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Explain Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising.

Introduction
The Buddhist tradition emerged approximately 2,500 years ago in South-East Asia and today it is regarded as one of the major world religions. The central concept of Buddhism is focused on the recognition, identification and elimination of suffering.[footnoteRef:1] Its founder, the Buddha or ‘awakened one’, expounded a path for attaining nirvāṇa or enlightenment, the state wholly devoid of suffering. [1:  Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.79. [eBook]. Available at: ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=684592 [Accessed: 7th July 2018].] 

Prior to enlightenment, the Buddha, then known as Siddhartha Gautama, encountered four sights which served as a catalyst in setting himself on a quest to find a means to overcome human misery. Witnessing sickness, old age and death, he was perturbed by the underlying pain, infirmity and impermanence inherent in existence and prevalent in the world. An encounter with a wandering ascetic provided a glimpse into the renounced life which served as a means to escape this suffering. These confrontations evoked within him a deep realization of the miserable plight faced by every individual. Seeking a way to overcome this futility of human existence, he renounced his life of comfort and left home to find a solution to human suffering.[footnoteRef:2] After six years of practising various techniques and methods which were unsuccessful in bringing about the ultimate end he sought, the Buddha finally attained the state of nirvāṇa under a Bodhi tree. Completely transformed and liberated from the chain of endless suffering, he spent the remainder of his life dedicated to propagating the realisation he had gained.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Ramakrishna Puligandla, Fundamentals of Indian Philosophy, (New Delhi: D.K. Printworld (P) Ltd., 1994; repr. 2008), p.33.]  [3:  Gethin, p. 31.] 

A fundamental feature of Buddhist philosophy is its inveterate emphasis on suffering and this is encapsulated within the Four Noble Truths, the first teaching imparted by the Buddha following his enlightenment. These Truths present a framework for elucidating the cause, nature and process of overcoming suffering. More importantly, the teaching serves as a call to action since to wholly eliminate suffering, its instructions need to be correctly understood, applied and experienced.
This essay will focus on explicating the Four Noble Truths which encapsulate the Buddhist teachings on suffering. It will specifically consider the nature of the arising of suffering and the related doctrine of dependent origination, and briefly explore the means of the cessation of suffering. Finally, it will review some of the contemporary approaches being adopted to alleviate suffering in the present day.
In this essay, Sanskrit translations have been used for key Buddhist terms.

Buddhist teachings
The teachings of the Buddha are based on the revelation gained through his experience of nirvāṇa. The Four Noble Truths (ārya-satya) are regarded as the core teachings of Buddhist philosophy and reveal the nature of suffering and the process for its cessation. This instruction constitutes within itself further and more intricate teachings of the various aspects delineated by the Buddha.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Peter Harvey, ed., Buddhism, (London: Continuum, 2001), p.75.] 

These Truths are not ‘propositional’ but ‘realities’ as they reveal the true nature of suffering in that it is an inevitable aspect of existence. Since these realities are not perceived by us, we remain unaware of the transiency of everything that is encountered and experienced.[footnoteRef:5] Resultantly there is a false understanding of the nature of existence.  [5:  Gethin, p.77.] 

The Four Noble Truths are 1) the truth of suffering, 2) the truth of the cause of suffering, 3) the truth of the cessation of suffering, and 4) the truth of the path leading to the total end of suffering.[footnoteRef:6] The first two Truths define the nature and cause of suffering whilst the second two Truths are concerned with its cessation.[footnoteRef:7] In this way it outlines a relationship between cause and effect.[footnoteRef:8] This form resembles a medical practice wherein the Buddha is the doctor and the four Truths constitute the diagnosis and prognosis. The first Truth is the identification of the malady, the second is establishing its cause, the third is asserting its curability and the fourth is prescribing a treatment for restoring well-being.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Peter D. Santina, Fundamentals of Buddhism, (www.buddhanet.net: Buddha Dharma Education Association), p.28. [eBook]. Available at: http://holybooks.lichtenbergpress.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/Fundamentals-of-Buddhism.pdf?a43035 [Accessed: 31st May 2018].]  [7:  John D. Teasdale and Michael Chaskalson (Kulananda), ‘How Does Mindfulness Transform Suffering? I: The Nature and Origins of Dukkha’, Contemporary Buddhism, Vol. 12, No. 1, May, 2011, 89-102 (p.90). [Online]. Available at: DOI: 10.1080/14639947.2011.564824 [Accessed: 13th July 2018].]  [8:  Santina, p. 30.]  [9:  Gethin, p.80.; Harvey, Buddhism, p.75.; Damien Keown, Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p.46. [eBook]. Available at: ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/leicester/detail.action?docID=232881 [Accessed: 5th July 2018].] 

