
The Seven Sets 
 

The Four Frames of Reference (satipaṭṭhāna)  

1. Remaining focused on the body in & of itself — ardent, alert, & mindful — 

putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world.  

2. Remaining focused on feelings in & of themselves — ardent, alert, & mindful — 

putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world.  

3. Remaining focused on the mind in & of itself — ardent, alert, & mindful — 

putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world.  

4. Remaining focused on mental qualities in & of themselves — ardent, alert, & 

mindful — putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world.  

 

The Four Right Exertions (sammappadhāna)  

1. Generating desire, endeavoring, arousing persistence, upholding & exerting one's 

intent for the sake of the non-arising of evil, unskillful qualities that have not yet 

arisen.  

2. Generating desire, endeavoring, arousing persistence, upholding & exerting one's 

intent for the sake of the abandoning of evil, unskillful qualities that have arisen.  

3. Generating desire, endeavoring, arousing persistence, upholding & exerting one's 

intent for the sake of the arising of skillful qualities that have not yet arisen.  

4. Generating desire, endeavoring, arousing persistence, upholding & exerting one's 

intent for the maintenance, non-confusion, increase, plenitude, development, & 

culmination of skillful qualities that have arisen.  

 

The Four Bases of Power (iddhipāda)  

1. Developing the base of power endowed with concentration founded on desire & 

the fabrications of exertion.  

2. Developing the base of power endowed with concentration founded on 

persistence & the fabrications of exertion.  

3. Developing the base of power endowed with concentration founded on intent & 

the fabrications of exertion.  



4. Developing the base of power endowed with concentration founded on 

discrimination & the fabrications of exertion.  

 

The Five Faculties (indrīya)  

1. The faculty of conviction (saddhindrīya).  

2. The faculty of persistence (viriyindrīya).  

3. The faculty of mindfulness (satindrīya).  

4. The faculty of concentration (samādhindrīya).  

5. The faculty of discernment (paññindrīya).  

The Five Strengths (bala)  

1. The strength of conviction (saddhā-bala).  

2. The strength of persistence (viriya-bala).  

3. The strength of mindfulness (sati-bala).  

4. The strength of concentration (samādhi-bala).  

5. The strength of discernment (paññā-bala).  

 

The Seven Factors for Awakening (bojjhaṅ ga)  

1. Mindfulness as a factor for Awakening (sati-sambojjhaṅ ga).  

2. Analysis of qualities as a factor for Awakening (dhamma-vicaya-

sambojjhaṅ ga).  

3. Persistence as a factor for Awakening (viriya-sambojjhaṅ ga).  

4. Rapture as a factor for Awakening (pīti-sambojjhaṅ ga).  

5. Serenity as a factor for Awakening (passaddhi-sambojjhaṅ ga).  

6. Concentration as a factor for Awakening (samādhi-sambojjhaṅ ga).  

7. Equanimity as a factor for Awakening (upekkhā-sambojjhaṅ ga).  

 

The Noble Eightfold Path (ariya-magga)  



1. Right view (sammā-diṭṭhi).  

2. Right resolve (sammā-saṅkappa).  

3. Right speech (sammā-vācā).  

4. Right action (sammā-kammanta).  

5. Right livelihood (sammā-ājīva).  

6. Right effort (sammā-vāyāma).  

7. Right mindfulness (sammā-sati).  

8. Right concentration (sammā-samādhi).  

Key Terms 

Āsava: Effluent; fermentation. Four qualities — sensuality, views, becoming, and 

ignorance — that "flow out" of the mind and create the flood of the round of death 

and rebirth. 

Idappaccayatā: This/that conditionality. This name for the causal principle the 

Buddha discovered on the night of his Awakening emphasizes the point that, for the 

purposes of ending suffering and stress, the processes of causality can be 

understood entirely in terms of conditions in the realm of direct experience, with no 

need to refer to forces operating outside of that realm. 

Jhāna: Mental absorption. A state of strong concentration focused on a single 

sensation or mental notion. 

Fabrication: Saṅkhāra literally means "putting together," and carries connotations 

of jerry-rigged artificiality. It is applied to physical and to mental processes, as well 

as to the products of those processes. Various English words have been suggested 

as renderings for saṅkhāra — such as "formation," "determination," "force," and 

"construction" — but "fabrication," in both of its senses, as the process of 

fabrication and the fabricated things that result, seems the best equivalent for 

capturing the connotations as well as the denotations of the term. 

