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THE TYPES OF SUFFERING
IN THE MAHAVYUTPATTI AND THE PALI CANON*

FERENC RuzsA™
(Budapest)

In this paper an analysis is attempted of the triple suffering (duhkha-duhkhata, samskara-duhkhata,
viparinama-duhkhatd) as it appears in the Mahavyutpatti and in earlier sources. Comparing it to
some non-buddhistic triads (e.g. in the Yoga-siitra) and similar concepts in the Pali Canon and its
commentaries, a connection is suggested to the trilaksana (duhkha, anitya, anatman) and to the fre-
quent series old age — disease — death. It appears that the original understanding of samskara-duh-
khata was probably not the suffering related to subliminal impressions but rather the suffering in-
herent in anything of a composite nature.
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Duhkha in the Mahavyutpatti

It is a kind of mystery why Alexander Csoma de Koéros never published his edition
and translation of the Mahavyutpatti. It seems that he spent several years on the
preparation of the text and that suggests that he was fully aware of the importance of
this Tibetan—Sanskrit Buddhist vocabulary. It is an important tool for the “recon-
struction” of lost Sanskrit originals and for the comparison of the Tibetan and Indian
understanding of Buddhism.

There is a third aspect, quite interesting in its own right that can be analysed
from the Sanskrit part only. The Mahavyutpatti is not organised alphabetically but
conceptually: groups of related concepts are listed together and this shows their inter-
relation and/or structure in later Buddhist scholasticism.

* An earlier version of this paper was presented at the international seminar “Alexander
Csoma de Koros and the exploration of Buddhism” (Delhi—Calcutta, November 1999). I thank Pro-
fessor Gyula Wojtilla for his valuable comments and suggestions.
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In this paper I am going to review one such cluster of concepts, the types of
duhkha, and compare it to the same as it appears in the early Buddhist scriptures.

The importance in Buddhism of duhkha, ‘suffering/frustration/unsatisfactori-
ness’ of the whole human existence hardly needs elaboration. It is the starting point
and basic premise of the Teaching; all the effort of the bhiksu goes to overcome it;
and the great promise, the final goal is nirvana, its complete blowing out. A detailed
analysis of its role in the life of Gautama Siddhartha, its interrelations with other
fundamental tenets of the dharma or its relation to facts of history is beyond the
scope of this study; an excellent summary can be found in Gombrich (1994, pp. 54—
59, 62-65).

Suffering appears as the theme of two successive groups in the Mahavyutpatti,
nos. CCXXVI-CCXXVII in Csoma de K&ros (1984, pp. 307—-308) = 103—104 in his
manuscript, 111-112 in Minayeff’s and Sakaki’s editions. The second group is the
well-known characterisation of suffering from the Four Noble Truths as they are
formulated in the Benares Sermon, the Turning of the Wheel of the Teaching.” The
group is here analysed as eight kinds of suffering: birth, age, sickness, death, separa-
tion from the beloved, union with the disagreeable, not gaining of desires and finally
the five aggregates of clinging (upadana-skandhah).”

The triad

The first group, a triad, is less clear: (1) Duhkha-duhkhata; (2) Samskara-duhkhata,
(3) Viparinama-duhkhata. In Csoma de K6rds’s rendering they are “the pain of mis-
ery; the fancied misery or the consciousness of misery; the misery of change”. These
cannot be considered translations of the Sanskrit — even accepting the terminology
we should say ‘the misery of pain’ and ‘the misery of consciousness’. But it is far
from evident that the notoriously vague samskara here means anything like ‘fancy’
or ‘consciousness’. Also it is worth investigating why we have here exactly these
three? Why not, say, four?

It seems that it was something of a commonplace in classical India that there
are three main kinds of suffering. The Samkhya-karika, an important short text from
ca. the 4th century CE, starts with the very words duhkha-trayabhighatat, “because
of being hit by the triad of suffering”. The commentaries’® explain that the three kinds

' On other formulations, and especially on its possible original form see the classical analy-
sis of Norman (1982).

