The way that leads to the cessation of suffering

The most well known version of the Buddhist path to salvation from suffering is the noble eightfold path (ariya attangika magga / arya astanga marga). There are, however, a number of training schemes mentioned in the Pali Canon which either lead to enlightenment or contribute to it in some way. Many of these schemes contain practices found in others; so they can be regarded as various ways of explaining the nature of the spiritual life according to Buddhism. Eventually, a list of 37 factors contributing to awakening (bodhi pakkhiya dhamma) was compiled. There are four references to this list in the Sutta Pitaka, though they are not called bodhipakkhiyadhamma in these places.

The situation in which this list is introduced is the announcement to the Buddha of Mahavira's death and a schism among his followers. The Buddha's response is to identify the items that are accepted by all his followers. In these accounts the 37 items are arranged under seven headings:

1. The four foundations or applications of mindfulness (cattaro satipatthana): 1. of body; 2. of feelings; 3. of thoughts; 4. of phenomena;

2. The four right endeavours or efforts (cattaro sammappadhana): 1. Avoid the arising of unwholesome states of mind; 2. Overcome existing unwholesome states of mind; 3. Develop wholesome states of mind; 4. Maintain wholesome states of mind.

3. The four steps to (mental) perfection or (mental) power (cattaro iddhipada): 1. Concentration of intention; 2. Concentration of energy; 3. Concentration of thought; 4. Concentration of investigation

4. The five faculties (panca-indriyani): 1. Faith; 2. Energy; 3. Mindfulness; 4. Concentration; 5. Insight.

5. The five powers (panca-balani): same as the five faculties.

6. The seven factors or limbs of enlightenment (satta bojjhanga): 1. Mindfulness; 2. Investigation of phenomena; 3. Energy; 4. Rapture; 5. Tranquillity; 6. Concentration; 7. Equanimity. 

7. The noble eightfold path (ariya-atthangika-magga): 1. Right view; 2. Right intention; 3. Right speech; 4. Right action; 5. Right livelihood; 6. Right Effort; 7. Right mindfulness; 8. Right concentration.

All of these items can be recognised as forms of yogic practice and many of those from the first six sections reappear in various parts of the eightfold path. I will thus confine my treatment of the path leading to the cessation of suffering to comments about the final section: the noble eightfold path. Many writers present the eightfold path as a relatively unproblematic scheme that will guide an aspirant to the goal of nibbana. My reading of the situation is somewhat different and I prefer to alert anyone who has an interest in Buddhist soteriology to the nature of the controversy, even though I do not have a definitive solution to offer, than to pretend that the disagreements do not exist. That said, I do find some of the accounts more problematic that others. Of the four alternatives outlined below my preference is for the fourth, which, as it happens, is the most controversial and furthest away from standard accounts. It does, however, answer questions that to my mind the other accounts fail to resolve adequately. I will, therefore, devote more space to describing this account than the others. 

Four essentially incompatible interpretations can be identified. The first is well articulated by the eminent Theravadin scholar monk Walpola Rahula. In his introductory text, What The Buddha Taught. Rahula writes:

'It should not be thought that the eight categories or divisions of the path should be followed and practised one after the other in the numerical order as given in the usual list … they are to be developed more or less simultaneously. As far as possible, according to the capacity of each individual.'
 

A commonly employed metaphor to convey this understanding of the path is an umbrella with eight spokes. One progresses from the outer rim down each of the spokes to the still centre of nibbana.

A second interpretation, found in works such as Sanghrakshita's Survey of Buddhism and Nyantiloka's Buddhist Dictionary, is that initially right view means acceptance of the Buddha's teaching by faith. One's right intention should be based on this. Then follows the practice of the moral principles (right speech, action and livelihood), which serve as a foundation for the meditational practice as found in the final three steps of right effort, mindfulness and concentration. Success in the last of these facilitates the experience of 'authentic' right view, right intention, etc. which eventually lead to right knowledge and right release (steps nine and ten in some versions of the path). A similar view is found in Peter Harvey's recent introductory text on Buddhism, where he writes:

'The eight factors exist at two basic levels, the ordinary, and the transcendent or noble, so that there is both an ordinary and an Ennobling Eightfold Path … Most Buddhists seek to practise the ordinary Path, which is perfected only in those who are approaching the lead-up to stream-entry. At stream entry, a person fully enters the Ennobling Eightfold Path.'

A third interpretation is that one actually begins one's practice with right speech and follows the remaining steps until, on the basis of right concentration, one gains right view and right intention. This is a view often associated with the fifth century CE Theravadin scholar Buddhaghosa and his magnum opus, The Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga). It is clearly quite close in character to the second interpretation mentioned above.

What all these views have in common is the idea that anyone can decide to follow the eightfold path and start practising right away. The fourth view denies that this is possible. It also denies the existence of two paths, an ordinary and an ennobling, and maintains that the path is to be understood as sequential – beginning with right view and ending with the tenth step of right release.
 This view has been most eloquently articulated by Peter Masefield of the University of Sidney.
 Right view, according to Masefield, 

'… is defined as understanding (pajanati) or possessing knowledge (nanam) of the four truths; it is to see with right insight (panna) the uprising and cessation of the world as it really is, to have, without dependence on another, no doubt, no uncertainty that whatever uprises is (dukkha) and that whatever ceases is dukkha… Right view is, in short, to see the Dhamma, to see Nibbana… Such a right view is, moreover, supermundane [lokuttara], anasava [without karmic consequence] and ariyan [noble] and the means by which one comes to be born of the ariyan birth.'

