@ ’ACADEMIC

The Basic Tenets Of Buddhism
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Introduction

Buddhism is a diverse family of religious and philosophical traditions that developed from the
teachings associated with Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha. It cannot be reduced to a modern
technique for avoiding “toxic relationships,” nor is it simply a philosophy practiced unconsciously by
anyone who values simplicity. Buddhist traditions include ritual, ethics, monastic institutions,
meditation, devotional practices, cosmology, art, and many schools across South, Southeast, Central,
and East Asia and the global diaspora. Their interpretations differ, but the Four Noble Truths, the
Noble Eightfold Path, impermanence, dependent arising, karma, compassion, and liberation are
widely important.

The original essay correctly identifies craving and attachment as central to suffering, but several
details are legendary or inaccurate. Early Buddhist texts do not present Gautama merely as a
depressed prince who fasted for forty days and saw a white light. Traditional biographies describe a
sheltered life, encounters with aging, illness, death, and renunciation, years of study and severe
asceticism, rejection of self-mortification, and awakening while meditating beneath the Bodhi tree.
The purpose of detachment is also misunderstood when it is presented as emotional withdrawal.
Buddhism distinguishes clinging from compassion. Loving another person without trying to possess or
control them can deepen responsibility rather than reduce it.

The Buddha and the Middle Way

Siddhartha Gautama likely lived in northern India sometime between the sixth and fourth centuries
BCE, though exact dates remain debated. Traditional accounts describe him as born into the Sakya
community and protected from suffering before encountering signs of old age, sickness, and death.
These stories communicate a philosophical insight even when read as sacred biography: privilege
cannot shield anyone permanently from vulnerability.

Gautama left household life to seek liberation. He studied with teachers and practiced extreme
asceticism, but concluded that self-denial had not produced awakening. He adopted a Middle Way
between sensual indulgence and self-mortification. After meditating beneath the Bodhi tree, he
became the Buddha, “the awakened one,” and taught for decades. The Middle Way does not mean
compromising halfway on every moral issue. It describes a disciplined path that avoids two ineffective
extremes. (Rahula, n.d.)

The Buddhist community developed through monks, nuns, and lay followers. Teachings were
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transmitted orally before being written, and traditions evolved in different languages and regions.
Therefore, statements about “what Buddhism says” should identify a text or school when
disagreement matters.

The Four Noble Truths

The First Noble Truth concerns dukkha, a term commonly translated as suffering but also carrying
meanings of unsatisfactoriness, stress, or unreliability. Obvious pain is dukkha, but so is the instability
of pleasure. A desired experience ends, a relationship changes, the body ages, and possessions
cannot secure permanent identity. Buddhism does not claim that every moment is miserable. It
claims that conditioned experiences cannot provide lasting refuge when treated as permanent.

The Second Noble Truth identifies the arising of dukkha with craving, often expressed as thirst for
pleasure, continued existence, or nonexistence. Craving is not identical to every preference or goal. A
person can seek food, justice, education, or another’s wellbeing without making identity depend on
controlling the result. The problem is clinging: the demand that changing reality conform permanently
to the self’s desire.

The Third Noble Truth is cessation, or nirodha. Nirvana is not simply the moment suffering becomes
less intense, a pleasant mood, or a heavenly place. It refers to the extinguishing of greed, hatred, and
delusion and liberation from the cycle of suffering. Buddhist traditions interpret its metaphysical
dimensions differently, but it should not be reduced to relaxation.

The Fourth Noble Truth is the path leading to cessation. The Eightfold Path integrates wisdom, ethical
conduct, and mental discipline. It is not a sequence completed once; its factors support one another
through practice.

The Noble Eightfold Path

Right view involves understanding action, consequence, impermanence, and the Four Noble Truths.
Right intention cultivates renunciation, goodwill, and non-harm. These wisdom factors orient the
practitioner away from hostility and compulsive grasping. “Right” here means skillful or conducive to
liberation, not obedience to an arbitrary command.

Right speech discourages lying, divisive speech, cruelty, and careless chatter. Right action addresses
killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct, while right livelihood asks people not to earn through
activities that produce serious harm. Ethics is not separate from meditation. A mind organized around
deception and exploitation cannot easily become calm or clear.

Right effort encourages prevention and abandonment of unskillful states and development of skillful
ones. Right mindfulness involves attentive awareness of body, feeling, mind, and phenomena. Right
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concentration develops stable meditative absorption. Modern wellness culture sometimes isolates
mindfulness from ethics and wisdom, but in Buddhist practice attention is part of a broader
transformation of conduct and understanding.