% That is, the mental and physical factors of human existence; see Rhys Davids and Stede
(1993, p. 149 and esp. p. 233) and Edgerton (1993, p. 607 and esp. p. 145). A fresh approach is
suggested by Gombrich (1997, pp. 66—69) who underlines the importance of the metaphorical
character of the expression (‘bundle of fuel’) and its relation to the fire-metaphor.

? For example, Gauda-pada ad loc: tatra duhkha-trayarm — adhy-atmikar, adhi-bhautikam
adhi-daivikam ceti. tatradhy-atmikar dvi-vidhar: Sariram manasam ceti. sariram vata-pitta-sle-
sma-viparyaya-krtam jvaratisaradi... “There the triad of suffering is: referring to oneself, referring
to the creatures and referring to the gods. There ‘referring to oneself’ is of two kinds: bodily and
mental. ‘Bodily’ is fever, dysentery, etc. caused by the abnormality of wind, bile and phlegm...”

Acta Orient. Hung. 56, 2003



THE TYPES OF SUFFERING IN THE MAHAVYUTPATTI AND THE PALI CANON 51

of suffering are adhyatmika, adhibhautika, adhidaivika: internal (bodily and mental),
related to other beings and dependent on higher powers.* This interpretation is not
beyond doubt;5 in the text itself we find only jara-marana-krtarin duhkham, “suffer-
ing caused by old age and death” (55. karika).

It is perhaps more to the point that the (probably a little earlier) Yoga-siitra
says: parinama-tapa-samskara-duhkhair ... duhkham eva sarvam vivekinah, “Every-
thing is suffering for the discriminating because of the suffering of change, pain and
samskara” (11.15). The commentators again take samskara to be ‘mental impression
or karmic residue’,6 which is not implausible in this text; however this sentence looks
more like a proverb than a siitra proper, so perhaps our analysis of the older Buddhis-
tic texts will shed some light here as well. The peculiar wording typical to this for-
mula, speaking of duhkhata (“miserableness”) instead of simply duhkha (although
not in the Satra, but in the Bhasya’) also suggests a close relation.

The Pali Canon

The immediate source of the three kinds of suffering in the Pali Canon seems to be
Sariputta’s formulation of the teaching. The locus classicus is the Sangitti-sutta; Sari-
putta recites a long list of categories (at the Buddha’s request) in Pava, after the death
of the Nigantha Nataputta, i.e. Vardhamana Mahavira, the Jina. No meaningful con-
text — here we have just a list of triads. Tisso dukkhata — dukkhadukkhata, sankhara-
dukkhata, viparinamadukkhata; “Three kinds of suffering — the suffering of suffer-
ing, the suffering of sariskara, the suffering of change”.®

We have two similar passages in the Sarhyutta-nikaya;’ in the first Sariputta
answers the question of Jambukhadaka, a parivrajaka (wandering mendicant) — What

* The same analysis appears in the Vyasabhasya ad Yoga-siitra .31, but the following un-
mistakable paraphrase (venabhihatah praninas tad-apaghataya prayatante tad dubkham, cf.
Samkhya-karika 1: duhkha-trayabhighataj jijiiasa tad-apaghatake hetau) shows that this evidence
is not an independent testimony.

3 It seems to depend on an old medical tradition preserved in the Susruta-sarnhita. Cf. Ruzsa
(1997a; 19970, pp. 27-35).

ka punah samskara-duhkhata? sukhanubhavat sukha-samskarasayo duhkhanubhavad api
duhkha-samskarasaya iti. evar karmabhyo vipake ‘nubhiiyamane sukhe duhkhe va punah karma-
Saya-pracaya iti. “And what is the suffering of samskara? From the experience of happiness, a
sariskara of happiness will be stored, from the experience of suffering a samskara of suffering.
And so from the karmas, when their fruition is experienced either as happiness or as suffering,
again a storage of karma will be accumulated.” (Vyasabhasya ad loc.)

esda parinama-duhkhata nama ... atha ka tapa-duhkhata? ... ka punah samskara-duh-
khata?

¥ Digha-nikaya, III. Pathika-vagga (10. (= 30.) Sangiti-sutta, Tikam) 305. (PTS vol. III,
p. 216.)

