Early Buddhism - Lecture 3

This is my personal note on lecture by Emeritus Professor Karunadasa on Fundamental Doctrine of Early Buddhism. Early Buddhism is Module I of the Diploma Course in Buddhist Studies conducted at the Buddhist Library by the Graduate School of Buddhist Studies (Singapore). For other lesson updates please go to:  www.geocities.com/lee_mengkai/

Four Noble Truths as the Buddhist diagnosis of human condition and the Buddhist Way to Freedom

First lesson we deal with what is Early Buddhism and what reference text to refer to for Early Buddhism. Second lesson deals with Birth of Buddhism -understand it as a critical response to two extreme views – spiritualist and materialistic and the problem or predicament of the concept of man – with reference to anattā.(who are we)

Today lesson deals with another predicament or problem of man – existentialistic predicament: where did we come from? Where will we go after death? When is the beginning of the world and so on? All these predicaments cannot be solved by economics, politics or other sciences.

The Four Noble Truth is concern with this problem and a way out of this problem. Buddhism not only explained but also prescribes a way out of this problem. It is a diagnosis and has a prescription as well.

In Buddhist perspective, anything that arises is suffering :

Dukkham (suffering)  eva (alone) sambhoti (arises)

Logically, if anything ceases is also suffering :

Dukkham (suffering) eva (alone) nirujjhati (ceases)

All that we experiences are conditioned experiences. Conditioned by Lobha, Dosa and Moha. In samsara all experiences are conditioned and hence suffering. Nibbāna is unconditioned, hence no suffering.

The role of Buddha as a teacher is to teach only two things:

1) Suffering

2) Cessation of suffering

All Buddhist teachings are within the perimeters of these two contexts. In another statement, Buddha said, just as the great ocean has only one flavour, that is salt. Even so my doctrine has only one flavour that is suffering.

Vimutti-rasa – All Buddhist teachings explain suffering and how to get rid of it. In all Buddhist teachings, whether it refers to psychology, anthology or ethics, all converge on these two aspects. All these teachings get its significance in relations to these two topics. Buddhism is not mainly but totally concern with these two topics.

We can further confirm by referring to some of the major doctrines :

1) Four Noble Truths – explained the fact of suffering, cause of suffering, end of suffering and path leading to the end of suffering. It deals with only these two aspects – suffering and cessation of it.

2) Doctrine of Dependent Origination – Paticca Sumuppāda. The law of dependent arising or conditionality. Buddha said if you know the Doctrine of Dependent Origination, you know the whole of Dhamma. The heart of his Doctrine is the Doctrine of Dependent Origination. He said he who has insight in Dependent Origination has insight into the heart of the Doctrine. Dependent Origination explained only the arising and cessation of suffering. It is in two order – a) Progressive order – how suffering arises and b) Regressive order – how cessation of suffering.

3) Three Signs of sentient existence – impermanence, suffering and selflessness. Also deals with suffering and its cessation. 

The whole of Buddhism is a solution to our biggest problem – human predicament.

Buddha teachings is of two types and the Four Noble Truths belongs to the second type:

1) ānupubbī – kathā – Gradual teaching. = introductory, elementary, prelude – to prepare the background for the audience to be more receptive to the more difficult teachings. Here the teachings are mainly concern with charity, morality, dana, practice, access to Nibbāna, promise of heaven after moral practice…more or less common to all other religions. Nothing Buddhist about it. But this is not the aim of Buddhism. The purpose of this type of teaching is to lead gradually to the next type.

2) Sāmukkamsika – desanā – self-elevating doctrine = teaching relating to the Four Noble Truth. It is a self-evating doctrine. What is unique to Buddhism is the Four Noble Truths – the explanation of suffering and cessation.

The Four Noble Truths

1) Dukkha = suffering                                                                                       )  Suffering                           

2) Dukkha–Samudaya = Origin/cause of suffering                                           ) 

3) Dukkha-Nirodha = cessation of suffering                                                      )  Happiness

4) Dukkha-Nirodha-gāminī-patipadā = path leading to cessation of suffering  )  

First Noble Truth - Dukkha or Suffering

The epistemology meaning of Dukkha is dis-order. When we are in disorder, we are suffering. Dukkha can be translated into distress, disorder, disharmony, unsatisfactoriness etc.