It may initially appear that these Truths present a pessimistic outlook on the nature of life however closer examination reveals that this is not the case. Instead, the teachings provide an optimistic opportunity for eliminating suffering through the processes of objective observation, diligent analysis and practical experience. By removing the causes of suffering, its effects are also removed, thereby bringing about a transformation in how life is experienced.[footnoteRef:10] This threefold process of observation, analysis and experience is a prominent feature of Buddhist teachings and is encountered in each of the Noble Truths.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Amber D. Carpenter, Indian Buddhist Philosophy, (Oxon: Routledge, 2014), p.6.]  [11:  Santina, pp. 6-7.] 


First Noble Truth
The first Noble Truth recognises that there is suffering and that duḥkha is an intrinsic feature of life. The term suffering is generally used to denote the concept of duḥkha that occurs in the Buddhist religion, however it is not wholly reflective of the meaning of the word in its true sense.[footnoteRef:12] Duḥkha incorporates the generally understood types of suffering such as pain, grief, sorrow, misery, dissatisfaction, disappointment, discontentment and unhappiness. More importantly, it also encompasses imperfection, impermanence and the underlying unpleasantness encountered in getting what one does not want and not getting what one does want.[footnoteRef:13] It includes various types of physical, mental, emotional and psychological suffering that one faces through life. [12:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p.90.]  [13:  Gethin, p.76.] 

Duḥkha is classified into three categories: pain, change and conditions. Duḥkha as pain is physical and mental pain including birth, death, sickness and ageing. This kind of suffering is found when we undergo physical trauma, when our expectations or plans are not fulfilled, when what we desire is not attained and what we possess is lost.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, in an ever-changing world, nothing remains the same and is therefore impermanent. This brings about duḥkha as change; frustration is experienced when pleasant conditions do not last and disappointment is felt upon facing unpleasant conditions. Furthermore, things that we initially derive happiness from and wish for to endure may even gradually become a source of pain or distress. These vicissitudes highlight the innate suffering that also lies within pleasurable objects and associations which result in dissatisfaction. The unease and instability reveal the transient nature of our own existence wherein duḥkha is manifested as conditions. It is posited that the five aggregates of grasping of which an individual is formed is suffering itself.[footnoteRef:15] From these classifications, it can be seen that duḥkha is synonymous with impermanence and it is this temporary, changing and unenduring nature of existence that induces suffering, which in turn causes embroilment in the cycle of rebirth (saṃsāra).[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, (Oxford: Oneworld, 1959), p.19.]  [15:  Gethin, pp.76-78.]  [16:  Santina, p. 30.] 

