
 

 

 
 

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :6.514(2021); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:10, ISSUE:3(6), March:2021 

Online Copy Available: www.ijmer.in 

 

 
77 

 

HUMAN LIFE AS A CYCLE OF REBIRTH AND BIRTH:  A BUDDHIST READING OF THE GERMAN 
WEB-SERIES DARK 

 
Sairam R 

Assistant Professor of Philosophy 
Government College Mananthavady 

Wayanad, Kerala,India 
 
Abstract:  

The concept of the painful cycle of birth and rebirth and man’s desire to get out of this circle and gain Enlightenment is the 
primary guiding concept of Buddhism. This paper is an attempt at engaging in a reading of the web-series, Dark from the perspective 
of the Eastern Tradition of Buddhism. The story of Dark is set in a Western Christian background. Christianity, like other Semitic 
religions believe only in one birth and not in the suffering caused due to eternal cycle of rebirth, as in Eastern Philosophies. This paper 
tries to look at Dark from the perspective of the Buddhist concept of birth, suffering, rebirth and Enlightenment, by analysing the 
metaphysics of the turmoil in the lives of the characters, based on Buddha’s concepts of suffering.   
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Introduction 

The end of twentieth century saw novel methods of philosophical engagements based on popular culture. One of the most 
popular art-form of the twenty-first century are streaming television series. And Dark, a popular German web-series, marketed and 
consumed as a science-fiction thriller, proclaims itself to be dealing with the philosophical questions of eternal recurrence, through the 
portrayal of time travelling. Dark, directed by Baran boOdar, was first released online, on 1 December 2017, on Netflix. The second 
season of Dark was released on 21 June 2019 and the third and final season was released on 27 June 2020. In total, it contains 26 
episodes. The series released to positive reviews and was appreciated on many levels, including theme, acting, music and complexity 
of narrative. Directed by Baran boOdar and co-created by Baran boOdar and Jantje Friese, it is one of the most complex series to hit 
the OTT (over the top technology) platform.  

 
 The diegetic structure of Dark is so organized that its concerns with Nietzsche’s concept of Eternal Recurrence is made 
explicit. Dark is not the first film to deal with the concept of Eternal Recurrence. But Dark, unlike earlier films, does not locate the 
concept of Eternal Recurrence, inside the framework of Christianity, but to the concept of rebirth, which is alien to Western 
Philosophy.  
 

This paper is an attempt at engaging in a reading of Dark from the perspective of the Eastern Tradition of Buddhism. The 
concept of the painful cycle of birth and rebirth and man’s desire to get out of this circle and gain Enlightenment is the primary 
guiding concept of Buddhism. The story of Dark is set in a Western Christian background. Christianity, like other Semitic religions 
believe only in one birth and not in the suffering caused due to eternal cycle of rebirth, as in Eastern Philosophies. This paper tries to 
look at Dark from the perspective of the Buddhist concept of birth, suffering, rebirth and Enlightenment, by analysing the metaphysics 
of the turmoil in the lives of the characters, based on Buddha’s concepts of suffering.   

 
Methodology 

The paper analyses the German web-series Dark from the perspective of the Buddhist theories of samsara. The methodology 
employed is that of an analysis of the cinematic text with the help of the Buddhist texts to look into the philosophy of the web-series, 
under discussion. Dark, the sensational German web series received a sweep-over success immediately on its release. Dark is set in a 
small fictional German town Winden, with a nuclear power station, its radioactive materials and a cave which enables time travel.  
The story takes place mainly between four families, the Nielsen, the Kahnwald, the Doppler and the Tiedemann family. The first 
episode of the first season of Dark opens with the suicide of Michael Kahnwald and the disappearance of the child Mikkel Nielsen in 
2019. In its three seasons, Dark takes the audience on a time travel from 2019 to 1880s and to the future in 2050s, repeating the pattern 
every 33 years.  

 
Analysis 

The predominant theme of Dark is eternal recurrence. Apart from this concept, it also seems to be much influenced by the 
Buddhist concept of suffering, karma and rebirth. “We are attracted to dark just as moth is to light” (Dark 00:01:01-00:01:06), as the 
middle-aged unidentified man says in the beginning of the episode 4 of season 3, people from all over the world across all age groups 
are attracted to the dark. This appears true in the traditional understanding of the concept of Karma and rebirth.  
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Nietzsche’s concept of eternal recurrence has much affinity with the Buddhist concept of Samsara. Samsara is rebirth 
(Buswell) Samsara is the endless cycle of birth, death and rebirth, which is ever-recurring and has no beginning and end. In fact, it 
may be argued that Nietzsche himself may have put forward his idea of eternal recurrence by the influence of Buddhist concept of 
Samsara.  Many of Nietzsche’s ideas can be seen to have the influence of Buddhism. Nietzsche, did not hide this fact and he 
proclaimed himself as the Buddha of the Europe. “I could become the Buddha of Europe,” he writes in 1883, “though frankly I would 
be the antipode of the Indian Buddha.” By the time he collapsed in 1889, Nietzsche had gone a long way toward becoming both.” 
(Panaioti 2).  As mentioned earlier, this paper is an attempt to explore how much the Buddhist Ideology of Karma/ Rebirth/ Samsara 
had influenced the course of web series Dark. Since all these concepts are echoes of the ‘Four Noble Truths’, the paper concentrates 
on this. 