% a) Sarhyutta-nikaya, IV. Salayatana-vagga (4. (= 38.) Jambukhadaka-sarhyutta, 14. Duk-
khapaiiha-sutta) 327. (PTS vol. IV, p. 259.) In the village of Nalaka, in Magadha. “‘dukkham,
dukkhan’ ti, avuso Sariputta, vuccati. katamam nu kho, avuso, dukkhan” ti? — “tisso ima, avuso,
dukkhata. dukkhadukkhata, sankharadukkhata, viparinamadukkhata”.
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is suffering? In the second the speaker is unspecified and here we have again a list of
triads. In both cases the Noble Eightfold Path serves to recognise (and to know
perfectly, to perfectly overcome and to reject) the three.

That our triad is not unconnected to that of the Yoga-siitra is corroborated by
closer Pali parallels. In the paracanonical Patisambhidamagga and also in the Visud-
dhimagga we read of four meanings of suffering: pilana-sankhata-santapa-viparina-
matthena va dukkham ariyasaccam,lo “the Noble Truth of Suffering [can be ana-
lysed] in the sense of oppression, compound, torment and change”. So instead of the
standard dukkha-dukkhata we have two synonyms: pilana and santapa, and the latter
is almost identical with the Yoga-siitra’s tapa-duhkha. That the number is here four,
not three, seems typical to the postcanonical literature: although they are fond of
counting the types of suffering, they seem to be unconcerned about the exact number.
Sometimes we find also lists of two or seven dukkhas."'

Pain, change, compositeness

Accidentally we also got a little closer to understanding the meaning of our terms.
We found that dukkha-dukkhata meant the most immediately felt, direct suffering;
we could say ‘pain’. Also the substitution of sankhata for sankhara is less ambigu-
ous. The equivalent of Sanskrit samskrta, it seems to refer not to mental impressions
but rather to anything made up of parts, a compound. This accords very well with
Buddhaghosa’s interpretation of the triad.

In the Sumangalavilasini (the Atthakatha to our locus classicus), we read:

“ “The suffering of suffering’ — suffering as actual suffering; this is the name
of the feeling of suffering. ‘The suffering of sankhara’ — the suffering arising from
the state of being a compound; this is the name of the feeling of no suffering, no
happiness. And this, being essentially a compound, is tormented by arising, ageing
and breaking up; therefore ‘suffering of compound’ is said in the absence of the state

b) Sarhyutta-nikaya, V. Maha-vagga (= 45) 1. Magga-samyutta, 7. Esana-vagga, 5. Dukkha-
ta-sutta) 165. (PTS vol. V, p. 56.) Of the circumstances we know only that the text belongs to the
Savatthi tradition. “tisso ima, bhikkhave, dukkhata. katama tisso? dukkhadukkhata, sankharaduk-
khata, viparinamadukkhata — ima kho, bhikkhave, tisso dukkhata”.

" Visuddhimagga (Samadhibhavanadhikara, 7. Chaanussati-niddeso, Buddhanussati-ka-
tha:), 144. (PTS vol. I, p. 212.)

Similarly in the Patisarhbhidamagga, II. Yuganaddha-vagga (2. Sacca-katha), 8.:

katham dukkham tathatthena saccam? cattaro dukkhassa dukkhattha tatha avitatha anannia-
tha. dukkhassa pilanattho, sankhatattho, santapattho, viparinamattho — ime cattaro dukkhassa
dukkhattha tatha avitatha ananiiatha. evar dukkham tathatthena saccam. (PTS vol. 11, p. 104.)

"' Two e.g. in the Nettippakkarana (IV. Patiniddesa-vara, 1. Hara-vibhanga, 2. Vicayahara-
vibhanga =) 11.

duvidham dukkham — kayikaiica cetasikarica. yam kayikam idam dukkham, yam cetasikam
idam domanassam. (PTS vol. 11, p. 12.)

Seven e.g. in the Petakopadesa, 1. Ariyasaccappakasana-pathama-bhiimi, 12. (PTS vol. II,
pp. 19-20.) Here appiyasampayogo and piyavippayogo are added to the above two and the usual
three.

