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Nirvana: A Paradox of Experience  

The literal definition of Nirvana is a “blowing out” or a “quenching” of sorts (Keown 1996; 55). What’s being blown out is described as “the fires of greed, hatred, and delusion” (Gethin 1998; 320), but what that looks like isn’t exactly clear. Not even Buddha tried to describe Nirvana, as it quickly becomes evident that it isn’t something that can be described at all—it must be experienced. Of course, people do want to try and understand it, and so attempts to illustrate Nirvana are made. Some primary examples are: a state of infinity, the end of suffering (via the cessation of greed, hatred, and ignorance), and the end of the cycle of rebirth (the end of samsara). Every one of these descriptions runs into logical issue, however. We cannot conceive of infinites without putting finite terms on them, as we are not capable of conceptualising anything without an end. Desire is, according to Buddhism, a form of suffering, and so when people say that they want to be free of all suffering (i.e: they want to experience Nirvana), they are, ironically, suffering—as long as we desire freedom we will never be free. In the same regard, Nirvana is a freedom from ignorance, but we are incapable of understanding Nirvana without first experiencing it, and vice versa. It is a contradiction, a paradox. Once Nirvana is achieved, the cycle of rebirth—samsara—is meant to end (harkening back to the literal definition of “blowing out”), but what the next step looks like isn’t explained. This is because without experiencing Nirvana any hope of understanding how it feels or what it truly means is a logical impossibility, like trying to ask a fish to describe what it feels like to fly. Buddhist teaching  makes it quite clear that Nirvana is not an end goal, but instead a result of ideal living. It is not mentioned outright in any of the Four Noble Truths, only eluded to in the fourth by way of saying that there is a path that leads to the cessation of suffering (which would be Nirvana)—Nirvana is one of the Four Seals, not a Noble Truth. Due to its logically paradoxical nature, it is clear that Nirvana isn’t something that can be understood through description or teaching, but instead something that must be experienced.
The concept of infinity is a baffling one. We are told that the universe is expanding infinitely outwards, or that there are an infinite number of numbers, but when we try and conceptualise what that might look like, we are unable to. Take describing the fourth dimension, for example: we live in a world of four dimensions, but experience it through three. We can only do our best to explain the fourth dimension by utilising what our brains can understand, that being the third dimension. Likewise, we try and explain the concept of infinity by using finite terminology. Humphreys illustrates this point well, underlining its importance: “Only a negative is possible, for we can conceive the Infinite only as the not-finite, as the word implies” (Humphreys 1951; 128). Like the example of describing the fourth dimension by using the third, in Humphreys example the fourth dimension is the infinite, and our thinking of it as the “not-finite” is our use of the third dimension; we do the best we can with the tools we have at our disposal. Humphreys continues: “All positive description is adding predicates to the All, which is either absurd for redundancy or, by exclusion, a limitation of the All” (Humphreys 1951; 128). It it simple to say that infinites never end, but conceptualising a never-ending factor is impossible. We can understand that there are, in fact, an infinite number of numbers, but when asked to delve deeper into what that might look like, or what that actually means, we can’t. There must always be an end-point because that’s how we make sense of the world. By describing Nirvana as a form of infinity—or multiple forms of infinity—we run into a hard-stop on a very basic level: we are trying to understand what Nirvana is by describing it as something that we are incapable of actually understanding. “The first and the last word on Nirvana was said by Nagasena in one phrase: ‘Nirvana is!’ for no discussion with the finite mind will enable one to cognise the Infinite” (Humphreys 1951; 128). As Humphreys says, our minds are finite and thus only capable of understanding such. “It can not be conceived; it can only be experienced” (Humphreys 1951; 128). We are, by our evidently limited nature, ignorant to the concept of infinite, and so ignorant to the concept of Nirvana. 
