
Buddhism – Dharma

The Dhamma/Dharma:

• Dependent origination 

• Three Marks of Existence: suffering, impermanence, no fixed self

Key Concepts:

Anicca the impermanent 
nature of all things

Anatta no independent 
or permanent 
self

Dukkha suffering/ 
unsatisfactoriness

(S)kandhas the 5 elements 
that make up a 
human being

Samatha calmness or 
breathing 
meditation

Pratitya everything 
‘exists’ because 
of other things 

Mettabhavana the development 
of loving kindness, 
usually through 
meditation

Vipassana ‘insight’ 
meditation to 
see the true 
nature of things

Exam Practice:

• “The Three Marks of Existence are the most important 
truths.” To what extent do you agree with this statement?  
           (15)

Key Quotes:

• The Story of Nagasena and the Chariot – The Milindapanha

Key Connections:

How do teachings about the Dhamma/Dharma relate to other areas of your study?

samsara, Three Poisons, (s)khandas, karma, rebirth, relationships, environment, value of human life, 
beliefs about death & afterlife, crime & punishment, issues of wealth & poverty

Key Beliefs and Teachings:

Dependent 
origination 
(pratitya 
samutpada)

Everything depends on everything else for its existence. This is the way things are – 
things develop and change when conditions around them develop and change. So, 
while you may not be the person you were a moment ago, the person you are now 
is ‘caused’ by the person you were a moment ago. For Buddhists, karma is built up 
as result of a person’s thoughts or actions. Good or negative karma has an impact on 
someone’s rebirth. Some Buddhists might use the picture of The Wheel of Life to show 
how pratitya samutpada works.

Three Marks 
of Existence 
(lakshanas)

The Buddha taught that there are three characteristics of all life. (1) Anicca – all things 
are impermanent; everything is constantly changing, including emotions and ideas. 
Change happens because everything is interdependent (pratitya samutpada) so 
everything interacts with everything else and brings about change in other things.  
(2) Anatta – there is no permanent self; there is nothing about a human that remains 
fixed for all time, during life and continues after death into re-birth in the cycle of 
samsara. (3) Dukkha – suffering, pain, things are unsatisfactory. People suffer because 
they want things or are attached to possessions or ideas. Dukkha is linked to anicca 
because people cannot accept that things change; it is also linked to anatta as people 
are attached to the idea of their own permanent self. 

The story of 
Nagasena 
and the 
Chariot

The monk Nagasena responded to a question about anatta. Nagasena explained by 
using the idea of a chariot being made up of different parts, none of which on their 
own can be described as a ‘chariot’. It is only when all the parts are put together in a 
particular way does it become a ‘chariot’ showing that all parts are dependent on each 
other (pratitya samutpada). The story is a way of explaining that humans are also 
made up of various parts or (s)khandhas and that these come together to form the 
‘self’. However, these (s)khandhas are subject to change so there can be no permanent 
self (anatta).


