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TILAKKHANA - three characteristics

In the Buddhist teachings there is much emphasis on anicca - impermanence, dukkha - unsatisfaction and anatta - soullessness. Sometimes you may be thinking are they not such an approach to life unhealthy. Purpose of contemplating on impermanence, death and suffering (dukkha) and anatta are not to be become depressed and have the joy taken out of life.

The main purpose is to rid us of attachment and false expectations. If one contemplates these things in such a way that we get emotionally afraid or depressed, then we are not contemplating in the right way. Rather, such subjects should make our mind calm and more lucid as the confusion caused by attachment has been ceased

Mind is easily overwhelmed with the false projection of attachment. We see people and objects in an unrealistic way.

Things are changing moment by moment, appear to us to be constant and unchanging. That is the reason why we are upset when they (things) are broken though we know and say, "all these things are impermanent" but our words are not consistent with our innate view which considered our body and so on as unchanging phenomena. Our realistic conception is what causes pain, because we have expectation of things and people that cannot be fulfilled. Our loved ones cannot live forever; a relationship does not remain the same, same like the new car will not always be the shiny model, just off the showroom floor.

Thus, we are perpetually disappointed when we must part with those we care about, when our passions break, when our bodies become weak and wrinkled. If we had more realistic view of these things from the beginning and expected their impermanence with sincerity in our heart - then such disappointment would not come.

ANICCA

According to Early Buddhism anicca is the first of the Three Characteristic (ti​lakkhana) or the general characteristics. Anicca is usually treated as the basis for the other two, dukkha and anatta.

The normal English equivalent for anicca is "impermanent", old texts (Commentary to the Visuddhimagga, Porāna-tikā, agree that because it devises everlastingness, it is not permanent, thus it is impermanent. (na niccam ti aniccam - Visuddhimagga 825). The other two commentaries to the Abhidhammattha-Sangaha, the Vibhāvinā-tākā and Sankhepavannanā prefer a derivative from the negative prefix: "cannot be gone to, is unapproachable as a permanent, everlasting state, thus it is impermanent". (na iccam anupagantabbanti aniccam).

Sutta pitaka gives the meaning (definition), impermanent, explained what is impermanent, materiality (rūpa) is impermanent, feeling (vedanā), perception (saññā), formations (sankhāra) and consciousness (viññāna): S.111, 195).

In the Canonical commentary thus: what is impermanent? The five categories (khandha) are impermanent. In that sense impermanent, impermanent in the sense of rise and fall (udaya-vaya, p. I, 230, Anāpānākathā). Again, "all is impermanent and what is the all that is impermanent? The eye is impermanent, visible objects (rūpa)... eye consciousness, eye contact (cakkhu-sampassa)... what is felt (vedayita) as pleasant or unpleasant or neither unpleasant nor pleasant, born of eye consciousness is impermanent". Likewise with the ear, nose, tongue, body and mind (S. IV, 28) or quite succinctly, "All formations are impermanent" (M.1, 230) and "whatever is inseparable from the idea of origination (samudaya) is inseparable from the idea of cessation (nirodha, MN. I, 380). The canonical commentary adds, "materiality etc is impermanent in the sense of exhaustion" (khaya: Ps.1.37).

At this point, it is convenient to approach the doctrine of impermanence first from the point of view of it as a description of what actually is (yathā-bhāta). Externally, it is found in the inconsistency of "things", which extends to even to periodical destruction of world systems. (M.Sutta 28, &11, 191, A.IV, 100ff.) and in oneself it can be observed, for instance, in the body's inadequacy (ādīnava), because it ages, is prone to sickness, dies and gradually decays after death (M. Sutta 13), life is short (A. IV, 1 36ff). But it would be better for an untaught ordinary man to treat as self (atta) this body, which is constructed upon the four great entities (mahā-bhūta), than cognisance (citta), why? Because this body can last one year, two years, ... even a hundred years or more, but what is called "cognisance" (atta) and "mind" (mano) and "consciousness" (viññāna) arises and ceases differently through night and day, just as a monkey ranging through a forest seizes a branch, and lifting that go, seizes another" (S.11, 94--5).

Nevertheless, observance of empirical impermanence might not alone suffice for the radical position accorded by the Buddha to this characteristic i.e. this body is impermanent, it is formed (sankhata), and it is dependently arisen (paticca samuppanna: S.IV. 211 etc). Here three aspects are distinguished - three necessary and interlocking constituent of impermanence, namely (1) change, (2) formation (as "this not that"), (3) a recognizable pattern in a changing process (specific conditionality (idhapaccayatā), which pattern is cut out in the formula of dependent origination (paticca-samuppàda).