Ignorance is a form of suffering, which lends itself well to the paradoxical nature of Nirvana. Nirvana is, by partial definition, a cessation of ignorance, and so wanting to know what Nirvana is leads one into a corner quite quickly: to be ignorant of Nirvana is to not experience it, and to experience Nirvana is to be free of ignorance. It is important to take this into consideration as it acts as a simple illustration of Nirvana’s contradictory nature. Even more complex and paradoxical, however, is what is taken to be the broadest definition of Nirvana: “what we can be sure of … is that it means the end of suffering” (Keown 1996; 56). This is also what the third and fourth Noble Truths—those being that there is cessation of suffering and a path that leads to the cessation of suffering, respectively—are alluding to. According to Gethin, what leads to the end of suffering is the end of craving, as “in the normal course of events our quest for happiness leads us to attempt to satisfy our desires—whatever they be. But in so doing we become attached to things that are unreliable, unstable, changing, and impermanent” (Gethin 1998; 74). Over-simplified, Nirvana is a state free from want. By letting go of one’s want for anything, one becomes free from craving and thus free from suffering. This is because all suffering at a root-level comes from some level of desire. “The cessation of craving is, then, the goal of the Buddhist path, and equivalent to the cessation of suffering, the highest happiness, Nirvana” (Gethin 1998; 74). As mentioned earlier, one must let go of one’s wants to be free from craving—which, like infinity, is a misleadingly simple concept. It is impossible to understand what it feels like to be free of suffering without experiencing that freedom. To harken back to an earlier example, it is quite easy to tell someone that there is a never ending number of numbers, but when asked what that looks like we are unable to conceive of it. Saying that Nirvana is a state free of suffering does not explain what it is like to be in that state. Likewise, saying that a state free of suffering is a state free of desire/want does not explain what it is like to be in that state. It cannot be described because when probed, the descriptions fall short. This is why Nirvana is not mentioned in or as any of the Noble Truths. It can’t be described as a Noble Truth because, put simply, it can’t be described at all. To understand what these states truly are and what they feel like, one would need to experience them, thus the primary paradox surrounding Nirvana: to experience Nirvana one mustn’t want to experience it. Nirvana is, however, intrinsic to Buddhism, and like infinity, we are unable to use logic to understand it. To conceive of it, we need to experience it. 
To be free from suffering one mustn’t want to be free from it. Wanting to be free is, in itself, a selfish desire, and selfish desire is suffering; until you reach Nirvana you aren’t free from suffering, but to reach it you have to be free from it. It is a pure paradox, a contradiction, and one that is fundamental to Buddhism. Before going any further, it is important to note that, according to Buddhism, not all desire is bad. There is a difference between what is called tanha—negative/selfish desires that could also be described as cravings—and chanda—“examples of positive and wholesome desires which do not count as chanda” (Keown 1996; 53). I would agree that it is absolutely reasonable to want to be free of suffering—and so, too, would Buddhist teachings provided it is chanda and not tanha—but it would appear as though it’s impossible to desire a life free of suffering without suffering via desire. This further illustrates why Nirvana is not guaranteed by, or detailed within, the Four Noble Truths: one cannot understand what it is like to be free of suffering via desire until they have experienced Nirvana. This is because Nirvana implies an entire encapsulation and completion of those things necessary and sufficient for itself. One cannot understand what it would be like to not want to experience Nirvana, or what it would be like to have a non-selfish desire, until one has reached a point where they are capable of doing so—the contradiction remains even with the allowance of chanda. The Four Noble Truths set forth only those things that can be conceptualised and understood, while the Fourth Seal simply acknowledges Nirvana’s existence. A description is not given because a description of Nirvana is moot. It would lead to a selfish form of desire (tanha) and that would distance one from Nirvana. 