Acta Orient. Hung. 56, 2003



THE TYPES OF SUFFERING IN THE MAHAVYUTPATTI AND THE PALI CANON 53

of another suffering. ‘The suffering of change’ — suffering in change; this is the name
of the feeling of happiness. For by the changing of happiness suffering is born; there-
fore ‘suffering of change’ is said of happiness. Moreover, discarding the feeling of
suffering and the feeling of happiness, all experiences of the three levels of existence
can be recognised as ‘suffering of compound’, based on the saying: ‘All compounds
are painful’ (Dhammapada 278).”"

Similar and even more clear is the analysis of the Visuddhimagga:

“There bodily and mental suffering — essentially suffering according to the na-
ture of the feeling and according to name: it is called the suffering of suffering.

A pleasant feeling by changing causes the rise of suffering so it is the suffer-
ing of change.

And also an indifferent feeling and the rest of sankharas in the three levels
of existence, essentially tormented by rising and destruction: it is the suffering of
sankhara.”'> "

Trilaksana

Now if we have pain, change, and compositeness in a triad, this seems to be very
close to the series dukkha, anicca, anatta: painful, non-eternal, insubstantial. This
list" appears frequently in the Nikayas,'® characterising either the five khandhas or

12 dukkhadukkhatati dukkhabhita dukkhata. dukkhavedandyetam namari. sankharadukiha-
tati sankharabhavena dukkhata. adukkhamasukhavedanayetam namam. sa hi sankhatatta uppada-
jarabhangapilita, tasma aniniadukkhasabhavavirahato sankharadukkhatati vutta. viparinamadukkha-
tati vipariname dukkhata. sukhavedandyetam namam. sukhassa hi vipariname dukkham uppajjati,
tasma sukham viparinamadukkhatati vuttam. apica thapetva dukkhavedanam sukhavedanarica sab-
bepi tebhiimaka dhamma “sabbe sankhara dukkha” ti vacanato sankharadukkhatati veditabba.
(PTS vol. II1, p. 992.)

13 pafifiabhavanadhikara, 16. Indriyasacca-niddeso, Dukkhaniddesa-katha, Jati-niddesa
(539). Accidentally this list also continues and has seven items in it:

kasma panesa dukkhati ce: anekesam dukkhanam vatthubhavato. anekani hi dukkhani. sey-
yathidam. dukkhadukkham, viparinamadukkham, sankharadukkham, paticchannadukkharm, appa-
ticchannadukkharn, pariyayadukkham, nippariyayadukkhanti.

tattha kayikacetasika dukkhda vedanasabhavato ca namato ca dukkhatta dukkhadukkhanti
vuccati. sukha vedana viparinamena dukkhuppattihetuto viparinamadukkham. upekkha vedana ce-
va avasesa ca tebhiimaka sankhara udayabbayappatipilitatta sankharadukkharm. (PTS, p. 499.)

14 The analysis of Vasubandhu (Abhidharma-Kosa-Bhasya, vol. II, pp. 688—696) is similar,
starting tisro hi duhkhatah — duhkhaduhkhata, viparinamaduhkhata, samskaraduhkhata ca.

Also closely parallel is Asanga’s understanding in the Viniscayasarigrahant on Cintamayt
bhimi. See Wayman (1997, pp. 244—246), where an interesting analysis of the relation duhkha-
skandha-samskara can be found; he, however, insists on translating samskaras with ‘motivations’
or ‘constructions’.

' For a nice analysis of the interrelationships of the members of the tilakkhana see “The
Three Si%nata” in Wijesekera (1994, pp. 71-83).

' And also in the Yoga-siitra, just ten siitras before our previous quotation: anitydsuci-
duhkhanatmasu nitya-suci-sukhatmakhyatir avidyd. “Ignorance is to take the non-eternal, impure,
painful and insubstantial for eternal, pure, agreeable and substantial.”
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the senses and their objects. Sometimes they are connected explicitly to our terms —
to compositeness: “Here a certain person realises non-eternality in all compounds ...
painfulness in all compounds ... insubstantiality in all constituents.”"” And to change:
“The eye [etc.] is non-eternal, painful, insubstantial, necessarily changing.”"®

Why is a compound painful? I guess the most authentic interpretation comes
from the last sentence of the Enlightened One: vayadhamma sankhara, “compounds
necessarily decay”.'” A compound can, and sooner or later will fall apart and will no
longer exist. In the end even a Buddha dies.

