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Introduction

In the middle of the first millennium B.C.E., Siddhattha Gotama, recently 
awakened, delivered his first sermon in the Deer Park at Isipatana, in the 
form of Four Noble Truths:

1.	The noble truth of suffering1 (Pāli, dukkha; Sanskrit, duḥkha).
2.	The noble truth of the arising of suffering.
3.	The noble truth of the cessation of suffering.
4.	The noble truth of the eightfold path for the cessation of suffering.

This event has subsequently become known as “The Setting in Motion of 
the Wheel of the Dhamma,”2 and the point of origination for the historical 
religion of Buddhism.

Two and a half millennia later, Arthur Schopenhauer cited the Four 
Noble Truths, commenting that “[i]n Brahmanism and Buddhism…all 
improvement, conversion, and salvation to be hoped for from this world  
of suffering (Welt des Leidens), from this Saṃsāra, proceed from knowledge of 
the four fundamental truths” (WWR II, 623).3 He also remarked that, of all reli-
gions, Buddhism was closest to his own philosophy (WWR II, 169) and in later 
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2        C. Ryan

works, availed himself of every opportunity to draw attention to Buddhism’s 
independent confirmation of his atheism, idealism, pessimism, and asceticism.

This initial meeting of horizons between western and eastern philosophy has 
produced some very valuable scholarly works, but evaluations of Schopenhauer’s 
perception of an independent convergence between his philosophy and 
Buddhist pessimism has tended to swing between either total affirmation or 
equally total denial. Whereas earlier generations seemed blithely content to con-
firm Schopenhauer on this point,4 more recent scholarship has seen disputants 
piling up to challenge him from a multiplicity of viewpoints. The latter devel-
opment can only partially be attributed to more detailed and accurate schol-
arship on Buddhism, since many of these works have avoided constructing a 
detailed analysis that utilizes the wealth of scholarship on classical Buddhism 
to which they are the heir and have instead more usually confined themselves 
to reprimand and censure. The tone often suggests less a milieu of improved 
knowledge than a shift in political and cultural attitudes, with Schopenhauer 
cast in the role of rapacious enlightenment exploiter, enacting an intellectual 
colonization of India for his own benefit. Commentators from a hermeneutical 
stable have seemed especially keen to present Schopenhauer’s pessimistic inter-
pretation of Buddhism as not merely wrong, but attributable to suspect causes: 
J.J. Gestering claims that Buddhism is “not pessimistic and has no concept of 
pessimism,”5 and contends that Schopenhauer’s attribution of the concept was 
motivated by “German ethnocentrism,”6 while Douglas Berger maintains that 
Schopenhauer is likely to strike contemporary readers “as an ethnocentric, even 
racist, Orientalist,”7 and confesses to be

at a loss as to why Schopenhauer feels compelled to label these religions 
[Hinduism and Buddhism] as “pessimistic.” Would it not make more sense to 
feel as if, insofar as the Indian religious traditions offered mokṣa at all from a 
world seen as so irredeemably terrible, they were rather “optimistic?”8

Swinging to the opposite extreme, other commentators seem to have set 
out to rescue Schopenhauer from himself, by showing how a comparison 
between his notion of the denial of the will-to-live and Buddhist soteriology 
demonstrates that neither are pessimistic! Charles Muses’s comparative study 
of Schopenhauer and the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra leads up to the conclusion that 
it is “a grave and prejudicial error to call Schopenhauer’s philosophy pessi-
mism,”9 while David E. Cooper argues that Schopenhauer may have obtained 
from his Buddhist studies “the thought that an initial immersion in saṃsāra is 
a precondition of the emergence of the kind of knowledge that is constitutive 
of liberation or salvation,” with the result that “it is inappropriate to catego-
rize the tone of Schopenhauer’s overall philosophy as ‘pessimism.’”10
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        3

We have, therefore, two recent positions concerning the relation between 
Schopenhauer and Buddhism on the topic of pessimism: one, that pes-
simism characterizes Schopenhauer’s philosophy alone, stemming from a 
German or European disposition that does not apply to Buddhism; second, 
that neither worldview is pessimistic because they developed soteriological 
solutions to the problem of life’s suffering. The debate calls to mind Hume’s 
observation that a great number of philosophical disputes “are commonly, 
at the bottom, verbal, and admit not of any precise determination,”11 for 
whether we set out to separate Buddhism from Schopenhauerian pessi-
mism or unite both in soteriological optimism, the concealed assumption 
is that terms such as “pessimistic” and “pessimism” have fixed and precise 
outlines. Both positions might be said to reach their conclusions by “play-
ing with concept-spheres and shifting them about” (WWR II, 71), for they 
turn on either reducing the concept-sphere of pessimism so that it applies 
to Schopenhauer alone, or expanding the concept-spheres of optimism and 
soteriology so that they merge. Not much is changed thereby, apart from 
rescuing either a favored religion or a favored philosopher from a dirty word 
and an accusation regarded as ugly and unfortunate.

