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The Concept of Duhkha in Buddhism
—A Comparative Study——

(The references are the pages of
the Varanasi Edition of
the Abhidharmako$a-bhasya
with the Sphutartha)

Nathmal, Tatia

Jaina Vi$va Bharatt

1. The discussion of duhkha (suffering, #) is a common feature of all spir-

itual disciplines. Getting rid of it is the common end. The problem before us is
whether sukha (%), the opposite of duhkha, exists or not.

2. There are passages in the Sutra, that mention duhkha alone as the pre-

dominant note of all kinds of feelings. Here we quote some such passages.
(1) yat kificid veditam idam atra duhkhasyeti.
(i1)  sukha vedana duhkhato drastavyeti. (p.880)
(i11)  duhkhe sukham iti samjAaviparyasa iti. (p. 880)

duhkha 1s the predominant note of the four arya satyas:

(iv) 1ha bhiksavas tathagato’rhan samyak-sambuddha idam duhkham

aryasatyam 1iti yathabhutam prajanati, ayam duhkhasamudayah,

ayam duhkhanirodhah, iyam duhkhanirodhagamint pratipada

aryasatyam iti yathabhutam prajanati. (p. 874)

Bhadanta Kumaralata, in his Duhkhasantati, has explained why the wise
consider the sukha as duhkha in the following verse (p. 878):
(v) duhkhasya ca hetutvad duhkhai$ canalpakaih samuditatvat. duhkhe

ca sati tadister duhkham iti sukham vyavasyanti.

Vasubandhu quotes the following gatha, which is found in the Pali Sutta-

nipata and the Samyutta Nikaya, which says that what is considered as sukha by

the ignorant is regarded as duhkha by the wise (p. 875):
(vi)  yad aryah sukhatah prahus
tat pare duhkhato viduh /

yat pare sukhatah prahus
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tadarya duhkhato viduh / /
The three varieties of duhkhata — namely, duhkha-duhkhata, viparinama-

duhkhata and samskara-duhkhata are explained respectively in the following
three Satras (p. 876):

(vi1) duhkha vedana utpadaduhkha sthitiduhkha.

(viil) sukha vedana utpadasukha sthitisukha viparinama—duhkha.

(ix) pratyayabhisamskaranad yad anityam tad duhkham.

3. On the testimony of such scriptural texts as have been quoted above and
the logical arguments that we shall cite below, Bhadanta Srilata and others have
sought to prove that all feelings are absolutely of the nature of duhkha: nasty

eva sukha vedanety ekiya duhkhaiva tu sarva. The arguments advanced by them

in support of their thesis are (p. 880):

(1) sukhahetvavyavasthanat. What appears to be the cause of happiness

at the moment turns out a condition of suffering in the end, and so it is not
possible to determine any thing as the invariable cause of happiness. What turns
out suffering at the end must had had suffering at the beginning. In other words,
there 1s no universal concomitance between happiness and its cause.

(ii) evam tryapathavikalpe 'pi. The change of one posture to another

appears to cause happiness, but as the new posture also becomes the cause of
suffering after some time, it follows that it was a condition of suffering since it’s
very inception.

(ii1) duhkhapratikare ca sukhabuddher duhkhavikalpe ca. Sometimes the

remedy for the suffering is mistaken as identical with happiness. Again some-
times an alternate feeling of suffering is identified with a variety of happiness.

(iv) duhkhavikalpe ca balah sukhabuddhim utpadayanti, yatha améad

am$am bharam saficarayantah. The ignorant people consider an alternate variety

of duhkha as sukha, for instance, when they transfer a load from one shoulder to

other, they identify the relief on the previous shoulder as sukha.
4. The followers of the Abhidharma school (abhidharmikah) reject the

above-mentioned thesis. They make an analysis of the concept of duhkha in

order to show that it is necessarily accompanied with the counter-concept of

sukha. This is followed by an examination of the implications and the intended

senses of the texts that appear to suggest duhkhata as the element common to all
varieties of feelings. Lastly, the logical arguments advanced by the proponent of
the thesis of duhkhata are refuted.

