
Wisdom for life

An Inferiority Complex is an Illusion.

Ven. Bupryun : the publisher

We want to be better than others and when this cannot be the case we become obsessed with an inferiority complex.  For example, adolescents are particularly prone to inferiority complexes about their appearance as well as their grades. Although parents are critical about their children caring too much about their looks rather than education, the children are anxious to look attractive to the opposite sex and stand out from amongst their peers. In addition, wherever they go, they long to be the center of attention. When this doesn't happen, they feel isolated and inferior.  In the worst case scenario they become self-destructive. Some even come to suffer from depression. Looking into the reasoning behind an inferiority complex, we can eventually see that it originates in the desire to be better than others, or a superiority complex. In other words, an inferiority complex stems not from believing that one is inferior, but rather from one’s wish to stand out among others, which manifests itself from a superiority complex.

Intrinsically, every being is free of any sense of inferiority or superiority. Each and every being is simply different.  In fact, it is us who discriminate, saying things like: “This is better than that” or “This is worse than that.” This discrimination does not reflect a being as it is but distorts it. In the Buddhist Heart Sutra, this distorted image of something is called “Jun-do-mong-sang,” which means a dreamlike, inverted thought. We do not see things as they are. Rather we see  inverted images, which are never consistent with reality. This inconsistency gives rise to our suffering, agony, and limitations in life. The usefulness of a hammer and nail never changes when you are looking for something else. Those items merely exist and will be useful when called upon. No object is inherently more useful than another.  It just comes down to situation and purpose.  Likewise, we have to see all things (including people) in a similar manner; seeing them as they are will show us the truth that there is no inherent superiority or inferiority. Human beings perceive things through six sensory organs
, and based on those perceptions we develop an inferiority or superiority complex.

In spite of its insubstantiality, seeing the mirage of an oasis in the desert is still very convincing; therefore, it is vitally important to recognize that illusory things are merely illusions. For example, you continue to live even if you do not like your nose, eyes or other facial features. We often hear that even so-called “gorgeous” actors or actresses have an inferiority complex about their looks. One person might say, “Everything looks all right except for my eyes.” Another says, “I don’t like my nose.” A different person might say, “I like my lips but not my teeth!” This way, we can see that being “inferior” is one thing, and having an inferiority complex is another. Since this complex stems from our mind and not from physical features, a so-called “superior” being can have an inferiority complex. Therefore, we should recognize inferiority complexes as just illusions that are a part of the mental process and not based on reality.

Understand the Illusory Nature of an Inferiority Complex

There is no inferior being in the world. All beings are simply different. Let us say we randomly choose twenty people and measure their traits and rate their abilities. Who weighs the most or is the tallest? When they are rated according to various features such as weight, height, facial features, the length of their arms or fingers, skillfulness in cooking, jumping, running, and so forth, a wide range of scores will be produced. If they are rated according to a thousand criteria, the average scores will be similar across the board. This shows that each and every person is individually different, but if viewed from a distance, they are all similar. 

However, different generations and different circumstances result in diverse grading criteria. A few decades ago, people were graded on test scores in math, Korean, and English. In the Cho-sun dynasty one was assessed only on one criterion, which was writing ability. Nowadays, singing and dancing is highly regarded as admirable skills. In Korea baseball took off in the 80’s. While pitching a ball well would have been useless 50 years ago, these days a pitcher can make a lot of money. As a result, parents in particular should exercise caution when evaluating their children because each generation has different criteria for determining what skills are useful or not.