In this chapter, I propose to take a different route, narrowing my range 
by looking at the argumentative cases for life’s suffering formulated by both 
Schopenhauer and Gotama, with a view to pinpoint both their similarities 
and differences. By doing so, I hope to find a middle way between prior ten-
dencies to confirm Schopenhauer’s claim of a convergence with Buddhism 
(united in either pessimism or soteriological optimism) or to reject his claim 
as both false and objectionable. There are complex structural affinities as 
well as contrasts between the two philosophies on the topic of life’s suffer-
ing and hence pessimism, so that it is equally true to say with Edward Conze 
that the analogies between Schopenhauer and Buddhism are “essential, 
and the discrepancies fortuitous,”12 as it is to agree with Peter Abelson that 
Schopenhauer’s pessimism is more “severe” than that of Buddhism.13

However, the possibility of a philosophical pessimism needs further elabo-
ration, especially in light of Bryan Magee’s contention that pessimism is a 
personal disposition logically independent of a factual philosophical account 
of the world.14 Magee instances the dispute between pessimism and opti-
mism in terms of the half-bottle empty and half-bottle full opposition, in 
order to show how both positions are not disputes about facts, but are insep-
arable from a “vision” or specific evaluative response to the world.15

While Magee’s example is valuable for showing how a dispositional opti-
mism or pessimism might be independent of facts, it misses the mark when 
applied to the philosophical pessimism articulated by both Schopenhauer 
and Gotama. This is because both thinkers challenged the common 
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4        C. Ryan

conception—entertained by billions in the past, present, and future—that 
life is capable of bearing relatively enduring, desirable properties—such as 
comfort, satisfaction, happiness and pleasure, health, flourishing, and well-
being. Although very few people have imagined that an affirmative stance 
toward life necessarily requires the absence of suffering, pain, insecurity, 
need, and distress, these are usually regarded as unfortunate but tolerable 
exceptions, or perhaps byways to even greater levels of comfort, satisfaction, 
happiness and pleasure, flourishing, or well-being. The analyses of life’s suf-
fering formulated by Schopenhauer and Gotama seek to unveil just how 
delusory and mistaken these expectations are, by showing that pain and suf-
fering are omnipresent in ways that people do not clearly grasp, and con-
tribute to nothing. Comparable to optimistic schemes of social and political 
progress, therefore, a pessimistic philosophy is a kind of prediction that chal-
lenges the expectation that if I do x, then y will ensue, and this is a factual 
rather than evaluative issue.

In addition to this, Schopenhauer and Gotama were not pessimistic about 
a particular subset of expectations, aims, or desires, but set out to expose 
how a life lived in the pursuit of any goal is vain, painful, deeply flawed, and 
replete with suffering. If the term “pessimism” is taken in its non-esoteric 
sense, then both Schopenhauer and Gotama have constructed pessimistic 
philosophies of life, and this stands irrespective of whether this constitutes 
only their point of departure rather than their final word on the mat-
ter. Indeed, it is difficult to know how else to characterize the thought of 
a founder of a world religion whose opening proposition was the pervasive 
reality of suffering (dukkha-sacca) and a philosopher who aimed to show his 
readers “how essential suffering is to all life” (WWR I, 337). To claim that 
either, or both of them, were optimists because they offered a soteriological 
solution to life’s suffering that turns on the abandonment of all life-goals is 
akin to saying that an optimistic doctor is one who, upon examining my 
ingrown toenail, recommends the removal of my entire leg, insofar as it is 
preferable to diagnosing my condition as hopeless.

Schopenhauer on Suffering

Schopenhauer depicts the human individual as originally bereft of either 
knowledge or satisfaction, standing “upon the earth, left to his own devices, 
uncertain about everything except his needs and wants” (WWR I, 338). This 
needy animal springs into action to satisfy two kinds of wants: those that 
satisfy the needs of the body, first nourishment then procreation, and then 
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        5

the rational intellect’s need for a kind of knowledge that will give meaning 
to life and account for its vicissitudes. Satisfaction of the first kind involves 
the individual in conflict with nature’s miserliness and the equally insistent 
needs and wants of others, while satisfaction of the second presents a differ-
ent set of problems. This is because experience or representation is separable 
into a material and a formal part, the latter contributed by the subject, and 
hence knowable with certainty a priori. By contrast, intimate knowledge of 
the material part escapes the intellect, standing outside of it as an objective 
residue that is an inscrutable riddle. But the inscrutability of the material part 
of experience is an objection to individuals cast into a strange world, because 
the human knower, as animal metaphysicum, requires a consoling interpreta-
tion that tells us more than why the world exists, but also and mainly why “it 
is such a miserable and melancholy world” (WWR II, 172), for “undoubtedly 
it is the knowledge of death, and therewith the consideration of the suffering 
and misery of life, that gives the strongest impulse to philosophical reflection 
and metaphysical explanations of the world” (WWR II, 161).

In Schopenhauer’s view, philosophy’s search for this inscrutable, metaphys-
ical something can never be satisfied on the objective path, since this presents 
the subject with infinite series of representations connected horizontally by 
one of the four forms of the principle of sufficient reason, none of which ter-
minate in a first cause. Fortunately, however, the bodily needs and wants that 
plague the abandoned individual provide a subterranean route to knowledge 
of the inner side of phenomena. For embodiment discloses its dark interiority 
to the intellect when an external object impacts on the body’s sense organs, 
whereby arises a mental representation accompanied by a pleasurable or 
painful impression (Eindruck), which elicits the response of either willing or 
not-willing the body’s reception of it (WWR I, 125). It is the latter response 
to bodily impressions that Schopenhauer takes as the raw data for his meta-
physical account of the inscrutable inner essence of phenomena, according 
to which the entirety of nature is animated from the inside by a blind and 
monstrously insatiable principle whose nature and activity Schopenhauer 
models on the striving (Streben) of the human will. Once the forms of the 
phenomenon—particularly space and time, the principles of individuation—
have been removed from this insatiable principle modeled on the will, then 
we find that it is singular, so “needs to live off itself because there is nothing 
outside of it and it is a hungry will” (WWR I, 179). This metaphysical dis-
covery greatly circumscribes the life possibilities of human individuals that 
are the visible objectification of this insatiable principle, for as Ivan Soll com-
ments, Schopenhauer’s metaphysics entails that humans “are not beings who 
just perform acts of willing in addition to doing other sorts of things, or who 
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6        C. Ryan

have wills in addition to other sorts of faculties, but creatures whose entire 
being is will and nothing but will.”16

Schopenhauer’s metaphysics of will provides the framework for his phe-
nomenological analysis of life’s suffering and the vanity of goal-oriented 
behavior—whether satisfaction of the desire for pleasure or cultivation of the 
virtues for the supremely good end (τάγαθὸν καὶ τὸ ἄριστον) of Aristotelian 
eudaimonia. This analysis of the suffering that attends striving to attain goals 
is only a portion of the variable elements he assembles in his pessimistic phi-
losophy of life, but given the constraints of space in this chapter, I cannot 
provide a comprehensive survey of his case for pessimism. I will instead focus 
on his analysis of how suffering springs from willing, since this is most rel-
evant to the account in the following section of the Buddha’s analysis of suf-
fering in relation to desire or craving, as presented in the Pāli Canon.

