
Chapter 17: The Eight Types of Suffering 
This chapter from Steps on the Path to Enlightenment introduces the Intermediate 
Scope of practice in the Lamrim, focusing on cultivating a deep understanding of the 
nature of samsara (cyclic existence) and the sufferings inherent within it. The ultimate 
goal of this stage is to inspire renunciation and a desire for liberation by recognising 
samsara's inherent faults.


The Nature of Samsaric Existence 
• Intermediate Practitioners aim to transcend samsara entirely, seeking liberation 

(nirvana).

• Although small-scope practices (securing a good rebirth through virtuous 

actions) are vital, even the most favourable rebirths in samsara are impermanent 
and fraught with suffering.


• True freedom comes only by cutting the cycle of rebirth fuelled by karma and 
afflictions.


The Faults of Samsara 
Tsongkhapa emphasises that worldly pleasures are unreliable, impermanent, and 
ultimately sources of dissatisfaction. They are likened to drinking saltwater to quench 
thirst—the more you indulge, the stronger your cravings become. Even seemingly 
positive experiences, like health or fame, are fleeting and can reverse into suffering.


Meditating on Suffering 
The chapter encourages analytical meditation to develop a deep understanding of 
the pervasive, unsatisfactory nature of samsaric life. By contemplating these truths, 
practitioners naturally generate renunciation and the determination to break free from 
the cycle of birth and death. (There are several ways that the Lamrim categorises 
suffering. This is the split into eight types. Chapter uses a split into six groups. 
Chapter 19 has three specific types. Each categorisation brings its own insights.)

Eight Types of Suffering 
The Buddha taught eight categories of suffering that encompass the nature of 
existence in samsara:

1. The Suffering of Birth:


• Birth involves immense physical and mental pain, as vividly described in 
sutras like the Descent into the Womb. These texts detail the confined, 
uncomfortable, and painful conditions of the womb and the traumatic 
process of childbirth.


• Birth itself is the root of other sufferings, as it leads inevitably to aging, 
sickness, and death.


2. The Suffering of Aging:

• Aging causes the deterioration of physical strength, mental acuity, and 

sensory faculties.

• The process is inexorable, and while youth is celebrated, old age often 

brings pain, weakness, and dependence on others.

3. The Suffering of Sickness:


• Illness affects both body and mind, disrupting the balance of the elements 
within the body and leading to discomfort, fear, and distress.
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4. The Suffering of Death:

• Death marks the end of all achievements and attachments in life.

• It brings fear and separation from loved ones and possessions, emphasising 

the impermanence of all things.

5. The Suffering of Encountering the Unpleasant:


• In life, one inevitably faces unpleasant people, situations, and conditions 
that cause discomfort and dissatisfaction.


6. The Suffering of Separation from the Pleasant:

• Happiness is transient. Pleasurable experiences, relationships, and 

possessions are impermanent and subject to loss.

7. The Suffering of Not Getting What One Wants:


• Despite efforts, desires often remain unfulfilled, leading to frustration, 
disappointment, and discontent.


8. The Suffering of the Aggregates:

• The five aggregates (form, sensation, perception, mental formations, and 

consciousness) themselves are a source of suffering because they are 
impermanent, constantly changing, and beyond one’s control.


The Path Forward 
1. Meditation on the Truth of Suffering:


• The Buddha introduced the Four Noble Truths starting with the truth of 
suffering to inspire renunciation.


• Practitioners are urged to recognise samsara as a great ocean of suffering, 
to develop revulsion toward it, and to seek liberation.


2. Cultivating Renunciation:

• Genuine renunciation arises from recognising the faults of cyclic existence 

and longing for a state free from its bonds.

• By focusing on the truth of suffering, practitioners cultivate the mind intent 

on liberation, setting the foundation for advanced practices.


Key Takeaways 
• Samsaric pleasures are deceptive and ultimately lead to suffering. True freedom 

lies in liberation from the cycle of rebirth.

• Meditation on the eight types of suffering is crucial for developing renunciation 

and advancing along the path.

• Practitioners must reflect deeply on the nature of suffering to shift their focus 

from worldly pursuits to the ultimate goal of liberation.

By thoroughly contemplating the faults of samsara, practitioners strengthen their 
resolve to follow the path toward complete freedom from suffering, laying the 
groundwork for higher aspirations, such as bodhicitta and the Mahayana path.
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