Explain Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising.
Buddha diagnoses the human being with the disease of suffering. In the four Noble Truths, Buddha first identifies this disease, finds the causes of disease, suggests that this disease can be cured and then prescribes the treatment to cure this disease. The characteristics of Buddhism is to escape from this disease of suffering. The unsatisfactory state is the suffering of human beings and the goal of Buddhism is to put an end to suffering. In my essay, I will explain the Buddhism’s four noble truths which elaborate what is suffering, how it arises, what is the cessation of suffering and the path that leads towards the cessation of suffering.
During his early life, Buddha had every convenience at his peril. The comforts of life, family, good health, good food, wealth, respect and high status among people but he was dissatisfied and felt unfulfilled. Buddha has diagnosed human with the disease of suffering. In Pali language, the word used for suffering is Dukkha which has the literal meaning of 'anguish' or 'pain'. There are three forms of suffering. Firstly, the suffering as pain. This is the most obvious form of suffering. It can be physical pain as well as mental pain. Our body can feel pain as physical experience. Our body can get hurt from bruises or cuts, we can break our bones and our body can be plagued with a diseases. Similarly we can suffer pain when we feel depressed, anxiety, fear, the pain we feel when we lose a competition, the pain we feel when we have what we do not desire to have, the pain we feel when we cannot have what we desire to have, the fact that I was born in a poor family or as a certain race/color/gender or that I was born without any choice; it’s all suffering. Second form is suffering as change. This form of suffering is when we get what we want. When we get what we want or become what we wanted to be, we suffer from the thought that it might be taken away from us or we may lose it all. For example, I am hired for my dream job. I am very happy because I have landed my dream job and that is what I wanted. Previously I might have been anxious whether I will get my dream job or not and now I am afraid that I might be fired from my dream job. This feeling of worriedness is caused by desiring an extrinsic factor. There can be other extrinsic factors instead of a job, for example money, fame, respect, family, drugs etc. Everything around us can be changed. This leads us to the third form of suffering; suffering as condition. We agonize getting physically hurt and detest when we get physically hurt. We agonize when we get what we want and we agonize when we do not get what we want. When there is no suffering from outward causes, we are still suffering from inwards causes. Things that give us happiness may not give us happiness anymore. The things that we want to do, we may not want to do anymore. We are suffering in every situation, regardless of subjective opinion of another human being. It is the realization that every human being is in an uncertain situation. Like every other situation, human beings can change in an instant. We will lose our loved ones to death, other humans can break their promises, and the things that we are trying to fill our lives with cannot save us from death. In every condition we are dissatisfied and unfulfilled. This is the truth of suffering and it is created by human being themselves but how?
The second noble truth is the origin of suffering. It tells us how human beings create suffering for themselves. Buddha identifies that the root cause of all suffering is tanhā. In Pali language, the word tanhā is used to define the origin of suffering and in different contexts, it can be translated as desire, thirst or craving. Buddha uses fire as a metaphor and expresses that human is on fire by thirst. The thirst fuels suffering like wood or oxygen fuel the fire. The more wood or oxygen put on fire, more strongly the fire burns. If we keep on supplying it with what more oxygen or wood, it will keep on burning; it will never become satisfied. Such is the thirst in humans, it never gets satisfied. Once we start to quench our thirst, start to fulfill our desire and satiate our cravings, we will want to quench our thirst in different ways. When a human is dehydrated a simple and the most basic way to quench this thirst if by drinking natural water but we drink various sort of drinks to quench our thirst. We drink, again and again, starting to desire different drinks to the point that we start to crave it so much that we become attached to it and then we drink it even when we are not thirsty. We drink it because we crave it. It becomes an addiction. If we want to have it but it’s not available to us then we constantly think about it. When we cannot have it, we suffer from the thought of not getting it. After we get it, from time to time we want more, again and again. Just like the fire needs wood or oxygen to keep on burning, the disease of suffering needs the human beings to desire, to crave more, to be thirsty because it can never be satisfied, the human beings will continue to suffer. This repeated thirst, craving or desire is the origin of suffering and suffering can manifest itself in different forms. It can be the thirst for sensual pleasure. This sensory pleasure can be in form of pleasurable taste, pleasant fragrances, sounds, new experiences and materialistic things. For example, I buy a phone. Next year there is a newer model and I want to buy it because it’s new. I have enough clothes but I buy more clothes not because I need clothes but rather I want to keep up with the trends. I eat foods not to fulfill the nutritional needs of my body but rather to have the delicious taste of foods. I listen to music because it makes me feel good. When I am feeling low, I put the music on, while it’s on I enjoy it and then it finishes and I want to play the music again and again until the point I get tired and want new music. I don’t need £100k a year to live life but I still work more and more because I want more money to buy more things. This sensory pleasure derived from objects is short term, a source of instant gratification and it tends to increase and it never gets satisfied. With time we get accustomed we crave for newer objects to satisfy our thirst. Another form of thirst is the thirst for existence. I may want to have a certain kind of persona which will satisfy my desire of what kind of person I want to be or how I want to be perceived by others. I may crave fame, be seen as a successful person. With this craving, I might start to act in a certain way which is unnatural. For example, there are people who do publicity stunts to gain fame, those who work just to earn high money to maintain their status quo and buy things to show off. Men and women who use cosmetics and surgeries to beautify themselves and be seen as sex symbols. Contrary to the thirst of existence is another manifestation of thirst which is the thirst for non-existence. It is the desire to be nobody. A person might be influenced by the existence of other people that he develops low self-esteem and self-negating behavior. It can also be after failed attempts at the thirst of existence that a person starts to develop thoughts such as he is not good enough, become depressed and think of physically harming oneself by committing suicide. Sensory pleasure, existence, and non-existence are the outcome of tanhā. Everything around us is impermanent and constantly changing and tanhā in any manifestation will not hold on to a single object or state and has to be constantly fulfilled. This is the state of suffering.
