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An Introduction to Buddhist Philosophy:
Thinking about Thinking 

For the Child and Parent or Teacher to Read Together

Have you ever had a thought stuck in your head—a thought that would 
not go away, even if you wanted it to?  Maybe the sticky thought was 
about something great, like how much fun you expected to have playing 
with your friend or your grandma’s delicious cookies.  Maybe that sticky 
thought was about something not great, like how you were teased on the 
playground or how you need a shot at your next doctor’s appointment.  
Whether about the past or the future, something wonderful or unpleasant, 
there are some thoughts that seem superglued in our minds. 

Long ago, a philosopher called the Buddha was interested in the sticky 
thoughts that we all have.  He noticed that they come in two varieties: 
thoughts about what we want (he called these desires) and thoughts about 
what we do not want (he called these aversions).  That thought about your 
grandma’s cookies?  That is a desire.  That thought about getting a shot?  
That is an aversion. 

The Buddha said that we do not realize how these sticky thoughts, 
filled with our desires and aversions, affect us.  He said they cause us to 
feel unhappy.  The reason that we have negative emotions such as sadness, 
anger, fear, jealousy, or boredom is because of these thoughts stuck in our 
heads.
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Why do sticky thoughts cause us to be unhappy?  The Buddha said it 
is because our thoughts do not, and cannot, always come true in real life.  
Maybe our grandma did not have time to make cookies.  Maybe we need 
a shot to stay healthy.  When our sticky thoughts do not match up with 
what actually happens, we get upset.  The more we hang onto those sticky 
thoughts and compare them to reality, the more unhappy with reality we 
feel. 

Sometimes, of course, we do get what we want, and we do succeed in 
avoiding what we do not want.  Our sticky thought comes true!  Even then, 
the Buddha said, holding onto that sticky thought will make us unhappy.  
Change is the only sure part of life, he said, and no desire or aversion can 
be permanently satisfied.  We cannot eat cookies forever!  Pretty soon 
we will want, or not want, something else, and then that thought will get 
stuck, and the cycle will continue.

The Buddha said the key to happiness is understanding why thoughts 
get stuck and learning to unstick them.  Unfortunately, we tend to think 
that happiness comes from getting what we want and avoiding what we 
don’t.  We are ignorant about how our sticky thoughts affect our feelings.  
This is why he called ignorance, desire, and aversion the “three poisons” 
or the “three roots.”  All of our negative emotions are caused by these three 
basic problems.  Later, people made up animal symbols for each poison.  
The snake became the symbol for what we do not want (aversions), the 
rooster became the symbol for what we do want (desires), and the pig was 
used to symbolize our ignorance.  Chasing one another in a circle, these 
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three animals were placed at the center of the Buddhist Wheel of Life (the 
Bhavachakra) that depicts the cycle of suffering. 

What do we do about the snake, rooster, and pig—these three causes of 
unhappiness?  The Buddha taught that each “poison” has an antidote.  The 
antidotes can help us unstick our thoughts so that we can make the best of 
the present moment with a calm and even mind.  The antidote for thoughts 
stuck on our heads by aversion (the snake) is kindness and compassion.  
The antidote for thoughts stuck on by desire (the rooster) is generosity.  
The antidote for not knowing why we have unhappy emotions in the first 
place (our ignorance, the pig) is wisdom. 

Noticing our sticky thoughts and using the antidotes to unstick them 
takes practice.  The more we practice, the more we are learning mindfulness.  
Mindfulness means becoming aware of our thoughts and how they affect 
our feelings and our experience of the world.  As we become more mindful, 
we become wiser and more enlightened.  The peacock in Buddhism is a 
symbol of this wisdom and enlightenment.

About the Buddha

The Buddha was a philosopher, a teacher, and the founder of an order of 
spiritual seekers who lived in India almost 2,500 years ago.  The Buddha 
is not a name but a title.  The man we think of as the Buddha was named 
Siddhartha Gautama when he was born.  After he grew up and became a 
great thinker, his followers called him the Buddha. It means “the one who 
woke up.” 