5. Duhkha is considered as a kind of hindrance (badhana). But if the hind-
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rance was identified with ‘what is ungratifying’ (upaghataka), then ‘what is gra-
tifying’ (anugrahaka) would be the feeling of sukha (as opposed to duhkha). If
again the hindrance was identified with ‘what is undesirable’ (anabhipreta), then

‘what 1s desirable’ (abhipreta) would be the feeling of sukha (as opposed to duh-

kha). However, if it was argued that for the wise who cultivate non-attachment
(detachrhent), ‘the desirable’ itself radically turns out to be ‘the undesirable’ and
therefore the existence of ‘the desirable’ remains unproved. But this is a falla-
cious argument, because here the intrinsically desirable character of the feeling
is not denied, but the feeling is considered ‘undesirable’ in a different context.
The wise consider such feeling as the cause of remissness (pramadapada), as
achievable only through Herculean effort, as changing, and as transient, and
hence ‘undesirable’. The intrinsic ‘joyful’ nature of such feeling is not denied,
because had it not been so by nature, nobody would have attachment to it, nor
would there be any reason for finding it blameworthy — for the sake of cultivat-
ing detachment. (p. 881)

6. (1) As regards the Lord’s utterance yat kificid veditam idam atra duh-

khasya iti, that had a purpposeful meaning (neyartha) and was made with an in-

tention (sandhaya bhasitam), as the Lord himself had said: samskaranityatam

ananda maya sandhaya bhasitam samskara-viparinamatam ca, yat kificid veditam

idam atra duhkhasya iti (with the intention to stress the impermanence of con-

ditioned existence and its constant transmutation, did I say, O Ananda, that
whatever feeling there was, it was of suffering.) The utterance therefore was not

made with the intention to refer to the duhkha-duhkhata (the feeling of suffering

as such). Had all varieties of feeling been of the nature of duhkha, why did
Ananda ask the Lord: tisra ime vedana ukta bhagavata sukha duhkha 'duhkha-

sukha ca, uktam cedam bhagavata — yat kificid veditam idam atra duhkhasya iti,

kim nu sandhaya bhagavata bhasitam — yat kificid veditam idam atra duhkhasya

iti. (p. 881) It follows from this that the statement that ‘whatever feeling there is
is of suffering’ is conditional (abhiprayika) and not unconditional and absolute.

(i1) As regards the statement: sukha vedana duhkheti drastavya, it should

be understood that here sukha is not denied but it is only asserted that the sukha

is intrinsically of the nature of sukha, but from another standpoint, that is, on
account of its being subject to transmutation and impermanent, it is considered

duhkha (ubhayam tasyam [=sukhayayam vedanayam] asti, sukhatvam ca svabha-

vato manapatvat, duhkhatvam ca paryayato viparinamanityadharmitvat). The

feeling of sukha, when looked at as sukha, leads to worldly bondage, but looked
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at as duhkha is conducive to emancipation. The Buddhas advice us to look at

the feeling of sukha as one informed with duhkha in order to lead us to eman-

cipation. (p. 884).

(i11) As regards the standpoint: duhkha sukham iti samjfia-viparyasa iti,

this was made with a special motive (abhiprayika esa nirdesah). People find pleas-

ure in worldly objects of enjoyment and come to regard them as absolute sources
of pleasure. This 1is responsible for the growth of viparyasa (perverse outlock) in
them. The statement was made in order to save people from the perverse out-
lock, and not to deny the existence of the feeling of sukha (pp. 882-3).

(iv-ix) Vasubandhu quotes the following siitra in order to prove the real-
ity of five categories of feeling, a proper understanding of which through insight
is capable of eliminating the three fetters, viz. satkayadrsti, $Tlavrataparamaréa

and vicikitsa: yac ca sukhendriyam yac ca saumanasyendriyam sukhaisa vedana

drastavya, yac ca duhkhendriyam yac ca daurmanasyendriyam duhkhaisa vedana,

yad upeksendriyam aduhkhasukhaisa vedana iti vistarenoktva, yenemani paficen-

driyany evam yathabhutam samyak prajfiaya drstani, trini casya samyojanani pra-
htnani bhavanti. (p. 883, Bhasya and Sphutartha).

The proponent of the thesis of duhkhata now interprets the feelings of

sukha, duhkha and upeksa as merely the varieties of mild, strong and medium

duhkha respectively. The ignorant mistake the mild duhkha for sukha, the strong

duhkha for duhkha proper, and the mild duhkha for upeksa. The opponent of the

duhkha doctrine, however, poses a counter-argument by identifying the feelings

of sukha, duhkha and upeksa with strong, mild and medium sukha. Accordingly

what people call mild duhkha is it reality strong sukha, what they call medium
duhkha is medium sukha, and what they call strong duhkha is mild sukha.

It is a matter of common experience that we have an unalloyed feeling of
sukha produced by special kinds of smell, taste and touch, without the least feel-
ing of suffering called mild duhkha. Had there been the least touch of the mild

duhkha there would be a feeling of greater sukha before or after the production

of the mild duhkha because there does not obtain any cause of even mild duhkha

in the states that are prior or posterior to the state of mild duhkha.

