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Why Kno wing this Truth Is N o ble
B Y  T RA L EG K YA B GO N  RI NPO CH E

BUDD H I SM  TA K ES D U K K H A Ñ the Sanskrit word m ost often  translated 
as sufferingÑ very seriously. But the concept at the root of  this word is 
com plex. It does not sim ply m ean suffering as we would norm ally under-
stand the word. H um an beings experience dukkha in  m any form sÑ certain  
types of  dukkha have to do with plain  an d sim ple suffering, while other 
form s of  dukkha wou ld not really be experienced as suffering at all. They 
appear m ore to us in  the form  of  the pleasure of  apparen t happiness. Som e 
dukkha is avoidable an d som e is unavoidable, an d we need to un derstan d 
the difference.

Many people have heard of Buddhism Õs four noble truthsÑ about suf-
fering and the end of sufferingÑ but one of the great m isconceptions about 
these truths com es in  the title itself. There is nothing that we could really call 
ÒnobleÓ about the Þrst two: the truth of suffering and the cause of suffering. 
The last two truths, the truth of the cessation  of suffering and the path that 
leads to cessation , could be said to be noble. What is in  fact noble, though, 
is the person  who fu lly realizes the four truths altogether. The person  who 

Suffering 
TRA L EG K YA BGO N  RI N PO CH E, 
GL EN N  WA L L I S

The Buddhist path begins with the reco gnition o f 
sufferingÑ no t just the po inted suffering o f sickness, 
aging, o r death, but the vague feeling o f anxiety and 
dissatisfaction that underlies every moment o f o ur 
lives. Buddhism calls this dukkha, and the bad news is 
that itÕs all- pervasive and universal. The go o d news is 
that this is where the genuine spiritual jo urney begins.

The Jo urney Starts H ere
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com es to a fu ll un derstan ding of  dukkha, an d how to work 
with it, can  be called noble.

Such nobility arises not from  escaping suffering but rather 
from  having fu lly un derstood the tru th of  su ffering. We Þrst 
accept the reality of  su ffering in  all its form sÑ we stop denying 
it. Then  we can  com e to appreciate what m ight be called the 
Òredem ptiveÓ quality of  su ffering, for wan t of  a better word. 
We do not aspire to attain  en lighten m en t in spite of suffering. 
We work to attain  en lighten m en t because of suffering.

There is so m uch we can learn from  the experience of dukkha, 
which describes the full gam ut of cyclic conditioned existence, 
the wheel of sam sara caused by our habitual clinging. It m ight 
seem  like bad news to hear that life is perm eated with suffering, 
but just because we experience dissatisfaction or pain, or that our 
pleasures do not last, or that our precious dream s turn in to n ight-
m ares, does not m ean that our life is rendered m eaningless.

As long as we are caught up or en m eshed in  sam saric states, 

holding on  to a Þxed version  of  reality, we experience m any 
form s of  su ffering. But we do not need to. They are avoidable. 
Buddhism  teaches us that if  we cu ltivate the right attitude an d 
are able to look sim ply in to ourselves an d our perspectives, 
predilections, and habit patterns, we can reduce and ultim ately 
elim inate the avoidable form s of  su ffering. 

Of course, there are other form s of suffering that we cannot 
avoid un til we attain  com plete en lightenm ent, or buddhahood. 
The sufferings we inßict on  ourselves due to our un disciplined 
m in d are avoidable, but other form s of  su ffering, such as old 
age, sickness, an d death, are unavoidable. 

Once we have accepted that we are subject to form s of dukkha 
that can be avoided, there are two parts to the solu tion : looking 
at the causes of dukkha and Þnding the m eans of reducing or 
stopping it. When we look in to the causes of dukkha, we do not 
sim ply search for the source of palpable, tangible suffering. We 
also m ust look closely at the m ental states, habits, and attitudes 
that produce what we consider to be our m om ents of joy, hap-
piness, or satisfaction . One of the profound insights offered by 
Buddhism  is that we cannot rely on  our own im m ediate experi-
ences to tell us whether we are experiencing well-being or m is-
ery. Just because on  the surface we feel we are happy or satisÞed, 
or just because everything seem s to lead to doom  and gloom , 
these im pressions m ay not necessarily reßect the true state of  
affairs. We need to look deeper.

We m ay discover, as the Buddha tells us, that the lack of sub-
stantiality or perm anence in  all that surrounds us gives rise to 
unhappiness and pain. This does not m ean, however, that the 
experience of im perm anence or non-substantiality is itself suffer-
ing or the direct cause of suffering. We m isconstrue the BuddhaÕs 
m essage if we think it is the fact that all things are im perm anent 
or non-substantial or without a solid self that generates suffering. 
These basic facts are not the truth of the origin  of suffering.

