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Explain Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising.

It is generally agreed by scholars such as Rahula that Buddhism has been around for about 2500 years, ever since Siddhartha Gautama was reported to become enlightened under a Bodhi tree in Northern India (Rahula,1959, p.XV).  

The first teaching of the Buddha was said to be the Four Noble Truths.  They are: “The truth of the nature of suffering, the truth of the nature of its cause, the truth of the nature its cessation, and the truth of the nature of the path leading to its cessation” (Gethin, 1998, p.59). Though it is hard to separate the four noble truths, for the purpose of this essay we are primarily concerned with the first two. 

One of the issues with the question is that the original teaching used the word Dukkha and it is often translated as suffering.  Rahula says this translation limits the vast breadth and depth of the Buddhist teaching leading to a superficial understanding of some of the less obvious and more subtle forms of Dukkha (Rahula, 1959, p.16).  It is the origin of Dukkha or suffering that can be difficult to grasp for most of us.
	
Buddhist notions of suffering and its arisings expounded in the four noble truths are at the core of the teachings or as Gunasekara puts it, forms “the core of the Dhamma” (Gunasekara, Buddhist Society, 1982).  Though there is a path to the cessation of suffering, it does seem that much suffering is inevitable and unavoidable because no one gets out alive or escapes sickness and aging.  Simply being aware of mortality and that we will lose everything is a backdrop to our lives, not acknowledging this fully and finding how to deal with it creates tremendous suffering.  Also, a life lived without compassion and wisdom will inevitably lead to suffering. 

The sources of this essay are notable scholars such as Rupert Gethin, Walpola Rahula, Dr P Santina, Peter Harvey Mark Siderits and peace activist and monk Thich Nhat Hanh.  All have a lot to say about suffering and the arising of suffering.   

In fact it would seem the whole of Buddhism emerges from the simple teaching about suffering that the Buddha taught when he first became enlightened. Buddhist scholar and practitioner Rupert Gethin explains that in a Nikaya passage the “Buddha states that he has always made known just two things, namely suffering and the cessation of suffering” (Gethin, 1998, p.59).  The suffering inherent in life is very visible and so to highlight it and suggest there is a way to be free of it is a huge statement, enough to stop anyone in their tracks.  Suffering is universal, every being, human and non-human suffers, absolutely no-one escapes this, yet somehow the human world carries on chasing dreams and relentlessly pursuing pleasure.  Perhaps this whole human drama is nothing more than the desire to avoid this inevitable suffering.  What kind of world would it be if this was understood?

Still to this day, The Four Noble Truths, can be described as the foundation of Buddhism, and they are taught in all the main schools of Buddhism worldwide (Gethin, 1998, p.18).  Gethin says there are many Buddhism’s not just one, but despite the differences there are unifying principles which they all recognise and share.   As such, the first teaching of the Buddha is as relevant today as 2500 years ago (Gethin, 1998, p.59).   A bigger population worldwide means more suffering, and the need to understand it.  Suffering is like a snowball that gathers and increases when it is ignored (ignorance), misunderstood or avoided.  Without wisdom mistakes can only be repeated.

Though the manifestations of certain types of suffering are obvious to everyone, the arising of suffering is not so obvious.  Santina points out that the Buddha was moved to renounce worldly pleasures in search of answers when he witnessed the suffering of people as go through the stages of disease, old age and death (Santina, 1984, P.23).  To be human is to realize at some stage or other the exact same truth the young Gautama saw when he first was reported to have left his palace. 

What the Buddha later discovered was that central to suffering and its arising is the lack of understanding of the impermanent nature of all things.   That our attachment to the world is what leads to suffering through seeking permanence.   It is a common Buddhist teaching that impermanence is one of the causes of the underlying dis-ease. The knowledge that even when something is going well, it will end causes suffering.  Gethin suggests that even the experiences of happiness are marred by an underlying dissatisfaction and knowledge that what is pleasurable now will most definitely change (Gethin, 1959, p.61).   Harvey says that suffering is “inherent in the very fabric of life” which is essentially true yet not something commonly recognised (Harvey, 1990, p.48). There is absolutely nothing that is not subject to change, that is permanent which brings about another condition for suffering which is craving.

