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Explain Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising
To effectively answer the above question in regard to Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arrival some preliminaries must be addressed. Suffering in a generalised context means a sense of pain or hardship.[footnoteRef:1] However, in Buddhism the two words suffering, and dukkha are often used interchangeable causing problems. Suffering can be considered an inaccurate translation of what is meant by the word dukkha. To understand Buddhist teachings about suffering the correct translation must be in place otherwise the foundations which explanations are based upon will be untrustworthy. The unsatisfactory nature of the translation of the word dukkha can result in ‘superficial interpretation’[footnoteRef:2] which can give the interpretation as Buddhism being pessimistic.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/suffering viewed  30/11/2018 ]  [2:  Rahula, Walpola, What Buddha Taught, Revised and expanded edition with texts from Suttas and Dhammapada, Grova Press, New York, 1974, p.17]  [3:  Rahula, What Buddha Taught, 1974, P.17] 

A more accurate way of describing dukkha would be as a lacking or unsatisfactory feeling, multiple interpretations of the word can be reinforced by the principle that dukkha is multi-layered. Dukkha is commonly mistranslated in Western contexts thus we get the resulting translation of suffering. Another alternative meaning of dukkha is its description as ‘dis-ease’[footnoteRef:4] meaning simply a of form satisfactoriness. More broadly speaking dis-ease translates as the disharmony which manifests within human existence.[footnoteRef:5] The expansion of the various translations of the word dukkha results in the common translation of suffering as the running theme throughout is a sense of dissatisfaction. In specific circumstances dissatisfaction can mean a form as hardship as certain attainments are unachievable subsequently suffering arises. However, there is no sufficient English translation to encompass all the connotations of the term Dukkha.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Fowler, Merv, Buddhism, Beliefs and Practises, Sussex Academic Press, Brighton, 1999, p.41]  [5:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.41]  [6:  Dumoulin, Heinrich, Understanding Buddhism, Key Themes, First edition, Weatherhill, New York, 1994, p.21] 

The mistranslation of dukkha to mean suffering is controversial as the common interpretation of the word suffering relates to negative impressions. It is untrue to perceive dukkha through negative connotations only. Although Buddhism teaches that suffering exists in human life it also teaches that pleasure is apparent too.[footnoteRef:7] The problem with the mistranslation of the word dukkha to mean just suffering is that there is often confusion between what is suffering and what is pleasure. People strive for more than what they need, these instances can be considered suffering as they do not have what they want but wanting something is a pleasure. Striving for further pleasures in life can show a certain level of comfort with what one already possesses, often more than is necessary. Suffering in this instance is the lacking of certain unnecessary luxuries, or pleasures.  [7:  Prebish, Charles S and Keawn, Damien, Introducing Buddhism, Routledge Publications, Taylor and Francis Group, London, 2006, p.18] 

Expanding on this further dukkha can relate to circumstances which in some way or another are unsatisfactory,[footnoteRef:8] thus some may see this as suffering while some may see this as lacking pleasures in life. Resulting in problems with the mistranslation of the word dukkha. [8:  Prebish, and Keawn, Introducing Buddhism, 2006, P.44] 

To explain dukkha intellectually is challenging. One of the fundamental teachings of Buddhism is that it cannot be efficiently intellectualised, but Buddhism has to be experienced. Like science Buddhism stresses the importance of observation.[footnoteRef:9] Some try to explain dukkha as a feeling, a feeling of that which is difficult to endure,[footnoteRef:10] hence the translation of suffering. [9:  Santina, Dr.Peter D, Fundamentals of Buddhism, Buddha Dharma Education Association Inc., Singapore, 1984, p.7]  [10:  Narada, The Buddha and his teachings, Fourth Edition, Buddhist Missionary Society, Malaysia,1988, p.320] 

Dukkha proposes the realization that suffering will have to be endured in multiple lifetimes[footnoteRef:11] but through understanding of the four noble truths we can grasp a way to eradicate suffering and achieve nirvana. Nirvana is the end to the cycle of rebirth also known as samsara thus the cessation of suffering will result in us not experiencing suffering in any future lifetimes. Nirvana translates to mean extinction and represents an event of ethical liberation.[footnoteRef:12] Dukkha also includes ideas proposed to mean imperfection and impermanence, therefore it is very troublesome to find an effective word to encompass all the various meanings of the word dukkha.[footnoteRef:13] Thus dukkha should remain untranslated, as the translation of suffering is an unfair representation. [11:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.38]  [12:  Dumoulin, Understanding Buddhism, 1994, p.29]  [13:  Rahula, What Buddha Taught, 1974, p.17] 