 
According to Dalai Lama – the spiritual leader of Buddhism, “The Four Noble Truths are the very foundation of the Buddhist 

teaching and that is why they are so important” (Side 1). It is known as ‘catvaryaryasatyani’ in Sanskrit (Buswell). In his first sermon 
after Buddha became enlightened, he spoke about the Four Noble Truths. These Truths, are the very foundation on which, the whole 
of Buddhist philosophy revolves around and all the different Buddhist schools accept this doctrine. “The first sermon is preserved as a 
discourse (sutta) called Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Dharma. It contains the essential teachings of Buddhism set out in a 
formula known as the Four Noble Truths…” (Keown 27).  

 
The first of the Four Noble Truths is ‘The Truth of Suffering (Dukkha)’, second ‘The Truth of Arising (Samudāya)’, third 

‘The Truth of Cessation (Nirodha)’ and fourth ‘The Truth of the Path (Magga)’ (Keown). In short, the teaching says that the world is 
full of suffering, there is a cause of suffering, there is an end to suffering and there is a path which leads to cessation of suffering.  

The first truth says that life is full of suffering. All human activity ultimately leads to suffering. Putting in different words it 
could be said that all life is unsatisfactory. Explaining this Buddha says,  

 
Monks, this is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, old-age is suffering, sickness is suffering, death is 
suffering, being brought together with things disliked is suffering, separation from things liked is suffering, not to 
get what one wants is suffering; in sum, the five aggregates of attachment are suffering. (Gethin 244).  
 

Life is full of grief, misery, pain, agony and despair. He says that the attachment to five aggregates results in suffering. These 
aggregates are known as skandhas in Sanskrit. They are materiality or form (rupa), sensations or feeling (vedana), perception or 
discrimination (samjana), conditioning factors (samskara), and consciousness (vijnana) (Buswell). 

 
The thought of pain and suffering always haunts mankind, and human beings remain in a constant search to evade this 

suffering. The whole of Buddhist teachings is directed to put an end to the endless pain and suffering which humanity, in whole, and 
every individual, in particular, undergoes. “The Buddha emphasises again and again in the Pali Suttas that he only teaches suffering 
and its overcoming. It is this goal, the ending of pain that is seen as the summum bonum of Buddhist religious practice” (Peacock 
209). 
 
Discussion 

In the series Dark, the concept of pain and suffering plays a pivotal role. H.G. Tannhaus, is a clock maker, while trying to 
recreate the past in the original world, accidentally creates the two parallel worlds of Adam and Eva. This creation of alternative 
worlds leads to eternal suffering of all the characters where everything is connected. In season 1 episode 9, Noha tells Helge while 
explaining their purpose “There’s nothing but chaos out there. Pain… and chaos! People are bad. Malicious, evil. Life is nothing but a 
spiral of pain.” (Dark 00:29:48-00:30:16). 

 
The concept of pain and suffering which is highlighted in the series is very similar to the Buddhist concept of suffering. As 

Buddha held that the world is full of suffering in his First Noble Truth, so too Dark, in its earlier season, explores the pain and 
suffering the various characters undergoes, without knowing the cause of suffering. The series open with the suicide of Michael 
Khanwald, later Ulrich is shown betraying his wife Katharina, by being in love with Hannah, which also results in pain and suffering. 
Hannah, on the other hand, betrays her husband Michael which also results in pain and suffering. Jonas is in love with Martha, which 
also results in pain and suffering. Regina is a cancer patient; she too suffers pain and suffering. All these characters pursue a sensuous 
life and irrevocably fall into the pit of endless suffering. Thus, all the characters in the series, at first shown to be happy are actually 
undergoing pain and suffering in a never-ending loop, without knowing the cause of suffering.  

 
The second noble truth speaks about the cause of suffering. It explains that nothing comes out of nothingness and that 

everything is conditional. It adds that every effect has a cause, so do suffering. Buddha says that carving or thrust or attachment is the 
root cause of all our suffering. In other words, this carving is ignorance. Ignorance or avidya is said, by Buddha, to be the root cause of 
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suffering (Buswell). It is this ignorance which leads to samsara, the cycle of birth, death and rebirth in accordance with the law of 
karma. Due to the influence of avidya the self-mistakes the not self for the self, impermanent for the permanent, painful for the 
pleasure and performs volitional action, which again leads one to samsara, the suffering, the eternal chain of rebirth and birth.  

