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Abstract

This paper examines the Theravada Buddhist framework of the "nine stages of mind contamination" as detailed in the Sutta Pitak
text, the Patisambhidamagga in the Khuddaka Nikaya. It outlines the progression from initial sensory contact (citta) to an

entirely defiled consciousness-aggregate (viiiianakkhandha). The main emphasis is on the practical application of mindfulness
(sati) and insight (vipassand) as interceptive mechanisms at each stage. By analyzing how specific mindfulness practices
(satipatthana) counter the development of craving (faphd) and karmic formation, the paper elucidates the framework for
purifying the mind and preventing suffering. This analysis examines the cognitive progression that leads to defilement and the
specific contemplative skills required to interrupt it.
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Introduction

In Buddhist psychology, the process by which a neutral sensory incident transforms into a source of
craving, attachment, and ultimately suffering is a central object of investigation. While this
cognitive-affective chain reaction can unfold in less than a moment, the Abhidhamma literature provides a
highly detailed, micro-level analysis of its progression. A key framework, found in the
Patisambhidamagga, outlines nine distinct stages of "mind contamination" (PureDhamma, n.d.). This
model describes the sequential process through which an untrained mind moves from simple sensory
registration to a state of consciousness fully enmeshed in defilements and karmic potential. Understanding
this progression of contamination is not merely a theoretical exercise; it is foundational to the practice of
liberation. The main purpose of this paper is twofold. First, it will present the nine-stage model of mind
contamination, tracing its canonical origins within the Pali Canon. Second, and more centrally, it will
analyze the precise and practical roles of mindfulness (sati) and insight (vipassana) as the primary tools
for intercepting this cognitive continuum. By examining how mindfulness (sati) and insight (vipassana)
are applied at each stage, the aim here is to illuminate the sophisticated methods prescribed by the
Buddhist tradition for dismantling the roots of suffering.

Foundational Concepts: Mindfulness (sati) and Insight (vipassana)

Before analyzing the nine-stage process, it is crucial to define the two primary faculties employed to
counteract it: sati (mindfulness) and vipassana (insight). In early Buddhist practice, these are distinct but
synergistic qualities of mind (Access to Insight, n.d.).
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Sati (Mindfulness)

The Pali word sati derives from the verb sarati, meaning "to remember" or "to keep in mind"
(Dhammatalks.org, n.d.). In the context of the Noble Eightfold Path, Right Mindfulness (samma-sati) is
defined as the practice of remaining focused on four frames of reference: the body, feelings, mind, and
dhammas (mental qualities or phenomena), while being "ardent, alert, and mindful, putting aside greed
and distress" (Access to Insight, n.d.). Bhikkhu Bodhi clarifies that sati is not just bare observation but a
"lucid awareness coupled with the function of retention," which recollects the object of attention moment
by moment to prevent the mind from wandering (Bodhi, n.d.). The primary function of Sati is to hold a
present phenomenon in steady, non-reactive awareness, thereby preventing distraction and steadying the
mind (Access to Insight, n.d.).

Vipassana (Insight)

The term vipassana is a compound of vi- ("special," "deeply," or "through") and passati ("to see"). It is
therefore translated as "clear-seeing," "penetrative insight," or "super-seeing" (Tricycle, n.d.). Vipassana is
not a specific technique but a quality of discerning wisdom that investigates a phenomenon held in
awareness by sati. Its function is to penetrate the true nature of reality, specifically seeing the three
characteristics of all conditioned phenomena: impermanence (anicca), unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), and
non-self (anatta) (Access to Insight, n.d.). While sati acts as the gatekeeper that stabilizes the mind,
vipassana is the surgeon that generates the liberating discernment (pari7i@) needed to weaken craving and
uproot delusion (Bodhi, n.d.; Wikipedia, n.d.).

