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HUMAN SUFFERING
(TO LIVE IS TO SUFFER)

BUT THERE ARE WAYS TO OVERCOME ITBUT THERE ARE WAYS TO OVERCOME IT



Life is inherently tough and 
unpredictable

Whoever we may be, life is not presented to us in perfect conditions. Our journey of life 
often passes through rough patches. Many a times life can become extremely painful and 
even cruel. Pain and suffering are an integral part of our journey. Our life oscillates 
between two extremes, from acute suffering to mild satisfactions. There are various 
shades and forms of suffering in our life. Even if we are very rich, powerful and high 
statured, we are not free from suffering. Are we born to suffer? 

We all desire to live 
happily without pain 

and suffering.

To escape from 
suffering, we tend to 

seek pleasure, but 
unfortunately, we end 

up becoming more 
discontented and 

unsatisfied.

Dissatisfaction is an integral part of life 
because it's our useful trait. We have 
been evolved because of perpetual 
dissatisfaction and desire to improve or 
do something better. 



Suffering is part of our inherent nature. 
Even on petty matters, we keep on 
worrying. Either we regret or overthink 
over past incidents, or we worry or are 
anxious about what's going to happen in 
near future. There may be hundreds of 
such matters where we keep on thinking 
necessarily. Anxiety or worry is nothing but 
projection of fear into the future. The 
anxious mind makes us miserable. The 
result is we get trapped in distressing 
thoughts which create suffering. Even for 
days and months together, we suffer over 
issues, where we may not have any 
control. 

It's very rightly said by Seneca, the 
ancient Greek philosopher, 

How can we lead a happy and joyful life, 
when we overthink and become anxious 
on petty and imaginary issues?  

“we suffer more in 
imagination than 

reality” 

Whether we are living here in India or in 
any developed western nation or poor 
African country, we are not immune to 
suffer. We are lucky if we suffer once a 
while otherwise, we tend to suffer 
repeatedly. 

Most of us, at any given 
time, would be facing 

some trouble, by way of 
physical ailment, mental 

health issue, financial 
constraints, relationship 
problem or workplace 

related stress. 

Many may be suffering for multiple 
reasons. Can we imagine any person 
who doesn't - worry, feel frustrated or 
unsatisfied, suffer from illness, have 
relationship problem and having 
trouble at working place? 



Buddha says, 'Suffering is universal'

Buddha, the first to More than 2500 years back, Lord 
Buddha declared, "I teach suffering, its origin, cessation 
and path. That's all I teach". The Four Noble Truths 
contain the essence of the Buddha's teachings. The first 
Noble Truth, which is deceptively simple, yet very 
profound and lucid. It's usually translated as “All life 
involves suffering “, or “All life is unsatisfactory “. 

Can we imagine living without experiencing these 
negative feelings for a long time? Many unfortunate 
people keep on living in a state of acute suffering like the 
mother losing her child, a person born with some 
physically deformity, someone is suffering from terminal 
illness, a person getting bankrupt etc. These are the 
cases of extreme pain and suffering.  

We always have a choice not to suffer

Though suffering is universal because we can't continue to be satisfied with our 
circumstances and living condition, but we have a choice to minimize it to a very great 
extent. Take an example, we met with an accident as some drunken person, 
unintentionally, hit it. As a result, our car is badly damaged. Now we have an option to 
accept the situation as it's. The other option is to express deep anger and anguish against 
driver and spend hours in police station to register the case against driver. Later on, we 
fight the case in the court to get the drunken driver convicted and claim damages and 
compensation for the accident. In the second option, we suffer for months, may be years 
togethers. Such kind of choices are always available with us. How we interpret and 
perceive such kind of events determine the intensity and extent of suffering.      

The original word used by the 
Buddha was Dukkha. It includes 
suffering in the form of physical 

and emotional pain, mental 
stress, feeling lack of 

satisfactions, anxiety, frustration, 
depression, boredom, loneliness, 

anger and so on. 