 
Through his 12 links of dependent origination, Buddha reaches at the cause of suffering as ignorance.  
 

This is what the Blessed One said: ‘And what is dependent arising? Conditioned by ignorance there are volitional 
forces, conditioned by volitional forces there is consciousness, conditioned by consciousness there is mind-and-
body, conditioned by mind-and-body there are the six senses, conditioned by the six sense spheres there is 
stimulation, conditioned by stimulation there is feeling, conditioned by feeling there is craving, conditioned by 
craving there is attachment, conditioned by attachment there is existence, conditioned by becoming there is birth, 
conditioned by birth there is old-age and death—grief, lamentation, pain, sorrow, and despair come into being. 
And so, there is the arising of this whole mass of suffering” (Gething 210-11).  
 

These are related to one another in a cyclic order in a cause-effect relationship. This theory is known as pratītyasamutpāda in 
Sanskrit, is variously translated as dependent arising, dependent origination, conditioned co-production, co-dependent origination, 
inter-dependent-origination, or inter dependent arising. (Laumakis 105).  

 
In Dark, there is a similarity with the Second Noble Truth, almost all the leading characters are in search of their cause of 

suffering, that is, the eternal recurrence of their selves. Jonas goes back in time from 2019 to 1986, in search of Mikkel Nielsen. He 
thinks that by bringing back Mikkel, he can set up everything in order. Later, Jonas discovers that Mikkel is not the cause of eternal 
recurrence. Jonas, at another time, thinks that the first cause, which started the chain of eternal recurrence, is the suicide of his father 
Michael Kahnwald. He tries to prevent him from committing suicide, but he lets his father commit suicide, after discovering that his 
suicide, is not the first cause - the event which started the eternal recurrence.  Jonas, his older self-Adam, Martha, her older self-Eva, 
Noha, Ulrich, and Claudia all think that they can alter the things. But without knowing the real cause all of them fails. This keeps on 
getting repeated until Jonas and Martha, in the last episode 8, in Season Three of the series, finds out the real cause of their suffering 
and of eternal recurrence. 

 
As mentioned earlier, in Buddhism, suffering is due to ignorance and this ignorance results from Karma, (kamma in Sanskrit) 

or volitional forces. In most of the eastern tradition, Karma and rebirth are twin concepts that goes hand in hand. According to the law 
of Karma, one’s future is determined by one’s present deeds or action and that the present is shaped by the past action. As science 
says, every action has an equal and opposite reaction, Karma says that one reaps what one sows, which is the name of the 8th episode 
(As You Sow, so You Shall Reap) of season one of Dark. 

 
According to the general Indian theory our actions (kamma/karman) bear fruit both in this life and, most significantly, in 

subsequent lives:  
…bad actions bear pleasant fruit and good actions unpleasant. The beginnings of a theory of karma are found in 
the Vedic texts such as the Upanisads. Subsequent Indian thought develops the theory in various ways. The 
different traditions—Jain, Buddhist, Hindu—all have distinctive notions of precisely what constitutes a good or 
bad action and of the manner in which actions yield their karmic results. (Gethin 195) 
 
All beings in the universe— whether hellish, animal, human, or divine—are born, live, die, and are reborn again 
in accordance with their actions, their ‘karma’ (or, in Pali, kamma). This perpetual round of birth, death, and 
rebirth is called samsara, and has no known beginning and no known end. Gethin xxxiii) 
 

This eastern concept of Karma and rebirth finds its full exposition in the web series Dark.  Claudia is the tutor of Helge and 
as children, Claudia gets money for teaching Helge as Helge’s father was very rich. But when they grow old Claudia becomes the 
director of the nuclear plant, where Helge is a security. The point to be noted is that Helge’s father was the person who started the 
Nuclear Power Plant. A massive reversal of fortunes happens here. Likewise, in 2019, Elisabeth is a deaf child, for which her elder 
sister Franziska used to make fun of her. In the alternative world (Adam/Eva), her sister Franziska is deaf. 

 
In Adam’s world, Katharina finds out that her husband was in an affair with Hannah, and confirms it while hugging her. In 

the alternative world of Eve, Hannah who is pregnant, finds out that Ulrich is having an affair with Charlotte while hugging her. In the 
second world, Ulrich leaves Katharina and marries Hannah and gets into a relationship with Charlotte while in that marriage. In the 
first world, Ulrich dissuades Hannah from hugging him in the office, while in the second he dissuades Charlotte from doing it, as in 
both the cases, there is an overpowering of guilt and the same action is repeated from various levels.   
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Tronte Nielsen loses his son Mads while having an affair with Claudia - the daughter of Egon Tidemann. 33 years later, he 
loses his grandson, Mikkel, while his son Ulrich was in an affair with Hannah who later travels back in time in search of Ulrich and 
eventually gets pregnant by Egon. Throughout, Dark shows the coming back of past actions in the form of karma, while the characters 
involved realize it. This emerges as the best example to understand Karma, as exemplified in the Eastern Buddhist Philosophy.  