Moreover the proponent’s thesis of duhkhata would entail the identification

of the sukha, in the first three stages of meditation, with the feeling of mild duh-

kha, and the upeksa, in the fourth stage, with medium duhkha — an outcome

which goes against the established tradition in respect of the constituent factors

of meditation.
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The AKBh quotes the following stutra that rejects tthe association of abso-

lute duhkhata with the material bodies: riipam cen mahanaman ekatantaduhkham

abhavisyan na sukham na sukhanugatam na saumanasyam na saumanasyanuga-

tam, na sukhavedita hetur api prajiiayate rupe samragaya, yasmat tarhi asti

ripam sukham sukhagatam purvavad ato rupe hetuh prajiiayate yad uta sam-

ragaya, (p. 835).

The absolute denial of the feeling of sukha therefore is not capable of being
established on the testimony of the scripture.

7. (1) The proponent of the thesis of duhkhata has contended that there was

no universal concomitance between the sukha and its cause. But his contention

is based on an erroneous estimate of causality. An object becomes the cause of

sukha or duhkha, depending on specific conditions, and not depending exclu-

sively on the particular object. It does never fail to produce the effect if all
those conditions are perfectly fulfilled. For instance the fire that produces tasty
food depending on the particular condition of the material that is cooked, pro-
duces food of bad taste when the condition of the material that is cooked is
different. But it does never happen that the same fire under the same condition
of the material that is cooked would not produce the same kind of tasty food.
Besides, there is no reason why the cause that produces the feeling of sukha in
the stages of meditation should not be regarded as an invariable and universal
condition of sukha. (p. 8385). The contention that what turns out suffering at end
must have been suffering at the beginning is fallacious. It is common experience
that what is sweet in one condition of the body becomes bitter in another condi-
tion of the same body (kayaparinama visesan madyadinam ante madhurya$uktata-
vat, p. 886).

(i1) The change of one posture to another is the cause of positive happi-

ness, as it gives relief from the fatigue (evam $rantasyeryapathavikalpesu vedi-

tavyam, p. 886).
(ii1) The proponent’s contention that the remedy for the suffering is mis-
taken as identical with happiness in also invalid. What kind of remedy for suffer-

ing is experienced when a person gets the feeling of sukha produced by special

kind of smell and the like? This question has already been discussed in 6 (ii1).
(iv) The example of transfer of load from one shoulder to the other is

also misunderstood by the proponent. There arises positive sukha on the transfer

of the load, which is due to the production of different kind of condition of the

shoulder. The feeling of sukha lasts until the end of the new condition of the
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shoulder. Had it not been so, there would be a deeper feeling of sukha afterwards
(anyatha hi pascad bhuyast sukha-buddhih syat, p. 886.).

8. We have now given a lief account of the views of the supporters of abso-

lute duhkhata and their opponents who defended the reality of the feeling of
sukha beside the feeling of duhkha. The supporters of absolute duhkhata did not

distinguish between the literal and the intended meanings of the scriptural texts,
between the neyartha and the nitartha, between the explicit meaning and the im-
plicit sense. Their opponents however took a comprehensive view which re-

ceived the approval of Vasubandhu (cf. esa eva ca nyayah. The Sphutartha sup-

plies iti acaryah, p. 888). In fact, it is only the wise who appreciate the duhkhata
of all elements, which is beyond the understanding of the ignorant. The follow-
ing verse quoted by Vasubandhu in this condition (p. 877) clinches the issue:

urnapaksma yathaiva hi karatalasamstham na vedyate pumbhih /

aksigatam tu tathaiva hi janayaty aratim ca prdam ca / /

karatalasadréo balo na vetti samskaraduhkhatapaksma /

aksisadr$as tu vidvams tenaivod-vejyate gadham / /

The controversy moreover appears to derive from the transcendental and
empirical standpoints of the proponents and opponents of the doctrine of abso-
lute duhkhata. These standpoints are very much similar respectively to the nis-

caya-naya and vyavahara naya of the Jaina philosophers.