There is no absolutely superior or inferior being; for this very reason, it is important to understand that an inferiority complex is an illusion that we should break out of. For instance, the physically disabled are not inferior; they just have to find different ways to do things. If you are one-armed and think of it as a challenge, you can overcome this challenge by using an artificial arm. However, if you consider your physical handicap as inferior, you will develop two symptoms; one is self-loathing which in extreme cases can eventually lead to suicidal tendencies and the other is to hate those who have two arms and wish harm upon their arms. Following this path makes you develop a character disorder that simultaneously exhibits both self-destructive and aggressive behaviors. For example, dictators, if psychologically analyzed, are said to have latent senses of inferiority in them. Dictators live mentally unstable lives with extreme ups and downs with their emotions. They become generous to those who praise them and are good to them, but they can also become so cruel as to kill even their wives or siblings once these people oppose them. 

Accepting things as they are can get you out of an inferiority complex

With only a few out of countless human abilities being deemed necessary to judge people, it appears as though there are inferior/superior beings. This is a psychological problem; put in the Buddhist way, it is a problem of the mind. Upon understanding how the mind works, it becomes possible to work through all kinds of inferiority complexes. For example, if you view a visual impairment as something that merely requires adaptation to a different lifestyle, your inferiority complex about visual impairment will disappear. Whatever you were not good as a child, whether it being math, English, dancing etc., your present day inferiority complexes are the product of your attachment to your feelings of inadequacy. This sense of inferiority is what binds you and a complex is formed not by any innate inferiority but by your own ignorance. 

To illustrate, let's use the example of a man who has been smoking for 30 years. No matter how hard he tries to quit smoking, he cannot quit. He thinks, “I must have smoked a lot in my previous life; otherwise, how could it be so hard to quit?” What he doesn't understand was that there never existed any seed of habitual smoking transplanted by a previous life, and his habit was actually formed later. Such habits are called “uhp” or “Karma.” In Buddhism point of view, there is no karma that we are born with and all karma is formed. The foundation of the ego consists of the habits we form in very early years of life which are so deeply internalized that the ego appears to be who we are, thus making it difficult to change. However, Buddha pointed out that the very roots of our consciousness are also things that are formed.  There is nothing which originally exists without being formed. Though extremely difficult, it is still possible to uproot our karma; this does not mean that determination alone will allow us to change but rather we can have hope to keep heading towards Nirvana because it is fully within our reach. 

To reiterate, there exists nothing inferior or superior in the world; therefore, there is no such thing as an unfortunate being. Finding somebody pitiful is merely your thought. If you feel sorrow every time someone dies, you should continuously grieve forever at any given moment, there are people dying. However, depending on who is dying and how they are related to you, your emotions vary. We feel sorry for children who are handicapped, but would Buddha respond to those children the same way? Buddha would smile, holding them in his arms while treating them just like other children. Imagine yourself playing happily with a child and suppose you notice another child with a disability, and express sadness. From the disabled child’s perspective, he never considered himself pitiful, but seeing others feel so sorry for him makes him feel depressed. This way, your thoughts and consciousness which are shaded by ignorance made the child pitiable. Strictly speaking, if we have no inferiority complexes while understanding that nobody is inferior or superior then we will neither envy others, nor will we anticipate helps from them.

Even though nothing is inferior, inferiority complexes are still very much a part of reality. The reason for this formed sense of inferiority is that we are evaluated according to a few criteria by home, school, society and other various groups or communities. One who is greedy will have an inferiority complex towards those with lots of money and at the same time develop a strong sense of superiority over those who have less money. Also, those who are attached to high social ranks or positions become subservient to whomever ranks higher and remain authoritarian to whomever ranks lower. Like this, a sense of inferiority and superiority arises from what you are attached to.

When attached to money, you develop complexes about money; when obsessed with appearance, you develop complexes about looks. “An inferiority complex is what has been formed in a certain circumstance, and no being is originally inferior or superior.” If you can be resolute about your understanding of this fact, you will not be a slave to any sense of inferiority. Even if you find yourself susceptible to succumbing to an inferiority complex, understanding alone can stop you from suffering because of it. Be firmly aware of the roots of inferiority complexes, and free yourself from them. 

�	 in Buddhism this is interpreted as the five sensory organs with the sixth one being the mind
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