Frame of reference: The literal rendering of satipaṭṭhāna is "foundation of 

mindfulness," "establishing of mindfulness," or "application of mindfulness," all of 

which require a great deal of explanation to make them intelligible in English. 



However, the actual function of satipaṭṭhāna in practice is precisely that of the 

English idiom, frame of reference. Although adopting this rendering requires some 

inconsistency in translating sati — using "reference" here, and "mindfulness" 

otherwise — this seems a small price to pay for instant intelligibility in an otherwise 

obscure term. 

 

 



 

A. The Treasures of the Teaching  

Nowhere in the Canon does the Buddha list the seven sets of teachings under the 

name of Wings to Awakening. He mentions the seven sets as a group many times 

when he is summarizing his main teachings, but there is no firm evidence as to 

whether he ever actually gave a name to the group. In one passage he applies the 

term "wings to self-Awakening" to the five faculties [§77]; and in two passages 

[§§24-25] he makes reference to the seven Wings to Awakening, which may or 

may not denote the seven sets. Nevertheless, given the fact that the Buddha called 

the five faculties wings to self-Awakening, and all seven sets are equivalent to the 

five faculties, the name "Wings to Awakening" for all seven seems appropriate. This 

was the name that they definitely had in early post-canonical texts, such as the 

Petakopadesa, and that they have maintained ever since. 

The seven sets have played an important role throughout the history of Buddhism 

in all of its various branches. They provided the framework for the earliest 

Abhidhamma texts, systematic presentations of the doctrine that were added to the 

early Canons a few centuries after the Buddha's passing away. They were also part 

of the first Buddhist text translated into Chinese, and later came to exemplify 

"Hinayana" teachings in T'ien-t'ai and other Chinese doctrinal systems. Tantric 

Buddhism features mandalas containing 37 deities, symbolic of the 37 factors 

making up the seven sets. Tibetan architecture, probably following the treatises of 

the medieval Indian universities, identifies the various parts of standard stupa 

design as symbols of the seven sets. Thus the Wings provide one of the few 

common threads that, in actual or symbolic form, run through all the traditions 

claiming descent from the Buddha. 

One of the peculiarities of the Wings, viewed as a whole, is that two sets are 

duplicates: the five faculties and the five strengths contain the same five factors. 

Several theories have been advanced as to why the Buddha included what is 

essentially the same set twice. One is that he wanted to indicate that the five 

factors that make up each set could exist in the mind in two distinct levels of 

intensity, one sufficient for the path to stream-entry, the first level of Awakening, 

and the other needed for Arahantship, the highest level. This may parallel the 

passage [§106] where the Buddha makes a similar distinction between the noble 

eightfold path of stream-entry and the tenfold path of Arahantship. There is some 
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disagreement among later writers as to which of the two sets, the faculties or the 

strengths, should be considered the more intense, although there is one canonical 

passage [§85] where the term "faculty" seems to rank on a higher level than 

"strength." 

From a less historical and more practical point of view, the important question 

about the seven sets is how they fit into the general plan of Buddhist practice. Their 

role is most succinctly stated in §25: the development of the seven sets follows on 

the development of virtue and leads naturally into the development of transcendent 

discernment, thus filling the role that other passages assign to concentration 

practice. This suggests — and again, the suggestion is borne out by passages that 

deal with the issue in more detail — that the seven sets are to be developed in 

the course of a concentration practice based on a moral life and aimed at 

the development of discernment. When §23 ends its list of preconditions for the 

practice of the seven sets with four meditation practices — actually three, as the 

perception of inconstancy is an integral part of mindfulness of in-and-out breathing 

— it is simply listing the concentration practices most frequently recommended in 

the texts as focal points for developing the skills of the seven sets. Nevertheless, 

although the seven sets focus most specifically on the practice of 

concentration, the close interconnections among virtue, concentration, and 

discernment mean that the sets include the factors of virtue and 

discernment as well, thus encompassing the entire path of Buddhist 

practice. 