Buddha’s awakening began with the realization that all human life is filled with suffering.[footnoteRef:14] From his own personal enlightenment the Buddha produced what are known as the four noble truths. His teachings on the four noble truths form part of the core teachings in Buddhism and are the basis for teaching regarding suffering. In humanity there are many forms of suffering which we do not realise we are undertaking, the Buddha tried to explain these circumstances through his teachings. [14:  Eckel, Malcolm David, Understanding Buddhism, Duncan Baird Publishers, London, 2003, p89] 

Buddha was the witness to three specific sights of suffering, old age, death and illness which all impacted him. Speaking in broad terms the result of his experience with these sights helped him with his enlightenment which subsequently encouraged his creation of the four noble truths. The four noble truths are in place to represent that there is suffering in society and understanding the four noble truths will help produce an understanding of suffering and its implications. 
The Noble truths are as follows. Firstly, there is suffering or dukkha, secondly there is an origination to suffering. Thirdly there is an opportunity to eradicate suffering and finally the fourth noble truth is that there is a path which can lead to the cessation of suffering.[footnoteRef:15] Like the confusion seen when translating dukkha there are also various explanations in place to represent what each of the noble truths is intended to mean. [15:  Morgans, David, Buddhism, Introduction to Buddhism, Lecture Series, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=1845 26/11/2018] 

 An alternative explanation for the four noble truths is that the first noble truth represents the painful aspect of life, which leads to the second noble truth of craving which is the key cause to rebirth. Thirdly the cessation of craving translates as the cessation of suffering which is followed by the fourth noble truth which advocates right practise leading to generalised cessation of both suffering and rebirth.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Harvey, Peter, Introduction to Buddhism, Teachings, history and practises, Second Edition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013, p.23] 

Another way to teach the four noble truths is through the disease analogy.  This analogy relates each truth to a medical practise to help give their purpose in relation to the illness which is suffering. The disease analogy goes as follows, the first noble truth represents the illness, the second is seen as the diagnosis, the third the cure with the fourth noble truth representing the treatment to the illness of suffering.[footnoteRef:17] In this instance the Buddha is known as the ‘Great Practitioner’[footnoteRef:18] for his diagnosis and treatment of suffering and can be seen as ‘wise and significant doctor for the ills of the world.’[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, P. 29]  [18:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.39]  [19:  Rahula, What Buddha Taught, 1974, p.17] 

Looking further into the specifics of the four noble truths we can break it down to the four individual headings. Firstly, there is suffering, dukkha exists. There is a sense of dissatisfaction in our lives which is suffering. We are merely looking for the wrong things, thus we suffer as we are striving for the unattainable. Suffering exists in our present lives but speculating over it will not help solve the problem. 
The first noble truth tells things in an abrupt brutally honest way, although this sounds negative it merely shows the natural inclination of people who try to ignore the unpleasantries contained in the reality of life[footnoteRef:20] meaning they do not acknowledge suffering to its full extent. A key element to the understanding of the first noble truth is the crucial realization that there is no more to humans than the make up for the five skandhas[footnoteRef:21] which are in constant flux and it is this constant fluctuation which will result in the arrival of suffering.[footnoteRef:22] We become attached to things which will eventually change thus we will suffer. Remembering that all life forms will eventually come to end, including the end to human life helps keep things in perspective for Buddhist.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Prebish, and Keown, Introducing Buddhism, 2006, p.47]  [21:  The five Skandhas, also known as the five aggregates are the aggregate of matter, aggregate of feeling, aggregate of perception, aggregate of mental formation and aggregate of consciousness, the five aggregates relate to Dukkha in that they are crucial to the causation of suffering through their impermanence.
Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.43]  [22:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, P.43]  [23:  Morgan, Peggy, Being a Buddhist, Looking into world religions, B.T. Batsford, Ltd, London, 1989, p.53] 