The first Noble Truth draws a clear distinction between personal suffering and suffering as the nature of existence. It does this by stating that there is suffering instead of putting forward an individualised statement for some aspect of suffering. This demonstrates the immanence of suffering within existence and its pervasiveness in all beings until it is transcended.[footnoteRef:17] This may lead one to believe that if suffering is the nature of reality then life is only filled with suffering, however this is not so. The Buddha is attempting to show that whilst pain is unquestionably associated with suffering, pleasure is also rooted in suffering since both pleasure and pain are of an impermanent nature.[footnoteRef:18] Amidst this impermanence, the Buddha seeks a permanent end to suffering, and this begins with the reflection, understanding and acceptance of the first Truth. This is evidenced by the Buddha’s own life where the true understanding of suffering penetrated his reasoning to the extent he could no longer overlook it by shielding himself with the comforts of his privileged life. He had apprehended that to do so would be a short-lived escape and thus sought a long-lasting solution which could provide enduring contentment.[footnoteRef:19] Sumedho outlines the three insights that are contained within the first Truth as recognising suffering, understanding suffering and practically reflecting upon the understanding that has been gained.[footnoteRef:20] Having truly understood that there is suffering leads to the investigating of its cause, which is defined as the second Noble Truth.  [17:  Ajahn Sumedho, The Four Noble Truths, (www.buddhanet.net: Buddha Dharma Education Association), pp. 14-15. [eBook]. Available at: http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/4nobltru.pdf [Accessed: 31st May 2018].]  [18:  Puligandla, p 41.]  [19:  Carpenter, p. 2.]  [20:  Sumedho, pp. 9-10.] 


Second Noble Truth
This Truth expounds that suffering is not simply a fortuitous occurrence but the result of causal factors that are inherent within existence. This indicates that by removing the cause, suffering can be eliminated.[footnoteRef:21] In order to do this, the origin of suffering needs to be known, and this is identified as craving or desire (tṛṣṇā). The literal meaning of tṛṣṇā is ‘thirst’ which elucidates the unappeasable nature of our desires, attachments and wants. It is the attachment to unquenchable cravings, rather than clinging to the objects of craving, which gives rise to suffering.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Puligandla, p 42.]  [22:  Gethin, pp. 85.] 

The root of suffering can be broken down into three different aspects: greed, aversion and delusion. The first two aspects are classified as craving, and the third is interpreted as ignorance. The aspect of ignorance is not merely a lack of knowledge but a distortion between what is perceived or mentally appears to be, and what there is in reality. By failing to see things as they are, we do not realise that we are suffering. It is easier to detect duḥkha when faced with grief, disappointment and tragedy, however it is much more difficult to unmask it in pleasurable, happy or comfortable scenarios. Carpenter makes a valid observation that there is more suffering in ‘our laughter and loves, or perhaps especially there’ since clinging to these pleasant experiences which are fleeting, will ultimately lead to suffering.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Carpenter, pp. 8-9.] 

Though craving is declared to be the root of suffering, it is not regarded as the ultimate initial cause. According to Buddhist philosophy, things exist in relation to dependence on other things and this important doctrine is known as dependent origination (pratītya-samutpāda). Comprising of a chain of twelve links, it provides a key understanding of how causality operates. The chain is not a sequential progression but a set of cyclically linked components that are defined as: 1) Ignorance, 2) Karmic Impressions, 3) Consciousness, 4) Psychophysical Organism, 5) Six Sense Organs 6) Sense-object Contact, 7) Sense Experience, 8) Craving for Sense Objects, 9) Clinging, 10) Will to be Born, 11) Birth or Rebirth, 12) Suffering, Sickness, Old Age and Death.[footnoteRef:24] These twelve components are further grouped into three clusters of defilements (klesha), actions (karma) and suffering (duḥkha). The collection of defilements consists of ignorance, craving and clinging; the cluster of actions contains karmic impressions and the will to be born; and the group of suffering comprises of consciousness, psychophysical organism, senses, sense-object contact, sense experience, and birth, old age and death.[footnoteRef:25] These components are now considered further. [24:  Puligandla, pp. 42-44.]  [25:  Santina, p. 106.] 

Ignorance is understood to be an equally contributing factor to suffering and it runs deeper than cravings. Defined as the mistaken belief of a real and permanent self, it propels an individual to crave and search for lasting pleasure that does not exist. The self, just like everything in the world is impermanent and it is unawareness of this fact that leads to rebirth. It therefore follows that any desires rooted in the false notion of a self also invoke a misperception regarding the permanence of the experiences evoked, and this too results in suffering.[footnoteRef:26] The insatiable yearning for desires, for wanting or not wanting things a certain way, along with the reactions to the experiences encountered is what causes attachment to cravings. This consequentially leads to suffering.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Puligandla, p. 39.]  [27:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p. 94.] 