What's Suffering ?

Suffering, in simple words, is an outcome 
of thoughts and emotions that arise under 
troubling life's experiences and situations. 
There may be many triggers behind 
suffering such as physical pain, fear, anger, 
helplessness, guilt, shame, loneliness, 
sadness, traumatic experiences and so on. 
They all can generate mental suffering of 
varying degree.

Suffering is self-generated: Why do we suffer? 

Our minds are generally in a state of subtle, unrecognized 
dissatisfaction, no matter what we possess for leading a 
comfortable life. Even if we are maintaining excellent 
relationships, having a harmonious working atmosphere, and a 
warm home environment, our mind may still be open to 
disturbance at the slightest provocation. Most people are unable 
to remain contented for a sustained time. Feelings of vague 
dissatisfaction will invariably arise. This seems to be a natural 
state of mind. Because of this, psychological sufferings are self-
generated. It's the results of ego and compulsive thinking.  

When we keep on 
recalling any negative 

and painful 
experience/incident, 
we get trapped into 

'negativity loop'.

These experiences don't make us to suffer, 
but it's the associated thoughts that lead to 
mental and psychological distress. 



All the suffering is not the same

There are various shades and forms of suffering 
in our life. Even if we are very rich, powerful and 
high statured, we are not free from suffering. 
Our inherent nature is like that. To escape from 
suffering we go for pleasurable goods and 
experiences, but we end up becoming more 
frustrated, unsatisfactory and discontented. We 
have been designed to suffer. Suffering is 
inevitable consequence of our living. The kind of 
life we lead and the way our mind works, 
suffering becomes unavoidable. Our mind is 
highly fragile, sensitive and vulnerable. There is 
also a negativity bias. 

We often resist change

because of the ease and familiarity of living 
conditions. Locked in our comfort zone, 
change is perceived as a threat. Imagine 
someone who has been working in a metro city 
for the past decade. His children are studying 
at local reputed University and he is living most 
happily. But then he gets a transfer order to 
some far away state. Anticipating that his life 
will be completely disturbed, his mental 
suffering begins. Despite his best efforts to 
stop the transfer, he is forced to leave for the 
new place. Feeling he has been wronged, he 
continues to suffer. 

Even a small 
distressing incident can 
create a negative stream 
of thoughts, which can 
ruin our peaceful days. 

If we try to supress 
those negative thoughts 

then same set of 
thoughts may recur 

more often. 

It goes almost 
without saying that 

changing 
circumstances do not 
cause suffering; it's 

the reactive thoughts 
and emotions 

associated with those 
changes that lead to 

painful feelings. 



What Buddha says about cause of 
suffering

After realizing that suffering is an integral part of life, 
Buddha recognized that there could be no end to 
suffering unless we know the reason behind it. In the 
second noble Truth, Buddha tells us that the root cause 
of all suffering is attachment. He explained that the 
fundamental cause of suffering is “the attachment to the 
desire to have (craving), 

Type of Suffering

There are many types of suffering. 
However, it's widely believed that there 
are 3 main categories. The first kind of 
suffering is like the pain of birth, old 
age, sickness, and death, as the 
Buddha described it. The second is that 
of suffering of change. Either we want 
change or resist change because of 
our own interest. It's very common in 
our lives. If someone is very rich, he 
doesn't want to lose wealth. A poor 
person desperately wants to change 
his life's conditions. This is how we 
suffer. 

Then the last category is 
all-pervasive suffering. It's 
the general background of 

uncertainty, anxiety and 
insecurity, in which we 

live. 

Besides, there are different kinds of fear that 
we continue to experience in life. These life's 
conditions make us suffer in many different 
ways. 

the attachment to the desire not 
to have (aversion) and the 

attachment to ignorant views. 

