THE TWELVE LINKS OF DEPENDENT
ORIGINATION

MUOI HAI NHAN DUYEN

2. VOLITIONAL FORMATIONS — HANH

Based on the Sutras — Dwa trén Kinh dién

ENGLISH

“With ignorance as condition, volitional formations arise; with volitional
formations as condition, consciousness arises.”

Scriptural foundation

This explanation is based principally on three canonical discourses: The Analysis of
Dependent Origination (Samyutta Nikaya 12.2), Right View (Majjhima Nikaya 9), and the
Mahayana Rice Seedling Sutra (Salistamba Sttra).

SN 12.2 defines volitional formations as threefold: bodily volitional formation, verbal
volitional formation, and mental volitional formation. MN 9 presents the same threefold
division and explains that formations arise with the arising of ignorance and cease with the
cessation of ignorance.

The Rice Seedling Stutra places formations between ignorance and consciousness: ignorance
conditions formations, and formations condition consciousness. It emphasizes a conditioned
process rather than a creator, a permanent self, or an independent controller.

1. What does ‘volitional formations’ mean?

The Pali word is sankhara; the corresponding Sanskrit word is samskara. These terms have
several meanings in Buddhist teaching. They can refer broadly to conditioned things or to
mental formations. Here, however, we are considering their specific meaning as the second
link of dependent origination.

In this context, volitional formations are karmically formative intentions and activities. They
are the ways in which the mind, influenced by ignorance and habitual tendencies, constructs
responses through body, speech, and mind.
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The word ‘volitional’ is important. Hanh does not mean every movement of the body or every
event occurring in the mind. It points especially to intentional activity that shapes
experience, strengthens tendencies, and produces karmic results.

2. Why does ignorance condition volitional formations?

Ignorance means not seeing suffering, its origin, its cessation, and the path clearly. It also
includes failing to see impermanence, dependent arising, and the absence of an independent
self.

Because we do not see clearly, we grasp at ‘T’ and ‘mine’. On that basis, intentions arise: to
obtain what pleases us, to push away what displeases us, or to remain unaware and
indifferent. These intentions set body, speech, and mind in motion.

Thus ignorance does not command formations as one person commands another. It provides
the condition in which habitual and karmically effective intentions arise. This is the meaning
of ‘with ignorance as condition, volitional formations arise’.

3. The three kinds of volitional formations

Bodily volitional formations are intentions and karmically formative activities expressed
through the body. They include intentional ways of acting toward other beings and the
world.

Verbal volitional formations are intentions and karmically formative activities expressed
through speech. Words may be truthful or false, gentle or harsh, reconciling or divisive,
meaningful or careless.

Mental volitional formations are intentions and karmically formative activities occurring in
the mind. They include patterns of desire, ill will, views, planning, and repeated ways of
attending and reacting.

These three are not separate compartments. A mental intention may lead to speech or bodily
action; repeated speech and action may in turn strengthen a mental habit. Together they
form patterns that influence how we experience and respond to life.

4. Volitional formations and karma

The Buddha taught that intention is central to karma. In the second link, formations are
therefore not blind physical forces. They are intentional, karmically formative processes
conditioned by ignorance.

An intention may pass quickly, but repeated intentions leave tendencies. A tendency makes a
similar response more likely to arise again. In this way, formations help continue patterns of
experience, action, and consequence.
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This does not mean that everything happening to a person is the result of one past action, nor
does it imply fate. Many conditions operate together, and present awareness and present
choices can introduce new conditions.

5. Are all volitional formations unwholesome?

Volitional formations may be unwholesome or wholesome. Anger, cruelty, deceit, and greed
lead the mind toward suffering. Generosity, ethical conduct, patience, and compassion create
more beneficial conditions.

Yet as long as action is accompanied by ignorance and grasping at a permanent self, it
remains within the conditioned cycle of samsara. Wholesome action is still essential: it
reduces harm, supports clarity, and provides favorable conditions for wisdom and liberation.

Therefore, the teaching is not an invitation to stop acting. It is an invitation to act with
increasing awareness, compassion, and understanding, so that ignorance and compulsive
habit gradually lose their power.

6. How do formations condition consciousness?

The next link is consciousness. The teaching states that with formations as condition,
consciousness arises. This means that karmic intentions and habitual patterns provide
conditions that shape the arising and direction of consciousness.

The relationship should not be understood as a permanent soul travelling from one moment
or one life to another. The Rice Seedling Suitra describes dependent arising without an
independent agent: when the necessary conditions are present, the next factor arises; when
those conditions cease, it cannot arise in the same way.