It is equally as paradoxical to tell someone that they must desire Nirvana in a purely wholesome way as it is to describe Nirvana outright: one cannot define or measure ‘pure-wholesomeness’. Furthermore, the only way to describe this necessity is to introduce the same paradox—that being that you won’t be free from suffering as long as you want to be—which, by definition, has no logical answer. It is incapable of being described or explained, and so must be experienced rather than taught. An attempt to describe the paradox of freedom-from-desire is in itself difficult, so logically it follows that explaining the state described via description would also be difficult (or, rather, impossible). But the elusiveness of Nirvana lends itself to its importance, as it is not meant to be an end goal. Nirvana is intrinsic to Buddhism and impossible to strive for all at the same time. An example of this paradox in more concrete terms is to say that one must reach the peak of a mountain before they can begin climbing it; it is impossible to understand how to complete such a task without having done it. According to Buddhism it is okay to have the desire to complete such a task, but only if the climbing is done with the right intention, thus making the climb chanda. But one cannot be taught how to climb with the right intention until they have reached the peak of the mountain, or, put more simply, until they have experienced it. Keown defends the concept of chanda by saying that “tanha stands for … greed, hatred, and delusion” (Keown 1996; 53), which would, of course, make chanda any desire free of those three things. But again, I would argue that it is impossible to have chanda until one has experienced Nirvana because, until that point, all desires would be rooted in greed or delusion. Desire to be free from suffering is in itself a greedy desire, and greed is a form of craving, which is another way of describing tanha. Craving can be thought of as a form of addiction, and therefore, in Keown’s own words, “it is desire, in the form of a strong addiction to life and the pleasant experiences it offers, that causes rebirth” (Keown 1996; 52). And as long as there is rebirth, then there is no Nirvana.  
“When the flame of craving is extinguished, rebirth ceases, and an enlightened person is not reborn” (Keown 1996; 55). To harken back to the literal definition of Nirvana as being a “blowing out”, we could phrase Keown’s words differently and say simply: Nirvana is a literal “blowing out” of the cycle of rebirth, the end of samsara. We run into some issue with the literal definition, however, as it becomes easy to want to think of Nirvana as some form of end, or annihilation. But as Humphreys puts it, “it is not, as early translators of the Sutras thought, extinction, and such a belief is expressly described by the Buddha as heresy” (Humphreys 1951; 128). So the question becomes one of what happens to someone who has experienced Nirvana if they are not reborn. Again, it cannot be described nor taught, and only understood if experienced. Keown states that “there is no clear answer to this question in the early sources” (Keown 1996; 55) and that “the Buddha said that asking … is like asking where a flame goes when it is blown out. The flame, of course, has not ‘gone’ anywhere: it is simply the process of combustion has ceased” (Keown 1996; 55-56). To further illustrate Nirvana’s elusiveness, and that there is no possible way to describe this “quenching”, we need look no further than the Buddha’s own way of discussing it. Keown gives an example, spoken by the Buddha:

The Buddha discouraged speculation about the nature of Nirvana and emphasised instead the need to strive for its attainment. Those who asked speculative questions about Nirvana he compared to a man wounded by a poisoned arrow who, rather than pulling the arrow out, persists in asking for irrelevant information about the man who fired it… (Keown 1996; 56).

The Buddha was reluctant to discuss this aspect of Nirvana, because even though it was one of the Four Seals, it is not a Noble Truth. The Four Noble Truths are clear and conceivable truths of the world. Nirvana is not, and so the Buddha knew that it was impossible, thus futile, to describe it. The only way for someone to truly understand it is for them to experience it. This quote by Buddha also makes clear that Nirvana isn’t meant to be viewed as some form of end-goal: It is meant to be an outcome of, a result of, the Four Noble Truths, and not a Truth in itself. It isn’t a stage or step, and describing it as such does nothing to further our understanding of it. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Ultimately, the primary paradox of Nirvana is that it is intrinsic to Buddhism and yet not discussed. This is not an argument against the existence of Nirvana, merely an argument as to why Nirvana must be experienced in order to be understood. We must look at a paradox for what it is and accept that there is no clearly definable answer or solution to it. In the case of Nirvana, the paradoxical nature of it lends itself to its importance, as the only way to understand and experience it is to reach some higher plane of being which, ultimately, is the overall purpose. To try and describe it is to retract from its essence, and this is why it isn’t detailed in any Buddhist texts. In terms of its existence, we need look no further than the concept of infinite to allow for the actuality of Nirvana. Even though we are unable to conceive of it logically or concretely, we are still able to acknowledge that infinities do exist. Likewise, just because we are incapable of describing them adequately does not mean that they aren’t present. “In the last analysis the nature of final Nirvana remains an enigma other than to those who experience it” (Keown 1996; 56). Nirvana is not a Noble Truth, it is a Seal. It cannot be described—for it to be understood, it must be experienced. 
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