He made it clear that desire as such is the problem. It's 
the attachment to we suffer more wealth and status, our 
physical bodies, our expectations, opinions and beliefs, 
our own personal stories, and so on. Suffering invariably 
arises because attachments are transient and loss is 
inevitable. We all experience attachments of different 
kinds and then suffer. 



Take an example, let's say someone hit your 
car and then ran away.  He lost in traffic too fast 
that you couldn't note down the vehicle 
number. This is the first dart. Now it's up to you, 
how you react. What kind of emotional pain and 
stress you will impose on yourself? How long 
you will suffer and think about the person who 
hit you? That choice is with you - the pain and 
suffering caused by the second dart. This dart 
is imaginary in nature. You may now harm 
yourself with that second dart for a variety of 
reasons. Ideally speaking, we should stop the 
dart before it hit you. 

We have that option available with us. 
Likewise, we come across life's experiences 
so often where we create suffering on our own. 
The only pain we really feel is the one we 
create inside our mind. In Stoic philosopher 
and emperor Marcus Aurelius' words: 

Understanding of Suffering

The concept of the two darts of suffering come from the "Pall Canon", one of the 
earliest teachings of Buddha.

the parable of two darts.
To have a better understanding of suffering we should learn 

When someone is hurt by a dart, the first 
one, it causes physical pain and distress. 
Now, different people will react to pain 

caused in different ways. 

However, after the first dart, suffering invariably 
begins. Buddhists call this pain and suffering 
as second arrow. The second arrow, unlike the 
first, is controllable. It is the anger and mental 
distress caused by our thoughts after the first 
dart. So, we are adding pain and suffering of 
second dart to the initial cause of anger and 
distress. A highly avoidable pain. It's a self-
imposed suffering. 

“If you are distressed 
by anything external, 
the pain is not due to 
the thing itself, but to 

your estimate of it; 
and this you have the 

power to revoke at 
any moment.”  



Have we evolved to suffer? 

We humans have been evolved to suffer. It's primarily because of our inherent 
nature of mind. Our mind is generally in a state of perpetual dissatisfaction and 
restlessness. It's like a drunken monkey, restless and jumping from one set of 
thoughts to another, like eating and throwing away half eaten fruits. When the 
mind is disturbed, it's becomes distressed and difficult to control negative 
thoughts. Despite our best efforts, most of us fail to calm our mind. As we 
generally don't know how to manage our mind and thoughts during troubling 
times, suffering aggravates. 

There may be innumerable reasons why do we suffer in our routine life. Even 
small incidents like getting late for an important meeting, some unpleasant 
personal remark by someone, heated argument with the spouse, stuck in a 
traffic jam and so on can trigger mental suffering. The associated thoughts 
attached with the incident cause mental distress when we are not able to 
control those thoughts. No one can avoid such types of experiences in our 
day-to-day life. However, if we see on bigger perspective, there is one other 
reason that often make us suffer. It's either we resist or desire change. We 
don't accept life as it's presented to us from time to time. Everything in life is 
transient but even then, many times it becomes difficult to accept change, 
when the change 'hurts' us.  

Suffering is all in our mind

Suffering is inevitable consequence of our living. 
The kind of life we lead and the way our mind 
works, suffering is unavoidable. Our mind is 
highly fragile, sensitive and vulnerable. There is 
also a negativity bias. Even a small distressing 
incident can create a negative stream of 
thoughts, which can ruin our peaceful days. 
If we try to supress those negative 
thoughts then same set of thoughts 
may recur more often. Now the 
question arises, as how to 
handle suffering. How we 
can minimize the intensity 
and frequency of suffering 
once it's triggered. If we 
know the way, we can 
surely overcome the 
problem of suffering 
to a great extent. 



Wandering Mind

First of all, our mind wanders all the time 
unless we are attentive on any task, 
activity or anything interesting happening 
around us. A wandering mind is in its 
natural state.