For Schopenhauer, the suffering of life is not simply a theoretical prob-
lem, but something that proclaims itself immediately to embodied feel-
ing. The present moment bears the character of “need, lack, and thus pain” 
(WWR I, 338), which motivates the human animal to strive to satisfy need 
or lack, in order to eliminate pain. This project issues in strivings to assert 
ourselves against the operations of the forces of nature and involves us in 
conflict with other organisms fighting over matter in order to imprint on 
it the variable ends of their own strivings. This conflict, combined with the 
stinginess of nature, entails that only a few strivings will be successful, the 
others having only the additional pain of frustration as their reward.

However, in Schopenhauer’s view, even when our strivings are rewarded 
by victory, we experience suffering, for the successful agent soon learns that 
“the goal was only apparent: possession takes away the stimulus: the desire, 
the need re-emerges in a new form” (WWR I, 340). Schopenhauer’s point is 
not merely that the objects of our striving fall short in unforeseen ways, so 
that the overly-priced house for which we had saved so long turns out to be 
damp and breezy in winter and stifling in summer, and so disappoints the 
legitimate expectations we entertained while overcoming obstacles to obtain 
it. It is that, even when our happy expectations of the house are met or even 
exceeded, need, want, and pain return in another form. While investing all 
our energies in the considerable hurdles—economic, geographical, legal, 
etc.—to finding and purchasing a suitable dwelling, we delude ourselves 
into imagining that, once obtained, we will have ascended a kind of pla-
teau and brought our sense of need, lack, or general dissatisfaction with our 
lot to an end. However, as Schopenhauer says, when we bring one episode 
of painful striving to a close, “it immediately appears in a thousand others, 
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        7

varying, according to age and circumstances, as sex drive, passionate love, 
envy, jealousy, hatred, anxiety, ambition, greed, illness, etc.” (WWR I, 341). 
The natural inference is that all these painful feelings, whose appearance we 
tie into the lack of a specific object or desirable state of affairs, were either 
actually or potentially present throughout our striving to obtain a house. 
Our focus on this over-riding goal obscured our awareness of them, so that 
once the goal is attained, they re-emerge, pushing us toward another object, 
which, again, assumes the status in our minds of another plateau upon 
which we can finally rest and survey our accomplishments once we attain 
it. But this will never occur, for as embodiments of an insatiable will, the 
source of our desires is akin to a sieve. When we find that our successful 
strivings have failed to bring the sense of permanent satisfaction we expected 
of them, we delude ourselves into imagining that we have been pursuing the 
wrong objects, and set off on another path, all the time avoiding the recog-
nition “that suffering is essential to life, and thus does not flow in upon us 
from the outside, but that all people carry within themselves an unconquer-
able source of suffering” (WWR I, 344).

Life, however, for Schopenhauer provides innumerable lessons to con-
vince us that we suffer because of what we are, quite apart from the suffer-
ing that attends want, the striving to eradicate it, and its inevitable return. 
The most palpable evidence that we ourselves are the source of our suffering 
is, for Schopenhauer, the torture of boredom. Boredom arises when the will 
has been satiated and lacks objects, which—by all accounts—ought to bring 
peace and contentment with our lot. However, boredom wears “sad grey 
garments” (WWR I, 341) and is as equally painful as want (WWR I, 340). 
If this seems paradoxical, then the paradox derives from our nature, for as 
Schopenhauer remarks, only two things keep living organisms in motion—
“the striving to exist” and the “striving to get rid of the burden of existence,” 
or to eradicate boredom (WWR I, 339). The pain of boredom indicates how 
the will, as our inner nature, is unceasingly active and pushes us onward, 
even when there is nothing obvious that we lack. Boredom for Schopenhauer 
is such a threat to human life that were we to be

transported to a fool’s paradise, where everything grew on its own and the 
pigeons flew around already roasted, and everyone found his dearly beloved 
and held on to her without difficulty…some would die of boredom, or 
hang themselves, but some would assault, throttle and murder each other, 
and thus cause more suffering for themselves than nature now places on 
them. (PP II, 264)
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8        C. Ryan

The character of existence as swinging “back and forth like a pendulum 
between pain and boredom” (WWR I, 338) is made possible by its tempo-
ral form—a further source of suffering insofar as temporality is the means 
by which “everything at every moment turns to nothing in our hands, 
whereby it loses all true value” (PP II, 255). If we return to the earlier exam-
ple of our newly-acquired house, we have seen how its possession does not 
bring striving to an end, even when it lives up to our expectations, for we 
soon find ourselves lacking other objects. Time, however, ensures that after 
a short period, the house will require our attention again, reassuming the 
aspect of an object of our need, want, and hence pain, as the carpet wears 
out, the roof springs a leak, or—more in keeping with Schopenhauer’s view 
of the insatiability of willing—we decide that it is simply not large enough 
and begin to plan an extension. We may escape from our present burdens 
by projecting ourselves into the past when we were carefree and renting or 
even into the future when all the repairs have been done, but when we con-
jure up scenes of the past or future as enjoyable consolations for the troubles 
of the present, we conveniently absent what was and will be most real in 
them—our inner strivings and hence our will. As a result, we pass through 
life thinking that

happiness lies always in the future, or else in the past, and the present may be 
compared to a small dark cloud driven by the wind over the sunny plain; in 
front of and behind the cloud everything is bright, only it itself always casts a 
shadow. (WWR II, 573)

But Schopenhauer thought that this habit of fleeing present suffering by pro-
jecting ourselves into a brighter future can only veil our condition from us for 
a certain period, for we all know that the stream of all-devouring time leads 
necessarily to the grave and that a life marked at every point by need, want, 
and hence suffering is but “a short postponement of death” (WWR II, 358).