These cravings can be classified into three types: the desire for sense pleasure, desire for ‘being’, and desire for ‘not being’.[footnoteRef:28] The first category delineates how the nature of impermanence in the feelings and sensations experienced from desires for sense pleasures provoke infinitely more cravings. When an unpleasant situation is experienced, a desire emanates to have a pleasant experience and when this subsides, a further desire emanates to seek more satisfaction. This often combines with a fear of losing what has been gained and taints the pleasure that was originally derived. If an unpleasant experience is then encountered, there is a longing for it to end and for it to be superseded by yet another pleasant experience. In this manner, a vicious cycle continues to ensue. Desires for sense pleasure are never satiated since both pleasant and unpleasant experiences are fleeting and transitory, hence not the real source of happiness.[footnoteRef:29] Santina compares the process of desiring and seeking sense-gratification as analogous to drinking salt water to slake thirst.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Gethin, p. 87.]  [29:  Carpenter, p. 9.]  [30:  Santina, pp. 34-35.] 

The second category of the desire for ‘being’ or ‘to become’ encompasses two aspects: to exist as a self or to become something through some form of achievement. An individual may desire to become a particular type of person with certain characteristics such as being successful, knowledgeable, respected, loved, healthy, kind or organised. The third category is the desire for ‘not being’ which also includes two aspects: to escape suffering by not wanting to exist or to not be a person who faces certain situations or experiences. This could relate to eradicating parts of the character which an individual wants to let go of or be freed from. It may be to eliminate vices, sadness or anxiety or to let go of any pain or grievances. In a graver circumstance it may culminate in a desire to escape suffering by taking one’s own life.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p. 96.] 

In all these cases it is the attachment or grasping of the various desires, whether they are constituted of fondness or aversion, that cause suffering. This is because it is the act of clinging and not the object of clinging that produces the binding effects. This reasoning extends to attachments harboured towards sense objects, perceptions, principles and teachings. The Buddha provides the example of a raft to illustrate how even a useful item can become a burden once the purpose of crossing the river has been fulfilled. The same analogy applies to using teachings to attain the ultimate goal. This does not mean the teaching is forsaken but that an important transformation from selfish motives to selfless action ensues which thereby eliminating attachment.[footnoteRef:32] This is the key to the second Truth; in revealing the cause of suffering as attachment to cravings, it also discloses that these attachments should be relinquished.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Gethin, pp. 89-90.]  [33:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p. 99.] 

The three defilements (klesha) are the impetus for actions which include the components of karmic impressions and the will to be born. Karmic impressions and habits are formed from the various actions which have been performed through thought, speech, mind and deed over numerous past lives. Actions performed in the present life culminate in the will to be born or in our way of being. These actions are influenced and conditioned by actions of previous lives, and the combination of both kinds of actions lead to rebirth and suffering.[footnoteRef:34] The defilements and actions taken together are the causes of rebirth; they result in the cluster of suffering containing the seven components recognised as the effects of defilements and actions.[footnoteRef:35] The doctrines of karma and non-self (anattā) are important teachings pertaining to dependent origination and in particular the components of rebirth and suffering.  [34:  Santina, pp. 107-108.]  [35:  Santina, p. 108.] 

With the ability to exercise free will, an individual has the power to mould their life by consciously selecting and performing actions.[footnoteRef:36] The consequences of the intentional actions performed in previous lives shape the experiences and situations encountered by an individual in their present life.[footnoteRef:37] Some of the results of actions may be reaped in the present life and others in future lives. In this manner, karma has a direct impact on rebirth and existence since it encompasses both actions and fruits of actions as cause and effects which produce a karmic chain.[footnoteRef:38] Intentional actions are designated into the categories of unwholesome acts and wholesome acts. Those stimulated by greed, hatred and delusion are unwholesome and generate suffering and rebirth. Wholesome deeds are inspired by non-attachment, benevolence and understanding, and can lead to enlightenment.[footnoteRef:39] When actions are performed with the underlying driving force of cravings and desires, an individual will experience rebirth, and this longing for repeated existence is the cause of suffering.[footnoteRef:40]  [36:  Keown, p. 37.]  [37:  Santina, p. 80.]  [38:  Harvey, Buddhism, p. 67.]  [39:  Keown, p. 39.]  [40:  Gethin, p. 76.] 