Impermanence, Non-Self, and Dependent Arising

Impermanence means that conditioned things arise and pass through causes and conditions. Bodies,
emotions, institutions, and relationships change. Recognizing impermanence is not pessimism; it can
reduce the demand that pleasant experiences never end and encourage care for what is present.

The teaching of non-self challenges the idea of an independent, permanent essence controlling
experience. A person is conventionally real but composed of changing physical and mental processes.
Non-self does not mean that nothing matters or that actions have no consequences. It weakens ego-
centered clinging and supports compassion by showing that life is interdependent.

Dependent arising states that phenomena occur through conditions rather than in isolation. Suffering
has causes and can change when causes change. This principle prevents both fatalism and simplistic

individual blame. A person’s distress may involve habits, relationships, economics, health, and social

structures. Practice includes inner attention, but Buddhist ethics can also motivate work on conditions
that harm communities.

Karma, Compassion, and Ethical Responsibility

Karma in Buddhism refers primarily to intentional action and its consequences, not a cosmic system
that immediately gives everyone what they deserve. Using karma to blame illness, poverty, abuse, or
disaster misunderstands both causation and compassion. Traditions differ on rebirth and the
operation of karma, but ethical action is central because intentions shape character and future
experience.

Compassion seeks relief of suffering, while loving-kindness wishes beings wellbeing. These qualities
are not toxic attachment. The distinction is between care and possession. A parent can love a child

while accepting growth; partners can care without controlling; grief can coexist with the insight that
no relationship is permanent. Detachment is better understood as non-clinging than indifference.

The original fish example tries to show that love should respect another being’s needs rather than
satisfy the owner’s impulse. That insight is compatible with Buddhist compassion, though healthy
human relationships involve dialogue and autonomy rather than an owner-pet analogy. Buddhism
asks practitioners to observe when “love” becomes fear, entitlement, jealousy, or demand.
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Buddhism in Contemporary Life

Buddhist ideas can illuminate consumer culture because advertising often promises that the next
product, appearance, or achievement will complete the self. The teaching does not require
abandoning every possession. Monastics and laypeople follow different disciplines, and generosity is
more central than aesthetic minimalism. A person can own little and remain consumed by status, or
possess useful resources without clinging to them as identity.

Social media intensifies comparison, attention-seeking, and the desire for approval, but it can also
support teaching, community, and mutual aid. A Buddhist response would examine intention and
effect: Does the use cultivate greed, anger, confusion, compassion, or understanding? Mindful use
may include pauses, boundaries, truthful speech, and awareness of emotional reaction. It should not
become another project for constructing a perfect calm identity.

Buddhist traditions also face modern ethical questions involving nationalism, violence, gender
hierarchy, commercial mindfulness, and cultural appropriation. No religion’s followers embody its
ideals consistently. Studying Buddhism respectfully means learning from its teachings while
recognizing historical institutions and Asian communities rather than extracting meditation as a
context-free product.

The Three Jewels provide another common formulation of Buddhist commitment: taking refuge in the
Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. The Buddha is the teacher and example of awakening, the
Dharma is the teaching and path, and the Sangha is the community, understood in different ways
across traditions. This formulation shows that Buddhism is not exclusively an individual practice of
self-improvement. Learning depends on texts, teachers, ethical relationships, institutions, and
communities that preserve and debate the tradition. (Rahula, n.d.)

Conclusion

The basic tenets of Buddhism begin with an analysis of dukkha, its origin in craving, the possibility of
cessation, and the Eightfold Path. They are deepened by the teachings of impermanence, non-self,
dependent arising, karma, compassion, and the Middle Way. These ideas do not demand emotional
numbness or withdrawal from relationship. They ask people to care without making changing persons
and experiences into possessions.

Buddhism remains relevant to consumerism, digital attention, conflict, and relationships because it
examines how suffering is produced in the mind and in patterns of action. Its relevance should not be
purchased by simplifying history or turning Nirvana into ordinary happiness. The tradition offers a
disciplined ethical and contemplative path whose central question is not how to feel good at every
moment, but how to understand suffering and respond with wisdom and compassion.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4



@ ’ACADEMIC

References

Gethin, Rupert. The Foundations of Buddhism. Oxford University Press.
Harvey, Peter. An Introduction to Buddhism. Cambridge University Press.
Rahula, Walpola. What the Buddha Taught. Grove Press.

Thanissaro Bhikkhu, trans. Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5



