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               The Second Arrow 
Pain is essential for the survival of the
 body, but no one is compelled to suffer. 

Suffering is due entirely to resisting. 
Nisargadatta 

NO OTHER PHILOSOPHICAL OR 
religious tradition assigns as much value to 
the concept of suffering as does Buddhism.
   It is said that Gautama Buddha abandoned 
the royal palace and set out into the world 
out of a profound desire to discover the 
origin and nature of human suffering, and 
that he ultimately summarized his teaching 
by saying, “I have taught one thing only, 
dukkha and the cessation of dukkha.”
   The ancient Pali term dukkha is commonly 
translated as ‘suffering’, but a more accurate 
definition would be ‘anxiety’, ‘stress’, or 
perhaps most saliently, ’unsatisfactoriness.’ 
Dukkha simply points out the inherently 
unsatisfying nature of phenomenal existence.
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   This emphasis on dukkha—however one 
chooses to define it—is sometimes cited as 
evidence of Buddhism being fatalistic or 
pessimistic, but that is another misunder-
standing. Buddhist philosophy is neither 
optimistic nor pessimistic. It is realistic.
   Originally, the prefix du meant ‘bad’, and 
the root word kha meant ‘hole’, so literally, 
dukkha means a ‘bad hole.’ For the ancient 
nomadic peoples who brought Sanskrit to 
India, this probably referred to a wheel with 
its axle hole off-center—a condition which 
leads to a bumpy, rather uncomfortable ride, 
and an apt metaphor for going around and 
around in life grasping at things that 
ultimately can’t bring us lasting happiness.
   Dukkha is not a philosophical stance; it 
simply a basic fact of life. Life, by its very 
nature, is difficult and imperfect, and all 
worldly happiness is ultimately transitory.



    Suffering and dissatisfaction, of course, 
have an essential place in life, being simply 
the complement to joy and satisfaction in an 
inescapably dualistic world. We could not 
know happiness without unhappiness and 
suffering, just as we wouldn’t fully value 
life without its inevitable ending in death.   
   That said, the greater part of most human 
suffering is unnecessary and self-imposed. 
This is sometimes likened in Buddhist texts 
to being struck by a ‘second arrow.’ 
   Someone hit by an arrow may be in a 
great deal of pain, but if a second arrow 
should strike that person in the same place, 
the resulting pain is apt to be unbearable.
   The first arrow represents the physical 
pain we must endure as a result of the injury 
we have experienced. The second arrow, 
however, is our mental reaction to that pain, 
whatever thoughts and feelings the injury 
happens to bring forth in us. The first arrow 
is inescapable, but the second is not.
   The ‘second arrow’ could take any 
number of forms, such as anger toward our 
attacker, frustration at our helplessness, 
regret about not having been able to avoid 
the injury, or fear that we might ultimately 
die or be permanently disabled. 
   Often our mental or emotional suffering is 
compounded by suffering from our past—
especially from childhood—which still lives 
on in our body and mind. In the extreme, this 
residue of unhealed suffering can contribute 
to the sense of being a victim, the perception 
that life has dealt us a grave injustice. 
   Whether it takes the form of anger, grief, 
resentment, or even physical pain, if we 
observe the resistance within ourself closely, 
we will always find some attachment behind 
it, something we are holding onto. We might 
even say that all forms of suffering are 
different aspects of resistance to what is.

   Therefore, it may not even be necessary 
to know the exact source of our suffering. 
(In fact, identifying its origin could be 
a hindrance to healing, if it were to lead to 
anger, blame, or regret about the past.)
   When suffering arises, we only have to be 
present for it. We should avoid running 
away from it, covering it up with unhealthy 
addictions or distractions. Just as we cannot 
fight darkness with more darkness, we 
cannot fight our suffering without creating 
more resistance, conflict, and further pain.   
   Witnessing it, observing it carefully is 
enough, as witnessing implies accepting it 
as part of what is in that moment, shining 
the light of consciousness into it. We should 
simply recognize it and embrace it, like a 
mother embraces a suffering child.
   Ultimately, there can be no suffering 
without the concept of a limited ‘me’ that is 
suffering, in the here and now. Me, time and 
place are all just concepts which perpetuate 
suffering by perpetuating the illusion of self.
   Paradoxically, suffering and liberation can 
often go together. Compelled by suffering to 
contemplate emptiness, impermanence, and 
non-attachment can help us to experience 
greater peace, freedom, and compassion— 
what Buddhism might even term ‘nirvana.’
   Like dukkha, nirvana is another frequently 
misunderstood term, often taken to describe 
a blissful state that we enter only after death.
However, the literal meaning of nirvana is 
‘to blow out’—as in blowing out a candle—
and refers to a state in which ignorance and 
desire cease and the illusion of being a 
separate entity is seen through.
   It is really only while we are alive that 
we can experience nirvana. As the great 
Vietnamese Buddhist teacher, Thich Nhat 
Hanh, said, “Each one of us can touch small 
amounts of nirvana every day.” ◾  