The first two Noble Truths deal with the negative side – suffering. The last two Noble Truth deal with the positive side – happiness.

Nirodha = sukha

Why was dukkha repeated/used in the 3rd and 4th Noble truth when it is sukha? – because its logical sequence will be disturb if we substitute it with sukha. If we have suffering, logical to get rid of it, instead of just sukha. Therefore dukkha is used four times. We must understand the 1st Noble Truth before we can understand the 2nd. To understand the 3rd we must first understand the first two. Finally to understand the 4th Noble truth we must understand the first three.

Of the Four Truths, is one Truth higher than another? – They are all equal. We are dealing with truth of suffering and truth of cessation. We are dealing with four propositions or statements. All statements are equal. One is not subordinate to another, which is why we called it Four Noble Truths.

Ariya (noble) – sacca (truths)

Buddhist teaching began with explanation of suffering. Others accuse us of being pessimistic. We are not pessimistic. Although Buddhist teaching began with explanation of suffering, the purpose is to identify suffering in order to prescribe a path to end suffering. Just like in medicine, doctors identify the illness first, then find its cause and then prescribe a cure.

We cannot understand one truth in isolation from the other three. It is a logical sequence. If we focus attention on the one truth only, that is isolating only one truth, then we can call Buddhism pessimistic. Each truth must be understood in context with the other three.

Where do we get the Four Noble truth? – in ourselves.

Suffering is within us, cause is also within us, cessation is also within us and path is up to us. The path consists of purification – mentally, physically, and vocally. Therefore the 4th truth has nothing to do with sacrifices or ritual but only self-purification.

That is why Buddhist teaching began with our own experience – suffering is our own experience. Unlike other religions that began with creation, in the beginning…all unnecessary for it does not concern with reality of life – suffering and its cessation.

Second Noble Truth - What is the cause of suffering

Due to Self-centered Desire – tanha. If Buddha said that suffering (effect) is universal then the self-centered desire (cause) is also universal. So if we begin with the 2nd Truth instead of the 1st truth in explanation. Man is always conditioned by self-centered desire or impulse. We are always motivated by self-centered desire. Therefore we suffered. If we approach the Four Noble Truth this way then nobody can accuse us of being pessimistic. In this way, we can only say that man is imperfect. Then the Four Noble Truths deal with our own imperfection and how to correct it. The cessation of suffering is perfection and suffering is imperfection.

When we say there is suffering, many people react differently. Three views:

1) Pessimism – these people will say suffering is unavoidable, inevitable, we are helpless.

2) Naïve Optimism – these people say there is no suffering, life is like a bed of roses. These are people with shallow experiences.

3) Rationalization – some rationalise suffering. This view is adopted by certain religions. To rationalize is to justify, to camouflage, to hide its proper nature, to overlook the problem. Sometime in other religion, suffering is given a spiritual meaning, they say suffering is to purify them. They mystify suffering. So they say suffering is essential and has an ennobling effect. They interpret suffering rather than explained suffering. They are just giving it a reason to justify suffering.

Buddhism does not agree with these three views. Buddhism recognized the process of suffering, the need to conquer suffering and to find a way out of suffering. Buddhists declare war against suffering. Buddhism accepts suffering for what it is and this is not an attitude of pessimism, but rather a way to eradicate it. Therefore we can say Buddhism is optimistic.

What we called pleasures are also suffering in Buddhism. Therefore the term, suffering in Buddhism is of a higher order. When there is suffering, it does not mean that there is no pleasure or void of pleasure because there are many levels of happiness. Buddhism recognized ascending order of happiness and do not reject pleasure. This can be seen through the definition of Nibbāna, which is define not just as happiness but highest happiness.

Parama (supreme) Sukha (happiness)

This implies many levels of happiness lower than Nibbāna. There are many discourses in Buddhism that contained examples of happiness such as happy family, good friendships etc.. but all these are conditioned happiness or experiences. What is conditioned is not permanent. Even in Jhāna states, when mind reaches a high level of concentration, it is also suffering because it is part of conditioned experience. Therefore it is a question of elevating in an ascending order in all that we experience.