To be 'present on the moments' is a very 
difficult task. Moreover, now because of 
digital distractions, it's becoming all the 
more difficult to focus on anything. In fact, 
in modern age, attention span is further 
decreasing. So, our minds are more 
distracted and hence the more the mind 
wanders. Greater the wandering of 
thoughts, more unhappy and restless we 
become. We can enjoy happy moments 
only when we are 'present on the moment' 
and attentive on certain task or activity. 
Since we mostly live in future or in the past, 
we are, in general, becoming more 
unhappy and hence, more prone to 
suffering.    

More particularly, we tend to suffer over fear from real 
and imaginary threats, and negative ideas about the 
future. Disturbing thoughts may focus on violence, 
sex, and past traumatic events. Psychologists call 

these types of thoughts intrusive thoughts 
because they pop into our heads, often 

without warning, and cause us distress. Now 
the question arises why our mind acts and 

reacts the way it does. Why it's 
becomes so restless, agitated and 
sometime unmanageable when 
we are under acute mental stress.   

Normally, 50% of the time our 
mind is not focused or 
attentive, in fact. it's on 

wandering mode. When we are 
bored or doing routine or any 

other uninteresting work, 
mind's wandering is as high as 

70%. However, when we are 
engaged in mind-absorbing or 

concentration-demanding 
tasks, this percentage is low, as 

low as 10%. 



Mind's Negativity Bias

Another inherent feature of mind that also 
contribute to human suffering is negativity 
bias. We have general inclination towards 
negativity in life.  We are especially 
sensitive to negative thoughts and 
emotions because our capacity to weigh 
negative inputs is comparatively very high, 
whereas posi t ive ones are less 
compelling. To know the reason, we need 
to see this inherent aspect of mind from 
evolutionary perspective. It was a 
necessity for survival during those early 
days of human's evolution. Because of our 
past, living the life of hunter-gatherers for 
millions of years, this negative bias got 
deeply embedded in our mind. 

During those times we lived in constant 
fear of wild animals and other predators. 
Living conditions were dangerous and 
frightening. So, we became highly 
sensitive to any threat – whether real or 
imagined -- due to prevailing living 
conditions. That's how the negative bias 
got hardwired into our brain. We became 
very sensitive and adept at identifying 
threats and then remembering negative 
experiences so that we could better 
handle such situations when they 
happened again. 

Negative thoughts stick in mind

In modern age, our living conditions have changed drastically but our mind's 
sensitive for negative thoughts remains unchanged. We instantly pick-up 
thoughts relating to fear and threat whether real or imaginary. 

The worst part is, the 
negative thoughts are very 
'sticky'. They don't leave 

the mind easily. They 
continue to trouble us for 

longer time unless we learn 
to manage them. 

If we attempt to suppress them by diverting our 
attention to other things or activities, they 
continue to invade our mind. In fact, on many 
occasions their frequency and intensity may 
increase. These thoughts then lead to severe 
kind of mental suffering.   



Can we achieve eternal happiness 
without suffering in life

If suffering is inescapable because of mind's inherent nature and the world becoming 
more and more materialistic, then how can we be perfectly happy and contended. Is it 
theoretically possible to achieve sustained happiness in life? Or it's the combination of 
suffering and happiness, that's an achievable target for us. To elaborate on this issue, it's 
necessary to refer to 'Brave New World', a social science fiction novel by English writer by 
Aldous Huxley. This novel was published in 1932. Later on, Huxley followed this book with 
a reassessment in essay form, ‘Brave New World Revisited (1958)’.

Lessons from Brave New World

In this novel, a futuristic society is 
visualized in which people were given a 
drug named 'Soma' to numb their 
emotions and feelings. They were only 
provided with the pleasurable things, so 
that they can lead a perfectly 'happy life'. 
Their life was devoid of all the emotions 
like pain, sorrow, suffering, distress, trust, 
love and so on. They were in fact not aware 
of those emotions because since the early 
age they were conditioned to lead that type 
of life. The entire society was sterilized, 
there was no disease, no pain and 
distress, no old age, no anxiety or mental 
illness. There was a strict ban on books. 
They couldn't access any harmful reading 
material .  So those people were 
manipulated and conditioned to lead a life 
devoid of all the emotions and feelings. 
People had therefore no reason to revolt 
against the state. 

