Explain Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising

Buddhist teachings and concepts are intrinsic when exploring what Buddhism can teach us about suffering, and how it arises. In this essay I will be exploring different teachings and concepts, such as the four noble truths otherwise known as the four true realities for the spiritually ennobled; this goes into detail of ‘dukkha’ (suffering), the origin of dukkha, the end of dukkha and the path which leads to the cessation of dukkha. This also includes the ‘Noble Eight-Fold Path.’
I will also be looking at the four seals and middle path of dharma and its significance when it comes to the teachings of suffering. Additionally, I will explain the cycle of reincarnation through ‘Samsara’/birth and re-birth and its connections to the concept of Dukkha. Lastly, I will also be explaining aspects of Buddhist meditation when it comes to one’s suffering and the ‘five Skandhas’ (Hindrances) as taught by ‘Gautama’ Buddha. Buddha tells us in his well-known teachings on suffering taken from a Nikaya passage:
‘The Buddha stated, “Both in the past and now, I set forth only this: suffering and the end of suffering.”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism, p.58.] 

Examining the Four Noble Truths, Damien Keown in ‘Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction’, explains the Noble Truths were believed to have been taught by the Buddha in his first sermon near Benares after the night of his enlightenment.  These truths are mainly focussed on ‘Dukkha’ and its teachings can be expressed by way of the Buddha giving a ‘diagnoses of the disease, [explaining] its cause, [determining if] a cure exists, and [setting] out the treatment.’[footnoteRef:2] This is interpreted as the disease representing our lives which is taught within the Buddhist tradition that we are constantly suffering through our own existence. We suffer through ageing, illness, sorrow, pain, grief, attachment, separation and having to repeat this suffering through death and rebirth (samsara) from our own karma (action). Rupert Gethin comments in ‘The Foundations of Buddhism’, that we are not dealing with ‘propositional truths with which we must either agree or disagree, but with four “true things” or “realities” whose nature, [the] Buddha finally understood on the night of his awakening’.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Damien Keown, Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction, p.43.]  [3:  The Foundations of Buddhism, p.60.] 

The teachings portrayed by the first noble truth: ‘The Truth of Suffering’ (Dukkha) is that all things both good and bad do eventually come to an end by means of sickness, old age and death. Harvey explains in, An Introduction to Buddhism, Teachings, History and Practices the painful true reality:
‘For the spiritually ennobled, is the painful (dukkha) true reality (ariya-sacca) [birth] is painful, ageing is painful, illness is painful, death is painful, sorrow, [unhappiness] and distress are painful; union with what is disliked is painful, [and what is liked], in brief, the five bundles of grasping fuel are painful’.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Peter Harvey, An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, p. 52.] 

For many people this can leave senses of unsatisfaction and unfulfillment even in good moments of our lives; and that existential beings can never be ultimately satisfied. Hence, why it is taught that a way of getting rid of one’s repeated Dukkha through Samsara is by becoming enlightened through one’s own virtue and panna (wisdom). These teachings help beings steer away from the five Skandhas through mediation like Buddha and then one can eventually receive Nirvana.
How dukkha is believed to arise is taught through the second noble truth: ‘The Truth of Arising’ (Samudaya) which describes the origin of suffering. An explanation from Gethin is that suffering is a fact of existence and that it is all beings who must take the ultimate responsibility of seeking enlightenment. Suffering originates from the causes of our actions seen, by the concept of the five Skandhas as previously mentioned. A view could be taken that this responsibility is very pessimistic. However, it is the will of all beings to take the right actions either through the Buddha’s teachings, meditation both in the manas (mind) and body as one entity or through the noble eight-fold path to try and become enlightened and achieve nissarama (liberation). Therefore, our suffering is not eternally inevitable. Gethin gives a definition of what this means:
‘With the Buddha’s awakening “the doors to the deathless” are one more open for those who have the faith to set out on the path’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The Foundations of Buddhism, p. 69. ] 