The Nine Stages of Mind Contamination

The nine-stage model of cognitive contamination is enumerated in the Abhidhamma literature,
specifically within the Paticcasamuppada Vibhanga ("Analysis of Dependent Origination") section of the
Patisambhidamagga, a text included in the Khuddaka Nikaya of the Pali Canon (PureDhamma, n.d.;
Buddhism StackExchange, n.d.). This framework details how, in an untrained mind, a single mind
moment (citta) can rapidly progress through a sequence of defiling phases upon encountering a sensory
object (nimitta).
The nine stages are as follows (PureDhamma, n.d.; SuttaCentral, n.d.):
1. Citta (Bare Registration): The mind simply registers that a sensory object has arisen (e.g., "A
smell has appeared"). There is no discrimination or feeling at this initial moment of contact.
2. Mano (Mental Inspection): The mind measures or compares the object against past experiences to
classify it (e.g., "It is a pizza.").
3. Manasa (Specific Recognition): A more specific perception is formed based on inherent human
conceptualizations (safifid), such as, "That is a delicious-smelling pizza."
4. Hadayan (Initial Grasping): The mind attaches to the perception, and an initial liking or disliking
arises in the "heart" (e.g., "Oh, I like that smell!"). This is the seed of craving.
5. Pandaran (Intensification): The initial attachment intensifies and solidifies, moving toward
intense craving or clinging (upddana) (e.g. “I really want to eat that pizza now! ").
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Mano-Manayatanam (Mind as Receptacle): The mind becomes a full "receptacle" (ayatana) for
the object, consumed by it and ready to pursue the associated urge. (e.g., “I can't think about
anything else until I have a slice.”)

Mana-Indriyam (Mind as Faculty): The now-defiled mind asserts itself as a dominant sense
faculty (indriya), creating a powerful impulse (parilaha) to act on the craving. (e.g., “I feel an
overwhelming urge to get up, go to the kitchen, and grab a piece of that pizza immediately.”)
Viniana (Absorbed Consciousness): Consciousness becomes fully absorbed in the object of
craving, losing connection with wisdom (fiana) and the true nature of the phenomenon. (e.g., “All
my awareness is focused solely on the taste and sensation of eating this pizza )

Virinana-Khandha (Defiled Consciousness-Aggregate): The consciousness-aggregate is now fully
formed, weaving together past, present, and future conditions. It is heavy with karmic potential
and far removed from a state of purity. (e.g.,”This deep absorption in the craving for food has
now solidified”)

This framework is reiterated in later authoritative commentaries, such as Buddhaghosa's Visuddhimagga

(Path of Purification), which draws on the same Abhidhammic analysis of dependent origination
(eDhamma, n.d.).

Application of Sati and Vipassana as Interceptive Tools

The primary significance of the nine-stage model lies in its application as a diagnostic map for
contemplative practice. At each stage, sati (mindfulness) and vipassana (insight) can be applied to
interrupt the sequence and prevent the maturation of defilements. The four foundations of mindfulness

(satipatthana)-mindfulness of body, feelings, mind, and dhammas-serve as the comprehensive toolkit for
this intervention (Access to Insight, n.d.).

Stage 1 & 2: Citta (Registration) & Mano (Inspection)

Process: A sensory object makes contact and is immediately compared to past experience. Latent
views and evaluative biases begin to stir.

Role of Sati: Mindfulness, applied as mindfulness of dhammas (specifically, the six sense-bases),
simply notes "contact has occurred" or "inspecting, inspecting" without adding a narrative. This
follows the instruction in the Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10) to be aware of phenomena merely as
they arise (Access to Insight, n.d.).

The role of Vipassana: Insight penetrates this initial moment, revealing that the sensory sign
flashes into existence and ceases instantly. It is recognized as impermanent and non-self. The
process of inspection is seen as being conditioned by past memory, revealing dependent
origination (paticcasamuppada) in action. This prevents a fixed view from crystallizing (Access
to Insight, n.d.).

Stage 3: Manasan (Recognition)

Process: A specific concept is applied to the object ("beauty," "threat," "me"). Conceptual
fixation begins.
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Role of Sati: The practice shifts to mindfulness of mind (cittanupassana), where the practitioner
mentally labels the activity as "perceiving”, perceiving without becoming attached to the content
of the perception (Access to Insight, n.d.).

The Role of Vipassana: Insight penetrates the constructed nature of perception itself. Qualities
like "beauty" or "ugliness" are seen not as inherent properties of the object, but as empty mental
imputations. This undermines the reality of the concept (Access to Insight, n.d.).

Stage 4: Hadayan (Initial Grasping)

Process: An initial feeling tone of pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral arises, and the mind begins to
grasp at it.