Schopenhauer’s account of willing as motivated only by suffering 
(Leiden), pain (Schmerz), and misery (Elend) often gives the impression that 
he uses these terms in an overly promiscuous manner, subsuming vastly dis-
tinct feeling-states under them—from the mild impatience that accompa-
nies waiting to hear whether one’s car has passed its annual road-test and 
up to the extreme anxiety attendant on waiting in a hospital while a loved 
one undergoes surgery. As David Cartwright notes, many cases of willing 
lack “the vital tone which is associated with misery.”17 Cartwright is surely 
correct, since Schopenhauer tends to expand the range of concepts such as 
suffering, pain, and misery in order to make an association with lesser states, 
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        9

such as dissatisfaction, boredom, unease, irritation, and discomfort. His 
main concern is to show how these lesser states are continuous with severe 
pain and great distress, and that they differ only in degree rather than kind, 
insofar as they spring from the same permanently yearning source—the will 
as thing-in-itself. By so doing, however, Schopenhauer’s case for life’s suffer-
ing tends to overlook the differences in tone of the qualitative feeling-states 
which ought to form his starting point, greatly expand the range or spheres 
of concepts such as suffering or pain in the process. This seems unfortunate, 
given his opposition to the tendency to rely on concepts with little concrete 
content, “because an infinite amount is thought through such wide abstrac-
tions, only extremely little can be thought in them; they are empty husks” 
(WWR II, 84). We shall see in the next section that a similar debate has 
been generated by the Buddha’s term dukkha and whether it is properly 
translated as suffering or whether a less excessive term is preferable.

But if Schopenhauer’s extension of the concept of suffering strikes one 
as counterintuitive, even more so his analysis of the concept of happiness 
(Glück). According to this, happiness is not a self-sufficient state of enduring 
contentment, but arises only with the successful termination of an episode 
of striving or willing. But happiness and cognate terms such as well-being, 
flourishing, and contentment are not merely relative in Schopenhauer’s view, 
but empty of reference, insofar as they have no further content than the 
eradication of the need, lack, and hence pain and suffering that motivate 
and accompany willing. Happiness therefore denotes an absence rather than 
a positive presence, applicable to the momentary elation of successful striv-
ing, before need, lack, and hence pain kick in once again:

All satisfaction, or what is generally called happiness, is actually and essentially 
only ever negative and absolutely never positive. It is not something primor-
dial that comes to us from out of itself, it must always be the satisfaction of 
some desire. This is because a desire, i.e. lack, is the prior condition for every 
pleasure. (WWR I, 345)

An implication of this is that persons who, on surveying their life thus far, 
judge that it has been overall happy, have been seduced into thinking that 
their relatively successful attempts at maintaining a rapid tempo between 
desire and its satisfaction denotes something positive, rather than a perpetual 
suspension over the twin abysses of suffering and boredom (WWR I, 340). 
Alternatively, such a person may simply be exaggerating the happiness of 
their life in order to avoid cutting a sorry figure before others, for the cheery 
outlook of optimism, though a “pernicious doctrine,” is an impulse of an 
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10        C. Ryan

intellect shot through with will, being “the unwarranted self-praise of the 
real author of the world, namely of the will-to-live which complacently mir-
rors itself in its work.” This complacency will naturally appear on the level of 
social discourse, prompting those who have suffered greatly to underestimate 
this fact, in order to appear as one of the “normal” or “lucky” ones who have 
attained the happiness and pleasure that optimism regards as life’s “aim and 
object” (WWR II, 584).

This short summary of Schopenhauer’s account of the suffering that 
motivates and accompanies all goal-oriented behavior constitutes an une-
quivocal case for characterizing his philosophy as pessimistic in relation to 
the expectations of natural life. In the following section, we will see that 
Siddhattha Gotama offers a similar analysis in the First Noble Truth. But 
after having shown the continuity of their viewpoints, in the penultimate 
section of this chapter, I will show how contrasting metaphysical assump-
tions issue in important divergences between them, even at the level of 
their phenomenology.

Gotama on Suffering

Whereas Schopenhauer’s philosophy is safely contained within the published 
and unpublished works he penned during his lifetime, Buddhism is a var-
iegated phenomenon that has proliferated into a variety of forms during 
the two and a half millennia since the Buddha set in motion the wheel of  
the Dhamma. As a result, the word “Buddhism” denotes no readily identifi-
able essence, so that within the diversity it presents, it is just as possible to 
find optimistic strains or motifs as it is to find pessimistic ones. Scholars who 
have contested Schopenhauer’s claim to a convergence with Buddhism have 
too often made use of the latter’s wealth of forms to trump Schopenhauer by 
finding an element that seems to escape his characterization.18 This is unfor-
tunate, as his claim to a convergence between Buddhism and his own phi-
losophy does not always consist of interpretative constructions from his own 
side, but often has a point of contact in Buddhist texts. In order to make a 
cogent case for this claim, I have restricted my discussion of Buddhism in this 
chapter to Gotama’s account of life’s suffering as it appears in the Pāli Canon. 
I justify this selection on two grounds.