 
The Third Noble Truth of Buddhism, says that there is an end of suffering and there is freedom from suffering. “Monks, this 

is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering: the complete cessation and fading away of that very craving—giving it up, letting go, 
being free, not tied to it” (Gethin 244). Buddha says that if ignorance is the cause of suffering, then by removing, the cause, the effect, 
the suffering ceases to exist. All the major characters of the series search in vain for ending the suffering. Adam and Eva claim that 
they know how to end the eternal loop of suffering, the eternal recurrence of event. Each and every character, once they realize the 
karmic circle, makes their own attempts, however irrelevant and wrong, to get out of the karmic circle.  

 
The Fourth Noble Truth says that there is a definite path which leads to the end of suffering. This path in Buddhism is known 

as Noble Eight-Fold Path, by following one can attain Nirvana, or mukthi from the cycle of birth and death. Likewise, in the last 
episode of Season 3, which is aptly titled as ‘Paradise’, Jonas and Martha eventually find out the cause of their suffering. They watch a 
man accidentally creating two worlds and then realize that, in fact, they are not in the actual world. As Michael never travels back in 
the actual world, Jonas is never born. So they are preoccupied with their sense of “I”ness. When both Jonas and Martha leave their 
sense of “I”ness they are able to find paradise. The endless cycle of life and death, as in Buddhist ideology within the context of the 
series, is an inescapable loop of time. The people of Winden embody this suffering as they’re made privy to this ghastly truth. It is as 
if, every 33 years, the same old wounds are reopened with every new generation, and Winden is cursed to eternally re-live the same 
set of events. 

 
“The obscure timeline of the narrative turns time into an abstract, never-ending loop, an often-used convention in science 

fiction. And hence, there is neither a beginning nor an end, neither right nor wrong. Every person and every action in the series plays a 
pivotal role in shaping the past, the present and the eventual apocalyptic future” (Chowdhury). Through the employment of time, Dark 
deals with the concept of eternal recurrence and a cessation to it through the teachings of Buddhism. Till the final episodes of the 
Third season, eternal recurrence is shown in multiple ways and Dark also explored multiple perspectives and points of views and 
makes it recurring for every character.  For example, Ulrich appears as a womaniser in both worlds. In the second world he cheats on 
the person on whom he cheated his wife with. Similarly, Hanna is shown as cunning in both the worlds. Because the core of the 
character never changes and they behave in predetermined ways, it could be understood that Freewill is an illusion. One Jonas acts in 
different points of time. Each think that he knows what he has to do. But they end up doing the same thing as their older self-did in the 
previous cycle. Everyone makes the same decision during all times and this could be understood as eternal recurrence. 

 
Conclusion 

Even after they realize the concept of eternal recurrence, the characters struggle hard to come out of the endless cycle. In the 
final episode, when Jonas and Martha finally understand the cause of the suffering and its endless recurrence, they take appropriate 
step to put an end to it. Thus, they come out of the eternal recurrence and escape suffering.  

 
 A systematic analysis of Dark makes it vivid that the structure of the series is arranged in strict allegiance to the Buddhist 
Philosophy of the Four Noble Truths. Thus, it is made clear that the plotline of Dark progresses in line with the order of the Four 
Noble Truths and characters attempt to overcome eternal recurrence (which they fail many ways before succeeding) by following the 
path taught by Buddha in his sermons. 
 

And what, monks, have I taught? I have taught: ‘‘This is suffering’’; I have taught: ‘‘This is the cessation of 
suffering’’; I have taught: ‘‘This is the way leading to the cessation of suffering.’’ And why, monks, have I 
taught this? Because this is beneficial, relevant to the fundamentals of the spiritual life, and leads to 
disenchantment, to dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct knowledge, to enlightenment, to Nibbana. 
Therefore, I have taught this. (Laumakis 85)  

 
Though there have been many films that have dealt with the complex concept of Eternal Recurrence, almost all of the 

Western films have strictly adhered to the Christian philosophy which does not believe in rebirths.  Dark holds the concept of rebirth 
and looks at Eternal Recurrence from the lens of the Buddhist Philosophy and a final liberation from Eternal Recurrence is gained by 
the realization of the cause of suffering, after passing through each stage mentioned by Buddha, in his teachings.  
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