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A RESPONSE TO NIETZSCHE’S CRITIQUE OF THE 
BUDDHIST APPROACH TO PAIN AND SUFFERING 
WITH A CONSIDERATION OF  IN 

KK Aung Myint and Kajornpat Tangyin1

ABSTRACT

a response in the form of an examination of the approach to 

Buddhism.  means a contemplation of 
feelings, which includes pain and pleasure, for the purpose 
of insight into the true nature of feeling. In this practice, 
one needs to contemplate pain as pain, pleasure as pleasure, 

 from 

part, the practice of  will be investigated 

the article will show that while Nietzsche has important 
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meditation. It will show that these practices go beyond 

life. 

Keywords:

Introduction

in a transcendental world which they considered more true than the lived 

reason, he admired the ancient Greek tradition as the highest representation 

chaos, creativity are necessary for life, especially in the times of loss of 
meaning.2

so constituted a healthier approach to life. Thus, he is also well known 

his core philosophy “ ,” the love of fate.3

from  (1874) to the  (1887) and 
. Nietzsche perceived Buddhism as a life-negating 

with other Indian religious beliefs. Nevertheless, his understanding on 
Buddhism began to depart from  
between this period through his work 

 (written in the 
autumn of 1888).  
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At the time of , Nietzsche begins to admire the Buddha, 

teachings are a “system of hygiene.”4 Accordingly, we will see how 

with Buddhist meditation practice. 
 This article will attempt to show that Buddhism is not a religion 

which involves an oversensitivity or retreat from pain as Nietzsche 
contended. On the contrary, it attempts to face . In the 
Buddhist practice of contemplation of feelings pain 

the nature of impermanence  and non-self 

of decadence, it has a much clearer understanding of the presence of pain 

Buddhism that has critically studied this aspect of the contemplation of 
feeling 
to contribute a new perspective in the concern of dealing with pain and 

Nietzsche on Pain and Suffering 
Nietzsche saw Buddhism as a form of nihilism and a 

life-negating philosophy that involves a retreat from existence. This was 

Buddhism with other Indian religious beliefs. 
In his work , Nietzsche explained the 

emergence of nihilism. Concerning modern man, Nietzsche writes, “his 
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5

6 When 
people lose their value and meaning in existence, they begin a will to 
nothingness and non-Being. This desire for nothingness was precisely 
“a great danger to mankind.” Nietzsche saw this process taking place in 
the Europe of his day, “it was precisely here I saw the beginning of the 
end, the standing still, the backward glancing exhaustion, the will turning 

European culture, which itself has become sinister, as itself had become 
sinister, as its detour to a new Buddhism? To a European Buddhism? 
To nihilism? .7 Nietzsche believed that Europe is repeating something 

leading to nihilism and a will to nothingness.
In his work , he distinguished the tradition of 

but these glad tidings were betrayed by his disciples who returned to a 

teachings as a Buddhistic peace movement. But while he commends 
Christ and the Buddha for refocusing their attention to this world, he 
still believed that Christ and well as the Buddha were guilty of a retreat 

e writes that 
“they are decadence religions but they are distinguished from one another 
in the most remarkable way”.8 Buddhism is favored in comparison to 

rather than “I sin”.9 
In the , Nietzsche contends that Buddhism possesses 

“an excessive excitability of sensibility” concerning pain and “an over-
intellectuality.”10 He contends that Buddhist meditation demonstrates an 
over-emphasis on sensibility or feeling (  and on the 
doctrine of non-self ). When a civilization becomes weary due to 
an over awareness of excessive pain, it becomes discontented with the self 
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became the spiritual diet for them"11

But there are positive observations as well. In , 
Nietzsche remarks that the Buddha fought depression by traveling, getting 
fresh air, eating moderately, and cautioned against the use of intoxicants 
and emotions that can produce anxiety for oneself or others.12 Moreover, 
he even thought that the Buddha actually returned back to a kind of 
“egoism” as he recognized that the teaching of non-self (  makes 
one spiritually weary.13