It is believed within the Buddhist tradition that suffering (dukkha) arises from the trsna (thirst) by all beings of human conditions such as delight, greed, the different senses, desire, repeated existence and non-existence. This comes from the belief that deep in the minds of all beings’ hindrances develop such as greed and desire. This results in some sort of unquenchable thirst which primarily causes dukkha to arise. 
These supposed desires and cravings are believed to cause suffering because it is taught that beings can never be truly satisfied from these senses and thirsts. An example of this can be pleasure; as the sense of pleasure is rendered due to its unreliable and unstable nature. Another example is raga (desire) for objects of the senses. We always crave for new objects to satisfy our needs, but we are never content with what we have, and this sense then becomes craving; craving to be things that we both physically and mentally are not. This is especially so in our modern world of technology, gadgets and cravings of consumerism. Becoming famous, bitter, sad, depressed, wealthy, upadana (attachment) arrogant, pratigha (hateful) and many other cravings that do in fact, create the concept of trsna (thirst) which forms dukkha to arise and hence, originates suffering into all beings. A definition of these cravings is summed up by Gethin:
‘At first desires may be like the trickle of a stream, but they grow into a river of craving which carries us away like the current of a swiftly flowing river’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Foundations of Buddhism, p. 71.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk532147558] Peter Harvey in An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices tells of the third noble truth: ‘The Truth of Cessation.’ (Nirodha) teaches us about the cessation of suffering. This third true reality also teaches of the ending of trsna (thirst) and abandoning all desires, cravings, attachments, feelings and hindrances from the past, present and future. Nissarama is the (freeing) our own minds causing cravings, attachments and other causes to come to an end resulting in dukkha ceasing to exist as well as the cycle of samsara. Nirvana is believed to be where one goes when completely letting go of all cravings and attachments. This is arguably, the goal for all beings in Buddhism despite the controversy that beings also ‘strive’ for Nirvana. However, it is believed to help beings overcome all other cravings as Nirvana is seen more, comments Harvey, as a ‘wholesome aspiration’[footnoteRef:7] rather than a craving or desire. Nirvana also means ‘extinction’ represented as the extinction of a fire. The causes of our dukkha and the feelings, desires, attachments, birth and death that are connected to it are believed to be burning within all beings. Nirvana is believed to be the ultimate way to extinguish these fires and causes enlightened beings to no longer be reborn suffering birth, illness and death thus attaining the ultimate and final Nirvana. [7:  An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, p. 73.] 

‘And this, monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of dukkha: the remainder less fading and cessation, renunciation, relinquishment, release and letting go of that very craving’ – (Samyutta Nikaya LVI.11)
The fourth and final noble truth: ‘The Truth of the Path’ (Magga) teaches of the path to the end of dukkha (suffering). This path is known as the ‘Noble Eight-Fold Path’ (Ariya Atthangika Magga). Peter Harvey describes this middle path to ‘[give] rise to vision, [knowledge, peace], to higher knowledge, to full awakening, to Nirvana’.[footnoteRef:8] This path is believed to be the true reality for the spiritually ennobled which leads to the cessation of dukkha. The eight factors (anga) of this path are: [8:  An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, p. 81.] 

· Right View is Panna (Wisdom). To accept the Buddha’s teachings.
· Right Intention is Panna (Wisdom). Committing to developing better outlooks on existence through non-ignorant attitudes.
· Right Speech is Sila (Moral Virtue). Speaking truthfully in a thoughtful and appropriate manner.
· Right Action is Sila (Moral Virtue). Not performing Adinaya (evil) acts such as stealing, killing or mis-conduct with sensual cravings.
· Right Livelihood is Sila (Moral Virtue). Not having an occupation which discriminates or hurts anyone else.
· Right Effort is Samadhi (Meditation). Having a positive approach to existence and gaining control over one’s own thoughts.
· Right Mindfulness is Samadhi (Meditation). Having focus and awareness.
· Right Mental Concentration is Samadhi (Meditation). Developing levels of calmness and control through studied techniques in which concentrates both mind and body as one entity.
This is the middle path that someone can take avoiding both a life of craving sensual pleasures and of ascetism and therefore rids someone of dukkha. These eight factors can also be observed upon the symbol for Buddhism represented within the Dharmachakra with the eight spokes around the wheel of life. The eight-fold path is a naturally progressive being split into three concepts of wisdom, meditation and morality. Wise and moral virtues are perfected through human flourishing within these categories: Meditation being a key part of these virtues gained. This path cultivates the categories on a continuing basis. It can be argued that the noble eight-fold path is one of self-transformation which helps a person to overcome selfish and ignorant desires and attachments and to deepen their understanding of the dharma. This then gives the opportunity for beings to change and become enlightened and fulfilled. The middle path can be summarised in the following passage:
‘To give oneself up to indulgence is Sensual Pleasure, give oneself up to Self-mortification, the painful, unholy, unprofitable; both these two extremes the Perfect One has avoided and found out the Middle Path which makes one both to see and to know, which leads to peace, to discernment, to enlightenment, to Nirvana’ (SS LVI.11)
Teachings of suffering can also be seen in the four seals of dharma (laws) within Buddhism. The first seal is that all things in the world are annica (impermanent) and will come to an end. This seal allows beings to be mindful of the impermanence of all materialistic things in the world and as a result, helps develop acceptance of loss, old age and death. You can argue that this is a pessimistic outlook on our existence, despite being a realistic one. The second seal is of dukkha (suffering). This seal teaches how beings separate themselves from other things and in result, have desires and cravings for objects and emotions on different subjects. This causes dukkha due to all subjects and objects in the world being divided and that we continually crave for things we think are separate to us which we believe will create sukka (happiness) for ourselves. However, as previously mentioned, beings can never be satisfied and therefore can never have everlasting assada (enjoyment) whilst in samsara. The third seal is anatta (non-self). This means that nothing including all beings, has an inherit existence. Another definition of this is anatta (no-self). We are all empty (Shunyata) of a permanent self and we must not eternally attach ourselves to other objects or beings around us if we are seeking enlightenment. Theravada scholar Walpola Rahula’s says in: ‘What the Buddha Taught (2nd edition):
‘What we call 'I', or 'being', is only a combination of physical and mental aggregates, which are working together interdependently in a flux of momentary change within the law of cause and effect, and that there is nothing permanent, everlasting, unchanging and eternal in the whole of existence.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught: Revised and Expanded Edition with Texts from Suttas and Dhammapada, p. 66.] 