The first reason stems from the fact that Gotama’s concern in the Pāli 
Canon is rigorously focussed on the phenomenological relation between 
attachment and suffering, which makes it the most fruitful source for 
comparison with the preceding survey of Schopenhauer’s account.  
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        11

At many points, Gotama emphasizes that he teaches only “suffering and 
the cessation of suffering,”19 and although the schools that grew up within 
Mahāyāna—as Buddhism developed from a pure soteriology into a com-
munal religion20—tended to dilute the pessimism of the Buddha’s orig-
inal teaching by paying less attention to suffering and more to the union 
of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa in emptiness (śūnyatā) and the perfections of the 
Bodhisattva, none of them could avoid acknowledging, even if only at the 
level of lip-service, the foundational character of Gotama’s original interests.

The second reason relates to Schopenhauer’s recorded knowledge of the 
tenets and overall atmosphere of Pāli Canon or Theravāda Buddhism. I have 
already mentioned his acquaintance with Fausbøll’s Latin Dhammapada, 
and although this acquaintance came late in the 1850s, from the begin-
ning of his encounter with Buddhism, he was as familiar with Theravāda 
as he was with Mahāyāna. His first substantial encounter with the key con-
cepts, values, and practices of Buddhism that endured throughout his 
authorship occurred in 1816, when he read Francis Buchanan’s article on 
Burmese Theravāda in volume VI of Asiatick Researches.21 Schopenhauer’s 
notes from the article pick up on the topics of atheism, belief in transmi-
gration, and the concept of Nieban (nirvāṇa), defined as liberation from 
the miseries of “weight, old age, disease, and death.”22 From that time 
onward, Schopenhauer devoured sources on Buddhism as they appeared, 
but Buddhology’s infancy in the first half of the nineteenth-century and 
the difficulty of obtaining original texts entailed that its development was 
unsystematic, with translations and scholarly works emerging in hotch-
potch fashion.23 As a result, it is inaccurate for Stephen Cross to claim that 
Schopenhauer’s “relatively early contact with Mahāyāna thought, and the 
‘wonderful correspondence’ with his own ideas he found in this…deter-
mined his view of Buddhism.”24 Schopenhauer clearly derived his convic-
tion that Buddhism was idealist from the scholarly works on Mahāyāna 
by I. J. Schmidt and Csoma Körösi, but insofar as Mahāyāna plays down 
the topic of life’s suffering, when Schopenhauer referred to this aspect 
of Buddhism, he more often cited Theravāda sources, such as Fausbøll’s 
Latin Dhammapada. The truth is that Schopenhauer tended to regard 
Buddhism—as well as Indian thought generally—as a seamless garment, 
so cherry-picked from sources to suit his purposes. This often cut messily 
across schools, tendencies, and vehicles, so that Cross’s study of the episte-
mological and metaphysical parallels between Buddhism and Schopenhauer 
is appropriately confined to Mahāyāna, whereas this chapter on equivalences 
between their accounts of life’s suffering takes its bearings from Gotama’s 
teaching as it appears in the Pāli Canon.
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12        C. Ryan

Gotama did not preface his first sermon with any statement of metaphysi-
cal need or attempt to solve the riddle of the world. His repeated insistence, 
referred to above, that he taught only suffering and its cessation, is the for-
mulaic response that appears when he is depicted eluding transcendent ques-
tions concerning the origin of worlds or fate after death. For the Buddha, 
speculative debates are an idle diversion from the reality of present suffering 
and its elimination, akin to the example of someone who, shot by a poi-
soned arrow, insists on being told the caste, clan, height, skin-tone, and vil-
lage of the man who shot him before he permits the arrow and poison to be 
removed.25 Eschewing the search for the metaphysical Self (ātman) that was 
the central concern of his intellectual environment, Gotama was continually 
keen to emphasize that his teachings originated from “direct knowledge in 
the here and now,”26 including introspective knowledge of the fine processes 
of consciousness, gained through insight meditation.

The Buddha’s analysis of life’s suffering has been telescoped into the First 
Noble Truth of dukkha, recorded in the Pāli Canon as

Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, ageing is 
suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering; union with what is displeasing 
is suffering; separation from what is pleasing is suffering; not to get what one 
wants is suffering; in brief, the five aggregates subject to clinging are suffering.27

This is a very condensed formula whose style betrays its origins as a mne-
monic before it was written down, and variations can be found throughout 
the Pāli Canon. It also contains some terms and assumptions that require 
unpacking and elaboration.

Initially, the notion of birth as a state of suffering may not seem too odd 
to anyone who has witnessed the trauma with which newborns emerge 
into the world, but hardly a case for life’s suffering. Birth is transient and 
the conduit that opens up the possibility of more desirable states of well-
being as the baby grows and develops into an adult. Gotama’s mention 
of birth, however, is a contracted reference to rebirth, and hence the doc-
trine of karma.28 Contrary to Gotama’s insistence that his teachings were 
based on “direct knowledge in the here and now,” rebirth is not something 
given immediately in phenomenological experience, but it was the domi-
nant metaphysical assumption of the Buddha’s time, rejected only by the 
materialistic Cārvākas. For Gotama and the other founders of the religious 
movements that extolled meditative renunciation during the late Vedic age—
including the Upaniṣadic seers as well as Mahāvīra, founder of Jainism—the 
orderly revolution of time and the cosmos, consciously affirmed as a positive 
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        13

effect of the fire sacrifice (yajña) by Vedic tradition,29 was saṃsāra, an eter-
nally crushing round of live, die, repeat, ever beginning again from point 
zero, like a hamster in a wheel. From this perspective, all intentional action  
(karman) that seeks to produce future outcomes indirectly affirms both the 
meaninglessness and suffering of the cycle, insofar as it not only brings rebirth 
in another life, but also—as is said in an early Upaniṣad—“recurrent death.”30 
In the Pāli Canon, all sentient beings are subject to karma’s impersonal mecha-
nism, with Brahmā, traditionally regarded as the creator-god, being merely the 
first being to be reborn into this world-cycle according to prior merit, but who 
thereby deludes himself into thinking that the evolution of the world below 
him is a product of his creative agency.31 Buddhism traces these world-cycles of 
contraction and expansion to infinity, thereby placing the dukkha of suffering 
existence within a meaningless and endless process, without termination in a 
highest good or summum bonum.

