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Abstract 

Enlightenment figures typically espoused ideas of equality and human dignity. Acknowledging the reality of 

desire and feeling helps one to achieve Nirvana or Moksha. An unrelenting search for truth is essential for 

achieving a harmonious relationship within the world. Enlightenment cannot be achieved through teachers; it can 

be attained only if it is within and from the finding of the common ground between the materiality and spirituality 

i.e. the two polarities of existence. This approach to knowledge is the most important distinction in the allegorical 

novel Siddhartha by Herman Hesse which deals with a series of changes and realizations to find himself. 

Siddhartha or Hermann Hesse realised the doctrine of Nirvana of Buddha in the surface consciousness of his 

mind and put it in the form of a spiritual autobiography. Such a realisation has its limits, as it is mental, though 

the limits of mind are exhausted. It cannot move further to the vital, never to the physical. The central idea of this 

narrative is instructive to me in that Man, Western man, cannot accept the Truth even from the Buddha. He must 

discover it for himself. That is the mental stage of the West in its progress.  Hesseôs crafting of Siddharthaôs 

journey shows that understanding is attained not through intellectual methods, nor through immersing oneself in 

the carnal pleasures of the world and the accompanying pain of samsara. It is the completeness of these 

experiences that allows Siddhartha to attain understanding. 

Keywords : Enlightenment, Samsara, Nirvana or Moksha 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samsara


                                            The Global Journal of Literary Studies      I      Volume II, Issue II      I    May 2016   ISSN : 2395 4817 

 

 

 

Herman Hesseôs 1922 novella is a Modernist re-imagining of Buddhismôs generative era. Hesse, a 

German who sought his own path to enlightenment, travelled to India to study the cultureôs dominant 

religions. The journey most likely inspired him to write Siddhartha. Siddhartha does not novelize the 

origin of Buddha; rather, Hesse tells the story of another Siddhartha who lived during the alleged period 

of Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha). Understanding this is critical to understanding the novella and Hesseô 

purpose for writing it. This other Siddhartha, though he agrees that all of the Buddhaôs teachings are of 

value, challenges the completeness of Buddhaôs teachings. Siddhartha insists that the path to true 

enlightenment is ultimately un-teachable and comes from something intrinsic and unquantifiable; thus, 

enlightenment is impossible to teach. Along his journey for understanding Siddhartha encounters the 

Four Noble Truths that are a central theme in Buddhism: suffering, the cause of suffering, the end of 

suffering, and the middle path. 

Siddhartha is raised listening to the guidance of the Brahmin teachers, but he concludes, based on the 

fact that none of Brahminôs have themselves achieved enlightenment, that this path does not seem to 

lead to the celestial heights that he aims for. In search of enlightenment, Siddhartha embraces numerous 

different lifestyles. First, the ascetic philosophy of the samanas, who denounce physical needs. Then he 

meets the Buddha, who it seems should offer him the knowledge that he seeks, since he is himself 

enlightened. 

But as with the Brahminôs and samanas, Siddhartha finds the seeking of enlightenment through the 

teachings of others to be impossible. He believes he needs experience, rather than teaching. He goes to 

the town and follows the path of the child people, who are governed by money, lust, love, and other 

worldly desires. The anxiety he finds in the town leads him to the river, where he meets a ferryman, a 

humble servant of the river. When he finds such enlightenment in the ferryman, he too starts to listen 

to the river, and begins to understand the flows and unity of life. 

Siddharthaôs path to enlightenment combines learning from others and from the natural world, with a 

dose of stubborn disobedience and experiencing the world for himself. In contrast, Govinda follows a 

path that leaves him always in the shadow of another, first Siddhartha then Buddha. Govinda seeks 

teaching, and huddles in the teachings of others like it was a refuge from the world. Govindaôs path of 

constant dependence on others highlights the independence of Siddharthaôs journey, and Govindaôs 

failure to achieve enlightenment in comparison to Siddharthaôs success shows that it is the untraveled 

path, the personal path, that leads to deliverance. Perhaps what had really set Siddhartha apart was not 

his unusual skill for contemplation, but for his ability to choose his own path. 
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Through his son, Siddhartha comes to understand the human attachments of the child people he had 

mocked in his own life. He also comes to understand the suffering and devotion of his own father. So, in 

making his own sacrifice and sending his son away, Siddhartha becomes connected to the earth to love 

and connection, which he had earlier tried to eliminate from himself in a way he hadnôt before. This 

poses an interesting possibility for the path to enlightenment that it is only when Siddhartha continues a 

familial legacy, and the cycle returns to the paternal bond, that he gains that Buddhistic smile, making 

spiritual enlightenment much more of a human, earthly image rather than a lofty divine ideal. 