Duḥkha arises due to the incorrect belief that there is a permanent unchanging self when the actuality is that the constituents of the person, like all things, are impermanent. The self is composed of five physical and mental aggregates (skandhas) which constitute a being; these aggregates are described as suffering itself.[footnoteRef:41] The five skandhas of form, feeling, perceptions, impulses and consciousness, in the form of a self, are contingent on the factors of dependent origination. This ever-changing self is the product of continuous causal connectivity and it is this entity that undergoes rebirth. This doctrine of non-self is portrayed through the examples of a chain comprising of interconnected links and a continuous flame of a candle to demonstrate the absence of independent existence of any entity.[footnoteRef:42]  [41:  Rahula, p 26.]  [42:  Puligandla, pp. 55-57.] 

The process of dependent origination is construed as a teaching which reveals the ‘processes by which the mind responds to its various stimuli’ to induce or eradicate duḥkha.[footnoteRef:43] Since every phenomenon is bound by a causal relationship, everything has a cause and an effect. The second Noble Truth unearths the cause of suffering as desire and explicates its statutory components of craving and ignorance. Elimination of suffering can be attained through eliminating craving and ignorance, and this insight leads to the third Noble Truth.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Gethin, p. 91.]  [44:  Santina, p. 38.] 


Third Noble Truth
Everything which arises eventually ceases to be; attachment to such impermanent causes and products inevitably generates suffering.[footnoteRef:45] Having deduced the actuality of suffering in the world, it is also apprehended that it is possible to overcome and cease this suffering forever. This forms the basis of the third Noble Truth which is defined as the cessation of suffering or nirvāṇa and is the central aim of Buddhism. The Buddha’s teachings expound the path however each individual has to follow the path for themselves and effectuate their own self-possessed capability to eradicate their own suffering. When craving is removed, suffering ceases and this is what is recognised as nirvāṇa.[footnoteRef:46]  [45:  Sumedho, p. 39.]  [46:  Gethin, pp. 91-92.] 

The overcoming of suffering results in no longer being attached to desires and letting go of cravings for things that are transitory and fluctuating.[footnoteRef:47] By giving up attachment to anticipated results of actions and not clinging to the intentions behind any actions undertaken, the underlying craving is abandoned and hence the subsequent suffering associated with it. This ‘giving up’ does not merely entail ‘doing without’ something; it is more than a physical avoidance, denial or rejection of objects.[footnoteRef:48] It is a complete uprooting of tṛṣṇā in both its forms of craving and ignorance, and securing release from its binding clutches by cultivating correct understanding through reflection, contemplation and mindfulness.[footnoteRef:49] When there is complete non-attachment, even to the practice leading to it, nirvāṇa can be achieved.  [47:  Gethin, p. 92.]  [48: Stephen J. Laumakis, An Introduction to Buddhism Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 57. [eBook]. Available at: ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/leicester/detail.action?docID=335008. [Accessed: 5th August 2018].]  [49:  Sumedho, p. 37.] 

It may be argued that the practice of non-attachment in itself seems to imply an innate desire to become detached, a desire to remove desires, or even a desire to seek nirvāṇa. As this desire to not desire is still a desire, it seems to pose a contradiction but there is a subtler meaning to be understood in the Buddha’s teaching.[footnoteRef:50] Harvey points out that a craving for awakening may help to quell all other cravings and in due course lead to complete detachment which is a requisite for the attainment of nirvāṇa.[footnoteRef:51] Sumedho clarifies this matter by elucidating the distinction between cessation and annihilation. Annihilation is the desire to become desireless whereas cessation is a ‘natural ending to any condition that arises’ by letting go of desire.[footnoteRef:52] Another possible interpretation of this is that non-attachment is not a product of desire but the result of transforming and transcending the intentions which motivate desires and actions. This reflection would appear consistent with the understanding of the concept of awakening. [50:  Laumakis, p. 57.]  [51:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, (2nd edn) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 73.]  [52:  Sumedho, p. 43.] 