Apart, however, from birth or rebirth, the Buddha’s First Noble Truth 
next mentions incontestable states of suffering, such as aging, illness, and 
death. Hardly anyone would be likely to object that our inevitable loss of 
vitality, vulnerability to minor and major ailments, and the inevitability of 
the grave are occurrences that cast a long shadow over life. However, many 
might object that such inevitabilities hardly warrant the claim that life as 
such is suffering, since for most people, they constitute its extremes, or occur 
only as life wears down, appearing as sullied spots on an otherwise desirable 
existence. However, this part of the Buddha’s analysis of life’s suffering does 
call to mind that the happiness, pleasure, and achievement that are made 
possible by youth and good health are inevitably framed by crises concern-
ing sorrow, physical pain, and eventual destruction, to which all people are 
heir as the conditions of life change.

The next examples of life-experiences accompanied by suffering come 
much closer to Schopenhauer’s instances, insofar as they correct the optimis-
tic tendency to limit suffering to life’s calamities by spreading it through-
out life. Everyday episodes of petty irritation, discomfort, and dissatisfaction 
concerning “union with what is displeasing,” “separation from what is pleas-
ing,” as well as frustration, or “not to get what one wants,” show how duk-
kha is always present and knitted into the fine detail of conscious existence. 
To return to the example of my newly-purchased house, obtained by hur-
dling innumerable obstacles, I am likely to find that my new-found and 
dearly-won status as a property-owner leaves me with hardly any time to 
enjoy it. My life undergoes a revolutionary change that obliges me to sep-
arate myself from the pleasing environment of my abode, spending long 
hours at and commuting to and from my workplace, in order to pay my 
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14        C. Ryan

mortgage. Spending long hours on crowded buses or trains, negotiating 
confined spaces with other commuters, or the arcane instructions of pub-
lic transportation employees, are generally displeasing experiences, and for 
many, the same is true of their working environments, requiring them to 
negotiate the psychologies of people they would not ordinarily choose to 
spend time with. But union with these displeasing environments has become 
a necessary evil given my unskillful choice to invest in a residence I can 
hardly afford. Paradoxically, therefore, this change in my circumstances, so 
previously ardently desired, means that I failed to get what I wanted when I 
was surmounting obstacles to purchase my house. I had envisaged long days 
enjoying my new acquisition, but find myself separated from what is pleas-
ing and united with the displeasing.

Given the range of the possible experiences that can bring suffering 
recounted in the First Noble Truth, many commentators have questioned the 
propriety of translating the Pāli word dukkha as “suffering”: Abelson prefers 
“unrest,”32 Mark Siderits suggests “Dis-ease,”33 while Walpola Rahula objects 
that the translation is “limited, free and easy” and has led to the “superficial 
interpretation” that Buddhism is pessimistic.34 Śri Rahula does acknowledge 
that dukkha “in ordinary usage means ‘suffering’, ‘pain’, ‘sorrow’ or ‘misery’, 
in opposition to sukha with which it is often paired, meaning ‘happiness’, 
‘comfort’ or ‘ease’,” but points out that the Buddha’s employment of dukkha 
“has a deeper philosophical meaning and connotes enormously wider senses.” 
Alongside the literal meaning of dukkha as pain or suffering, Śri Rahula notes 
that it also carries the connotations of “imperfection,” “impermanence,” 
“emptiness,” and “insubstantiality,” which leads him to argue that “Buddhism 
is neither pessimistic nor optimistic. If anything at all, it is realistic, for it 
takes a realistic view of the life and of the world.”35

The point is well put and the analysis of the range of Gotama’s meaning 
sound, but the conclusion seems unwarranted. This is because terms such as 
pessimism and realism are hardly exclusive: Indeed, one cannot imagine a pes-
simist (or optimist) making a case for their worldview and then declaring it 
unrealistic. As we saw Schopenhauer do earlier with Leiden, Schmerz, and 
Elend, the Buddha is taking a term in common usage, which unequivocally 
covers undesirable states, such as aging, illness, and death, in order to establish 
a continuity between the high points of life’s inevitable miseries and its mun-
dane disappointments and failures. By establishing homologies between states 
that we normally regard as merely irritating but tolerable and those we regard 
as suffering and to be avoided at all costs, the Buddha may well be realistic, but 
in relation to our expectation that life is capable of bearing relatively endur-
ing desirable states, he is undoubtedly pessimistic, insofar as his analysis tends 
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        15

to show us that rebirth (and hence life) can never satisfy. Indeed, some of the 
Buddha’s narrative examples suggest that we are in for suffering even when we 
get what we want: such as the clansman who, after working hard, is rewarded 
with property, but experiences only “pain and grief in protecting it” and then 
sorrow, grief, lamentation, weeping and beating his breast when he loses it.36

The last clause of Gotama’s statement of the First Noble Truth that “the 
five aggregates subject to clinging are suffering” extends his analysis of life’s 
suffering, but requires some initial explanation. The term “aggregate” is the 
standard English translation of the Pāli term khandha, which refers to those 
clusters of elements into which the Buddha analyzed the human individual. 
They are, as the quote indicates, five in number: bodily form, feelings or sen-
sations, perceptions, the mental formations or thoughts that we construct 
on the basis of perceptions (including volitions which, once acted upon, 
produce karmic effects and feed the cycle of rebirth), and consciousness. As 
the basic elements that constitute a human individual or person (puggala), 
they—like everything else in saṃsāra—bear the three marks (ti-lakkhaṇa) 
of impermanence (aniccā), suffering (dukkha), and not-self (anattā). The 
khandhas are thus internal sources of suffering because they both, as imme-
diate objects of experience, as well as the mediate, external reality with 
which they make contact, are foci for clinging, grasping, or attachment 
(upādāna). But since they are conditioned by temporal change (aniccā), and 
hence unworthy of being regarded as a Self or enduring substance (anattā), 
the nisus to cling or attach to them inevitably issues in the different species 
of dukkha outlined in the First Noble Truth.