Subject for contemplation and basis for judgement - the Buddha's last words, "Indeed, bhikkhus, I declare to you, all formations are inseparable from the idea of dissolution, attain perfection through diligence; Handadani bhikkhave āmantayāmi vo vayadhamma sankhārā, appamadena sampadetha. (WI, 156). Earlier, He said, "Has it not already been repeatedly said by me that there is separation, division and parting from all that is dear and beloved? How could it be that what is born, come to be formed and inseparable from the idea of fall, should not fall? That is not possible? (D.11.144). There is beside these, countless passages where his exhortation developed.

DUKKHA
This is generally rendered into English as "suffering" and it is found often used at least in three main contexts.

In its ordinary sense of suffering - unhappiness, unpleasantness, it is used to denote one of the three categories of feeling, namely, unpleasant, painful feeling (dukkha vedanā). 

It is used almost in a religious technical sense of feeling with a deeper philosophical and psychological (nuances) sense to denote an anguishing tormenting mental experience of varying identity. The cause of this experience may be physical or otherwise. This experience is so basic and universal that Buddhism points out that all unenlightened beings in their day to day activities of life are bound to undergo this experience on different occasions and to different causes, in varying degrees and forms. It is this aspect of dukkha that forms the content of the "First" of the Four Noble Truths. It is seen also that conception denoted by the above referred main contexts are interconnected, the former two leading to and converging in the latter one.

The term dukkha has been referred to by the Buddha himself. He says, "in this Noble Truth of dukkha described by me, immeasurable the implications..." (S.V. p.430)- It is so complex that there is no single word in English that could be considered as being exactly co-terminous with covering the same ground as the Pali term dukkha. Ven. Dr. Walpola Rahula very correctly points out that unsatisfactory and misleading rendering of this term have left many people to consider Buddhism as pessimistic. He says, "it is true that the Pali word dukkha (Sk. Duhka) in ordinary usage means "suffering"." Pain", "sorrow" or "misery", as opposed to words like "sukha" happiness, "comfort", or "ease". But the term dukkha as the First Noble Truth that represents the Buddha's view of life and the world has a deep philosophical meaning and connotes enormously wider senses. It is admitted that the term dukkha in the First Noble Truth contains, quite obviously, the ordinary meaning of suffering, but in addition it also includes deeper ideas, such as "imperfection". "Impermanence," "emptiness", "insubstantiality". It is difficult therefore to find one word to embrace the whole concept of the term dukkha as the First Noble Truth and so it is better to leave it untranslated than to give an inadequate and wrong idea of it by conveniently

translating it as "suffering" or "pain" (What the Buddha Taught, PP 16-17). It is not easy to find a definition for the word dukkha, in the Samyutta refers to threefold division (S. IV. p259):

i.
dukkha-dukkha = intrinsic dukkha, their nature and painfulness,

ii, 
viparinama-dukkha = dukkha in change (cause the arising) and

iii.
sankhāra-dukkha = due to disposition, because they are subject to rise and fall (Vism, p. 499).

In the same text (Visuddhimagga) speaks of other minor divisions of dukkha, concealed dukkha (paticchanna dukkha or apankata dukkha) e.g. ear ache, tooth ache, etc.

Except intrinsic dukkha, all in the exposition of dukkha beginning with "birth" (jati) are called indirect dukkha (pariyāya dukkha) because they form the basic for one kind of dukkha or another.

The Buddha points dukkha as the predicament of all enlightened (anabhisambidddha) beings. According to the Buddha's own admission, his main concern was the predicament of man and finding a solution for it. In fact it is the recognition of the prevalence of dukkha in life and the world that prompted the Bodhisattva Siddhartha to leave the household life. The Buddha succeeded in finding a solution for this predicament and his success is referred to as "enlightenment" (bodhi). This communication was the main objective of his missionary activity over four decades (45 years). The Buddha has summarized his teachings thus: "As I did formerly even now I preached about dukkha and the cessation of dukkha (MA., p.140, SAV, p 119). Dukkha forms the "First" of Four Noble Truths … and it is so fundamental to Buddhism and to the "Path" it advocates to freedom that it forms the point round which revolve all teachings of the Buddha. The Buddha's view about dukkha and its solution are clearly stated in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. This Sutta appeared in many places in the Ti-Pitaka with minor variations. It explained the universality prevalent instances of physical and mental "suffering" of varying degrees and forms with a final summing up of the whole conception in a philosophical manner. It is stated that why Buddha was hesitant to preach the First Sermon He was not certain whether the listeners could grasp such a profound doctrine unheard of before. That is why he used simple definition and explanation delivered to the five ascetics - his simple but practical approach at his first dispensation (First Sermon), refer to Dhammacakka. The Noble Truth begins with birth - jāti, not obtaining what one desires (yam pi iccham na labhati tam), introduces this concept in a very broad manner citing most elementary instances that cause dukkha. Commentarial explanations of these numerous instances of dukkha. (pg. 698)
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