Nirvāṇa is the extinguishing or blowing out of the ‘fires’ of greed, aversion and delusion, and involves a metamorphosis of the consciousness from selfishness to selflessness.[footnoteRef:53] It can be   understood in context of three aspects: the particular event representing the moment of awakening, the experience generated through the knowledge cultivated in the mind at the time of enlightenment, and the condition of the awakened beings after death.[footnoteRef:54] Whereas the first two aspects pertain to the cessation of suffering during life, the third aspect encompasses the parinirvāṇa state reached to at and after death.  [53:  Keown, p. 52.]  [54:  Gethin, p. 92.] 

Harvey equates the distinct event-experience of nirvāṇa with parinirvāṇa but draws a distinction between this state and the mode in which life continues after nirvāṇa. Whilst the singular event-experience is an unconditioned state, the conditioned state is that which the individual returns to thereafter and passes the remainder of their life. He remarks that the state of awakening during life is not an ever-present condition because physical pain is still encountered by the enlightened being.[footnoteRef:55] This viewpoint appears dubious since nirvāṇa pertains to eradication of a cause. Once removed, the cause cannot be resurrected, albeit pre-existing effects remain and have to be passed through. While physical pain and conditioned states may continue to be experienced, they are no longer capable of instigating suffering. Gethin explains that the enlightened individual continues to act and undergo experiences in the world as before but with the fundamental difference that all their actions are devoid of defilements.[footnoteRef:56] Instead, they are prompted by the attributes of renunciation, compassion, and wisdom which enable purging of the defilements and are conducive to awakening.[footnoteRef:57] This mode of existence is defined as ‘nirvāṇa with the remainder of life’.[footnoteRef:58] After death, the enlightened being becomes situated in parinirvāṇa and is not subject to rebirth as the five aggregates that constituted the being is free from the causal nexus.[footnoteRef:59] Having gained an understanding of the truth of the cessation of suffering, it needs to be applied and put into practice. This leads to the fourth Noble Truth advocated by the Buddha to experience the ultimate goal of enlightenment. [55:  Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, pp. 73-74.]  [56:  Gethin, p. 93.]  [57:  Santina, p. 22.]  [58:  Gethin, p. 93.]  [59:  Gethin, p. 93.] 


Fourth Noble Truth
The fourth Noble Truth elaborates the path which leads to the total end of suffering by combining conceptual theory with practical application.[footnoteRef:60] Known as the Eightfold Path (aṣṭāṅgika-mārga) it is an ‘integrated therapy’ to treat the malaise identified in the first Noble Truth and enable an individual to attain nirvāṇa, the highest goal of Buddhism.[footnoteRef:61] Endowed with the title of the Middle Way, it denounces both the extremes of severe austerities and excess self-gratification.[footnoteRef:62] By following the path, cessation of suffering is achieved and the enlightened individual experiences spiritual joy and compassion for all beings. Negative emotions and fears are no longer present since the three fires of greed, aversion and delusion have been extinguished.[footnoteRef:63] It is thus observed that in delineating the route to enlightenment, the path also expounds the perfect way of living.[footnoteRef:64]  [60:  Puligandla, p. 45.]  [61:  Santina, p. 46.]  [62:  Santina, p. 27.]  [63:  Keown, p. 53.]  [64:  Gethin, p. 100.] 