7. How are volitional formations brought to cessation?

MN 9 teaches that formations cease with the cessation of ignorance, and that the way leading
to their cessation is the Noble Eightfold Path. This does not mean destroying the ability to
think, speak, or act.

What ceases is the production of karmic formations rooted in ignorance, craving, and
clinging. As wisdom sees experience more clearly, actions no longer have to arise
automatically from confusion and self-grasping.

Ethical conduct restrains harmful formations; meditation allows intentions and habits to be
seen without immediately following them; and wisdom removes the ignorance from which
binding formations arise. In this way, the chain can gradually be understood and released.

Sources: Samyutta Nikaya 12.2, Analysis of Dependent Origination; Majjhima Nikaya 9, Right View; The Rice
Seedling (Salistamba Satra), Toh 210
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TIENG VIET

“Do v6 minh lam duyén, Hanh sinh khdi; do Hanh lam duyén, Thivc sinh
khoi.”

Nén tang Kinh dién

Bai gidi thich nay cht yéu dya trén ba ban kinh: Kinh Phan Tich Duyén Khéi (Twong Ung Bo
12.2), Kinh Chanh Tri Kién (Trung B 9), va Kinh Pai Thira Ma Lua (Salistamba Sttra).

Twong Ung B6 12.2 dinh nghia Hanh gom ba loai: than hanh, khau hanh va tdm hanh. Trung
B0 9 cling trinh bay ba loai nay va gidi thich rang khi vé minh sinh khéi thi Hanh sinh khai;
khi v6 minh cham dt thi Hanh cham dut.

Kinh Ma Lua ddt Hanh gitta V6 minh va Thic: V6 minh lam duyén cho Hanh, r6i Hanh lam
duyén cho Thitc. Pay 1a mot tién trinh do diéu kién ma van hanh, khéng c6 mot dang sang
tao, mot cdi téi thuwdng con hay mot chu thé doc 1ap ding phia sau diéu khién.

1. ‘Hanh’ nghia la gi?

Tiéng Pali la sankhara; tiéng Sanskrit twong tng la samskara. Trong gido ly Phat gido, tir nay
c6 nhiéu nghia. N6 c6 thé chi chung céc phéap hitu vi hodc cac tim hanh. Tuy nhién, & day
ching ta tim hiéu ¥ nghia chuyén biét cia Hanh trong chi thit hai cia Muoi Hai Nhan Duyén.

Trong ngtt cAnh nay, Hanh la nhitng y dinh va hoat dong tao tac cé kha nang tao nghiép. b6
l1a cach tdm, dwéi &nh hudng ctia vé minh va tap khi, tao nén nhitng phan ng qua than, 1oi
noivatamy.

Yéu t6 ‘cé chu y’ rat quan trong. Hanh khong c6 nghia la moi ctt dong ctia thdn hay moi hién
tugng xuat hién trong tam. 0} day, Hanh dac biét chi hoat ddng c6 chu y, c6 khd nang dinh
hinh kinh nghiém, cing c6 tap khi va dua dén qua nghiép.

2. Vi sao Vo minh lam duyén cho Hanh?

V6 minh 1a khong thay roé khé, nguyén nhan cia kho, sy chdm dit khé va con duong dua dén
sy chdm dut kho. VO minh cling bao gom viéc khong thiy ro vo thudng, duyén khéi va sy
vang mat cia mot cai toi doc lap.

Vi khéng thay rd, ching ta bAm chap vao ‘t6i’ va ‘cta t6i’. Trén nén tang ay, nhitng y dinh
phét sinh: tim 14y diéu lam ta dé chiu, xua duéi diéu lam ta kKho chiu, hodc tho o va khong
tinh gidc. Nhitng y dinh nay thuc day than, 101 néi va tim hoat dong.

Vi vay, vo minh khong ra 1énh cho Hanh giong nhw ngwoi nay diéu khién nguoi kia. V6 minh
tao diéu kién dé nhitng y dinh theo tip khi va c6 kha nang tao nghiép sinh khéi. 6 1a y nghia
ctia cau ‘do vd minh lam duyén, Hanh sinh khéji’.
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3. Baloai Hanh

Than hanh 1a nhitng ¥ dinh va hoat dong tao nghiép duwgc biéu hién qua than. Ching bao
gom nhitng cadch hanh dong c6 cha y doi véi nguoi khac va thé gidi chung quanh.

Khiu hanh 1a nhitng y dinh va hoat dong tao nghiép dwoc biéu hién qua 161 néi. Loi noéi cé
thé chén that hoac dai trd, diu dang hoic tho bao, hoa hgp hodéc chia ré, cé y nghia hoic thiéu
can trong.

