Attachment to Views
A few weeks ago, on October 16, the topic I reviewed was “Understanding Dukkha”, the inherent distress and confusion of lived experience.  The primary goal of Buddhist Dharma is the cultivation of liberation from dukkha, which obviously requires direct knowledge of dukkha, the first Noble Truth.  This awareness creates the opportunity for the mind to become aware of the conditions that create dukkha, the second Noble Truth.  This awareness supports becoming  free from dukkha; this is the third Noble Truth.  We often mistakenly believe that the experience of Nirvana, full Awakening, is the only goal, off in the distance, likely unrealizable, but this is not true.  Every time we can become mindful of those conditions that are manifestations of dukkha and redirect the flow of attention away from attachment to that condition, a moment of liberating Awakening will occur.  
The focus of this talk will be on understanding the second Noble Truth through reviewing the nature of views, which, from the Buddhist perspective, are all fabrications, uncertain and ultimately unreliable because they are impermanent.  Misperceiving the aggregate effect of impersonal mental functions as an enduring/autonomous self is the result of craving/clinging, which will be more deeply reviewed shortly. 
This quote describes a Buddhist perspective on view, translated into Pali as ditthi (dee-tee), downloaded from Wikipedia on October 29, 2024:
View or position is a central idea in Buddhism.  In Buddhist thought, a view is not a simple, abstract collection of propositions, but a charged interpretation of experience which intensely shapes and affects thought, sensation, and action.  Having the proper mental attitude toward views is therefore considered an integral part of the Buddhist path, as sometimes correct views need to be put into practice and incorrect views abandoned, and sometimes all views are seen as obstacles to enlightenment. 
The Buddhist teachings have developed a system for understanding these conflicts—the Four Noble Truths.  Dukkha is the first Truth, and the second Truth is described as the cause of dukkha—craving/clinging.  Craving is tanha (tahn-hah), translated as an unquenchable thirst.  Clinging is upadana (ooh-pah-dah-na), the fuel or sustenance that feeds tanha.  Here is how Thanissaro translates a passage from the Pali Canon regarding upadana:
‘Monks, there are four [modes of] sustenance for becoming.  Which four?  Sensuality as a form of sustenance, views as a form of sustenance, habits & practices as a form of sustenance, doctrines of the self as a form of sustenance.’  MN 11
To clarify what was just quoted, sensuality must be interpreted through a view that instinctively  seeking pleasure and avoiding pain is always best, involving a mistaken and unreliable view of the self as powerful, in control, and permanent.  We identify ourselves through a lifetime of internalized sociocultural habits, interpretations of reality, and practices.  Even though this process that fabricates a self-identity is a fundamental truth of human cultural experience, we must operate within a structure of beliefs and behavioral routines that demand adherence.  The predominant beliefs of groups of people define their self-identity and the way the world is supposed to work.  Human history describes significant changes in cultural and personal belief systems over the centuries, and the transitions between different historical eras can either be slow and somewhat predictable, or transitional periods that are quite shocking and stressful for those who have lived during those events.
During the previous talk, I reviewed viparinama dukkha (vee-pah-ree-nah-mah doo-kah), the distress and confusion experienced when views and expectations are not realized.  Ultimately, life is uncertain and the consequences of our way of integrating a sense of a secure self is being challenged because the beliefs of this era seem to be slipping out of control, and this anxiety stirs up personal demands for our beliefs and habits to become more rigid in our craving/clinging to cultural norms.
Views involving the organization of human culture underwent a significant shift from feudalism to capitalism, which created the view of the nation/state, colonialism and capitalism.  This had a huge impact on cultural norms, leading to the various current views of how a sociocultural system should operate.  These views seemed solid and enduring, but conflicts regarding what constitutes an effective system occurred, because views are inherently unstable and flawed—capitalism vs. communism, or democracy vs. autocracy.  
I have often said that we are currently living in the most radically transformative era of human history. The Industrial Revolution, scientific discoveries, the predominance of consumerism, sociopolitical transformations and environmental disruptions are primary characteristics of our time.  The rapid development of mass media systems, especially the internet, have amplified the rapidity, uncertainty and stress of these processes.  Artificial Intelligence (AI) has the potential to affect our cultural belief systems in unknown ways.  All of these circumstances have views woven into their structures, and we all build self-identity around them.
A side effect of the powerful and valuable economic, scientific and engineering views that were dominant preceding this era has been the increasing dysfunctional disruption of the world’s environment, which, although also inherently unstable, had millennia to establish some degree of balance, because natural systems operate separately from humanity’s views.  There is no way that humanity’s views can ever match the complexity and sophistication of the natural systems of the world, but we can change our views to become more adaptive and supportive of the natural order of the world’s ecosystems.
The sociopolitical views that are currently operating are inherently transitional—always changing, either in ways that are wholesome or harmful, both culturally and ecologically.  It is quite possible that human sociocultural norms are undergoing significant transformation, and how future generations will be confronted with culturally and ecologically is uncertain.   There will be a very impactful U.S. election soon, and we can anticipate a significant amount of sociocultural conflict to occur, no matter which individuals and political parties win the most votes or highest electoral counts.  We are also confronted with an environmental transformation that has represented a conflict of views regarding the consequences of consumerism, and this presents what is likely an even more profound challenge to humanity’s views regarding how to have a good life.  
How can we make best use of our Dharma studies and contemplative practices to effectively adapt to these challenges?  What can Buddhist principles and practices offer us for effectively adapting?
I believe that we can benefit from working with viparinama dukkha describing one of the characteristics of current sociocultural and ecological circumstances all across the planet.  This provides a point of reference for our practice.  It also represents the characteristics of the second Noble Truth, the cause of viparinama dukkha.  
Identifying how emotionally attached we are to a particular belief brings craving into focus.  Realizing that our meditation practices help us understand the belief that is so emotionally potent, we can consider how to learn from what is happening and perhaps change our belief systems organizing the process around kindness, compassion, unselfishness and tolerance for diversity.
Here is a suggestion for reflection:
· How abstract are your political views?  Reflect on how your political views were conditioned by the family you grew up in, your gender, etc.  I am certain that your conditioned beliefs are not perfected or infallible.  Consider alternative beliefs and actions.
· How much have carefully researched and organized media presentations conditioned your view on what truly creates a happy life?  In my experience, I practice noticing the conditioning effect of commercial advertising or even screenplays that create a model for what nurtures a happy life.  It’s a relief to realize that I don’t have to either desire or hate what I am witnessing—much more serene.
· What about your self-image?  We all were conditioned regarding gender identity, social status, skin color, colloquial accent, etc.  Consider contemplating your reactions—feelings and beliefs—that arise during the day.  The choices we make regarding clothing, language, education, etc. are beliefs—how can you investigate the beliefs that shape your identity for any rigidity and consider alternative views?
· We are all highly conditioned consumers, which is also just a belief that we must purchase some item or believe some story we have been told?  The dukkha of consumerism is reflected in the increasing environmental damage that is barely controllable, if at all.  One of the goals of my life has been to curb my consumerism, to “have a smaller footprint” on the planet.  The same principled approach to the other belief systems applies here.  How can my meditation practice support wiser environmental choices—less consumption, more recycling, etc.
Many belief systems that are woven into the fabric of our lives are useful and beneficial.  Our task is to cultivate the ability to discern the consequences of acting on these beliefs and then let go of the urgent reactivity of craving.  I hope we can make best use of our Dharma practice to cultivate beliefs that which helps humanity to be more introspective, ethical and responsible.