But in general, he saw as decadent 
(contemplation on sensation or feeling), which is 

mindful of pain, and the doctrine of  (non-self). The teaching of 
non-self, he believed, led Buddhists to deny their self-interest which was 
harmful to their natural instincts. When the Buddhists deemphasize the 
self or deny egoism, they became more depressed by the pain they were 

from oneself is an immoderate excitability and capacity for pain with 
Buddhism.”14 This doctrine of the non-self is the basic cause of over-
sensitivity that leads the Buddhist retreat from pain. Therefore, he stated 
that Buddhism was a late stage of a civilization when people become 

15 
As pleasure and pain go together, one has to loves pain as well 

as joy. For Nietzsche, the desire to feel pleasure without feeling pain 
is unrealistic and it can lead to the negation of reality and a desire for 
nothingness. For Nietzsche, this desire to retreat from reality is a sign 
of weakness and sickness. From his early writings like 

is a kind of cowardice, and that "saying yes to reality" is the mark of a 
strong Dionysian spirit.16 Hence, he declared himself the last disciple of 

extreme opposite and antipode of a pessimistic philosopher”.17 For him, 
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and was close to blindness, he believed a man who has embraced his 

saying, “things that do not kill me make me stronger.”18  
In opposition to the Buddha, he believed in a self-overcoming, 

and tried to introduce this as a remedy for the decadence he saw in modern 
European culture. In this way, Nietzsche expressed himself as the last 

any consequences, regardless of pain and pleasure.
In general, then, Nietzsche dismissed the Buddhist approach since 

as a reality of existence, its methods lead to what Nietzsche considered 
to be a decadent denial of life. 

as it 

impermanence  and non-self 

Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta. The Four Noble Truths that he taught 
) (3) 

) (4) the way leading to the liberation 
).19 Concerning this, the Burmese monk, Venerable 

they cannot get rid of craving and conceit. Stream-winner still enjoys the 
sensual pleasure”.20 the 
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more one is liberated from it by removing from its root. The Buddha did 

, is achieved through 
), the Buddha 

recognized that all living beings who have not attained  will face 

21 There are three kind of 
: (1) ), (2)  as 

produced by change ( ) and (3)  as conditioned 
states ( ).22

of physical pain ( ) and mental pain ( ) that is 
connected with birth, aging, sickness, death, association with unpleasant 
persons and conditions, disassociation with beloved ones and pleasant 
conditions, not getting what one desires, grief, lamentation, distress, etc. 

( =  as produced by change) is concerned with 

understand it is necessary to have deeper perception 
) because it involves seeing the 

conditional states ( . This is the deepest perception 

Accordingly, 
the Buddha taught that all living beings exist in merely a conditional state 

aggregate of matter, (2) aggregate of sensations or feeling, (3) aggregate 
of perceptions, (4) aggregate of mental formations and (5) aggregate of 



90  

consciousness. Therefore there is no such thing as “being,” or “I” or “You” 
in the ultimate reality. In the ultimate reality, there are only (1) matter 

with mind, then it can be said that all beings are formed by mind and 
matter. Even in the ultimate reality, mind and matter are just conditional 
states, with the nature of arising and disappearing from the perspective 

23 So 

it deals with not only the knowledge of impermanence  but also 
the knowledge of non-self . This process of seeing the self, based 

winner is attained.
 

describes pleasant feelings ( ), unpleasant feelings (
 or .24 

In that respect, pain is a type of feeling like pleasant and neutral feelings 
 in 