It is when Siddhartha first visits the river that he realizes the spiritual power of natural things and this 

begins his own special journey into understanding the material world and the connections between all 

things. Each time he comes back to the river, it marks a new stage in his enlightenment. The first time 

he comes back, it is with great unease from living a rich life in town, and he desires to drown himself, 

but the river responds, sending him the word óomô and showing him his own reflection. He seeks the 

ferryman, who shows him the power of listening. The ferryman has learned his wisdom from the river 

and it speaks to him in many voices. As Siddhartha learns to hear these voices and sees the visions of 

the river, he comes closer to contentment and greater natural wisdom. Eventually, after he has grieved to 

see his son refuse to live a ferrymanôs life with him, Siddhartha learns the nature of eternity and 

wholeness from the river. 

Buddha has a serene smile when Siddhartha first sees him, and this smile is symbolic of the manôs 

perfection, his childlike love for the world and his tranquility, and becomes a symbol of the ideal state of 

enlightenment that all the novelôs characters are searching for. As Siddharthaôs measure of spiritual 

wisdom changes and matures, thanks to the natural world, he sees the smile again on Vasudevaôs face, 

showing that enlightenment can come with listening and living and isnôt reserved for philosophers. In 

the final chapter, faced with his past and present and at ease with everything, Siddhartha smiles with this 

perfect smile and shows Govinda that he has reached his goal. 

Hesseôs vision of Siddhartha at novelôs end is anything but modest; he doesnôt merely achieve peace of 

mind or gain deeper self-knowledge (Hesseôs view of the goals Westerners should have when practicing 

yoga). Indeed, this vision is transpersonal and metaphysical. This hero does not merely content himself 

with reincarnation and accept an awareness only slightly keener than the ñchild peopleò to whom he 

feels at times superior. The goal he reaches is nothing less than Hesseôs imagined version of what 

Gotama himself experienced. Clearly, Hesse knew the dangers of idealizing nirvana as a reachable goal 

for Westerners. His purpose was not to tell his audience that anyone could become a Buddha in one 

lifetime. Instead, Hesse used Buddhist and Hindu concepts not as goals in and of themselves but to  
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create ironyðboth for literary and psychological ends, for navigating the mid-life crisis requires an 

ironic view of oneôs self and oneôs life, a stepping outside of the hero path one has lived up to this point. 

Likewise, one element in Hesseôs novel that stays with us is Siddharthaôs questðhis devoted immersion 

in and subsequent disillusionment with each of his lives, his suicidal despair by the river, his bittersweet 

love for his son, his ecstasy in hearing the river speak to him, and his drive and integrity in suffering and 

struggling through samsara in order to remain true to his own Eigensinn, his own self-will. Siddhartha 

seems to follow that most recent incarnation of the Romantic upward spiralði.e., the path of Jungian 

individuationðin casting off his persona along with all teachers and doctrines, integrating shadow and 

anima, and placing his faith first and foremost in his own ñinner voice,ò his own Self. Yet his experience 

hearing the thousand voices of the river and achieving a mystic union with and compassion for all 

beings suggests dissolution of self-will and ego indicative of Mahayana emptiness and enlightenment. 

Awakening is not a denial of, or escape from, the world at all, as many Western critics have maintained. 

It is realizing, experientially, that our everyday conventional experience is the actual escape from seeing 

the world as it is. It is a removal of buffers and projections to see the ordinary magic, and miracle, that is 

existence. We learned that emptiness is not a meaningless void, but, instead, is to be full of life in its 

most profound and literal sense. Perhaps most importantly, we have discussed the unequivocal emphasis 

on the necessity of a spiritual guide and the practice of meditation. Regardless of whether one agrees 

that having a teacher and practicing meditation is important or necessary, it must be made clear that this 

is reflective of what the Buddha taught. Buddhism is a method of going from the shore of the suffering 

of samsara to the shore of enlightened liberation from that suffering.  

Enlightenment is not ñovercomingò the world or transcending it. In actuality, the Buddha purposed 

(after experiencing directly) that there doesnôt exist an independent (remember that all things are inter-

connected) self that could transcend anything (Kohn 45). Enlightenment is simply waking up to the way 

things actually are. This does not indicate any sort of overcoming, but instead, a clearing away of the 

obscurations that prevent us from seeing reality directly. 
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