Secondly, the origin of suffering is dependent on the causes or samudaya[footnoteRef:24] which are the root behind dukkha.[footnoteRef:25] To treat the dissatisfaction we must find the source. The cause of suffering is seen as ignorance in the sense that wanting for something is ignorant, ignorance to what we already have. Failure to attain that specific thing causes suffering, removing this want will inevitably remove suffering however ignorance accompanies all sentient beings. We suffer because we are ignorant, if we can remedy ignorance, we can escape dukkha. The theory of causation seen in the second noble truth teaching relates to the further teaching of dependent origination.[footnoteRef:26][footnoteRef:27] Teachings in Buddhism show that suffering originates due to a lack of fulfilment.  [24:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.39]  [25:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.39]  [26:  Dependent origination is a twelve fold chain of ignorance, volitional formations, consciousness, mental and physical phenomena, the sex faculties, contact, sensation, desire, clinging feeling, becoming attachments, birth and death. All these factors arise in formation with what precedes them results in the following outcome. Dumoulin, Understanding Buddhism, 1994, p.23]  [27:  Prebish, and Keown, Introducing Buddhism, 2006, p.44] 

The biggest cause of suffering drawn from Buddhist teachings is the impermanence of everything in society. Impermanence implies the ever-changing transient nature of things, including human life.  Buddhism has identified twelve factors which demonstrate the cause of suffering, known as dependent origination but at the heart of all of these is ignorance which is the primary root cause of suffering.[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.44] 

Suffering exists in two contexts, the physical and the mental. The physical aspects of suffering are the sights of death, old age and sickness which the Buddha saw prior to his expedition. These were all examples of impermanence and suffering advocating the teachings of the second noble truth. Suffering comes particularly from seeing death which will inevitably happen to us all, showing that even human life is impermanent.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Eckel, Understanding Buddhism, 2003, p.89] 

The other form of suffering is the mental side of suffering. This can be separation, frustrated desires and dis-attachment.[footnoteRef:30] All states both mentally and physically have impermanent repercussions resulting in the recognition that all states are impermanent making them all states of dukkha.[footnoteRef:31] The second noble truth pays specific emphasis on the fact that all forms of happiness do not last, eventually they all leave a sense of loss and longing for more, thus resulting in the deprivation of happiness which can be called dukkha as we suffer from the lack of pleasures and happiness in our lives.[footnoteRef:32]  [30:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, p.32]  [31:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.41]  [32:  Harvey, Introducing Buddhism, 2013, p.54] 

Human nature contains a sense of selfishness, as advocated by Hobbes,[footnoteRef:33] which is one of the problems with suffering. Human inclination is inwardly looking towards personal progression and the self. Buddhist teachings propose that suffering is caused by craving and desire, these experiences gained from prolonged pleasant experiences which result in human nature never being completely satisfied, thus we are always wanting more.[footnoteRef:34] Always wanting more is related the cause of suffering which is craving.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Kemerling, Gareth, The Philosophy pages, Hobbes Leviathan, http://philosophypages.com/hy/3x.htm, 2011, viewed 06/12/2018]  [34:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, p.34]  [35:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, p35.] 

Desire and craving cause suffering as they produce misconceptions about the nature of things especially the self.[footnoteRef:36] The craving for material possession to bring about happiness is a misconception as the containment of material possessions is illusionary and temporary,[footnoteRef:37] therefore will only propel you onto the next level of craving and reinforce the fact that all things are impermanent. The attainment of material possessions shows impermanence from the current state of feeling towards what we have, relating back to the main cause of suffering being ignorance within reality, something which is impermanent if regarded as painful, therefore we suffer. Countering ignorance in relation to the true nature of reality holds the intention of countering desire too, ignorance and desire are inseparable.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Eckel, Understanding Buddhism, 2003, p.89]  [37:  Narada, The Buddha and his teachings, 1988, p.645]  [38:  Reat, Noble Ross, Buddhism, A history, Religions of the world, Asian Humanities Press, California, 1951, P.39] 

