Topic 3 The Ten Worlds

Although our lives are constantly changing and we experience a range of emotions from moment to moment, Buddhism teaches that our experience of the world can always be understood as one of ten basic states of life. These are called the Ten Worlds, and the following boxes give a brief impression of what each of these Worlds is like:








These life states are neither inherently positive or negative. Each can have either a positive or negative function, (except Buddha, which is only ever positive). Hell can have a positive function because it can cause a person to finally break free of it. Bodhisattva, or helping others, can be done at the expense of consideration for one’s own life. Pouring life-force out towards the lives of others, without paying attention to one’s own needs, inevitably means that one’s life will move towards the lower life states.

This principle of the Ten Worlds shows that the Buddha state is a naturally occurring condition of life in every living being. The purpose of Buddhist practice is to enable us to cause its appearance; to have it working strongly in us. In Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism, then, the Buddha is not some perfect, ideal being, but is rather an ordinary person living in rhythm with the law of the universe, taking wise, courageous and compassionate action for the benefit of others.

The first 6 of these life states are called the six ‘lower’ worlds because they can be experienced by all human beings without any effort. If people make no effort towards their own self improvement they will experience lives which simply move within these 6 life states. It is like being in a life which only has six moods; these are the only patterns in a constantly changing world. 

The four ‘higher’ worlds however require effort on our part. We have to want to improve ourselves, mustering our energies and learning to direct them in a worthwhile way which requires patience, tenacity and concentration. 

Learning is not confined to people who study; it is about having an attitude of wanting to learn, whether a practical skill or mastery of our work or the development of an interest. It is about applying ourselves with an open and sincere mind and using the process of reflecting on our efforts so far to take the next step.

Realisation is the creative use of what has been achieved through cultivating the state of learning. But it involves the cultivation and polishing of the self. It often involves a self-awakening to some truth or principle, perhaps like Archimedes shouting ‘Eureka!’ in his bath.
As soon as someone whose dominant life-state is learning or realisation achieves what they set out to do, they may experience joy, but they also become vulnerable to conceit and egoism. If our lives are strongly influenced by these two worlds we may find that we become arrogant and stubborn. We may become self-satisfied and think we know it all, and have no further need to improve ourselves. We may feel we have escaped the six lower worlds and are better than the people in those worlds. At this point we begin to become gripped again by the lower worlds. The Lotus Sutra and the Buddhism of Nichiren Daishonin make it clear that  people whose lives are in the grip of the worlds of learning and realisation can still attain Buddhahood, but through faith, not through the intellect.

Bodhisattva is a state in which one makes effort for the happiness of others. One’s own happiness comes from actions that enable others to overcome their sufferings. Those who teach others about Nam-myoho-renge-kyo are, in the Lotus Sutra and Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism, referred to as the ‘Bodhisattvas of the Earth’. That means that this life state is grounded on the ‘earth’ of the ultimate Law of life. We can simultaneously cause the pure life force of the universe to flow and work more strongly from within our own lives, as well as pouring out our life force towards others. In other words, this type of Bodhisattva action means that our efforts towards others further invigorate our own lives. This means that as we have dialogue in which the other person gradually learns the value of chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, we ourselves maintain and strengthen our own life condition.

Buddhahood is a state of perfect freedom, in which one is awakened to the ultimate truth that is the reality of all things. It is a state characterised by boundless wisdom and compassion. The Lotus Sutra reveals that Buddhahood is a potential in the lives of all beings, not just a select few.


Although it is possible to see these ten life states to be climbed like the rungs on a ladder, this implies the need to move up the ladder a rung at a time! But the Lotus Sutra and Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism, talk about ‘the mutual possession’ of the ten worlds.

The ten worlds do not exist as separate, isolated realms. Rather, each world embraces and contains within it the potential for all the others. Even if the self-destructive world of unrelieved suffering known as hell has manifested itself in an individual’s life, the potential for the other worlds remains; any one of them can become the dominant state of that individual’s life in the very next moment. In this way, our life condition is never static or fixed, but continues to transform itself, instant by instant, throughout our lives. This is what is referred to as the ‘mutual possession’ of the ten worlds.

Therefore our spiritual struggle to awaken our inner positive potential requires a clear focus. The constant effort to polish our lives empowers us to avoid stagnation and we no longer view present conditions as fixed and permanent. Then we can respond creatively to the unique problems and possibilities of each moment. It is through sustaining and ingraining this viewpoint that the most positive and creative energy becomes established as the fundamental basis of our lives and the foundation for our life’s activity. As individuals, it is in this way of life marked by constant striving and growth that we find the true significance of the Buddhist concept of the mutual possession of the ten worlds.  

In the light of the theory of the ten worlds, we see that even the tormented world of hell carries within it the potential state of enlightenment. No matter how bleak our circumstances may be, at each moment we can choose to reveal the highest state of life. The Gohonzon (which will be discussed on another occasion) represents all the ten worlds, illuminated by the law of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, from the perspective of the life state of the Buddha. We can attain the same state with the three ways of faith, practice and study.









Instinctive behaviour, lacking in reason. Fear of those who seem stronger and domination of those who seem weaker. The ‘law of the jungle’.





6 Rapture





1 Hell








2 Hunger





Being dominated by desires or cravings, both physical and mental. The desire for food, profit, pleasure, power, fame and fortune.





3 Animality
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5 Humanity





4 Anger





6 ‘Lower’ worlds and 


4 ‘Higher’ worlds





Misery and suffering. Fear, grief and destructive rages or depression. A feeling of being imprisoned by one’s circumstances.





Each of the ten worlds





Temporary joy when our desires are fulfilled. Exhilaration at being alive. Can revert quickly to hell and anger.





Being at peace or calm. Where energy is restored, being more considerate of others. At its worst, constant inactivity.





Feeling superior to others and wanting to show it. Aggressiveness. Feeling in conflict with others. The world of self centredness or ego.





8 Realisation





7 Learning





Wisdom or insight where we gain understanding of life from our own observations and experiences.





Learning from others and from existing knowledge. With the next state (realisation), it can lead to self-centredness and separation from others.





10 Buddha





9 Bodhisattva





Indestructible joy, unlimited wisdom, courage, compassion and life force. An ordinary person awakened to the true nature of life, and experiencing absolute happiness and freedom.








Devotion to the happiness and fulfilment of others as shown by nurses or a parent’s love for a child. The word consists of bodhi (enlightenment) and sattva (beings), and means someone who seeks enlightenment, leading others to it too.
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