The fourth seal is nirvana (extinction). The first three seals cultivate in being the three aspects of reality and Buddha teaches that one is ignorant if these aspects are ignored. By recognising these concepts then, one is no longer ignorant and is on the right path to enlightenment. However, despite this Nirvana is taught by the Buddha to be beyond human conceptualization. Hence, why Nirvana is not described in much detail in early Buddhist texts. 
Other teachings of suffering within Buddhism are the ‘twelve linked chain of dependent origination’ and the ‘Five Skandhas’. These teachings consist of the ignorance beings have in existence. That one dharma of the chain complements another and makes us ignorant and in result, we suffer. This also effects our karma (action) for the next samsara and repeats in this somewhat vicious cycle. These twelve include:
· Ignorance 
· Mental Formations 
· Consciousness 
· Name and Form 
· The Six Senses 
· Contact 
· Feeling
· Craving 
· Clinging 
· Becoming 
· Birth 
· Ageing and Death
As mentioned, Buddha also teaches that all beings go through the five skandhas (hindrances), (otherwise known as ‘nama-rupa’) in life and these include: Corporeality (Rupa) which is the physical basis of existence. This is observed through the five sense organs of the tongue, nose, ear, eye and body) which are controlled by the mind. The second of the five skandhas is feeling (Vedana). This is where we go through our own experience and generate differing feelings which can cause us suffering. It is the physical contact of our bodies to the world around us. 
The third of the skandhas is perception (Sanna). The is based on mind possession and experience. As no two different beings will react to an experience in the same way. The fourth of these skandhas is formations (Sankhara). These are the supposed deliberative acts of all individuals and can be also be referred to as our karma. The last of the skandhas is consciousness (Vinnana) which are both the physical and mental states in which beings go through; and when we become more aware and in control of our states, one can experience meditation in both mind (manas) and body in a much more effective way by awareness. The skandhas are in Buddhist teaching for beings to reflect on their own actions that they perform in their lives. The further away we come from these hindrances then the less suffering we will endure. 
In conclusion, there are many teachings within the Buddhist tradition on the concept of dukkha and its arising. By following what is taught and practiced then one can hope of becoming fully enlightened and break from the cycle of karma and rebirth into nirvana. We can escape the suffering of emotions, feelings, cravings, desires, attachments, existence and non-existence, as well as escape the cycle of samsara and be in everlasting eternal peace and enlightenment. This of course is taught through Buddha and scripture.
Luca Horton


Bibliography
Gethin, Rupert (1998) The Foundations of Buddhism, Oxford, England: Oxford University Press
[bookmark: _Hlk532143464]Harvey, Peter (2013) An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn., Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.
Keown, Damien (1996) Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Rahula, Walpola (1974) What the Buddha Taught: Revised and Expanded Edition with Texts from Suttas and Dhammapada, 2nd edn., United States of America: Grove Press New York.
(2018) The Four Seals of the Dharma Four Characteristics That Define Buddhism, Available at: https://www.thoughtco.com/the-four-seals-of-the-dharma-449722 (Accessed: 5th December 2018).
BBC (2018) Buddhist beliefs about Suffering, Available at: https://www.bbc.com/bitesize/clips/z3vq6sg (Accessed: 7th December 2018).