9. The doctrine of suffering has found place in almost all the major schools
of Indian philosophy. Thus in the Vedic philosophy we find the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad (III. 4. 2) observation: ato'nyad artam (Everything other than the

Absolute it sorrow and suffering). In the Svetasvatara Upanisad (III. 10), we

read: Those who thus know (the Absolute) become immortal, but (all) others
must only endure suffering. In the Markandeya Purana (XXXIX. 9), Dattatreya

declares ‘Knowledge comes about through suffering.” (cf. Buddhist dictum: duh-

khopanisac chraddha, p. 132). The Samkhya philosopher I§varakrsna asserts
(Samkhyakarika, 1): duhkhatrayabhighataj jijiasa tadabhighatake hetau

(Through the attacks of the triple suffering, one gets the curiosity about the way
to termination of that suffering). In the Yogadar$ana of Patafijali, the yogin’s
aim is defined as simply to avid all future sorrow and suffering (heyam duhkam
anagatam, YD, III 16). The Yogabhasya (II. 15) emphatically says, like the
AKBh quoted above, that the stream of suffering is felt keenly only by the wise
yogin who is like an eyeball sensitive to the slightest touch of pain:

evem idam anadi duhkhasroto viprasrtam yoginam eva pratikulatmaka-
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tvad udvejayati, kasmat, aksipatrakalpo hi vidvan iti, yathornatantur

aksipatre nyastah spar§ena duhkhayati nanyesu gatravayavesv evam eta-

ni duhkhany aksipatrakalpam yoginam eva kli$nanti netaram pratipat-

taram.

A similar philosophical appreciation of the problem of duhkha is found in the

following extract of the Nyayabhasya (Calcutta edition, pp. 182-3):

duhkham iti nedam anukilavedaniyasya sukhasya pratiteh praty-

akhyanam, kim tarhi janmana evedam sasukhasadhanasya duhkhanusan-

gad duhkhena ’'viprayogad vividhabadhabadhanayogad duhkham it1

samadhibhavanam upadiéyate, samahito bhavayati, bhavayan nirvidyate,

nirvinnasya vairagyam, viraktasya pavarga iti, janmamarnaprabandhoc-

chedah sarvaduhkhaprahanam apavarga iti.

Neither Samkhya, nor Yoga, nor Nyaya school denies existence of sukha, but the
importance of the feeling of duhkha is stressed for the purpose of samadhi-

bhavana, nirveda and vairagya that lead to apavarga. The Jaina philosopher is

also in agreement with these schools in respect of the independent reality of the
feeling of sukha.

10. Duhkha is of course regarded as an element worthy of being taken note
of for spiritual advancement. But it would be wrong to think the Indian philo-
sophers had an attitude of life-negation and pessimism. The yogin endeavours to

overcome duhkha, but his attitude is not hostile to life. His point of view is in

fact the same as that of Meister Eckehart, who expresses his conviction that the
experience of suffering is not destructive but definitely positive in the following
way: ‘Note well all pensive minds, the most fleet steed carrying you to perfec-
tion is suffering’. (Quoted in The Meaning of Suffering in Yoga, chap. 4; of
Yoga and Beyond by Feuerstein and Jeanine Miller, Schocken Books — New
York, 1972).

Along with their appreciation of the supreme spiritual value of suffering, the

Indian philosophers unanimously recognized the necessity of cultivating the
spirit of service as superior to all mundane or supramundane ends. Vasubandhu,
in his AKBh, quotes an ancient verse that explains the nature of the feeling of
compassion in the heart of the best among humans:

hinah prarthayate svasantatigatam yais taih prakaraih sukham

madhyo duhkhanivrttim eva na sukham duhkhaspadam tad yatah/

Sesthah prarthayate svasantatigatair duhkaih paresam sukham
duhkhatyantanivrttim eva ca yatas tadduhkhaduhkhy eva sah/ /
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The low class people desire for their own pleasure by whatever
means possible; the middle class people desire only for the cessation of
suffering, and not for pleasure because the latter is the cause of suffer-
ing in the end; the best among humans desire for the pleasure of others
at the cost of their own suffering, and also the absolute cessation of the
suffering of others, because they are afflicted by the suffering of all
people.

The Brahmanical thinkers also expressed the same spirit of compassion and
sympathy for the afflicted creatures:

na tv aham kamaye rajyam

na svargam napunarbhavam/

kamaye duhkhataptanam

praninam artina$anam/ /

I do not desire for kingdam, nor for heaven, nor for cessation of fu-
ture birth. I only desire for the destruction of the misery of the people
to tortured by suffering.

na kamaye ’ham gatim 1évaranam

astardhiyuktam apunarbhavam va/

artim prapadye’ khiladehabhajam
hrdi sthito yena bhavanty aduhkhah/ /

I do not desire for the status of lords endowed with eightfold super-

iornal powers, nor do I hanker for the cessation of future birth. I want
to take upon myself the misery of all people in the world, seated in

their hearts, so that they may be free from suffering.
A comparative study of the ethical speculations of Indian philosophers is
bound to bring home to the discerning reader this realistic estimate of wordly
life and inculcation of the spirit of compassion for worldly suffering even at the

cost of one’s own life.