It would almost seem to be human nature to strive for things, to acquire possessions, to be ambitious, or at least this constant movement is evident in human societies to date.  It is rare to meet people who are content as they are, happy with what they have and at peace in themselves and with the world.  The second noble truth, “which is the truth of the cause of suffering” is according to Rahula “Craving” or “thirst”.  He goes onto say that it is not the only cause of suffering, but it is “the all-pervading thing” (Rahula, 1959, p. 29).  In the times we are living in with our burgeoning population, massive consumption and access to multi-media one can sit and watch the extreme agitation as the populace chases its dreams.  The rat-race as its often referred to is fuelled by this terrible thirst for more.  Economic systems arise out of and exploit and feed this craving.

Our desire for and belief in a permanent sense of self, Buddhism says, is erroneous and causes suffering.  It is this ignorance of the fact that no-self exists causes suffering. The fact that the Buddha said this and what he may have meant by it, is disputed by some scholars (Siderits, Standford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2015).  Is there a something which is permanent such as a soul or not, an experiencer that survives the coming and going of all phenomena?  This is where the teaching becomes complex as it is hard to know definitively if there is or is not a self and what is meant by it and is the subject of controversy (Siderits, Standford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2015).   This understanding is beyond the reach of most people in their experience and this is where the need for Buddhist practice arises to experience it for oneself.    

We can see from Buddhist teachings that much suffering is caused by the ordinary conditions of life, psychological conditions such as grasping, need for permanence and false notions of self and as such can be mitigated or removed by the path.  However, the suffering associated with physical pain, the cycles of birth, sickness, diseases and death appear unavoidable.  Coming to terms with the loss of everything one works for in life, our loved ones, friends and family and our own demise is a lot to contend with.   They require a framework of understanding and support such as the triple gem.  The triple gem, the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha (community) says Ajaan Lee Dhammadharo is where Buddhists take refuge (Dhammadharo, Access to Insight, 1994).

Refuge is needed to meet the challenges of life in a skilful way.  Fear of the unknown (much of life is a mystery), fear of pain, suffering and death (Santina, 1984, p.51), cause great anguish and companions on the path are invaluable.  The fear of not knowing who we are, if the self exists or not.  Self-reflection does not for most produce that kind of understanding.   An easily perceptible reason for underlying dis-ease and dissatisfaction beyond impermanence, could be the fear of death, the fact that we do not know where we come from or are going to, or even what we are.  What we do know is that we have to face the loss of all we love to an unknown fate and that our own demise is imminent.  This difficult recognition ought to be enough to shake us into action to gain a deeper understanding of existence.

Impermanence, craving and a desire for a permanent self, underpin much suffering but the sources of Dukkha are many and varied and could be the scope of a much larger body of work.   The complete scope of the cause of suffering lies in the “Buddhist formula of independent origin” which has its roots in ignorance (Gunasekara, Buddhist Society, 1982).  Hence at the heart of Buddhism is the seeking of wisdom (Santina, p.51).  

This planet can be a hard place to live when so many things happen that demonstrate a lack of compassion.  Thich Nhat Hanh says that much suffering is reduced where there is compassion.  (Hanh, Plum Village, 2013).  We could deduce from this, that a lack of compassion or ignorance of the need for compassion is a cause of suffering.  Certainly, it is common knowledge that compassion expressed to those suffering acts like a balm.  It would seem at times there are conditions so difficult to manage that compassion is the only response available to us to cushion the harsh blow of events.

It can be said that suffering and its arising are the foundation of Buddhist teachings and that Buddhism offers a practical path to the cessation of suffering.  We become aware of our mortality and that we will lose everything and therefore suffer because of our attachments.  The only way to become free of suffering is to free ourselves of the many attachments.  Suffering and the cessation of suffering were the first teachings of the Buddha and the four noble truths present the underlying structure of the Buddhist approach to suffering and as such are as relevant today as 2500 years ago.  Suffering is visible to all, but the origins of suffering are less obvious.  Attachment, craving and belief in the self are considered to be the causes of suffering in Buddhist teachings.  The stages of human existence in and of themselves create suffering through the realization of impermanence.  This belief in the self, that according to Buddhist teachings, is a source of suffering, is difficult for most people to understand in their own experience.   Taking refuge and seeking wisdom is necessary to walk this path with grace and not get distracted by fear and desire.

Buddhism is a profound practice that leads to liberation from suffering.  Its philosophy is not a dry abstract set of theories and concepts but a rich and rewarding context for a life lived with meaning and purpose.  Above all else, the beauty of the path is that it leads to compassion and wisdom, as Rahula says “it is the aim of the Buddhist way of life” (Rahula, 1959, p.46).  It is argued here that nothing is more needed on this ailing planet full of self-inflicted suffering than wisdom and compassion.  In fact, how can there be an end to suffering without these two essential qualities.
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