The essence of life 
comes with a 
varied mix of 

emotions. In fact, 
we have been 

evolved through 
the process and 
development of 

emotions.

Later on, one outsider, born outside that 
civilization, John the Savage comes into 
this society. To cut the story short, John 
recognises the true beauty of human 
emotions. So, he rejects the emotionless 
and sterilized essence of the society. 
Finally, John becomes the tragic hero of 
Brave New World, whose idealism 
eventually leads to his demise. The Brave 
New world covers many themes. This 
novel has been interpreted in many 
different ways. One theme is very clear 
that the use of 'Soma' to make sure 
happiness is the only feeling the people 
have is not the solution. 



Suffering and happiness go 
side by side

In this way, two things are clear. First, 
suffering is widespread and we can't 
escape, only the degree of suffering 
varies in our life. Second, we can never 
be perfectly happy also because of 
mind's inherent nature. So, our life will 
always experience a mix of suffering 
and happiness. In fact, our lives 
oscillate between 2 extremes, severe 
pain and suffering on one side and joy, 
satisfaction and contentment on other 
extreme. Our experiences of life are 
therefore all mixed up. Even during the 
day, sometime we feel joyful and 
satisfied, while on other moments we 
are dissatisfied, distressed or sad. At 
times during the days of acute suffering, 
we may have moments of joy.  

How to minimize suffering in Life

The question how do we handle 
suffering in our day-to-day life. Since 
suffering is universal and we simply 
can't escape from it because of mind's 
inherent nature, we should learn to 
suffer well. It means we should try to 
bring the level of suffering to minimum. 
Before the second dart arrive and hit 
us, we should escape from it. The first 
dart in any case can't be avoided. 

During our journey, we can't avoid, 
despite doing our best of our abilities, 
adversities and challenging times. We 
will lose our nears and dears. We may 
f a c e  s e r i o u s  h e a l t h  i s s u e s ,  
relationships problems, financial 
difficulties etc. Others may cause 
troubles for you.  

Therefore, we 
shouldn't expect 

ourselves to be happy 
all the time. Our 

practice goal should be 
to minimize the 

duration of suffering 
and increase the 

moments of joy and 
happiness in our life.   

Three things are 
required to handle 
suffering in life – 

self-awareness, 
acceptance and 

mindful living. If we 
learn and adopt 3 

things in our life, we 
can handle suffering 

in far better ways. 



Be compassionate about suffering

First of all, we need to be aware, mindful 
and compassionate about ourselves. We 
should look deeply into the causes of 
suffering. Whether the source, which is 
triggering suffering was within our control 
or not and how we can we minimize the 
suffering. We must analyse the whole 
scenario rationally, compassionately and 
non-judgmentally. If any mistake has been 
committed then we shouldn't criticize 
ourselves. We should avoid negative self-
talk and getting involved in vicious cycle of 
distressing thoughts.        

Self- awareness

Ideally speaking, we should be aware and conscious about all happenings inside 
and outside of us. Ironically, most of us are not self-aware to the required level. We 
are busy in our own thought process, mostly engrossed in our own habitual and 
conditioned thoughts. When we are talking or interacting with others, we, most of 
the time, are not listening to others. We tend to react rather than responding to 
life's situations. We are not fully attentive, focused and alert to what others are 
doing or saying. Many of our problems in relationships, family or workplace arise 
because we are not self-aware. This is also the reason, why we are we so 
impulsive, reactive and angry towards others. 

Under no circumstances, 
we should regret and 

blame ourselves. 
However, we should 

certainly learn lessons 
so that the same mistake 

shouldn't occur again. 

If we don't do this, then we are asking 
for trouble by way of intense suffering 

for some period.  