A virtuous and moral life is an absolute prerequisite for practicing the sets. This is a 

point that cannot be overstated, a fact reflected in the large number of canonical 

passages that hammer it home: far too many to include in this anthology. Some of 

the sets — the five faculties/strengths and the noble eightfold path — actually 

include the practice of a virtuous life in their factors, under the faculty/strength of 

conviction, and under the factors of right speech, right action, and right livelihood 

in the eightfold path. The remaining sets, the texts tell us, are meant to follow on 

the development of personal virtue in the same way that sunrise follows on the pre-

dawn colors in the eastern sky…. 

In addition, the practice of virtue forces one to develop a number of the 

"concentration" factors in the sets themselves, on a preliminary level of skill, thus 

making them strong and fit for formal concentration practice. To maintain a 
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precept, one must keep it constantly in mind: this strengthens mindfulness. One 

must stick to one's determination to abide by one's principles: this strengthens 

persistence. One must pay attention to the present moment, for that is where the 

decision to keep or break a precept is made; and one must remain firm in one's 

cultivation of the sublime attitudes: these factors strengthen concentration. One 

must be clear about one's motives for acting, and at the same time be sensitive in 

knowing how to apply a particular precept to one's present situation: e.g., being 

quick to see how to avoid an issue in which telling the truth might be harmful, yet 

without telling a lie. This strengthens one's ability to analyze the mind in the 

present moment, intensifying one's powers of discernment in general. These four 

factors — mindfulness, effort, concentration, and discernment — are the central 

elements in all of the seven sets. Thus, the practice of virtue exercises, on a 

rudimentary level, the qualities of mind needed for concentration practice. 

A close look at the seven sets will show that a similar relationship exists between 

these qualities, as they are developed in concentration practice, and the 

transcendent discernment toward which they lead. On the one hand, concentration 

is needed as a basis for discernment; on the other hand, discernment is exercised 

in developing concentration, becoming more precise and penetrating as a result. To 

understand how this happens, we must first note that the seven sets fall into two 

types. The first type consists of the four frames of reference, the four right 

exertions, and the four bases of power. Each of these sets focuses on a single 

factor in the "concentration aggregate" [§105] of the noble eightfold path: the 

frames of reference on mindfulness, the right exertions on effort, and the bases of 

power on concentration. Their factors are defined in such a way that the proper 

development of any one set involves the other two sets, together with the factor of 

discernment. In this sense they point out the "holographic" nature of the path: each 

part must include the whole, just as every piece of a hologram can reproduce the 

entire holographic image. 

The sets included in the second type are the five faculties, the five strengths, the 

seven factors for Awakening, and the noble eightfold path. Each of these sets lists 

its factors in a causal chain progressing through a spiraling loop. The five faculties 

and strengths start with conviction, which then leads naturally to persistence, 

mindfulness, concentration, and then discernment. Discernment, in turn, provides a 

basis for even firmer conviction. Similarly, the seven factors for Awakening start 

with mindfulness, which develops into an analysis of (present) mental qualities, 
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persistence, rapture, serenity, concentration, and finally equanimity. Equanimity, in 

turn, provides a steady basis for the further development of mindfulness. The noble 

eightfold path starts out with right view and right resolve, which together constitute 

discernment, leading to right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right 

mindfulness, and right concentration. Concentration, in turn, forms a basis for the 

clearer development of discernment. In this way the various factors of the path are 

mutually reinforcing in an upward spiral that leads to Awakening. 

Comparing the sets in the second type with one another, however, we find a certain 

complexity in their feedback loops. In terms of their most important factors, we see 

that the faculties and strengths depict the causal sequence as: 

effort » mindfulness » concentration » discernment; 

the factors for Awakening give it as: 

mindfulness » discernment » effort » concentration; 

and the noble eightfold path: 

discernment » effort » mindfulness » concentration. 

Although the sequences differ, they have one pattern in common: concentration 

always follows after right effort and mindfulness. This suggests not only that 

concentration depends on these two factors, but also that effort and mindfulness, 

when properly developed, are meant to lead to concentration. This suggestion is 

borne out in the texts that deal with these factors in detail [§§1, 33-35, 58, 61]. 

The two factors with the most variegated roles in these lists are mindfulness and 

discernment. Mindfulness is essential at every step along the way. There are 

passages [§26] teaching that mindfulness is a prerequisite for virtue, which — 

together with right view — is in turn a prerequisite for right mindfulness [§27]. 