The eight steps outlined in the path are: 1) Right Understanding, 2) Right Thought, 3) Right Speech, 4) Right Action, 5) Right Livelihood, 6) Right Effort, 7) Right Mindfulness, 8) Right Concentration. These aspects are arranged into three groups: understanding and thought constitute the practice of wisdom; speech, action and livelihood constitute the practice of conduct; and effort, mindfulness and concentration constitute the practice of meditation. Though listed sequentially, the eight aspects of the path are to be undertaken concurrently in order to cultivate perfection, which for a Buddhist comprises of compassion and wisdom.[footnoteRef:65] The division of the eight aspects into three groups also represents the interdependent and inter-related link between mind, word and deed, and highlights how each element plays a crucial part towards the elimination of suffering.[footnoteRef:66]  [65:  Rahula, pp. 45-46.]  [66:  Gethin, p. 97.] 

Right Understanding encompasses the fundamental concept of seeing things as they are through the technique of reflection and discerning with wisdom instead of ignorance.[footnoteRef:67] This includes correct understanding and conscious awareness of the Buddhist teachings of the Four Noble Truths, Karma and Rebirth.[footnoteRef:68] Right Thought is concerned with attitude and intention and is exhibited through detachment, friendliness and kindness.[footnoteRef:69] Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood entails abstinence from dishonest and spiteful language, and ensuring moral and ethical conduct.[footnoteRef:70] Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration incorporates avoidance of unwholesome states of mind, practising contemplation and right awareness, and harnessing deep concentration of the mind.[footnoteRef:71] In adopting the Eightfold path and pursuing the practices of wisdom, conduct and meditation, an individual can attain the total cessation of suffering in the same manner as achieved and advocated by the Buddha.  [67:  Sumedho, pp. 52-54.]  [68:  Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, p. 83.]  [69:  Rahula, p. 49.]  [70:  Gethin, p. 98.]  [71:  Keown, p. 55.] 


Contemporary Approaches
The Buddha’s teachings are still as pertinent and relevant in the modern world as they were when he first expounded them. Despite ever-increasing comforts, luxuries and advancements gained through progression of science and technology, emotional suffering prevails and affects individuals in various forms such as anxiety, stress and depression. The teachings and practices advocated by the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh, two of the most influential Buddhist leaders in the present day, retain emphasis on the practical application of wisdom and compassion to overcome suffering.[footnoteRef:72] Various practitioners from different Buddhist schools of thought promulgate methods and techniques combined with mindfulness and cognitive therapy programs that are aimed to help with resolving mental turmoil and experiencing inner tranquillity.[footnoteRef:73] [72:  Laumakis, p. 248.]  [73:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p. 90.] 

The Dalai Lama, leader of Tibetan Buddhism, accords significant prominence to the pragmatic nature of Buddhist teachings and their strong resemblance to modern scientific approaches. Based on sound reasoning, rational thinking and empirical observation, his teachings provide effective solutions in the form of meditative practice and compassionate conduct. He is a firm believer of the importance of introspection and experimentation in advancing spiritual progression as well as self-development.[footnoteRef:74] The renowned Zen master and Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh has also propounded intellectual insight and ‘enlightened action and service’ through the engaged Buddhism movement along with his dedicated efforts for non-violence and world peace.[footnoteRef:75] The Zen program he teaches utilises scientific concepts and psychological methods, and he enunciates key insights into the practical application and transformative power of mindfulness, one-pointed attentiveness and ‘living in the present moment’; all of these are conducive to relieve the human plight of suffering.[footnoteRef:76]  [74:  Laumakis, pp. 248-253.]  [75:  Laumakis, p. 256.]  [76:  Laumakis, p. 255-257.] 