Gotama’s analysis of the changing clusters that make up a person as imper-
manent, not-Self, and suffering takes his analysis of life’s suffering in a new 
direction, for whereas the previous sources of suffering in the First Noble 
Truth came to us from the outside, as a result of causal adventitiousness, trac-
ing suffering to the khandhas indicates that—as with Schopenhauer—we 
carry the source of our misfortunes around with us. The flux of elements was 
reality for the Buddha, not appearance, and renders our tendency to cling 
to changing clusters that have no substance a tragic and futile passion, and a 
cause of suffering in addition to those that come from external causes.

Divergences

The natural question arises concerning Gotama’s view of the origin of 
our fundamental tendency to grasp after or attach ourselves to chang-
ing elements. Despite prima facie similarities, Gotama’s identification of 
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16        C. Ryan

the cause of suffering is where his analysis begins to diverge from that of 
Schopenhauer. The arising or cause of dukkha is explained in the Second 
Noble Truth:

Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the origin of suffering: it is this crav-
ing which leads to renewed existence, accompanied by delight and lust, seek-
ing delight here and there; that is, craving for sensual pleasures, craving for 
existence, craving for extermination [or, more properly, craving for the exter-
mination or non-existence of objects that excite aversion].37

Craving (taṇhā) is the more general principle in the universe of which 
clinging, grasping, or attachment are local manifestations in human psy-
chology, especially at the level of mental formations and volitions. Much 
like Schopenhauer’s will-to-live, craving thrusts us into life at rebirth, and 
impels us to seek sense-pleasures and avoid pains, thereby fueling the cycle 
of saṃsāra by prompting us to act in unskillful ways that issue in karmic 
effects. In some Pāli texts, craving appears as a cosmological principle, meta-
phorically referred to as the “builder of the house.”38 Robert Morrison, in a 
comparative study of Nietzsche and Pāli Canon Buddhism, has contended 
that taṇhā is “the affective ground underlying the whole of saṃsāric exist-
ence” and hence “the primary reason why we experience saṃsāra as ulti-
mately dukkha or ‘unsatisfactory’.”39 If true, then the Buddha’s case for life’s 
suffering was grounded on a singular principle, akin to Schopenhauer’s 
will-to-live.

That said, however, Morrison’s study strives rather too hard to establish 
an ironic affinity between Buddhist taṇhā and Nietzsche’s will-to-power, and 
often appears as a case of creation rather than discovery. This is because the 
Pāli Canon indicates clearly that taṇhā or craving is not a primary, meta-
physical cause, but one among several causes operating together to bring 
about attachment and therefore suffering, as outlined in the doctrine of con-
ditioned origination, or paṭicca-samuppāda. This consists of twelve causes 
conspiring together to produce the round of saṃsāra characterized by imper-
manence, suffering, and no-Self. The Buddha focussed on two of these—
craving or thirst (taṇhā) and ignorance or delusion (avijjā)—not because 
they are first causes or primary metaphysical principles, but because they are 
the easiest to tackle for those seeking to escape suffering. As a result, whereas 
for Schopenhauer, as Ivan Soll says, we are “creatures whose entire being is 
will and nothing but will,” for the Buddha, ignorance of reality afflicts us 
as much as craving, so that the propositional knowledge contained in the 
Buddha’s Dhamma constitutes the first rung on the ladder to salvation.
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18  Schopenhauer and Gotama on Life’s Suffering        17

This contrast between will as the metaphysical thing-in-itself and craving 
as one phenomenal cause among many is not merely a subtle, theoretical 
difference between Schopenhauer and the Buddha, but displays itself at the 
phenomenological level of their respective accounts of life’s suffering, given 
above. We have seen how, for Schopenhauer, the emphasis is on want, need, 
and lack, which drives the human individual through life, always wanting 
more. By contrast, for the Buddha, the main issue is clinging or attachment 
to things that are present which give delight and sensual pleasure or sat-
isfy lust, but whose impermanent character deprives them of the power to 
cause these states from one moment to the next. To put it another way, for 
Schopenhauer, suffering stems from the fact that we can never be satiated, 
while for the Buddha, it stems from our failure to reify states that we regard 
as pleasing before they change. Although Schopenhauer recognized the ten-
dency of time to reduce things to nothing, and Gotama included “not to get 
what one wants” among the sources of suffering, these overlapping points 
are taken in different directions on account of their contrasting assumptions. 
For Schopenhauer, time is that by which we pass from one instance of need, 
lack, and hence pain to another, reducing prior satisfaction to nothing. For 
the Buddha, failure to get what one wants is a matter of acting upon a reality 
that we assume is constituted by a plurality of static substances, but which 
has moved or changed by the time our action takes effect, so that the out-
come is not what we intended.

This contrast between endless striving after absent objects and clinging to 
present objects appears in the examples our two thinkers select to illustrate 
their analyses. In the previously mentioned story from the Pāli Canon, con-
cerning the clansman who overcomes several obstacles to obtain property—
cold, heat, gadflies, mosquitoes, wind, sun, and creeping things40—his 
suffering reaches a crescendo only when he has obtained his object. It does 
not, as with a Schopenhauerian agent, assume another form in needy lack of 
a completely unrelated object, but initially manifests itself as worry that he 
might lose his property and then when he finally loses it, in the lamentation 
“What I had I have no longer!”41 This is in keeping with my argument that, 
for Gotama, suffering manifests itself as clinging to states and objects that 
are impermanent and no-Self.