Actually Nibbāna is not defined as the highest happiness.

Nibbānam Paramam Sukhaṃ = Nibbāna is the highest happiness

This translation is found in many Buddhist texts and meant for a general understanding but is not correct. It is a misinterpretation. The correct translation should be :

Nibbāna Paramam Sukhaṃ = Happiness has Nibbāna as its consummation

This translated statement is more correct where it implies a gradation of happiness in line with Buddhism. This approach is from an empirical angle which is verifiable, from the unknown to known. This is not to be understood in terms of logic but must be verified from an empirical approach. The Four Noble Truth is within us and not outside us. We can verify by experience.

When Buddha said the First Noble Truth is suffering, what does it means? There are two answers and which is more correct?

1) There is suffering in life

2) Life itself is suffering

To get the right answer and understanding, let look at the definition of suffering. 

Suffering is defined in three stages:

1) First Stage – birth (jati), decay (jarā), disease (vyādhi) and death (marane) is suffering. These are some concrete examples of suffering. Psychological suffering is worse than physical suffering. You can be “burned” with psychological suffering like “hatred” which is more potent than physical suffering. Buddha began to explain the definition of suffering by giving concrete examples of suffering. 
2) Second Stage – more subtle, abstract, more universally accepted.

a) Piyehi Vippayogo = Dissociation from what is pleasant. Separation from what is agreeable. When we separate from what is desirable is suffering. Death is a separation from life, which is desirable. Illness is a separation from good health and so on.

b) Appiyehi Sampayogo = association with what is unpleasant e.g. death, illness etc..

c) Yaṃ piccham na labhati tam dukkhaṃ = when one does not get what one expects is suffering. When our desire or expectation is frustrated we suffered. Technically it is called “impeded will” – when our will is obstructed.

3) Third Stage – Final stage

Saṃkhittena pañca-upādana-kkhandhā dukkhā = In brief the five aggregates of grasping are suffering.

a) Rūpa

b) Vedanā

c) Saññā

d) Sānkhāra

e) Viññāna

The five aggregates are not the problem but when the five aggregates become objects of grasping it becomes a problem in samsara. By clinging to the five aggregates, by appropriating them, it becomes a problem. Buddhas and Arahants have the five aggregates too but they do not cling or grasp on them. A living being is defined earlier as the sum total of these five aggregates. Each normal human being, grasped the five aggregates and remains in samsara. Who is the grasper? It is self-propelled, no grasper, no separate entity of ‘I”. 

In brief, grasping of these five aggreagates is suffering. Therefore life is suffering. 

The first two definitions show there is suffering in life. The third definition shows life is suffering. When Buddha said life itself is suffering, it is a samsaric definition and not Nibbānic definition. All conditioned things are samsaric.

This is mine = etam mama – due to tanha (craving)

This I am = eso hamasami – due to māna (conceit)

This is myself = eso me attā – due to diṭṭhi (wrong view)

These three different views identify with the five aggregates. It’s a three folds identification. Problem – none of these five aggregates is permanent, there are constantly changing. Grasping what is constantly changing therefore leads to dukkha. Since we have no control over what we claimed, we suffered. We have only relative control but not absolute control. Therefore this is real suffering and it is suffering at its very core. Buddha drew our attention to suffering from this third stage of the definition of suffering.

Our present predicament is compared by the Buddha, in the story of a person pierced by a poison arrow - metaphor of the poison arrow. There are some people while suffering are concern with the beginning of the world, end of the world, eternality etc..10 questions which the Buddha did not answer by keeping silent. (note: this is not Noble Silent) Buddha said these 10 questions are utterly irrelevant as they are cosmic questions, which do not help us to understand Nibbāna. By raising these 10 questions they raise other irrelevant problem as well. It is not necessary for the doctor to know who shot the poison arrow when removing it. Therefore in order to remove suffering it is not necessary to know the beginning of suffering but only need to know what is suffering and the cessation of suffering. 

The First Noble truth is suffering. The Second Noble Truth deals with Psychology. The Third Noble Truth deals with Nibbāna and the Fourth Noble Truth deals with Ethics. The last three Noble Truths are the entire teachings of the Buddha.
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