It is evident that both leaders have made a significant contribution and impact in the social and political arena over the course of their monkhood and achieved moral, social and mental betterment for society. Gethin remarks that the inclination to overcome suffering is centred in the Buddhist thought of compassionate sympathy (anukampā); this fundamental notion inspires Buddhist teachers and followers alike to relieve suffering for oneself and for others.[footnoteRef:77] This reinforces one of the crucial observations in Buddhism which validates that suffering is not uniquely distinct for each individual but is the same predicament that faces all mankind. It also reiterates the exposition of the first Truth as outlined at the beginning of the essay. The mental perils may vary in shape, size and form but the roots of duḥkha are the same.[footnoteRef:78] Furthermore, they are seen to impact all individuals at some point in time, in one way or another. Teasdale substantiates this viewpoint by offering the cake analogy to depict how the pursuit for continued pleasure can make even a pleasant experience become unpleasant. The very craving or attachment which makes an individual happy also possesses the potency to make an individual sad. From this it can be deduced that neither pleasant or unpleasant conditions can be the source of true happiness for they are both subject to change and impermanence.[footnoteRef:79] The concept of mindfulness is a vital constituent of programs such as Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction and Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy that have been developed in contemporary Buddhist practices. Based on the teachings of the four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, participants of such programs have experienced positive improvement in their emotional distress levels and effective handling or avoidance of mental agitation.[footnoteRef:80] Various strategies are adopted in these programs to alter, reduce or remove suffering; these include cultivating awareness through either changing the content of mental input, adjusting the process of mental input, or modifying the perception of mental input.[footnoteRef:81] Research studies have also highlighted the effect of meditative practices on creating stable brain patterns and increasing overall wellbeing.[footnoteRef:82] [77:  Gethin, p. 81.]  [78:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p. 90.]  [79:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, p. 96.]  [80:  John D. Teasdale and Michael Chaskalson (Kulananda), ‘How Does Mindfulness Transform Suffering? II: The Nature and Origins of Dukkha’, Contemporary Buddhism, Vol. 12, No. 1, May, 2011, 103-124 (p.104). [Online]. Available at: DOI: 10.1080/14639947.2011.564826 [Accessed: 13th July 2018].]  [81:  Teasdale and Chaskalson, pp. 104-105.]  [82:  Laumakis, p. 252.] 


Conclusion
Buddhism identifies that pain and suffering plagues human existence in the form of physical pain and mental afflictions. Worries, tensions and uncertainties forcibly divert the mind to the past or the future, and in doing so, the liberating and peaceful experience of being present in the current moment is lost. Constant pursuit of pleasurable experiences and insatiable desires also clouds the perception of circumstances and situations. On a less conspicuous level, these diversions lead the mind to perceiving a distorted reality and not seeing things as they are. This results in suffering, since both the favourable and unfavourable experiences encountered in life are of a non-enduring nature therefore cannot bring lasting happiness. 
The Buddhist philosophy fundamentally delineates the centrality of suffering inherent in the world and concerns itself with propounding a realistic approach to understanding the true reality of life and engaging in practices that culminate in complete cessation of suffering. The Four Noble Truths form the crux of the profound teachings by the Buddha. Encapsulating within them key doctrines such as dependent origination, law of karma and the doctrine of non-self, they play a crucial role in determining the cause and elimination of suffering. In positing the presence of suffering, the four Noble Truths do not infer absence of happiness but expound the reasoning, reflection and practical application required to combat suffering in the form of ongoing onslaught of craving, desires and attachment. By following the Eightfold Path, enlightenment, a state in which there is complete cessation of suffering, can be attained. 
The focus on suffering does not make Buddhism a pessimistic or world-denying tradition. Once the fact that there is suffering is established, the Buddhist philosophy focuses on providing a solution to the problem. At the heart of Buddha’s teachings is overwhelming compassion for all mankind to transcend the ignorance and suffering which causes such misery in life. The two vital components of wisdom and compassion that frame the Buddha’s teachings equally reverberate in the core of Buddhist practices and teachings observed in the world today. It is noted that training programs, workshops and cognitive therapy sessions place considerable emphasis on mindfulness.
Buddhism strongly advocates each individual to uncover the reality of suffering and subsequently overcome this emotional entrapment through insightful contemplation, application of mindfulness practices and experiencing the highest truth for themselves. In doing so, there is a transformation of intentions and desires at a mental level, a transformation of actions and attachment at a physical level, and a transformation of personality and reality on a spiritual level.
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