By contrast, Schopenhauer’s example of a fool’s paradise (Schlaraffenland) 
in which instant satisfaction is always available, but people go mad from 
boredom and hang themselves or kill others, locates suffering in the will’s 
striving after objects (want), or its lack of a specific object to strive after 
(boredom). The example suggests that, for Schopenhauer, we would suffer 
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18        C. Ryan

even in a universe without change, for we would still feel the pain of need-
ing more than we have. It is therefore significant that Gotama’s account of 
life’s suffering lacks any account of the pain of boredom, or the negativity 
of happiness, since the latter—as Schopenhauer informs us—presupposes 
lack as “the prior condition for every pleasure” (WWR I, 345), and hence 
an unquenchable will, as opposed to a changing reality that frustrates our 
tendency to cling to it.

Conclusion

It seems, therefore, that the central divergence between Schopenhauer 
and Gotama can be traced to their opposing metaphysical accounts of  
the subject, with Schopenhauer approaching the topic of suffering from 
the perspective of his Willensmetaphysik and Gotama starting out from the 
reality of suffering in the here and now and working from thence to crav-
ing as an empirical and hence corrigible cause. Many commentators have 
previously noted this contrast between the two bodies of thought: Edward 
Conze who—as noted previously—thought that the similarities between 
Schopenhauer and Buddhism were “essential,” remarked elsewhere that 
“Schopenhauer teaches that the Will is the Thing-in-itself, whereas in 
Buddhism ‘craving’ operates within the conditioned and phenomenal 
world.”42 But although much has been made of the metaphysical contrast in 
previous commentaries, it has not been noted how it translates into a differ-
ence at the phenomenological level, with Schopenhauer tracing suffering to 
striving and Gotama to clinging.

The metaphysical opposition between Schopenhauer and Gotama gives 
rise to further divergences in their pessimistic philosophies. Gotama’s 
reductive analysis of all objects into clusters of changing elements entails 
that there is no original metaphysical unity or Self, from which individ-
ual existence emerged. Contrary therefore to Schopenhauer, Gotama did 
not regard individuation as a sinful Fall from a primal metaphysical soup, 
or a debt (Schuld) to be repaid by death. Although Schopenhauer regu-
larly maintained that Buddhism, alongside Christianity and Hinduism, 
“teach a heavy guilt (Schuld) of the human race through its existence itself ”  
(WWR II, 604), Gotama’s opposition to metaphysical substantialism meant 
that he traced suffering to unskillful (akusala) acts of clinging to imper-
manent objects in a previous life. As Nietzsche realized, Buddhism’s main 
concern is with suffering not sin,43 in keeping with Gotama’s rejection of a 
Supreme Being. But the concept of sin is an oddity even in Schopenhauer’s 
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philosophy, for as Christopher Janaway argues in this volume, in the absence 
of a transcendent Godhead, it is “misconceived and unnecessary…to assimi-
late the ill of our suffering-ridden individuated existence to sin.”44

In addition, Schopenhauer’s philosophy of the will as thing-in-itself 
sets up what Luis Navia calls a Widerspruch or contradiction between 
Schopenhauer’s account of life’s suffering and his soteriology. Navia says 
that Schopenhauer’s awareness of “the inherent evil of existence and of the 
ethical imperative to reject it,” combined with his conviction of “the inelud-
ible determination of all things and events,”45 compounded his pessimistic 
evaluation of existence and rendered his soteriological solution an “ethical 
fiction.”46 By contrast, for Gotama salvation comes from a knowledge that 
things are impermanent, no-Self (and hence suffering), which, as proposi-
tional knowledge, is absorbed on the emotional or intuitive level through 
insight meditation, leading to detachment.

In sum, whereas both Schopenhauer and Gotama proclaimed pessi-
mistic philosophies that aimed to alert us to the sheer extent of suffering 
spread throughout life, their contrary metaphysical stances gave rise to dis-
tinct accounts of what it is about ourselves and reality that makes us suf-
fer. For Schopenhauer, it is the bottomless pit of willing, which thrusts us 
through existence, always pushing us to seek more; for Gotama, it is clinging 
to objects and the fear of losing what we have. The asymmetry, even at the 
level of phenomenology, gives life and its suffering a very different depth: It 
is difficult to see how a Schopenhauerian might resolve the problem while 
embodied, even with propositional knowledge of the human dilemma, 
whereas understanding and meditative insight into life’s impermanence 
enables Buddhists to attain detachment daily.

Notes

	 1.	 The propriety of translating dukkha in the context of the Four Noble Truths 
as suffering has been disputed. I discuss this in Sect. 3 of this chapter.
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Nikāya, 56.11 (published as The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A New 
Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya vol. II, trans. Bhikku Bodhi (Boston: 
Wisdom Publications, 2000), 1843–47).
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oris ortus, (3) doloris interitus, (4) octopartita via ad doloris sedationem,” taken 
from a translation of the Dhammapada by Viggo Fausbøll (Copenhagen: 
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	18.	 For example, Richard Wright questions Schopenhauer’s characterization of 
Buddhism as pessimistic by referring to the contemporary phenomenon 
of “engaged Buddhism,” which encourages participation in “detailed poli-
cies of social involvement and concern.” (Richard Wright, “Schopenhauer 
and Indian Philosophy: On the Limits of Comparative Philosophy,” 
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74). However, Schopenhauer could hardly anticipate developments in 
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it might also be said that social activism hardly excludes pessimism about 
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