Right now we have connected one item, samskara-duhkhata of our triad with

another, marana (death) of the longer list. There may be more interrelationships.

Less abstract formulas

The first four of the eight, birth, age, sickness and death are closely connected both
logically and traditionally. However jati seems a little misplaced: it is generally con-
sidered a reason for happiness.”’ Although there are some rather forced explanations
in the tradition, stating that to be an embryo means unbearable suffering, still it
seems more probable that birth is suffering only in a secondary sense. It starts that
life which is full of suffering, so in a sense it is a cause of suffering only, not itself
suffering.”' This is exactly what we find in the paticca-samuppada, where suffering
(the last member in the chain) is the result of birth, the last but one.

This triad is, of course, the famous three visions of the young Gotama: this is
what sent him on the road. Though this is a nice and expressive myth, unfortunately
we cannot prove its existence at a very early date. Rather it seems that in the Nikayas
we have typically only age and death, often in the company of other forms of dukkha.
That jara and marana by themselves equal suffering, is shown in this passage: “The

'7 Anguttara-nikaya, VII. Sattaka-nipata (2. Anusaya-vagga, 6—8. Aniccanupassi-, Dukkha-
nupassi-, Anattanupassi-sutta), 16—18.

idhekacco puggalo sabbasankharesu aniccanupasst (/ dukkhanupasst / sabbesu dhammesu
anatta’nugassz') viharati. (PTS vol. IV, pp. 13-14.)

'8 Abhidhamma-pitaka, Vibhanga (2. Ayata-vibhanga, 1. Suttanta-bhajaniya), 154.

cakkhum aniccam dukkham anatta viparinamadhammari. [Similarly with the other eleven
ayatanas, ripd, sotam, sadda, ... mano, dhamma.] (PTS, p. 70.)

' Digha-nikaya (II. Mahd-vagga 3. =) 13. Mahaparinibbana-sutta, 185. (PTS vol. II, p. 120.)

2% One might also wonder why old age, the period of being wise and respectable is consid-
ered so evidently painful. That in practice the obvious drawbacks of mental and bodily decline were
not at all counterbalanced by rising in social status, not even in the case of monks, is nicely demon-
strated by Hintiber (1997).

! Although his conclusion is different, this has been recognised by Kalupahana (1994,
p- 87).

On the other hand Pande (1995, pp. 405—406) thinks that in the Nikayas dukkha in general
has the secondary meaning of “what may be proximately or remotely causal to such feeling”. “This
ambiguity of usage ... was noted in the Nikayas themselves, and the theory of the threefold
‘Dukkhata’ was possibly advanced to effect a reconciliation of the conflicting statements about
dukkha.”
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noble disciple recognises age and death, recognises the origin of age and death, rec-
ognises the suppression of age and death and recognises the path leading to the sup-
pression of age and death.”*

Once we matched sariskara-duhkha with death, it is easy to connect jard (age-
ing) with viparinama (change to the worse). What remains is to identify the parallel
of duhkha-duhkhata, suffering in the trivial sense. Sometimes we find dukkha itself
in this position; e.g. “Birth, age, death and suffering will rise no more”.> Usually, as
in the formula of dependent origination, we see the stereotyped grief-lamentation-
suffering-dejectedness-trouble®® line. And of course, vyadhi, sickness fits best to

ageing and death.

Conclusion

To sum up: we related the triple suffering of duhkha — viparinama — samskara to the
triple characterisation of the world as duhkha, anitya and anatman and to the three
traumas of the Bodhisattva seeing a sick person, an aged man and a dead body. I feel
that it is just to say that there are essentially two forms of suffering only, pain and
decay. Suffering in the immediate sense and suffering based on the transience of all
worldly phenomena. Both can be further analysed in a number of ways, but espe-
cially the latter lends itself easily to bifurcation into gradual corruption and final de-
struction, ageing and death. So the two lists of the Mahavyutpatti are, after all, not so
fundamentally different. We have seen also that to see in the sariskara-duhkhata
pain related to the mental impressions is probably a late and not very plausible re-
interpretation of the old concept.
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