In Masefield's account it is the acquisition of right view that makes one an ariyan, a noble one. Ariyans, in this sense, are those who see the four truths for themselves. Possessors of right view see the path to nirvana but have not yet achieved it. What enables them to follow the path, which would be almost impossible if not completely impossible for ordinary people, is that the acquisition of right view destroys the bulk of one's karmic burden. A passage in the Sanyutta Nikaya describes it thus:

'Even so, for the ariyasavaka [noble hearer] who has attained Right View, for the person possessing panna [insight], this is quite the greater dukkha, this that has been destroyed, has been put to an end, whilst that which remains is infinitely small and does not amount to one hundredth, does not amount to one thousandth, does not amount to one hundredth thousandth, when set beside the former dukkha that has been destroyed, has been put to an end – that is at most a term of seven (births) – so great a good is (it to have) insight into Dhamma, so great a good is it to acquire the Dhammacakkhu [eye seeing the Dhamma].'

Those who have acquired right view (ariya savakas, noble hearers) are, according to the Pali texts, of four types – type being determined by the number of hindrances destroyed and the number of rebirths that the person can expect to experience.
 The first of these is the streamwinner, who has destroyed the three fetters of personality belief, sceptical doubts, and faith in good works and religious rituals. The streamwinner will be reborn no more than seven times. Second is the once-returner, who has destroyed the same fetters as the streamwinner and weakened lust, ill will and dullness. The once-returner will return to the earthly realm for only one more birth. Third is the non-returner, who has destroyed the streamwinner's three plus ill will and sensuous craving. Any future rebirth for the non-returner will be in a heavenly realm.
 Fourth is the arahat (worthy one), who has destroyed all the above five as well as the asavas of kama (lust), bhava (desire for existence) and avijja (ignorance). Some lists add ditthi (views, i.e. wrong views/beliefs) to these three. The destruction of the asavas is essentially synonymous with the attainment of nibbana, and the arahat is one who is liberated in life. There will be no more rebirth once the karmic energy supporting the present life is exhausted.

If Masefield is correct, and the noble eightfold path really does begin with right view as described above, then a person cannot simply decide to begin following the noble path to the cessation of suffering. One has to find a way to obtain right view. It might, therefore, seem strange that the Pali Canon does not provide guidelines on how to get it. This, according to Masefield, is because the discourses recorded in the Canon are mostly directed at those who already have it. What we do have, though, is descriptions of a number of instances where individuals acquire right view. These descriptions have one thing in common: the individual is a recipient of an orally-delivered proclamation of the dhamma by either the Buddha or one of his ariya savakas. Interestingly, the state of mind that a recipient enters during such a proclamation is described in terms that are almost identical to those employed in descriptions of the fourth jhana: 'malleable, devoid of the hindrances, uplifted, devout,'
 which was the state in which the Buddha acquired his own liberating insight.

The message is clear: if you want right view, find someone who already has it (preferably an arahat) and request a teaching on dhamma. Whether such a person wears the robes of a monk or nun would seem to be far less important than whether he or she is an ariyan, i.e. a savaka who has gained right view. It is easy to understand why many Buddhists are not attracted to Masefield's analysis, because it tells them that unless they have experienced right view they cannot be following the noble eightfold path that leads to nibbana. Masefield pulls no punches in pointing out the implications of his research:

'Whilst this [means of acquiring right view] was of obvious benefit to the fortunate individual who became a savaka, it had the sinister implication for the Buddhist world that until such a conversion were received, almost as an act of grace on the part of the Buddha, there could be no possibility of anyone, whether monk or layman, following the eightfold way to Nibbana nor of their becoming free of their past kamma.'
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� Five kind of rebirth are acknowledged in Buddhism: as a hell-dweller, as an animal, as a ghost, as a human, and as a god/divine being. In the first three there is more suffering than happiness, in the fourth suffering and happiness are deemed equal, whilst in the fifth there is more happiness than suffering. 





The universe within which these rebirths take place is divided into three realms (loka/dhatu), beyond which is nirvana. The lowest level is the Kama Loka, the realm of desire, which contains all the hell worlds and the worlds of humans and animals as well as six heavenly worlds. Next comes the Rupa Loka, the realm of form, which is divided into four levels corresponding to the four stages of meditative contemplation (jhana/dhyana) Only beings who have experienced jhana can be born in the rupa loka. Then comes the Arupa Loka, the formless realm, again divided into four levels corresponding to the meditative attainments (samapatti): infinite space, infinite consciousness, nothingness and neither perception nor non-perception (see Harvey (2001) p.251 for a chart of these realms).





This scheme is probably quite late in origin. It seems likely that the jhanas and samapattis were originally separate schemes, describing different states of consciousness. As a number of accounts describe the Buddha gaining enlightenment whilst in the 4th jhana, the samapattis came to be regarded as a spiritual dead-end. The situation is complicated, however, by the fact that nibbana seems, according to some suttas, to be accessible via the samäpattis and a further stage called the cessation of perception and feeling (sannavadanayitanirodha) – see Middle Length Sayings p.219. In this version the samäpattis follow on from the jhanas, giving a nine-level scheme.
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