Similarly, mindfulness is necessary for concentration, which in turn can be devoted 

to the development of greater mindfulness [§149], which can lead further to 

discernment. 

As for discernment: If we look at the lists placing discernment after the other 

factors, we find that certain aspects of discernment are presumed by the earlier 

factors. In the five faculties, for instance, conviction includes belief in the principle 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part1.html#passage-1�
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part2.html#passage-33�
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part2.html#passage-58�
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part2.html#passage-61�
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part2.html#passage-26�
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part2.html#passage-27�
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part3.html#passage-149�


of kamma, which is one of the elements of right discernment. In the lists that place 

discernment toward the beginning of the process, we find transcendent discernment 

added on to the end: the seven factors for Awakening, when fully developed, lead 

to clear knowing (transcendent discernment) and release; when the noble eightfold 

path reaches the point of full Awakening, it leads to right knowledge (transcendent 

discernment again) and right release. The implication here is that discernment, 

functioning on different levels, keeps adding feedback loops of ever greater 

sensitivity every step along the way. This point is made explicit in §106. 

For this reason, skillfulness — as a constant, sensitive mindfulness and discernment 

toward one's own actions — lies at the essence of every moment in the continued 

development of the path. On the one hand it creates the conditions necessary for 

the path to develop: knowledge of what is skillful and unskillful must necessarily 

precede right effort and mindfulness, and must help mindfulness lead to 

concentration. On the other hand, the factors of mindfulness and concentration are 

necessary for discernment to become even more sensitive to the present moment. 

Thus, as the path spirals through its many feedback loops, it exercises discernment, 

making it stronger in the same way that muscles are strengthened with exercise. At 

the same time, the development of the path steadies the conditions that provide 

discernment with the solid basis it needs to become more and more precise, just as 

a solid foundation is necessary for sensitive measuring equipment. In this way 

discernment develops from a knowledge of what is skillful and unskillful, first 

gained through the advice and example of others, on through a more intuitive 

understanding of skillfulness gained through repeated action and reflection on one's 

actions, to a knowledge in terms of the four noble truths and the duties appropriate 

to each, and finally to the knowledge that those duties have been fulfilled [§195]. 

The Wings thus put mundane discernment to use, and in so doing make it 

transcendent. 

All of this explains why the Buddha said that of all the wings to self-Awakening, 

discernment is chief [§77]. In its more rudimentary forms it provides the conditions 

and feedback necessary for each step along the way; its transcendent form, at the 

culmination of the path, leads directly to Awakening. 

The experience of Awakening, according to the texts, can take any one of four 

levels: 
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• stream-entry, i.e., entry into the stream leading to Unbinding — which cuts 

the fetters of self-identity views, uncertainty, and grasping at habits and 

practices — ensuring that one will be reborn no more than seven more times; 

• once-returning — which further weakens passion, aversion, and delusion — 

ensuring that one will be reborn no more than once; 

• non-returning — which cuts the fetters of sensual passion and irritation — 

ensuring that one will be reborn in the highest heavens, called the Pure 

Abodes, there to obtain Unbinding, never to return to this world; and 

• Arahantship — which cuts the fetters of passion for form, passion for 

formlessness, conceit, restlessness, and ignorance — bringing total freedom 

from the cycle of rebirth. 

In all four levels, the basic dynamic is the same: virtue, concentration, and 

discernment bring the mind skillfully to a state of "non-fashioning" (atammayata) 

[§179] where all present input into the cycle of kamma is suspended. This state of 

non-fashioning then opens the way for the experience of the Unfabricated. To put 

this in terms of the two knowledges that constitute Awakening, the skillful mastery 

of the processes of kamma to the point of non-fashioning corresponds to the 

knowledge of the regularity of the Dhamma; the experience of the Unfabricated 

corresponds to the knowledge of Unbinding. 

Although all four levels require mature levels of the path factors of virtue, 

concentration, and discernment to bring about the two knowledges that constitute 

Awakening, they differ in the relative maturity of the path factors that lead up to 

them. Stream-entry occurs at the full maturation of virtue; non-returning, at the 

full maturation of concentration; and Arahantship, at the full maturation of 

discernment [AN 3.88; MFU, pp. 103]. Thus they also differ in the depth to which 

they penetrate the two knowledges of Awakening and in their ability to cut the 

fetters that perpetuate bondage to the cycle of kamma and rebirth. The texts report 

a few cases where meditators go straight through all four levels to the level of 

Arahantship, but in most cases the meditator will pass through the four levels step-

by-step, sometimes over course of many years or even several lifetimes. 