According to Epictetus, a Greek Stoic 
philosopher, “a lot of suffering arises 
because we make two mistakes. Firstly, 
we try to exert absolute sovereign control 
over something external which is not in our 
control. Then, when we fail to control it, we 
feel helpless, out of control, angry, guilty, 
anxious or depressed. Secondly, we don't 
take responsibility for our thoughts and 
beliefs…Instead, we blame our thoughts 
on the outside world, on our parents, our 
friends, our lover, our boss, the economy, 
the environment, the class system, and 
then we end up, again, feeling bitter, 
helpless, victimised, out of control, and at 
the mercy of external circumstances”. 

Stop bothering about things on 
which we have no control

We all want to control everything around us, without realizing that many things 
and circumstances are beyond our control. Stoicism, the ancient philosophy 
founded by Greek philosophers, was designed for common men to live a happy 
and virtuous life. 

The central teaching of 
stoicism is that there are some 
things that under our control 
and some things that are not. 

Learning to distinguish between the two is the key to 
psychological health and well-being. This teaching is 
summed up in Epictetus's the Enchiridion, “Some things 
are in our control and others not. Things in our control are 
opinion, pursuit, desire, aversion, and, in a word, 
whatever are our own actions. Things not in our control 
are body, property, reputation, command, and, in one 
word, whatever are not our own actions”.



Mindful Living

The last things that's badly needed 
in our lives is 'mindful living'. In 
order to exercise greater control, 
both internally and externally, we 
need to live mindfully. If we are 
attentive and focused on whatever 
is happening outside of us; we will, 
quite naturally, act as the situation 
demands. In the “normal” course 
of events, we think and act from 
our habituated and conditioned 
mind. We become impulsive and 
reactive and act without thinking 
rationally and consciously. Many 
of our behavioral problems arise 
because we don't think and 
behave mindfully. Many of actions 
are also driven by our unconscious 
mind, so we act in robotic manner.

 If we live mindfully, 
we can drastically 
reduce our mental 

suffering in our life. 
In this way, all three 
things together can 

make our lives 
immune to emotional 

pain and suffering to a 
great extent. 

Exercise the option of 'acceptance'

The second thing is that we should 
recognise the power of acceptance in 
our lives. Rather than resisting and 
reacting over everything that happen to 
us, we must explore the option of 
acceptance. We should accept life as 
it's presented to us from time to time. 
We should bother about the things 
where we have control, otherwise 
acceptance is the best available 
alternative. We have seen people 
ruining their lives by not accepting the 
life after traumatic incidents or some 
adversities. 

Life is filled with 
uncertainties. Anything can 
happen with anyone. The 
practice of acceptance can 
give us great strength to 
mitigate suffering in our 

life. 



As the living conditions, in modern age, are becoming more and 
more complex, we are becoming more prone to metal stress and 
suffering. Our minds have not able to adapt to new challenges, 
which are unique to modern life. 

As we have seen, our mind is very fragile and sensitive to fearful 
and negative thoughts. Our mind instantly reacts to threat both real 
and imaginary. Whenever there is any external trigger, negative 
and distressing thoughts start causing mental suffering. It can be 
started by way of mental stress, pain, grief, sorrow, pain, miseries, 
satisfactoriness etc. In our life, it's very difficult to avoid external 
triggers leading to mental suffering. Unless we learn how to 
manage our mind and thoughts, we will remain prone to suffering.

Suffering includes those feelings which we don't like. It includes 
right from frustration and discontentment to intense anguish and 
sadness of losing someone very close to us. We have been 
evolved like this to suffer. It's an essential part of our life. Therefore, 
suffering is universal and unavoidable. Unless we know how to 
handle it, it can make our life hell.  

From evolutionary point of 
view, we have lived only about 

few dozens of generations, 
while our ancestors, hunter 
gatherers lived for about 2 

million years. That's why fear 
and aggression lie deep in our 

collective psyche. 

Take Away
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