Dukkha is produced not by things them selves or by their 
insubstan tial nature. Rather, our m in d has been  con ditioned 
by ignorance in to thinking that eternal happiness can  be ob-
tained through things that are ephem eral an d transien t. That 
is why we are instructed to seek en lighten m en t or attain  n ir-
vana. We are asked to settle our m in d on  that which is un -
changing. Settling the m in d on  the unchanging has a calm ing 
effect on  the m in d generally, but it also leads to a state that 
allows us to relate to what is transien t an d ephem eral with 
a m en tal attitude born  of  a m ore en lightened view, one that 
does not seek perm anen t joy an d happiness from  things that 
are im perm anen t an d non -substan tial in  nature. In  so doing, 
you can  transform  yourself in to a noble being.

Without the truth of suffering and the truth of the cause of  
suffering, there would be no truth of cessation , nor would there 
be the truth of the path. Far from  highlighting the negative fea-
tures of hum an existence, Buddhism  presen ts a very com plete 
picture of the hum an condition . It sheds light on  both the perils 

and prom ises of hum an nature. We focus on  hum an life, not 
because Buddhism  does not concern  itself with other form s of  
life, but rather because Buddhism  in  all its form s, in  all its tra-
ditions, has singled out hum an life as the m ost precious. H u-
m an em bodim ent is seen as the optim al vehicle that we could 
em ploy and deploy on  the journey toward en lightenm ent.  
According to the sublim e teachings of the Buddha, our destiny 
lies in  our own hands. That is what we com e to see when we 
tru ly appreciate the truth of suffering and the truth of the cause 
of suffering. We can con tinue to wallow in  our own suffering 
and m isery or take som e in itiative, such as m aking the practice 
of dharm a, which enables us to see the true nature of our expe-
rience, part of our everyday life. 

Buddhist teachings m ake it am ply clear that we shou ld not 
expect sam sara to be n irvana. That is denying the Þrst noble 
truth, and it is the m ost profound m istake. It is totally irrational. 
As studen ts of Buddhism , we are instructed to see honestly what 
is possible and what is not possible. The Þrst lesson  we have to 
learn  is that sam sara does not deliver all that it prom ises. We 

have to recogn ize that transien t pleasures are sim ply that an d 
nothing m ore. So long as we do not recogn ize that, we do not 
accept the Þrst noble tru th fu lly, an d this non -acceptance of  
the tru th on ly produces m ore discon ten tm en t an d frustration . 
In  fact, we feel that we have failed in  our effort to dispel suf-
fering an d pain . 

Sam sara is a bad deal. Suffering pervades an d perm eates 
the whole of  the sam saric dom ain . Yet m ost of  our suffering 
is avoidable. If  we can  on ly learn  to discipline our m in d, we 
can  deal with our physical ailm en ts an d m en tal distress with 
a greater resolve an d fortitude. It is possible not to get upset 
when  people speak ill of  us. It is possible to be free of  paranoia 
about what others are thinking of  us. When  we feel loss an d 
we grieve, we can  do so without the em ot ions overwhelm -
ing us, open ing the door to despair an d depression . We can  
also learn  how not to generate further suffering by accepting 
the unavoidable suffering of  old age, sickness, an d death. By 
trying to look younger, one does not becom e younger. Pre-
ten ding oneÕs illness is not serious does not m ake the illness 
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go away. Preten ding you are not dying when  you are in  fact  
already halfway there will not lead to an  en dless life. Apart 
from  these existen tial form s of  su ffering, there are unavoidable 
form s of  su ffering in  the environ m en t, such as earthquakes, 
tsunam is, an d ßoods. There is also su ffering from  adverse cir-
cum stances, such as a plane crash or an  auto acciden t. There 
are con ditions that are beyon d our con trol. Trying to con trol 
them  leads to su ffering.

Pleasures are also frequen t causes of  su ffering. If  we en joy 
being in  the sun , it becom es un pleasurable after a while. It can  
lead to a pain fu l bout of  sunburn  an d even  to skin  cancer. We 
gain  pleasure from  cu linary delights, but eating the sam e food 
again  an d again  m ay stop being pleasurable. An d our eating 
habits m ay lead to all sorts of  physical ailm en ts. We m ay think 
that we are addicted to pleasure because we Þn d the object of  
our addiction  pleasurable. But being addicted to som ething is 
not in  the least bit pleasurable.

Even  though we su ffer as hu m an  bein gs, we do not  have 
to su ffer withou t pu rpose or m ean in g. The first  noble t ru th 
reveals to us the m ean in g of  su fferin g. Pain fu l experien ces 
can  teach us a lot . Bu ddhism  treats li fe as a school  where 
we learn  from  ou r pain fu l experien ces. This is not  abou t 
the childish approach of  goin g deeper an d deeper in to ou r 
pain fu l experien ces an d dwellin g on  them  an d com plain in g 
abou t them  to the poin t  that they becom e deeply person al 
em ot ional concerns. It is about u tilizing our pain fu l experi-
en ces, the t ru th of  su fferin g, with  for t i tu de an d dign ity, 
an d thereby m akin g ou rselves stron ger an d m ore m atu re.