The third noble truth is the cessation of suffering, future suffering can be prevented when dissatisfaction is overcome or Nirodha.[footnoteRef:39] The path to nirvana arises by following the path to the cessation of suffering which relates to the four seals. The four seals explain that if you can understand that there is suffering, all things are impermanent, and the self is impermanent then you can understand nirvana. Following the teachings of the four seals and a path of meditative practise can help you to understand the Buddha’s teachings and help eradicate the idea of the self and impermanence. Nirvana is beyond impermanence and dukkha,[footnoteRef:40] therefore it is crucial that we understand the impermanence of reality to attain nirvana.  [39:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.39]  [40:  Harvey, Introduction of Buddhism, 2013, p.60] 

The final noble truth explains the path which leads to the cessation of suffering or Magga,[footnoteRef:41] the way to end dukkha,[footnoteRef:42] which will eventually lead to attainment of enlightenment. Dissatisfaction can be overcome by the way we approach things and aim to escape them. To cure suffering, we must disassociate ourselves with impermanence, something which has previously happened may not be too memorable therefore we should disassociate ourselves from it. The path to the cessation of suffering focuses on the teachings of the eightfold path,[footnoteRef:43] with the belief that following a path of rightness will help on the path to attaining nirvana. [41:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.39]  [42:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.39]  [43:  The noble eightfold path in Buddhism is 1. Right View 2. Right intention 3. Right speech 4. Right action 5. Right livelihood 6.Right effort 7.Right mindfulness 8.Right concentration
Cush, Denise, Buddhism, A Student’s Approach to world religions, Hodder & Stoughton Educational, London, 1993, p.33] 

The mind is the maker of all mental states so having a mind at peace through meditation can allow you to reach the deep ideas of Buddhism moving your thoughts away from the self[footnoteRef:44] and closer to the realisation there is impermanence throughout everything, even within our own being. Meditation helps develop principles of mental and physical wellbeing which as we have seen in the second noble truth are the causes of suffering.[footnoteRef:45] On the path to the cessation of suffering the contemplative acts of meditation help to overcome the mental and physical barriers of suffering which play a significant part in our individual learning about the true realities of nature.  [44:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, P. 10]  [45:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, p.68] 

Nirvana offers the absolute and permanent cessations of suffering, to achieve nirvana the path to the cessation of suffering comes from following the eightfold path.[footnoteRef:46] Although the eightfold path is not a direct path of succession from one to another the understanding of each concept of the eightfold path will progress someone closer to reaching nirvana.  [46:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, p. 47] 

Along the path to attain release from dukkha comes the need to eliminate craving or thirst which is supposed to be within oneself, after this nirvana will be achievable.[footnoteRef:47] The noble eightfold path represents the middle way which avoids extremities on both sides leading to the cessation of dukkha.[footnoteRef:48] We cannot pick and choose aspects of the noble eightfold path which we wish to follow but we must practise all the aspects at once so they can all function simultaneously.[footnoteRef:49] [47:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.48]  [48:  Harvey, Introduction to Buddhism, 2013, p.82]  [49:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.49] 

Some believe suffering arises from birth however this needs further expansion, by birth we do not mean physical birth but birth of the ego.[footnoteRef:50] Preventing the birth of the concept of the ego or belief in the self, will negate subsequent suffering.[footnoteRef:51] The origin of suffering arrives from the realm of birth and death which can be represented in the cycle of rebirth, samsara.[footnoteRef:52] With the arrival of the origins of suffering and attaining enlightenment the Buddha believed that women were an obstacle in mans way when trying to override suffering.[footnoteRef:53] [50:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.45]  [51:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.46]  [52:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, p.30]  [53:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.27] 

The fourth noble truth explains that for suffering to be brought to an end there must be a transition from samsara to nirvana. [footnoteRef:54]The origin of suffering comes from desires, these desires are enhanced by misconceptions about nature[footnoteRef:55] particularly about the existence of a self. Buddha taught that there was no-self therefore to remove suffering the belief in the self must be removed. Attachment to earthly objects and the want for self-control[footnoteRef:56] should be disbanded, removing the principle of impermanence therefore removes the arrival of suffering. Buddha was free from the ignorance which caused an individual to be reborn,[footnoteRef:57] through his enlightenment he had overcome dukkha and samsara. [54:  Prebish, and Keown, Introducing Buddhism, 2006, p.52]  [55:  Eckel, Understanding Buddhism, 2003, p.89]  [56:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p13]  [57:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.17] 