Role of Sati: The practitioner applies mindfulness of feeling (vedananupassana), noting
"pleasant," "unpleasant,”" or "neutral" with equanimity. The focus is on the raw feeling tone itself,
before it solidifies into an emotional reaction or craving (Access to Insight, n.d.).

The role of Vipassana: Insight recognizes that this feeling, like all phenomena, is impermanent.
This is likened to seeing the "first dart" of physical sensation without allowing the "second dart"
of mental reactivity and suffering to follow, as described in the Sallatha Sutta (SN 36.6) (Access
to Insight, n.d.).

Stage 5: Pandara (Intensification)

Process: The initial liking or disliking intensifies into the full-blown mental hindrance of sensual
desire or ill will. Craving (tanha) swells.

Role of Sati: Mindfulness of dhammas is applied, specifically to the five hindrances. The
practitioner clearly recognizes "sensual desire has arisen" and observes it with an attitude of
letting go, as prescribed in the Satipatthana Sutta (Access to Insight, n.d.).

Role of Vipassana: Insight actively contemplates the impermanence of the attractive object and
the feeling it generates. This repeated contemplation "drains the juice" from the craving,
weakening its power, a method detailed in the insight knowledges (vipassana-nana) of the
Visuddhimagga (Access to Insight, n.d.).

Stage 6 & 7: Mano-Manayatanam (Receptacle) & Manindriya (Impulse)

Process: The mind becomes fully occupied by the object, and a strong urge to act on the craving
arises. Unwholesome volition (sankhara) is formed.

Role of Sati: With clear comprehension (sampajafifia), mindfulness observes the mind turning
into a "channel" for the object and notes the intention to act as it forms. The mind is guarded like
a gatekeeper, as instructed in the Maha-satipatthana Sutta (DN 22), so the raw urge is seen before
it translates into action (Dhammatalks.org, n.d.).

The role of Vipassana: Insight sees volition itself as just another conditioned mental
phenomenon, arising and passing away due to its causes. This cuts through the illusion of a
central "controller" or "I" that decides to act, revealing the impersonal nature of intention (Access
to Insight, n.d.).
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Stage 8 & 9: Viiifiana (Absorption) & Viiifianakkhandha (Aggregate)

e Process: Consciousness is fully absorbed in craving, the self-view hardens, and a complete,
karmically potent consciousness aggregate is formed.

e Role of Sati: Mindfulness is trained on the arising and ceasing of Consciousness itself, moment
by moment. The practice culminates in holding all five aggregates (form, feeling, perception,
mental formations, Consciousness) in view and applying the reflection, "This is not mine, this I
am not, this is not my self" (Access to Insight, n.d.).

e Role of Vipassana: With the three characteristics of existence now fully clear, the meditator
experiences disenchantment (nibbida) toward all conditioned phenomena, including
Consciousness itself. At its culmination, path-knowledge (magga-nana) arises, which cuts the root
of all defilements, leading to the purification of insight as stated in the Dhammapada (Dhp 274)
(Access to Insight, n.d.).

In essence, this nine-stage framework serves as a detailed diagnostic map for contemplative practice. By
applying targeted mindfulness and insight at each juncture, a practitioner can deconstruct the process of
mental proliferation before it solidifies into suffering. This intervention is the very practice of going
"against the stream" (patisotagami), transforming a descriptive model of defilement into a prescriptive
path toward purification and ultimate liberation.

Conclusion

The nine-stage model of mind contamination from the Patisambhidamagga offers an exact and
psychologically sophisticated map of how suffering is generated at a cognitive level. It demonstrates that
the path from a neutral sensory event to a defiled state of mind is not a single leap but a rapid, sequential
chain of events, each providing an opportunity for intervention. The contemplative practices of sati and
vipassana are presented not as general states of relaxation, but as particular and targeted skills. Sati
functions as the vigilant watchdog, bringing steady, non-reactive awareness to each link in the chain. At
the same time, vipassana acts as the discerning surgeon that cuts through delusion by uncovering the
impermanent, unsatisfactory, and selfless nature of each component. By cultivating these faculties in
tandem, the practitioner can systematically dismantle the process of contamination at its root, preserving
the mind's inherent luminosity and progressing toward the ultimate goal of liberation.
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