The teachings speak of dharm a as the m edicine that will cure 

us of all our m aladies. Although dharm a is a m edicine, it is not a 
quick Þx. It is not like taking Prozac. It works with our chron ic 
illness. It will not preven t old sym ptom s from  recurring from  
tim e to tim e, but with judicious ingestion  of the an tidotes to 
our illness provided by the dharm a, we are gradually able to 
overcom e our long-term  afßictions. Dharm a is the an tidote to 
dukkha, but dukkha will not disappear overn ight. The fourth 
noble truth, the truth of the path, m akes that very clear.

We need to travel on  the path of  healing an d wholeness. 
That will take tim e. We m ay start out expecting qu ick relief 
from  sam saric suffering. When  that is not forthcom ing, we 
m ay becom e disappoin ted, resen tfu l, or in dignan t. We m ay 
even  rail against the dharm a or abuse it. We can not digest the 
powerfu l m edicine of  the dharm a in  one dose, but as we treat 
ourselves in  a stepwise fashion , our capacity to absorb dharm a 
increases. Then  we can  takeÑ an d ought to takeÑ m ore an d 
m ore powerfu l doses. When  we can  do that, we soon  com e to 
see the dharm aÕs true potency an d its healing power. It is the 
m ost powerfu l m edicine for coun teracting dukkha. �
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T H E SUT RA  K N O WN  A S ÒTurn ing the Wheel of  the Teach-
ingÓ (Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta) seem s to give an  accoun t 
of  the very Þrst instance that the Buddha com m un icated his 
realization  to others. It con tains the BuddhaÕs descriptions 
of  the realit ies of  dukkha an d his prescription  for it, usually 
translated as the four noble tru ths. What the Buddha refers to 
as dukkha in  this teaching covers life pretty m uch from  begin -
n ing to en d: birth, aging, illness, an d death; having what we 
donÕt wan t, not having what we do.

The m ost com m on  ren dering of  the Pali term  dukkha is 
Òsuffering.Ó So if  you have read books on  Buddhism  before, 
you have alm ost certain ly encoun tered the term  Òsuffering.Ó 
H owever, probably very few people wou ld describe their lives 
as characterized by suffering. The not ion  of  pain  an d anguish 
con noted by that term  does in deed resonate in  dukkha, but it 

is too drastic for a general an d un iversal application . So the 
stock statem en t ÒLife is suffering,Ó as a translation  of  the Þrst 
statem en t of  the Buddha about reality, while not outright in -
correct, is som ewhat too dram a-queen ish. 

In  getting a better feel for the m ean ing of  dukkha, letÕs place 
ÒsufferingÓ at one extrem e of  the spectrum . At the other ex-
trem e, letÕs place qualities such as an noyance, tension , non de-
pen dability. Dukkha, then , can  be un derstood on  one en d of  
the spectrum  as a subtle, perhaps barely discern ible quality of  
being, an d, on  the other, as severe m en tal or physical anguish.

A further nuance is added to the term  dukkha when we bear 
in  m ind that, in  the BuddhaÕs view, even a ÒhappyÓ m om ent 
is tinged by dukkha. That is because neither the m om ent nor 
the experience is stable. Since the quality of happiness arises in  
dependence on  external factors, it fades away as those factors 

WhatÕs D ukkha? ( What IsnÕt?)
B Y  GL ENN  WA L L I S
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disassem ble. And in  that gap is felt the trace, however subtle, 
of underlying dukkha. Since, furtherm ore, our lives are succes-
sions of such m om ents, dukkha is said to be Òpervasive.Ó But 
Buddhists would go even further, to the poin t of what appears 
to be paradoxical, even con tradictory: it is not on ly in  the gap 
(due to im perm anence and insubstan tiality) that dukkha is 
presen t but even in  the very experience of happiness.

Given  this view, what shou ld we call dukkha in  our lan -
guage? Our English term  wou ld have to have the following 
colorings (on  an  increasing scale of  in tensity): 

fain t unsettledness, irritation , im patience, an noyance, frus-
tration , disappoin tm en t, dissatisfaction , aggravation , ten -
sion , stress, anxiety, vexation , pain , desperation , sorrow, 
sadness, suffering, m isery, agony, anguish

Of course, you m ay add to this list; there is virtually no en d 
to it. An d that is precisely the BuddhaÕs poin t! It ßows through 

life like waterÑ each instan t of  life is colored to som e degree 
by these qualities.

It is obvious that each of these qualities involves som e degree of  
unease, so ÒuneaseÓ is how I translate the term  for general usage. 
The lexical ÒoppositeÓ of dukkha is sukha, and sukha straightfor-
wardly m eans Òease, pleasure, happiness.Ó Perhaps, then, dukkha 
can straightforwardly m ean Òunease, displeasure, unhappiness.Ó 
We all know about dukkha, then, as it is glossed by the Buddha. �
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