Within Buddhism there is no concept of an ultimate being, or creator God because if there is a belief in a creator God then there would have to be someone who was responsible for the suffering in the universe.[footnoteRef:58] The idea of no creator of the universe and the idea of a none changing metaphysical principle undermining reality shows how there is no one to blame for the arrival and suffering and reaffirms the fact that impermanence is a significant factor in relation to suffering in Buddhism.[footnoteRef:59] [58:  Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, 2013, p.36]  [59:  Reat, Buddhism, 1951, p32] 

The problem with trying to define dukkha is related to the principle of enlightenment that it cannot be taught but has to be experienced, when trying to explain what suffering is, problems can occur resulting in the arrival of controversial opinions. The way people suffer can be subjective to personal circumstances. Teachings in Buddhism suggest that kindness and compassion grow directly out of the recognition that at the root of human life is suffering.[footnoteRef:60] The teachings of the Buddha regarding suffering extent further as he projected his teachings to his monks by advocating they do not try to answer metaphysical questions regarding the universe but focus their attention on the arrival and disbanding of suffering.[footnoteRef:61] Central to the teachings of dukkha and its arrival is the Buddhist principle of anatman, or no-self teachings which relates to the five aggregates.[footnoteRef:62] The end of suffering leads to the permanent end to the cycle of rebirth.[footnoteRef:63] The teaching of impermanence in the Buddhist teaching of suffering focuses on the fact that our happiest moments are just moments and we will eventually lose sight of their significance.[footnoteRef:64]  [60:  Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, 1984, P. 24]  [61:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.38]  [62:  Prebish, and Keown, Introducing Buddhism, 2006, p.45]  [63:  Gethin, Rupert, Foundations of Buddhism, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998, p.26]  [64:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p, 42] 

Finally when looking at Buddhist teachings on suffering the statement declaring Buddhism as overly pessimistic needs a bit of analysis. Buddhism itself states that it is neither pessimistic or optimistic but realistic.[footnoteRef:65] The realistic nature of Buddhism reinforces the fact that suffering exists, to a certain extent there is a way to switch the statement and call Buddhism optimistic. An optimistic viewpoint can be taken as the recognition that suffering exists can cause one to feel a sense of gratitude to what they already have thus moving away from certain feelings of craving and desire and therefore towards the cessation of suffering.  [65:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.41] 

It could be said suffering is essential in at least one of our lifetimes to act as a form of a learning expedition so that we can learn about the reality of human nature. This learning curve would likely occur before we were to attain nirvana as a recognition that suffering does in fact exist and all is impermanent. Although the lesson on suffering and impermanence could occur in a lifetime prior to that of the enlightened life, as being reborn would show the prominence of impermanence through death, and even assert the fact that that humans are impermanent. 
To conclude the truth of impermanence is key to understanding dukkha in both origination and as a concept. Impermanence initially awakens the idea of suffering. Beings are confronted by the fact that they have to deal with dukkha.[footnoteRef:66] To understand the nature of dukkha effectively is to reach the limits of the world.[footnoteRef:67] The teachings of the Buddha show that there is a way to rid life of suffering and to grasp this idea is to attain nirvana and escape the cycle of samsara. Everything and everyone is impermeant and a failure to grasp this teaching is a failure to recognize the Buddha’s Dharma and only reiterates the notion of dukkha further.[footnoteRef:68] Liberation from suffering can only become attainable by the acceptance impermanence is in own lives and the belief that impermanence will come to fruition for us all.[footnoteRef:69] Buddhist teachings show there is a way to escape suffering and gain enlightenment pinacol to this teaching is the four noble truths a central feature of Buddhism. The four noble truths in basic terms are that there is suffering, the cause of suffering is impermanence and craving for more, there is a way to overcome suffering which is through gaining enlightenment and lastly that there is a path we can follow to reach enlightenment.[footnoteRef:70] Suffering arises in life, but there is a way to overcome suffering and attain enlightenment.  [66:  Gethin, The foundations of Buddhism, 1998, p.60]  [67:  Narada, The Buddha and his teachings, 1988, p.133]  [68:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.41]  [69:  Fowler, Buddhism, 1999, p.41]  [70:  Reat, Buddhism, 1951, p.31] 
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