consciousness, object and sense organ, according 
to the teaching of dependent origination Then consciousness plays a key 
role in the aspect of forming feeling and there is only one consciousness 
at one time. So, the Buddha stated if one is experiencing pain in this 
moment, there is no other feeling happening in that same moment. As one 
experiences feeling based on contact, it can be noted whenever the body 
is in contact with the event of unpleasantness or despair, 
arises. Whenever the mind is contact with the event of unpleasant or 
despair, arises. The nature of bodily unpleasant feelings includes 
“feeling not well, painful, tired, unwholesome, aching, wearisome, hot, 
feverish, cold, shivering, agony, itching, etc” and “pain is very clearly 
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understood in this world and pervades the whole body whenever disease 
breaks out.”25 The nature of mental pain includes “sadness, weariness, 
grief, aversion, misery, sorrow, distraction, anger, discontent, worry, 
frightened, disappointment, annoyance, despair, distressed, lamentation, 
anxiety, crying, melancholy, hate, etc."26 Moreover, the Buddha recognized 
pain is both mundane and supramundane, which means pain that comes 
from sensual things and non-sensual things.27 In the same way, it can be 
understood that there is pain both in daily life and spiritual life from the 

mental illness and mental pain belongs to the attitude of anger.28 So, one 

pain. Similarly, one liberates from mental pain, once a person ceases 

liberation from anger or mental pain is the third stage of enlightenment 
 

is the most crucial task for liberation. According to Mogok Sayardaw, 
it can be understood that one who is practicing  is already 
practicing all the functions of the eightfold path or all three factors, 
morality, concentration, and wisdom at the same time. The Buddha 

can be accomplished within a day if one practices it properly according to 

in oneself and others, specially a meditation teacher, (4) energetically 
endeavoring to get rid of unwholesome factors and to conduct wholesome 
factors, and (5) being wise in the knowledge of appearing and disappearing 
of mind and matter.29

as nothingness, as Nietzsche misunderstood it in the early works. But 
 is a state that is free from the three kinds of thirst, (1) thirst on 

sensual pleasure, (2) thirst on existence and (3) thirst on non-existence 
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( ), the cessation of hatred ( ), and the cessation 
of delusion ( ).” This approach is taught by the Venerable 

30 The 
cessation of greed, anger and ignorance leading to the liberation from 

that is caused by bodily pain, and can in turn cause bodily pain. As long 
as the body is still alive, one has to face bodily pain but he will not feel 
the accompanying mental pain due to the cessation of all causes that can 

impending death cannot provoke their mind to be fearful or distracted. 

stream-winner 
perspective because one will not deviate from the path anymore once 

attachment and ignorance.

Dealing with Pain and Suffering through the Practice of 

Insight meditation  observes the impermanence, 

consciousness, mental factors and dependent origination.31 The Buddha 
preached four foundations of mindfulness ) as the technique 
of insight meditation 

32 These 
four foundations are (1) contemplation on body  
(2) contemplation on feelings  (3) contemplation 
on mind  and (4) contemplation on Dhamma 

33 Among these four foundations of mindfulness 
meditation, contemplation on feelings is the practice 
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regarded as an Arahant in Myanmar, the contemplation on feeling is an 

the activity of dependent origination and everyone 
can notice feeling very easily and clearly  

Profound contemplation on feeling is the work of mindfulness. 
Nietzsche perceived this practice as making Buddhists depressed due 

with pain  pleasure 
to feelings  in the practice of , in 
the aim of seeing its natural truth. This method considers not only pain 
but also pleasure and neutral feelings that need to be overcome for the 
achievement of liberation. For a beginner, it is better to progress if one 
practices in a sitting position for one hour without changing posture and 
opening eyes for the sake of high concentration. After some time, one 

as bodily pain ). When one starts to feel pain, they want 
to change position to ease their pain. As changing position weakens 

 by focusing on the 
source of pain throughout that time. Sometimes, its intensity may well 
increase but still one needs to have patience and determination to face 
pain. When pain becomes overwhelming, one can notice that their mind 
begins experience anger, resentfulness, and sadness, as they cannot tolerate 

as pain tends to lead to its own consequences outwardly and also give rise 
34 If one is in pain, 

they can harm themselves and others physically, verbally and mentally. 

connected with anger. The key to deal with pain is to label  
till it disappears by itself. 
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with pain or when they have to deal with intense and strong pain. If a 

of . As a consequence, they seek for pleasure that can 
ease pain. In the view of a critique of the retreat from pain, Buddhism and 
Nietzsche were even much closer than Nietzsche thought. Conversely, 