In this book, except where otherwise noted, discussions of the Awakening 

experience as described in the discourses focus on the level where virtue, 

concentration, and discernment are all fully mature, the Awakening total, and the 
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resulting freedom absolutely unlimited. This is the point where all seven sets of the 

Wings to Awakening ultimately aim. 

 



 

B. The Four Frames of Reference 

The four frames of reference (satipatthana) are a set of teachings that show where 

a meditator should focus attention and how. This dual role — the "where" and the 

"how" — is reflected in the fact that the term satipatthana can be explained 

etymologically in two ways. On the one hand, it can be regarded as a compound of 

sati (mindfulness, reference, the ability to keep something in mind) and patthana 

(foundation, condition, source), thus referring to the object kept in mind as a 

frame of reference for giving context to one's experience. Alternatively, 

satipatthana can be seen as a compound of sati and upatthana (establishing near, 

setting near), thus referring to the approach (the how) of keeping something 

closely in mind, of establishing and maintaining a solid frame of reference. Scholars 

are divided as to which interpretation is right, but for all practical purposes they 

both are. The Buddha was more a poet than a strict etymologist, and he may have 

deliberately chosen an ambiguous term that would have fruitful meanings on more 

than one level. In the practice of the frames of reference, both the proper object 

and the proper approach are crucial for getting the proper results. In fact, as we 

shall see, the taking of a proper object entails the beginning of the proper 

approach, and the approach ends by taking as its objects the qualities of mind 

developed in the course of pursuing the approach itself. In other words, as we 

mentioned in the Introduction concerning the Buddha's Awakening, the "what" 

merges with the "how" as the "how" of the investigation ultimately becomes what 

gets investigated. 

§ 28. Mindful & Alert. Stay mindful, monks, and alert. This is our instruction 

to you all. And how is a monk mindful? There is the case where a monk 

remains focused on the body in & of itself — ardent, alert, & mindful — 

putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world. He remains 

focused on feelings... mind... mental qualities in & of themselves — ardent, 

alert, & mindful — putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world 

[§213]. This is how a monk is mindful. 

And how is a monk alert? There is the case where feelings are known to the 

monk as they arise, known as they persist, known as they subside. 

Thoughts are known to him as they arise, known as they persist, known as 

they subside. Discernment [vl: perception] is known to him as it arises, 
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known as it persists, known as it subsides. This is how a monk is alert. So 

stay mindful, monks, and alert. This is our instruction to you all. 

            — SN 47.35 

§ 29. Analysis. I will teach you the frames of reference, their development, 

and the path of practice leading to their development. Listen & pay close 

attention. I will speak. 

Now, what are the frames of reference? There is the case where a monk 

remains focused on the body in & of itself — ardent, alert, & mindful — 

putting aside greed & distress with reference to the world. He remains 

focused on feelings... mind... mental qualities in & of themselves — ardent, 

alert, & mindful — putting aside greed & distress with reference to the 

world. These are called the frames of reference. 

And what is the development of the frames of reference? There is the case 

where a monk remains focused on the phenomenon of origination with 

regard to the body, remains focused on the phenomenon of passing away 

with regard to the body, remains focused on the phenomenon of origination 

& passing away with regard to the body — ardent, alert, & mindful — putting 

aside greed & distress with reference to the world. 

He remains focused on the phenomenon of origination with regard to 

feelings... with regard to the mind... with regard to mental qualities, 

remains focused on the phenomenon of passing away with regard to mental 

qualities, remains focused on the phenomenon of origination & passing 

away with regard to mental qualities — ardent, alert, & mindful — putting 

aside greed & distress with reference to the world. This is called the 

development of the frames of reference. 

And what is the path of practice to the development of the frames of 

reference? Just this noble eightfold path: right view, right resolve, right 

speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right 

concentration. This is called the path of practice to the development of the 

frames of reference. 

— SN 47.40 
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§ 30. In Detail.  - MN 10 (see attached) 
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