionality
Practicality, subjectivity and insubstantiality limit the role of 
explanation in in terms of substrata and underlying mechanisms 
that lie beyond experiential observation, in contrast, for instance, 
to what we find in the scientific method. Conditionality is the 
preferred method of explanation for the complexities of the world 
that functions within the limits of the other three parameters. 
Conditionality (idappaccayatā) is a simple principle most 
typically described in the suttas as follows:

When this is, that is,
From the arising of this comes the arising of that.
When this isn’t, that isn’t.
From the cessation of this comes the cessation of that. 
               (Ud 1.3)
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A conditional relation is a statement about an observable co-
occurance. A primary example of a conditional relation is the 
second noble truth: “the truth of the origin of suffering, which is 
craving,” abbreviated as craving → suffering, or “craving gives 
rise to suffering.”  

Very often conditional relations in the Buddhadhamma are 
arranged into long chains, expressive of an unfolding of 
phenomena,on giving rise to the next in sequenc. For instance,

With contact as condition there is feeling. What one feels, 
that one perceives. What one perceives, that one thinks about.
What one thinks about, that one mentally proliferates. With 
what one has mentally proliferated as the source, perceptions 
and notions [born of] mental proliferation beset a man … 
(MN 18, i112-3)

Similarly,  the seven factors of awakening (bojjhaṅga) express an 
unfolding that produces meditative states as follows,

mindfulness → investigation → energy → delight

    serenity → samādhi → equanimity. (MN 118)

Most famously, understanding the unfolding of the twelve links of
dependent co-arising is said to be equivalent to understanding the 
Dhamma itself:

ignorance → formations → cognizance → 

    name and appearance → sixfold sphere → 

        contact → feeling → craving → appropriation →

            becoming → birth → this mass of suffering.

Conditionality not only gives us a means of explaining the 
complexities of the experiential world, but also a means of 
controlling how we might experience that world otherwise. The 
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great beauty of conditionality is that in discovering how the 
human pathology arises, step by step, it also provides a handle on 
how the human pathology might be limited or cease, step by step, 
overturned through practice. Let's stretch subjectivity to use fire 
to illustrate this principle. Fire is conditioned by at least each of 
the following factors: 

(1) heat,
(2) (hydrocarbon-based) fuel, and
(3) oxygen.

When all three of these are present, all else being equal, there is 
fire. Now, understanding conditionality allows us to engineer 
desirable outcomes. Fire is sometimes desirable (for instance, in 
the hearth) and sometimes undesirable (for instance, in a pile of 
oily rags and paint cans, or in California’s forests and grasslands).
If we want to start a fire, we need to ensure that all three 
conditioning factors are present. If we want to stop a fire, we need
only ensure that at least one of the conditioning factors is absent. 
Any one will do. Dousing fire with water deprives it of oxygen 
and heat. Blowing on fire may give it more oxygen, but also 
lowers its temperature. Building a  fire break might eventually 
deprive it of fuel. Of course fire itself gives rise to heat, which 
then becomes a condition for the next moment's fire.  

Ultimately we hope, through Buddhist practice, to bring the fires 
of suffering under some degree of control. We cannot will 
suffering to end – “Don’t worry, be happy!” – but we can, with 
effort, control many of its various conditions, such as craving. It 
happens we cannot will craving to end either – “Don’t crave, be 
content” – but we can look for the conditions of craving, such as 
feeling, and then try to control those, and so on. This is where 
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chains of conditionality become useful. This is the genius of the 
parameter of conditionality in explanation.

Conclusions
In summary, we’ve looked at the four parameters of the Buddha’s 
method. 

The Buddhadhamma is practical, narrowly focused on its 
support for practice and its beneficial consequences. 

It is subjective because practice occurs, and its benefits are 
felt, in the world as we experience it. 

It is insubstantialist, because the natural attitude is an 
impediment to experiencing the world in a wholesome way. 

It is conditional as a non-speculative means of explication, 
one that supports the engineering of beneficial spiritual outcomes.

Understanding the Buddha’s method  draws parameters around 
the scope of Dhamma appropriate to its goals. It elucidates the 
shape to the Dharma that we may interpret it appropriately in our 
studies and achieve success in our practice. In reading ancient 
texts we are thereby able to sort out the spurious from the 
essential without conversance with in the cultural context in 
which these texts were spoken.  In our study of later traditions we 
gain a sense of where these begin to deviate from, or reestablish 
themselves in, Buddhadhamma.
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