In 
, if one contemplates pain solely for the purpose of 

ending it as soon as possible, he is driven by greed and anger that comes 
from ignorance. As a consequence, he will perceive that there is pleasure 
in pain when the pain subsides, and will therefore seek the battle with 
pain again and again
his intolerance to pain (anger) tricks him to pursuing pain. This is a very 
subtle mental state in  and the meditation teacher needs 
to remind the practitioner not to have the wrong intention concerning 

practitioners into the pursuit of sensual pleasure.
It should be made clear that the purpose of paying attention to pain 

is to know its nature, not to heal it or make it go away.35 To see 
, to face reality as reality, requires endurance, patience, and courage. 

By contemplating , a person can liberate themselves from 

mindfulness. Ronald Siegel, a Buddhist practitioner and a psychologist on 
the clinical faculty of Harvard Medical School, observes that "the practice 

the volume of physical pain sensations”36 The pleasure resulting from 

pleasure that he has ever experienced from worldly things. This is called 
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pleasure, which even can cure some serious and prolonged 
sickness. If one is ignorant of the purpose of contemplating feeling, he 
will fail to contemplate the pleasure that comes after pain and can slip 
away from the middle path. One can even misperceive that pleasure as 
the  

In the practice of  overcoming pleasure and 

is not obvious to notice like pain and pleasure. Pleasure is more subtle 
than pain to realize and hard to let it go because people love pleasure 
though they reject pain. For that reason,  practice needs 

and extraordinary discernment to see the impermanence of feeling, 

that overcoming pain is just the beginning part of the method and the 

feeling, the Buddha taught to contemplate them as they are.37  One just 
needs to contemplate feeling as feeling without adding or changing it. 
One should not seek for feeling and hide from feeling. As long as one 

recurrence. This is not the goal of the Buddhists. Pain itself is the type 
of feeling that one has to engage as the object of reality in the path of 

wisdom, which faces and sees the reality as the reality by exercising 
mind through the contemplation on feeling. So, it does not come from 
the intention of retreating from pain as Nietzsche contended because that 

The Buddhist approach attempts to face reality clearly and to be aware 
of the appearance and disappearance of not only pain, but also pleasure 
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Conclusion 
Nietzsche believed he should confront pain in the form of 

 In fact, he believed that the 

and pleasure. But for Buddhism, this is a part of the delusional play of 
greed and anger. 

Nietzsche criticized Buddhism for its retreat from pain, and as a 

. 

backward, not in all eternity...but love it”.38 But unlike 
technique cannot  pain. But Nietzsche insisted on his struggle of 

objects of resistance, hence it looks for what resists: the aggressive pathos 
belongs just as necessarily to strength as vengefulness and rancor belongs 
to weakness.”.39 Although Nietzsche saw the detachment from pain as 
a weakness, he could not see that his aggression was itself a weakness 
rooted in anger. 
intolerance to 

of 
his confusion of conventional reality with the Self.  The  
practice is not a retreat from pain, but instead recognizes  in 
order to see the natural characteristic  of pain. One 
does not seek feeling, one just contemplates feeling, which arises in each 
moment. Once that feeling ceases the next feeling arises. So this is a way 
of experiencing reality. Nietzsche did not understand the impermanence 
of all feelings, he was in inadequate wisdom to realize of feeling. 
One who practices a sensitive contemplation on feeling is not weary 
and depressed as Nietzsche contended. But, one who  practices 
meditation with the  view of mind and body as Self, and the  
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intention towards feeling, this can lead to fatigue, and depression because 
they will feel anger when they face intense pain in his practice. It is very 
important to have proper intention during the practice, especially when 
one has to face intense physical pain and mental pain. Once one sees the 
ultimate reality and its nature through the practice, they will understand 

pain is still in attachment to these feelings. To conclude, the Buddha was 

deepest level by profoundly and subtlety understanding their true nature. 
The practitioner who can see the moment of appearing and disappearing 
of all feeling insightfully is on the path of , which is the only 

40

its deepest root within in this life. 
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