However this does not mean that all form of tanhā is wrong or bad for human beings. Buddhism suggests that we take tanhā positively such that a person should have positive goals for himself and the others. He should desire to be happy and desire happiness for others as well. This happiness can be in form of sensual pleasure, existence as well as non-existence if we are not attached to the different manifestation of tanhā. Whatever we are attached to evokes desire in us. being attached to what we crave. For example the desire of a dose of drug. Its aim is nothing more than short-term gratification. This desire is compulsive and cyclic which means that it is addictive and there will be desire to repeat it regularly. The desire to stop using drugs for addict will be a positive desire as the addict will be stopping the cyclic pattern and breaking away from being attached to a compulsive negative habit. Similarly, the desire to retain our identity will also lead to suffering. Some celebrities who are famous for their good looks and a sexual persona go through cosmetic surgeries to continue their glamorous careers. This may lead them to suffering because their impermanent state of body will change as they will age with time and they have become attached to this state. In Buddhist teaching, there can be four different forms of attachment: attachment as sense desire, attachment to views, attachment to precepts and vows and attachment to the doctrine of self. The important thing to understand here is why Buddha thinks that human being is solely responsible for its suffering. Our sense desires, views, precepts and self-doctrine does not lead us to suffering but rather it is our attachment to these which will create suffering. If I am disturbed by the thought that Hitler killed innocent people then it is my attachment to the precept, to the view that killing innocent people is wrong which has created suffering for me. This does not state that I should stop caring about the killing of innocent people. What it tries to emphasize is that being attached to anything whether good or bad, right or wrong is the cause of suffering. Every human being has to first identify their own manifestation of suffering(s). There is no fixed cause of suffering for all human beings. Like a group of patients who may have similar disease, the cause of disease can differ from each other. Finding the cause of suffering is important because after finding its origin of suffering, a human being can start to cease its suffering.
The third noble truth is the cessation of suffering. The ultimate goal of Buddhism is to put an end to suffering. Until we are attached to the things or state of being which is impermanent and constantly changing, we will continue to suffer. If we start to search for a permanent thing or state then we are destined to suffer because everything is impermanent and we will fail in our search for permanence. Buddha’s solution to cease the suffering is to let go of everything. Whether it is the thirst for sensual pleasure, existence or non-existence, the suffering will end only when the person completely lets go of their tanhā. This suggests that there is no fixed pattern for the cessation of suffering. Similar to the origin of suffering which might be different for different human beings, the cessation of suffering will be according to their origin of suffering. A person with thirst with sensory pleasure will have to let go the attachment with sensory pleasure. Similarly, the person with an attachment to thirst for existence or non-existence will have to let go of their attachment to existence or non-existence. When cessation of suffering is achieved, nirvana is achieved. The negative emotions are absent. The attachment with impermanent and constantly changing objects is extinguished. The literal meaning of Nirvana is ‘blown out’. A metaphor often used for nirvana is the flame of a candle or blowing out of the fire. The cessation of suffering is like blowing out the flame of the candle, blowing out the fire. Where does the fire go? Nowhere. It’s just the process of combustion that has been ceased and let go.
The fourth noble truth is the path to the cessation of suffering. Buddha’s path to the cessation of suffering is the Noble eightfold path. The noble eightfold path consists of eight factors which are divided into three categories. The first category is wisdom. It has two factors; right view and right intention. Wisdom is focused on developing the intellectual virtues in the human being. So that it can understand the four noble truths and let go of what is creating suffering. The second category is conduct. It has three factors: right action, right livelihood and right speech. Conduct is focused on the moral virtues. Right speech tells us to refrain from speaking anything unnecessary, hurtful or false speech. Right action tells us to refrain from harming other living beings and acting violently with them. Right livelihood will be living by the factors of right action and right speech. The third category is meditation. It has three factors: right concentration, right effort, and right mindfulness. Right effort is to prevent and abandon the unwelcome state. It is focused on the cultivation of attitude to promote deep moral concern for others. The right mindfulness is the contemplation of body mind and feeling. This is the cure that Buddha has recommended for the path to the cessation of the suffering. This path can only be traveled alone by the person who is suffering. Just like the patient who has been prescribed by the doctor has to take the medicine himself. No one is going to eat the medicine for him. This eightfold path is not a fixed path for all. Just like two patients diagnosed with the similar disease can have a different cause of disease, the patients can also have different prescriptions while having a similar disease. Using the four noble truths first we need to understand suffering and then find our own cause of suffering. After finding our own cause of our suffering, we have to identify what is the cessation of our suffering and use the eightfold path that will lead us towards the cessation of suffering.
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