Tam hanh 1a nhitng y dinh va hoat dong tao nghiép dién ra trong tim. Ching bao gom cac
khuynh huéng tham muén, 4c ¥, quan niém, du tinh, cing nhitng cach chd y va phdn @ng
dugc lap di lap lai.

Ba loai nay khong phai 1a ba ngén riéng biét. Mot y dinh trong tdm c6 thé dan dén 101 noi
hodc hanh dong ctia than; 10i n6i va hanh déng dugc lap lai cling c¢6 thé lam mot théi quen
trong tAm manh thém. T4t ca cung tao thanh nhitng khuén mau anh huwdng dén cach ta kinh
nghiém va dép lai cudc séng.

4. Hanh va nghiép

birc Phat day rang y dinh giit vai tro trung tam trong nghiép. Vi vdy, Hanh trong chi thi hai
khong phai la mot sttc manh vat chat mu quang. D6 1a nhitng tién trinh cé cha y, cé kha nang
tao nghiép va dugc vd minh lam diéu kién.

Mot ¥ dinh c6 thé thoang qua rat nhanh, nhung nhitng y dinh dwoc 1ap lai sé dé lai khuynh
hudng. Khuynh hudng dy khién mot phan ng twong tu dé sinh khéi 1an nira. Bing cach nay,
Hanh tiép tuc duy tri cdc khuén mau ctia kinh nghiém, hanh dong va két qua.

biéu nay khong c6 nghia moi viéc xay dén véi mot nguoi déu la két qua cia mot hanh dong
trong qua khi, cting khong cé nghia s6 phan da dugc dinh san. Nhiéu diéu kién cung van
hanh, va sy tinh thitc cung lwa chon trong hién tai c6 thé tao thém nhitng diéu kién mdai.

5. C6 phai moi Hanh déu bat thién?

Hanh c6 thé bat thién hodc thién lanh. San han, doc ac, doi trd va tham lam dua tdm dén kho
dau. B0 thi, gitt gidi, nhan nhuyc va tir bi tao nén nhitng diéu kién t6t dep hon.

Tuy nhién, chitng nao hanh dong van di cung vé minh va sy bam chap vao mot cdi toi thuong
con, né van thudc vé vong diéu kién cda luan hoi. Hanh déng thién van v6 cung can thiét: né
lam gidm t6n hai, nang dd sw sang suot va tao diéu kién thuén loi cho tri tué cung giai thoat.
Vi thé, 161 day nay khong bao chung ta ngirng hanh déng. Loi day moi goi ta hanh dong vai
tinh thirc, tir bi va hiéu biét ngay cang sadu hon, dé vé minh va thoi quen cudng bach dan mat
sitc manh.
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6. Hanh lam duyén cho Thirc nhu thé nao?

Chi ké tiép la Thirc. Gido 1y day rang do Hanh lam duyén nén Thirc sinh khai. Diéu nay cé
nghia nhitng y dinh tao nghiép va cac khuynh huéng theo théi quen tao diéu kién, dinh hinh
su sinh khéi va chiéu huéng cia Thiic.

Khéng nén hiéu moi quan hé 4y nhuw mot linh hon thuwdng con di tit Khodnh khic nay sang
khodnh khac khac hoac tir doi nay sang doi sau. Kinh Ma Luda trinh bay duyén khéi khong co6
mot tdc nhan ddc lap: khi cc diéu kién can thiét hién dién, yéu t6 ké ti€p sinh khéi; khi cac
diéu kién 4y chdm dut, n6 khéng thé sinh khai theo cach cii.

7. Lam thé nao Hanh duoc cham dart?

Trung B 9 day rang Hanh chdm dit khi vo minh chdm dit, va con dwong dua dén sy cham
dit Hanh 1a Con Puong Cao Quy Tam Nganh. Piéu nay khong cé nghia phdi hay diét kha
nang suy nghi, ndi nang hay hanh dong.

biéu cham dut 1a sy tao tac nghiép bat nguon tlir vo minh, tham ai va chap thu. Khi tri tué
thdy kinh nghiém rd rang hon, hanh dong khong con budc phai sinh khéi mgt cdch may méc
tlr mé 1am va chap nga.

Gidi hanh gitp ngan nhitrng tao tac gay hai; thién dinh gitp ta thay y dinh va tap khi ma
khong lap tic chay theo chung; tri tué loai trir vé minh 1a goc cia nhitng tao tac tréi budc.
Nho vy, mat xich nay dan dugc nhan biét va thao ga.

Ngudn Kinh dién: Tuong Ung B6 12.2, Kinh Phan Tich Duyén Khdi; Trung B6 9, Kinh Chanh Tri Kién; Kinh
Ma Lua (Salistamba Satra), Toh 210
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